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5 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Foreword 

The report The Role of External Funding in Swedish Higher Education Research: A 
case study of some research-oriented departments highlights the role played by 
external research funding in general, and the research support provided by the 
Swedish Research Council in particular, for research. The focus is at departmental 
level, where direct government funding interacts with external research grants from 
a multitude of different sources. Funding from different sources affects the research 
volume and research focus of the departments, but also their personnel composition 
and recruitment. The departments also handle the indirect costs charged in order to 
fund common costs at the various levels of the higher education institution. 

The interplay between the direct government funding paid to higher education 
institutions and the external funding grants to research teams is of importance for 
both higher education institutions and the funding bodies. All discussion and debate 
about this interplay and the importance of the different funding streams must be 
based on thorough analysis and understanding of the activity at the higher education 
institutions. The purpose of this case study is to contribute to this by illuminating the 
conditions of research at some departments where research is conducted with a high 
percentage of external funding. 

Stockholm, 8 February 2019 

Sven Stafström 
Director General, Swedish Research Council 

Johan Lindell 
Head of Department, Swedish Research Council 



 
          

 

 
 

 

        
             

          
         

             
          

           
   

         
         

          
          
             

        
        
       

        
       

   
          

           
          

            
      

             
         

            
          

          
           

              
          

  
        

            
           

          
             

          
          

           
            

6 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Sammanfattning 

Forskningen vid svenska lärosäten finansieras genom olika finansieringsströmmar. 
En del av det statliga basanslaget till lärosätena är avsedd för forskning och 
forskarutbildning. Statliga medel för forskning fördelas också i nationell konkurrens 
genom de statliga forskningsfinansiärerna. Dessutom finansieras en betydande del 
av forskningen genom bidrag från ett brett spektrum av finansiärer i Sverige och 
utomlands: företag, kommuner och landsting, offentliga och privata stiftelser och 
organisationer samt inte minst EU:s ramprogram för forskning som också omfattar 
Europeiska forskningsrådet ERC. 

Den här fallstudien av sex forskningsorienterade institutioner inom olika 
ämnesområden och vid olika universitet belyser hur finansieringsströmmarna för 
forskning uppfattas, används och hanteras på institutionsnivån. En sådan kunskap 
om institutionernas åtgärder och avvägningar för att bedriva forskning finansierad 
från olika källor med olika grad av kostnadstäckning för de indirekta kostnaderna är 
viktig för forskningsfinansiärer. Studien bygger på dokumentering av 
institutionernas personal, forskningsverksamhet och ekonomi, samt intervjuer med 
institutionernas prefekter och representanter för den administrativa/ekonomiska 
personalen. En omvärldsutblick som jämför universitetens finansiering och 
forskningsfinansiärernas stödformer i Sverige, Danmark, Schweiz och 
Nederländerna kompletterar studien. 

Bilden av institutionernas verksamhet är långt ifrån enhetlig, men flera 
gemensamma drag kan urskiljas. Forskningsbidrag från olika externa källor är en 
förutsättning för att forskningen ska kunna bedrivas, men skapar samtidigt 
utmaningar som har att göra med de externa bidragens tidsbegränsade natur och 
hanteringen av de indirekta kostnaderna. 

En viktig slutsats från studien är att de direkta anslagen och de externa 
forskningsmedlen finansierar olika typer av anställningar. Basmedlen för forskning 
och undervisning används vid de flesta av de studerade institutionerna för att 
finansiera lärares anställningar. De externa medlen, som är tidsbegränsade, används 
för att finansiera anställningar som doktorander, postdoktorer och forskare. Forskare 
kan vara både visstids- och tillsvidareanställda. Alla institutioner vittnar om att 
risken är större för en forskaranställd att sägas upp med anledning av medelsbrist än 
en läraranställd, eftersom den senare har förtur till undervisning om 
forskningsmedlen tryter. 

Enligt lärosätesgemensamma avtal finansieras lärosätets gemensamma utgifter av 
alla delar av verksamheten, genom uttag för s.k. indirekta kostnader. Ett centralt 
problem för institutionerna är att de indirekta kostnaderna ska finansieras oberoende 
av varifrån forskningsmedlen kommer, men att de externa forskningsfinansiärerna i 
olika hög grad bidrar till hela det beräknade beloppet för indirekta kostnader. 

Basanslagen uppfattas ofta ha betydelse för universitetens autonomi, till exempel 
genom att långsiktigt öka möjligheterna för strategiska satsningar inom olika 
områden. Majoriteten av forskare och lärare får däremot större kontroll över 
finansieringen av sin forskning genom att söka externa bidrag. Institutionerna har i 



 
          

 

 
 

           
           
           

       
           

            
        

        
          

            
         

 

7 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

allmänhet ett begränsat utrymme för egna strategiska satsningar, vilket märks bland 
annat i svårigheter att ge goda startförutsättningar för rekryteringar av framgångsrika 
lärare och forskare. Institutionerna kan också ha problem med strategisk utveckling 
och drift av sina lokala forskningsinfrastrukturer. 

Att ansöka om och beviljas externa forskningsbidrag ses av institutionerna själva 
som en av de viktigaste formerna av kvalitetsgranskning och kvalitetssäkring av den 
forskning som bedrivs. Extern finansiering från stora prestigefyllda 
forskningsfinansiärer är viktiga kvalitetsmarkörer som främjar forskarkarriären och 
banar väg för ytterligare extern forskningsfinansiering. För samtliga institutioner i 
studien är projektstödet från Vetenskapsrådet av särskilt stor betydelse när det gäller 
prestige, volym, kontinuitet och frihetsgrad i användning och återrapportering. 



 
          

 

 
 

 

           
              
           
           

              
           

           
           

          
             

            
          

            
            
             

         
            
         

       
            

           
              

            
     

            
          

             
             

            
          
              

             
               

              
            

             
             

             
            

            
            

            

8 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Summary 

Research at Swedish higher education institutions (HEIs) is funded via various 
funding streams. Part of the direct government funding to the HEIs is intended for 
research and third-cycle higher education. Government funds for research are also 
allocated in national competition via the government research funding agencies. A 
considerable part of research is also funded via grants from a broad spectrum of 
funding bodies in Sweden and abroad: companies, local government, public and 
private foundations and organisations, and not least by the EU’s framework 
programme for research, which also includes the European Research Council (ERC). 

This case study of six research-oriented departments within different scientific 
fields and at different HEIs illuminates how the funding streams for research are 
perceived, used and managed at the department level. Such knowledge about the 
departments’ actions and deliberations to conduct research funded by different 
sources, with differing degrees of coverage of indirect costs, is important for 
research funding bodies. The study is based on documentation of the personnel, 
research activities and finances of the departments, and on interviews with the heads 
of department and representatives of the administrative/finance personnel. An 
analysis that compares the HEI research funding streams and the grants allocated 
through government research funding agencies in Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland 
and the Netherlands completes the study. 

The picture of the departments’ activities is far from uniform, but several 
common features can be discerned. Research grants from various external sources 
are a prerequisite for research to be conducted, but at the same time create 
challenges associated with the time-limited nature of the external grants and the 
management of indirect costs. 

An important conclusion from the study is that direct government funding and 
external research grants finance different types of employment. The direct 
government funding for research and teaching is used to fund the employment of 
teachers (faculty) by most of the departments studied. The external grants, which are 
time-limited, are used to fund the employment of doctoral students, postdocs and 
researchers. Researchers can hold either temporary or permanent positions. All 
departments bear witness that the risk of termination of employment due to lack of 
funds is greater for persons employed as researchers than for persons employed as 
teachers, as the latter have priority to teaching funds if the research funding dries up. 

According to joint HEI agreements, all activities at all levels shall fund the HEI’s 
joint costs, through charges for “indirect costs”. A central problem for the 
departments is that the indirect costs must be funded by the research activities, 
irrespective of the origin of the research funds, yet the external funding bodies 
contribute to differing degrees to the entire estimated amount of indirect costs. 

The direct government grants are often perceived as being important for the 
autonomy of the HEIs, for example by increasing their opportunities to take long-
term strategic initiatives in various areas. The majority of researchers and teachers, 
however, gain greater control over research funding by applying for external grants. 



 
          

 

 
 

           
            

          
           

      
            
             

           
          

             
             

            
     

 

9 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

The departments generally have limited space for their own strategic initiatives, 
which is noticeable for example by them having difficulty providing good start-up 
prerequisites for the recruitment of successful teachers and researchers. The 
departments can also have difficulties with the strategic development and operation 
of their local research infrastructure. 

Applying for and being awarded external research grants is seen by the 
departments themselves as one of the most important forms of quality control and 
quality assurance of the research carried out. External funding from major, 
prestigious research funding bodies constitute important quality markers that benefit 
research careers and paves the way for further external research funding. For all 
departments in the study, project grants from the Swedish Research Council are of 
particularly great importance in terms of prestige, volume, continuity and degree of 
freedom concerning use and reporting. 



 
          

 

 
 

 

              
             

         
            

             
       

               
         
             

          
        
             

         
             

     
             

            
          

           
                

  
             
           

             
           
           

               
             

           
            

            
         

            
              

            
              

           
          

           
              

               
     

10 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Introduction 

This study tries to illuminate the role played by the Swedish Research Council in 
particular, and external sources of research funding in general, in the funding of 
research-oriented departments at Swedish higher education institutions (HEIs). We 
have tried to describe how external funding from governmental and private sources 
of funding interact with direct appropriations to HEIs, and with principles decided at 
vice chancellor and faculty level. 

The study has been conducted as a case study of six departments within the five 
scientific fields, natural sciences, engineering sciences, medicine and health 
sciences, social sciences, and humanities. The departments are located at six of the 
largest HEIs: Uppsala University, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Lund 
University, Karolinska Institutet, University of Gothenburg, and Stockholm 
University. In order to place the conclusions from the case studies into an 
international perspective, we have included comparisons with other countries, 
primarily aimed at the role of governmental external funding to the universities of 
the Netherlands, Denmark and Switzerland. 

The research carried out at HEIs is funded by many different sources. Public 
research funding is divided up into two main streams, namely direct government 
appropriations for research and researcher education, and research funding allocated 
in national competition via the governmental research funding bodies. This ‘dual 
model’ of public research funding has existed for a long time, and can be found in 
most countries. 

The distribution of the funding volume between these funding streams is often the 
subject of debate and international comparisons. But a considerable proportion of 
HEI research in Sweden is funded via external funds from public and private 
foundations, companies and also local government, as well as from foreign 
organisations and companies. As the grants from different funding bodies are 
regulated in differing ways, for example in terms of how they may be used, the 
discussion about direct and external funding needs to be nuanced and take into 
account this multitude of external funding bodies. 

The different sources for funding for research at Swedish HEIs are regularly 
described in reports from both the Swedish Research Council and the Swedish 
Higher Education Authority (Vetenskapsrådet, 2015; 2017d; UKÄ, 2018). The 
direction and allocation of direct government appropriations to HEIs has been the 
subject of several inquiries over the last ten years, most recently in Styr- och 
resursutredningen (Strut) (SOU 2019:6, 2019). A review of the debate held in 
Sweden relating to the volume of direct funding and external funding also provide a 
picture of the matter (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017c). Career paths, mobility, condition and 
prerequisites for individual researchers and teachers are also relatively well 
described in reports and via questionnaires (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017a; 2018). On the 
other hand, we do feel that an overall description of how funds are allocated 
internally within the HEIs is lacking, as is a description of the deliberations done at 
intermediate level at the HEIs. 



 
          

 

 
 

               
             

                
             

   
             

             
            

             
               

           
            

              
        

               
             

             
               

           
          

             
        

              
            

              
                

                  
            

 

11 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

The study was inspired by the report Spinning Plates (Koier, et al., 2016) on how 
HEI research is funded via different funding streams in the Netherlands. The report 
describes the situation for deans at the HEIs as a sort of balancing act, where the 
different funding streams must constantly be balanced in order for the finances to 
add up. 

In a Swedish context, we have identified departments as the level where this 
balancing act takes place. The case study therefore focuses on the management of 
the various funding streams by department heads and departments. The main issues 
discussed are the allocation of direct appropriations for research and how they are 
used, indirect costs and co-funding of external grants, as well as the role played by 
external funding in recruitment and the situation for junior researchers. Issues 
relating to quality assurance and funding of infrastructure have also been included. 
Issues relating to gender equality at the departments are referred to in some contexts, 
but do not form a separate section. 

The nature of the case study results in a targeted selection; in this case towards 
departments where a large proportion of the research is funded by external sources. 
To provide a representative picture of the whole of the Swedish research system, 
other types of departments also need to be studied, for example those that are more 
focused on education and/or collaboration with business. Our narrow sample that 
represent different scientific fields and HEIs also shows considerably differences 
between the departments. Despite this, we can still discern several issues and factors 
that are common for these research-oriented departments. 

The case studies therefore do not provide a comprehensive picture of the role of 
external funding at Swedish HEIs, but aims to describe environments where funding 
from the Swedish Research Council in particular ends up and is used in interaction 
with funds from many other sources. It is our hope that this report can contribute to 
filling a gap in the knowledge, and that the report can be used as the basis for further 
discussions about the role allocation between HEIs and research funding bodies. 



 
          

 

 
 

 

             
            

             
              

             
               
            

           
          

         
           

           
            

               
          

            
        

            
               
            

            
           

     

12 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Implementation 

The report is based on six cases of research-oriented departments within the five 
largest research fields, and at six different higher education institutions (HEIs). In 
addition, there is a review of the public research systems in Denmark, Switzerland 
and the Netherlands in Appendix 1. The review mainly covers issues relating to how 
research at the HEIs is financed by the governmental research councils, the profile 
and focus of the research councils, as well as how indirect costs are managed. 

In our study, we have chosen departments that have been awarded significant 
research funding from the Swedish Research Council. They also represent different 
scientific fields (except agricultural sciences) and the groups of broad-based, 
established HEIs (Lund University (LU), Stockholm University (SU), Uppsala 
University (UU) and University of Gothenburg (GU)), or more specialized HEIs 
(Karolinska Institutet (KI) and Royal Institute of Technology (KTH)). Within the 
scientific field of medicine and health sciences, we have selected one department 
with a clinical focus (KI) and one with a pre-clinical focus (LU). A brief description 
of the six departments is found in Appendix 2. 

The study has been conducted using a combination of document studies and 
interviews with department heads and administrative personnel (administration 
manager or accountant) at the departments. Our questions to the department heads 
can be found in Appendix 3. In addition to this, the departments have provided us 
with material on personnel, research time, and the composition of the department’s 
revenue. For each department, a memorandum has been compiled and approved by 
the department. This documentation together with the interviews forms the primary 
basis for our study. 



 
          

 

 
 

  

               
                

               
            

              
              

   
 

         

             

      
            

           
              

             
           

            
             

   
 

            
          

            
           

            
             

            
    

 
           
            

            
          

            
         

 

13 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Guiding questions 

The work has been structured according to a number of aspects that have formed the 
basis for the questions in the interviews with the departments, and in the work on the 
review in Appendix 1. An important starting point for the case studies was to gain 
insight into how the various funding streams were perceived and handled at 
department level. The collection of facts and data, and the questions aimed at the 
department heads had a clear focus, expressed in guiding questions about the role of 
external funding. 

The relationship between the direct government appropriation for education 

and research on the one hand, and external funding from a spectrum of 

funding bodies on the other hand: 

How do the department heads regard the interplay between the direct government 
funding for education and research respectively, and the external funding? How 
important is the external funding for the finances of the departments, and for the 
research carried out at the departments? What room is there for the departments’ 
own strategic deliberations? How do the departments regard external funding from 
different sources and funding bodies, and how is the Swedish Research Council’s 
funding perceived? Do the different funding streams impact on the research focus of 
the departments? 

The funding of research projects and the management of indirect costs: 

How do the departments and their programmes/research teams/researchers deal with 
requiring funding from several different sources to finance a research project? How 
are the indirect costs handled, when different funding bodies apply different 
principles for their funding of indirect costs? Do the universities have central 
strategies for co-funding grants from external funding bodies that do not provide full 
cost coverage? How are the responsibility and decisions relating to external funds 
and indirect costs handled? 

How does external funding affect the departments’ personnel and recruitment? 

What is funded by the direct government appropriation, and by external funds 
respectively? How is the research time of teachers funded? What are the 
departments’ views on recruitment and employment of teachers and researchers? 
How does the career support from the various funding sources affect the 
departments’ recruitment strategies? How are doctoral students funded? 



 
          

 

 
 

 

              
          

             
             
              

            
           

          
          
              
  

     
              

             
            

           
              

            
            

            
               

             
  

           
             

           
           

             
           

          

    
             
               

            
            
             

             

14 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Background 

The central questions in the study concern external research funding in the light of 
the relationship between external funding and direct government funding for 
research, employment and recruitment, as well as co-funding of indirect costs. In the 
background section, we account for some of these issues from a more general 
perspective, in order to provide a background to our description of the activities at 
the specific departments in our results section. Where relevant, we have made 
comparisons with the universities in Denmark, Switzerland and the Netherlands. A 
more detailed description of the higher education sector, universities’ funding 
streams, governmental research funding bodies and external funding in these 
countries is available in in Appendix 1, which can be read as a stand-alone 
overview. 

The Swedish higher education system 
The higher education sector in Sweden is characterised by a large number of higher 
education institutions (HEIs), spanning a large range of profiles, and covered by the 
same statutory instrument and all with the same mandates: education, research and 
collaboration. The education provided shall be research-based. In general, a 
relatively large proportion of the research conducted at Swedish HEIs is funded by a 
large number of external funding bodies, both public and private. The Swedish 
governmental institute sector is smaller than in many other countries; the research 
needs of public society are largely conducted within the higher education sector. 
There is also great trust in research being able to meet the challenges that society 
and business are facing, and therefore a willingness to fund research from various 
private initiatives. 

In many countries, such as our comparison countries Denmark, Switzerland and 
the Netherlands, the higher education sector is more clearly divided up into a 
category comprising research-oriented universities on the one hand, and a category 
of higher education colleges more focused on professional education and applied 
research on the other hand. In Sweden too, research activities are also relatively 
much concentrated at the large, broad-based established universities and the large 
technical or medical universities (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017b; UKÄ, 2018, p. 161). 

The HEIs’ funding streams 
The current organisation for research funding has emerged over a long period; the 
first research council in Sweden was formed as early as 1946. Since then, the higher 
education sector has expanded greatly, and the number of funding sources has 
increased and diversified. With the dual model for funding research in higher 
education, the proportion of external funding has increased. In addition to this, direct 
government funding of research has been subject to competition in recent years. The 



 
          

 

 
 

             
            

               
              

              
          

           
              

            
             

             
          

            
          

            
          

           
           

             
             

            
             
             

             
            
              

  
             

             
             

            
            

        

     

            
           

           
           

            
               

             

                                                                                                                                         
                     

            

  

15 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

consequence of these changes is that the link between funding and performance has 
gradually become stronger. In a research policy overview (SOU 1998:128, 1998), it 
is emphasised that the task of the research councils has remained the same and been 
seen as a necessary guarantor for research quality during the great expansion of the 
higher education sector. At the same time, it is underlined that all funding bodies 
must carry their own responsibility for full cost coverage.1 

The direct appropriations for research and third cycle higher education are 
allocated internally within the HEIs from the overall HEI level via faculties or their 
equivalents to departments, and then on to sections, research teams and individual 
researchers according to a number of different criteria. These are based partly on 
tradition, partly on various indicators, such as the ability to attract external funding, 
targeted initiatives, third cycle higher education, scientific publications and citations, 
etc. Most external funding goes straight to individual research team leaders after 
successful application for funding. This means that direct government appropriations 
may be handled strategically and with a long-term perspective by the HEI 
management at both central and faculty level, while the individual 
researchers/teachers have more control and influence over access to external funding 
– albeit being time-limited – than over direct government funding. 

The issue of the balance between the proportion of direct government funding for 
research and the proportion of external funding is often discussed, and differences in 
this balance between different countries have been highlighted in a number of 
reports (Öquist & Benner, 2012; SUHF, 2015; CFA, et al., 2016; OECD, 2016; 
Melin, et al., 2018; Sandström & Van den Besselaar, 2018). The comparisons are 
sometimes used in the arguments for research quality. However, it is difficult to 
prove that a certain percentage of direct government funding has a determinant 
effect on research quality, which is also underlined in the OECD report on Sweden 
(OECD, 2016). 

In terms of HEI funding streams, for example, the universities in Denmark and 
Switzerland receive a larger percentage of their research funding in the form of 
direct government appropriations than is the case in Sweden and the Netherlands. 
The picture becomes more complicated, however, if you take into account the 
funding bodies’ grant portfolios and their contributions to indirect costs and to 
researcher salaries (see further in Appendix 1). 

Allocation of direct government appropriations 

Of the overall funding for research and third cycle higher education, direct 
government appropriations constituted 44 per cent in 2017 (UKÄ, 2018). However, 
the proportion formed by direct government appropriations varies between HEIs and 
between scientific fields. In the main, the allocation of direct government 
appropriations between HEIs is historical, and reflects the varying focuses and size 
of the HEIs. For just over ten years, the majority of new appropriations for research 
and third cycle higher education were allocated based on the HEIs’ performance in 

1 Full cost coverage is a financial goal that entails that all the costs, both direct and indirect, incurred by the 
cost carrier shall be covered by the cost carrier’s revenue. Ekonomiwebben, LU: 
https://www.ekonomiwebben.lu.se/for-mitt-arbete/budget-prognos-och-uppfoljning/indirekta-kostnader-och-
samfinansiering/modellen-for-full-kostnadstackning (2019-01-24). 

https://www.ekonomiwebben.lu.se/for-mitt-arbete/budget-prognos-och-uppfoljning/indirekta-kostnader-och


 
          

 

 
 

             
             

         
           
             

           
              

            
             

              
      

            
            

             
            

               
           

             
            

            
             

             
            

              
           

             
             

           
             

 
              

             
             

      

   

            
         
             
          

            
          

                                                                                                                                         
                

 

16 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

terms of ability to attract external funding and success in scientific publication.2 In 
the Swedish Government’s budget bill for 2018, collaboration was also used as a 
basis for the performance-based portion (Regeringens proposition 2017/18:1, 2018). 
The direct government appropriation also includes funds for the strategic research 
areas (SFO) that were introduced as part of the Government’s research bill 2008 
(Regeringens proposition 2008/09:50, 2008). Since 2010, the SFO funds have been 
distributed as part of the direct government appropriation to the HEI that was the 
main applicant, from where portions are transferred to any HEIs that were co-
applicants. A specific HEI can thereby, in addition to its own direct government 
appropriation, also receive direct government funding for an SFO in the form of a 
transfer from another, main applicant HEI. 

The direct government appropriation is then further distributed at the HEI based 
on various models, and finally reaches the departments and the researchers active 
there (Nelhans & Eklund, 2015). The distribution at ten Swedish HEIs is described 
in a case study published by the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise (Görnerup, 
2013). In brief, the distribution models can be summarised as the major part of the 
appropriation being distributed to faculties or their equivalents, and thereafter to 
departments. Part of the appropriation is used to create room for joint university 
investments in facilities, such as premises, libraries, and infrastructure, as well as 
strategic research initiatives. At some HEIs, centrally allocated funds are also used 
to co-fund initiatives that are externally funded by specific funding bodies. There are 
also specific initiatives relating to areas such as gender equality, career support and 
recruitment, as well as to strengthening research in educational areas of particular 
importance to the HEI, as required. In a corresponding way, several HEIs retain part 
of their allocated direct government appropriation at faculty level or department 
level, to fund joint faculty or department initiatives. The funds received for SFO 
environments are generally managed separately, and are paid via the faculties to the 
departments where these environments are located; in some cases, after minor 
reservations aimed at contributing to the development of these areas in the longer 
term. 

The funds to the faculties are allocated in part based on historical data, often 
based on salary costs or corresponding, and in part based on performance, taking 
into account factors such as examinations in third cycle higher education, ability to 
attract external funds, and publications. 

External research funding 

University research funding is often described as consisting of the two funding 
streams, direct government appropriations and external funding. However, the 
external funding reaches the HEIs from a broad spectrum of sources. It might 
therefore be meaningful to differentiate funding from governmental research funding 
bodies from other external research funding from domestic and foreign sources of 
funding: companies, private and public foundations and non-profit organisations, as 

2 Until 2016, part of the direct government appropriation was also redistributed based on indicators for 
performance. 



 
          

 

 
 

           
    

             
            

            
     

           
            
             

             
             
         
           

          
             

              
         
   

           
            

           
              

              
              

        

 
             

        

                                                                                                                                         
                 

The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 17 

well as research funding from the EU’s framework programme, including the 
European Research Council ERC.3 

External funding constituted 56 per cent of the overall funding of research and 
third cycle higher education at Sweden’s higher education institutions in 2017. The 
percentage varies between HEIs, based on their varying size and within which 
research areas they are active. 

As mentioned earlier, the external funding arrives via various funding streams. 
Figure 1 shows the percentage of the direct government appropriation and the 
various external streams in HEI research funding for 2017 (UKÄ, 2018, Tables 7 
and 8). Governmental external funding amounts to 26 per cent, of which the 
Swedish Research Council contributes the largest share, at 12 per cent. The Swedish 
Research Council for Environment, Agricultural Sciences and Spatial Planning 
(Formas), the Swedish Research Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare 
(Forte), Sweden’s innovation agency Vinnova and the Swedish Energy Agency 
together cover 7 per cent, while other public agencies, including funds from other 
HEIs, cover 7 per cent. Other public external funding covers 6 per cent, equally 
distributed between municipalities and county councils, and public research 
foundations respectively. 

Swedish private external funding covers 16 per cent. Of this, non-profit 
organisations contribute 12 per cent – these include the Wallenberg Foundations, the 
Swedish Foundation for Humanities and Social Sciences, and the Swedish Cancer 
Society, as well as foundations managed by the HEIs – while funding from Swedish 
companies contributes 4 per cent. Foreign funding contributes 7 per cent in total, of 
which the EU is responsible for 4 per cent. Other types of income, including 
financial income, amount to 1 per cent. 

Figure 1. Relative distribution of funding sources for research and third cycle higher 

education, 2017. Source: Swedish Higher Education Authority 2018. 

3 The report Spinning Plates (Koier et al., 2016) describes three main streams of university research funding. 



 
          

 

 
 

             
              

               
              

              
            

                 
            

             
              

           
           
          

             
            

            
              

            
          

   
           

           
           
               
              

             
              

          
          

              
              

             
          

          
           

               
                

          
   

            
              

               
              

           
          

18 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Overall funding of HEI research and third cycle higher education has increased by 
10.5 billion SEK in 2017 prices between the years 2007 and 2017, which represents 
an increase of 34 per cent. The increase in external funding exceeded the increase in 
the direct government appropriation, by 43 per cent compared to 26 per cent. The 
grant funding from the research councils increased by 77 per cent over the ten-year 
period, at the same time as grant funding from non-profit organisations increased 
even more, by 82 per cent, during the same period (UKÄ, 2019, Tables 10 and 18). 

The impact on the prerequisites for conducting research that the percentage of 
external funding has is dependent on factors such as the funding bodies’ conditions 
for who may apply for grants. These vary between countries (see further details in 
Appendix 1). When it comes to the differences between HEI-employed researchers 
and externally funded researchers, the research councils in Switzerland (SNSF) and 
the Netherlands (NWO) have clearer regulation of which researchers/teachers are 
entitled to apply for and be awarded career support and project support respectively 
than those in Sweden (VR) and Denmark (DFF). In Switzerland and the 
Netherlands, the recipient of career support may apply for this themselves, while 
only a researcher/teacher employed at an HEI may apply for project support; nor can 
grants awarded be used for their own employment. The corresponding limitation for 
project support does not exist in Sweden or Denmark. 

Employment and recruitment 
The HEIs’ employment rules regulate teacher employments such as professor, senior 
lecturer, associate senior lecturer and lecturer and the recruitment procedures for 
these positions, based on the Swedish higher education ordinance. Higher education 
career paths have long been the subject of debate and inquiries, and there has never 
really been a uniform system for making a career in higher education. The situation 
for persons with newly awarded doctoral degrees who are interested in research has 
long been described as precarious, and this is also the reason why the time-limited 
employment category of ‘research assistant’ was introduced (SOU 2016:29, 2016 
Forskarkarriärutredningen, p. 155 ff). This ‘career development position’ has since 
been the subject of several changes in recent years, where the most recent change 
came into force on 1 January 2018. On that date, the previous career development 
position was replaced by employment as ‘associate senior lecturer’, with the right to 
assessment for promotion to senior lecturer, and thus gaining permanent 
employment. In 2008, a time-limited employment category of ‘postdoc’ was 
introduced, following negotiations between the labour market parties. This is a two-
year position, which can be obtained within two years of award of a doctoral degree. 
Teaching may be included, to a maximum of 20 per cent of working hours. The way 
other employment as research and teaching personnel (researchers) is regulated 
varies between HEIs. 

In 2017, the number of research and teaching personnel in employment categories 
that normally require a doctoral degree amounted to 24,000, which is an increase of 
46 per cent since 2001. To this should be added around 17 000 active doctoral 
students, of which just over 10 000 were employed as doctoral students. Figure 2 
shows the composition of higher education research and teaching personnel in 
employment categories that normally require a doctoral degree, and employed 



 
          

 

 
 

            
            

              

 
            

            

   

            
           
    

 
             

            

         

19 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

doctoral students. Persons employed as researchers and post docs constitute 26 per 
cent of the research and teaching personnel with doctoral degrees. If doctoral 
students are included, these three personnel categories amount to nearly 50 per cent. 

Figure 2. Higher education research and teaching personnel in employment categories that 

normally require a doctoral degree and employed doctoral students, 2017. Source: Swedish 

Higher Education Authority. 

Figure 3 shows the percentage of men and women among higher education 
personnel. Gender distribution is on the whole even within all employment 
categories apart from professors. 

Figure 3. Percentage of men and women among higher education research and teaching 

personnel in employment categories that normally require a doctoral degree, and among 

employed doctoral students, 2017. Source: Swedish Higher Education Authority. 



 
          

 

 
 

     
               

              
            

            
            
          

            
                
               

             
    

             
            

          
                

             
             

    

           
            

            
            

            
            

             
            

             
               

        
         

                
            

                
               

                  
  

           
         
              
          
            

             
                

                

20 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Direct and indirect costs 
The issue of HEI’s indirect costs is closely linked to the issue of externally funded 
research and full cost coverage. The principal tasks of HEIs – teaching, research and 
collaboration – entail costs that cannot be directly attributed to individual research 
projects, courses, etc. This report primarily discusses indirect costs that arise in 
conjunction with research activities. These are costs for items such as premises, 
furnishings and equipment, infrastructure (IT, libraries, the operation of research 
facilities) and administration. Indirect costs refer to costs for such support activities 
as are carried out jointly, for several cost bearers, and they can arise at central level, 
at faculty level or at department level. Direct costs refer to costs that are clearly 
linked to an individual project, such as material and salary costs for researchers 
working on the project. 

In the Swedish context, different terms are sometimes used to describe the need 
for co-funding that may arise in relation to direct or indirect costs 
(medfinansiering/samfinansiering). We use the concept of co-funding to describe the 
need for funding that may arise in relation to indirect costs. Joint funding is used to 
describe the further funding that may be necessary to cover direct costs of 
conducting the research that is planned, where the external funding is insufficient. 

Full cost coverage 

The discussion about full cost coverage should be understood against the 
background of how research funding has developed and changed. As the research 
conducted at HEIs became ever increasingly funded by external sources, the direct 
government appropriation for research was more and more being used to fund 
support activities and infrastructure. This meant that HEIs felt that an ever-reducing 
percentage of the direct government appropriation could be used to fund actual 
research activities. To correct this imbalance, the principle of full cost coverage was 
put forward, meaning that all funding bodies – both the governmental research 
councils and private external funding bodies – should cover their own costs, and 
thereby contribute to the joint costs through a type of ‘value added tax’ charged to 
all activities carried out at the HEI. 

A Government research bill (Regeringens proposition 1989/90:90, 1989) stated 
that the principle of full cost coverage would be applied in full as from the budget 
year 1990/91. The level of ‘overhead surcharge’ for external research funding was 
set at 12 per cent, and did not cover premises costs. A new agreement between the 
HEIs and several funding bodies in 2003 resulted in a surcharge for indirect costs of 
18 per cent and a surcharge for premises costs of 17 per cent, adding up to 35 per 
cent. 

Major private funding sources, such as the Wallenberg Foundations, have not 
accepted these unspecific percentage surcharges, however, and have instead 
proposed accounting for actual costs. In 2007, a working party on full coverage, 
consisting of representatives from the Association of Swedish Higher Education 
Institutions (SUHF) and a number of funding bodies, presented a new accounting 
model for joint costs for support activities (indirect costs). In the their appropriation 
letters for 2010 the HEIs were tasked to calculate their indirect costs on the basis of 
this model, which is now known as ‘the SUHF model’ (SUHF, 2007, revised 2012). 



 
          

 

 
 

       

             
             

            
              

              
                 
      

              
             
             

          
             

           
            

              
                 

             
             

             
    

  

               
             

             
               

              
             

                   
                

          

       

         
            

           
             

            
              

           
           

                                                                                                                                         
     
              

   
    

    

21 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

The SUHF model for indirect costs 

In brief, the SUHF model means that both external funds and direct government 
appropriations are allocated in their entirety to the core operation’s cost carriers (for 
teaching and research). The SUHF model recommends direct salary as the allocation 
basis, but HEIs with medical faculties use both direct salary and operating costs. The 
cost carriers are then charged for both their direct costs for salaries and operation, 
and for the HEI’s indirect costs, which are added as a surcharge on the direct costs at 
the rate these are generated. 

The indirect costs at central and faculty level are stated to the departments as 
fixed percentages, calculated on the overall costs from previous years (the number of 
years used as the allocation basis can vary) for salaries (and operation). The 
departments themselves calculate the costs for support operations at department 
level. The overall surcharge for first and second cycle education and for research 
and third cycle education respectively at each department will therefore differ 
between HEIs, faculties and departments, as well as between research and education. 

As a percentage of the overall costs for the HEIs, average indirect costs amounted 
to 25 per cent in 2017 (33.2 per cent for education and 19.5 for research)4. On 
average, around 24 per cent5 of the Swedish Research Council’s funds for project 
support goes towards indirect costs at HEI, faculty and department level. Each HEI 
calculates its own indirect costs, and there are large variations between HEIs and 
between individual departments. 

Premises costs 

Premises costs – covering the cost of rental and to varying extents the costs of 
cleaning, security, repairs and maintenance – are included in the indirect costs of 
support activities, but in direct costs of core activities. Premises costs account for 
around one eighth (12.5 per cent in 2013)6 of the overall costs of the higher 
education sector, and therefore have a major impact on the finances of HEIs and 
departments. The percentage of overall costs formed by premises costs for the HEIs 
in the study vary between 9.4 per cent for GU to 14.2 per cent for SU. The costs are 
paid by the cost carriers in various ways, either as a fixed percentage, as a one-off 
amount or calculated as rental charge per square metre. 

External funding bodies’ contribution to indirect costs 

The 1989 Government research bill (Regeringens proposition 1989/90:90, 1989) 
recommended that all research funding bodies should follow the principles for full 
cost coverage. The Swedish Research Council, which is the largest individual 
external source of funding of the research conducted at Swedish HEIs, together with 
the other governmental research councils Formas and Forte, was responsible for 15.5 
per cent of the HEIs’ overall research funding in 2017. The research funding from 
governmental funding bodies allows for full cost coverage of indirect costs 
according to SUHF model. However, certain foundations or private sources of 

4 SUHF statistics for 2017. 
5 Vetenskapsrådet (2016) PM: Användning av lönemedel & uttag av indirekta kostnader för VR-projektmedel 

utbetalda 2014. 
6 UKÄ: Högskolans lokaler: https://www.uka.se/publikationer--beslut/publikationer--beslut/effektivitet-

analyser-och-fakta/effektivitet-analyser-och-fakta/2013-11-15-hogskolans-lokaler.html (read 2018-12-12). 

https://www.uka.se/publikationer--beslut/publikationer--beslut/effektivitet


 
          

 

 
 

              
              

      
               

           
           

          
            

            
           

              
             

  
          
             

              
             

          
           

         
           

            
            

             
              

               
            

         
           

              
            

           
              
                

             
             

            
           

                                                                                                                                         
         

  
           

       
   

22 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

funding, both Swedish and foreign, do not accept all the cost items the HEIs 
consider to be indirect costs, either for reasons of principle or because their statutes 
do not allow this. 

The figures show that these funding bodies finance a large part of all the research 
conducted, and that their grants are considerable and prestigious. The Wallenberg 
Foundations, the EU, the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Research (SSF), the 
Swedish Cancer Society, the Knowledge Foundation and the Swedish Foundation 
for Humanities and Social Sciences (RJ) are among the largest external funding 
bodies besides the governmental ones. In many cases, research grants from these 
funding bodies require quite considerable co-funding of indirect costs. This means 
that the cost carriers, that is the individual researchers or research teams, need to 
find co-funding elsewhere for the indirect costs of grants from these sources of 
funding. 

The EU’s framework programme and the European Research Council (ERC) 
provide important research revenue to HEIs, and the ERC grants in particular are 
among the most prestigious grants. The EU including the ERC fund indirect costs up 
to a maximum of 25 per cent of the awarded direct costs. 

The Wallenberg Foundations contribute large amounts of research funding for 
project grants and research infrastructure, and the Knut and Alice Wallenberg 
Foundation’s (KAW) career support, Wallenberg Academy Fellows and Wallenberg 
Scholars, are important for many departments. However, the foundations do not 
allow unspecified costs, or costs of a more general administrative nature. The 
foundations assess the indirect costs and premises costs based on each individual 
project applications, and notify whether any support for these costs will be payable 
in conjunction with the grant decision.7 In general, a surcharge of around 15–16 per 
cent on overall direct costs is accepted to fund indirect costs and premises costs. 

In 2011, the Knowledge Foundation, Mistra, RJ, SSF, the Swedish Foundation for 
International Cooperation in Research and Higher Education (STINT), the 
Söderberg foundations, the Vårdal Foundation and the Foundation for Baltic and 
East European Studies published a joint standpoint8 on a number of principles and a 
new model for handling indirect costs. According to this model, the research 
foundations give a contribution towards indirect costs, which should not necessarily 
be regarded as full cost coverage. The contribution shall be of a reasonable level, 
and be given in the form of an individually based amount in Swedish kronor, not a 
percentage. Different support forms are also dealt with differently, so that only 
direct costs can be covered for conferences, mobility grants and grants to research 
infrastructure, while indirect costs for research projects are covered as per above, 
and for major programme support according to individual negotiation. Within these 

7 Knut and Alice Wallenberg Foundation: Instructions for e-applications: 
https://kaw.wallenberg.org/instruktion-e-ansokan (2019-01-15) 

8 Samordning av forskningsstiftelser agerande vad gäller indirekta kostnader vid externfinansierade 
forskningsbidrag till svenska universitet och högskolor (2011): 
http://ragnarsoderbergsstiftelse.se/sites/default/files/samordningoh.pdf (read 2018-11-15) 

http://ragnarsoderbergsstiftelse.se/sites/default/files/samordningoh.pdf
https://kaw.wallenberg.org/instruktion-e-ansokan


 
          

 

 
 

           
    
             

            
         

           
             

           
              

             
              
                  

            
              

     
             

             
             

           
       

 

                                                                                                                                         
              

    
          

  
 

            
  

 
                

      

23 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

joint guidelines, the foundations have developed their own principles for grants 
towards indirect costs.9,10, 11 

There are big differences between countries in terms of the rules for how 
governmental funding bodies cover the indirect costs of HEIs.12 In Denmark, the 
governmental funding bodies (Independent Research Fund Denmark, the Danish 
National Research Foundation and Innovation Fund Denmark) fund indirect costs at 
the rate of 44 per cent of all research grants to HEIs. 

In Switzerland, the governmental research funding body SNSF contributes to the 
indirect costs of HEIs, but this overhead is not added to the individual research 
grants. Instead, it is calculated afterwards for the overall grant amounts received by 
the departments from SNSF during the previous year. The grant is paid out every 
year in the form of a flat rate, the size of which is dependent on the federal funds 
available and a maximum percentage that is decided on by parliament periodically. 
Currently, a maximum of 20 per cent of the research grant amount consists of 
contribution to indirect costs. 

NWO in the Netherlands does not normally cover indirect costs in their research 
grants, but only costs directly linked to the career support or research project. 
According to one calculation, the grant from NWO never fully covers the direct 
project costs; instead, HEIs must add funding from their direct government 
appropriation for both direct and indirect costs. 

9 Generella villkor för bidrag från Stiftelsen för Strategisk Forskning (SSF): Kontraktsbilaga 1. Fastställda: 
2016-08-11: https://strategiska.se/app/uploads/kontraktsbilaga-1-160811.pdf (read 2018-11-15) 

10 RJ (2014). Indirekta kostnader och lokalkostnader i externfinansierade forskningsprojekt: 
http://www.rj.se/globalassets/for-forskare/indirekta_kostnader_lokalkostnader_i_fprojekt.pdf (read 2018-11-
15) 

11 Ragnar Söderbergs stiftelse (2013). Policy för indirekta kostnader och direkta lokalkostnader. 
http://ragnarsoderbergsstiftelse.se/nyheter/policy-indirekta-kostnader-och-direkta-lokalkostnader (read 2018-
11-15) 

12 For a more detailed description and references, please see Appendix 1, section “Funding bodies’ contribution 
to the indirect costs of HEIs”. 

http://ragnarsoderbergsstiftelse.se/nyheter/policy-indirekta-kostnader-och-direkta-lokalkostnader
http://www.rj.se/globalassets/for-forskare/indirekta_kostnader_lokalkostnader_i_fprojekt.pdf
https://strategiska.se/app/uploads/kontraktsbilaga-1-160811.pdf


 
          

 

 
 

 

  
               
             

              
              
           

               
      

           
            
            

          
            

            
  
             

           
            

            
             

            
            

           
        

  
             
           

             
             

              
                  

             
              

             
           

             
             

                                                                                                                                         
                 

      

24 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Results 

Department activities 
At all the departments in our study, research forms the main part of the activities, 
and the proportion of external funding is high. The proportion occupied by teaching 
varies, from less than 10 per cent at the natural sciences department and the pre-
clinical department, to just under 40 per cent at the humanities department. At the 
clinical department and the technology department, teaching amounts to just under 
20 per cent of the activities, while the percentage at the social sciences department is 
just under 30 per cent. 

Research is conducted both within the framework of the departments’ normal 
organisation, and at a number of centre formations, with different types of 
management and funding. The centres may be research facilities or databases funded 
through the Swedish Research Council’s infrastructure support and/or various EU 
initiatives, or centre formations funded via Linnaeus grants, for example. They can 
also consist of older centre formations, primarily funded via the direct government 
appropriation. 

Undirected research forms the basis for all departments, and it is clear that 
researchers/teachers are encouraged to apply for all available external funds. The 
departments clearly have the ambition to conduct research of the highest scientific 
quality, and regard the Swedish Research Council, the EU and certain private 
funding bodies as the most important sources of funding. In most cases, the 
departments are also positive towards persons who have not previously worked at 
the department locating their research there, and then being employed as researchers. 
Only in exceptional circumstances have departments refused a request from an 
external researcher with their own external grants. 

Research teams 
The way in which research is organised varies greatly between scientific fields. The 
most well-defined research teams are found at medical departments, where each 
research team forms its own cost centre. At these faculties, there are also well-
defined criteria for when a research team may be established. Examples of criteria 
are having received a large external research grant, and the research leader having at 
least one colleague, even if, as at KI, it might be enough for the colleague to be an 
associated researcher13 . These criteria also mean that it is possible to estimate the 
average size of a research team within medicine (using data for the two medical 
departments studied as the starting point). A research team consists of one senior 
researcher/teacher, with on average two to three colleagues (researcher, postdoc and 
doctoral student). On average, one associated researcher is also part of the team. 
Teams are on average awarded slightly more than a Swedish Research Council grant 

13 An associated researcher refers to a person with main employment at another institution, but with established 
collaboration with the department in question. 



 
          

 

 
 

              
          

      
           

            
            

             
            

             
            

             
         

               
           

            
            

          
          
          

            
            

          
           

           

        
  

             
           

          
             

              
                

         
           

      
            

               
              

          
          

 
           

          
         

25 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

amount per five-year period, but in practice the variation between teams is of course 
considerable. The research teams are organised into sections or programmes 
focusing on closely related areas. 

Within natural sciences and technology, research is also conducted in teams, 
albeit slightly less well-defined. At the natural sciences department, there are usually 
several senior researchers/teachers in the same team, and the teams are slightly 
larger on average, with slightly more postdocs and doctoral students in each team. 
The department also have a few larger, integrated teams. At the technology 
department, just as in medicine, the research teams are mainly centred around one 
senior teacher/researcher. The size of the research teams is determined by the 
amount of external funds the team can attract, as research employees, postdocs and 
doctoral students are primarily financed via external funding. 

At the social sciences department, it is not possible to identify the size of a 
research team in the same way. Researchers collaborate in large constellations, 
which may cover any number from three to around thirty researchers/teachers, as 
well as doctoral students and administrative personnel, and may be formed around 
important infrastructure or around a joint research focus. Some teachers/researchers 
may be part of two or more such constellations. 

At the humanities department, research is primarily conducted by individual 
researchers, in several cases in national and international collaboration. In a few 
cases, an externally-funded doctoral student is part of the project, but doctoral 
students are normally independent and funded via the direct government 
appropriation. At both social sciences and humanities departments, seminars are a 
unifying force for teams of teachers/researchers with common research interests. 

Direct government appropriation for research and third cycle 
higher education 
As established above, there is some variation in the percentage of the direct 
government appropriation for research and third cycle higher education that is 
distributed downwards in the HEIs’ collegial bodies. Of the government 
appropriations allocated to the six HEIs in the study, following deduction of SFO 
funds distributed to other HEIs, between 4 and 22 per cent are retained centrally. 
These funds are used for items such as central handling of parts of the rental costs, 
joint HEI infrastructure, strategic initiatives on research, initiatives involving 
specific employment (for example professors, or career programmes), and in some 
cases, for co-funding certain grants. 

The remaining funds, representing around 80–95 per cent of the appropriation, is 
distributed to the faculties at the HEI. This distribution is based partly on the scope 
of the activities, as expressed in the number of persons employed and the teaching 
undertaking, and partly on the research activities, including a performance-based 
portion. Earmarked funds may also be awarded to promote research-based 
education. 

Table 1 shows the performance-based portion of the direct government 
appropriation, and the percentages the different factors represent at the 
HEIs/departments studied. The performance-based proportion varies from zero (LU) 
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to half (SU). In relation to external funding, it is particularly interesting to see that 
the proportion based on external funds varies from 15 per cent (SU) to 50 per cent 
(UU). Performance indicators in the form of external funds and publications has the 
greatest effect on resource allocation at the Department of Political Science at GU 
and at the Department of Clinical Neuroscience at KI. The effect of successful 
doctoral degree awards is considerable at KTH and at SU in particular. 

Table 1. Percentage of funds for research and third cycle higher education distributed 

according to performance, and distribution of the performance-based portion according to 

various indicators (per cent, distribution 2018). 

Distribution grounds, percent % 

HEI Performance-based Degree External Publications Other 
portion (%) awards funds 

GU 35 37.5 25 37.5 

 
          

 

 
 

               
                

             
             

             
             

 

             

           

      

      

  
  

 
 

 
 

  

      

      

      

       

      

      

                
      
     
   

 
            

             
              

                
         

   
             

                
            

             
   

  

UU 10 - 501 25 252 

KTH 25 70 20 10 

KI approx. 35 10 40 40 103 

LU -

SU 50 60 15 15 104 

1 25% external grants plus fee income and 25% funds awarded from the Swedish Research Council. 
2 The HEI’s internal quality assessment 
3 Number of postdoc months 
4 Education undertaking 

A smaller percentage of the direct government appropriation is then retained at 
faculty level for common purposes in the form of strategic initiatives or career 
support, while the major part of the funds is distributed further to the departments. 
This distribution is principally done on the same basis, i.e. in two parts based on the 
scope of the activities and the performance, respectively. 

External funding 
External funding is of major, almost crucial, importance at the six departments in 
our study, and represents between 35 and 80 per cent of the funding for research and 
third cycle higher education. All the departments have a higher percentage of 
external funding than average in each scientific field. The distribution is shown in 
Table 2. 
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Table 2. Total turnover for the departments in the study, percentage of research of turnover, 

percentage of direct government funding of research and third cycle higher education, and 

percentage of external funding of research. 

Department, Total turnover Percentage Percentage direct Percentage Three largest external 
HEI 2017 

(SEK million) 
research of 
turnover (%) 

government external funding bodies 
funding of funding (%) 

research (%) 

Dept. of 
Political 
Science, GU 

Dept. of 

150 73 25 75 VR, EU, RJ 

Ecology and 
Genetics, UU 

Dept. of 

166 91 37 63 VR, EU, KAW 

Mechanichs, 
KTH 

Dept. of 

120 77 37 63 VR, EU, KAW 

Clinical 
Neuroscience, 
KI 

Dept. of 

461 80 20 80 VR, SLL, EU 

Experimental 
Medical 
Science, LU 

Dept. of 

2341 91 33 67 VR, KAW, EU 

History, SU 
60 62 65 35 VR, RJ, KAW 

1 The data refers to 2018 income 

A common feature is that the department management not at all, or to a very limited 
extent, controls which researchers apply for external funding, or to which funding 
bodies applications are made. On the contrary, it is more the case that department 
personnel are encouraged to apply for external funding. As established above, the 
internal allocation system of the HEIs often reward the departments that are able to 
attract external funding. 

As it is the researchers themselves who define their research focus and apply for 
funding on this basis, we did not get the impression that external funding directs the 
research focus of the departments. However, several of the department heads 
expressed a fear that an ever-increasing proportion of external funding is in the form 
of targeted initiatives, which can lead to increased direction. Such direction can 
express itself in delimited subject areas, or in structural themes, such as 
internationalisation or requirements for collaboration. By limiting the ability of 
researchers to freely choose their research focus, this risks having a negative impact 
on research quality. 

External funding provides opportunities for developing new ideas, in particular 
for junior researchers who are not as yet permanently employed as senior lecturers 
or professors. Being successful in the national competition for external funding is 
often used as a quality criterion in recruitment and career advancement. 

The persons interviewed expressed great trust in the quality assessment process 
used by the external funding bodies, and this therefore has a value as quality 



 
          

 

 
 

           
             

         
           

               
              
          

            
             
            

          
             

             
              

               
            

             
              

             
            

             
             
               
         

       
            

                 
             

             
          

        

               
             

               
              
           

             
    

  

28 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

assurance of the research at the departments. The external assessment gives 
legitimacy to the departments’ research, as the funds received are an indication that 
they are successful in national and international competition. 

External funding from major funding bodies, such as the Swedish Research 
Council and the ERC, is perceived as more than support for research; it is an 
important quality marker, which makes it easier to obtain other funding, and is also 
important for career advancement (award of docentship and recruitment). 

The Swedish Research Council, which annually awards around 4.5 billion SEK in 
project, career and environment support, and around 1.5 billion SEK in support of 
research infrastructure, is an important research funding body for HEIs in general, 
and is of particularly great importance for the studied research-intensive 
departments. All the heads of department in our study emphasise that the research 
support provided by the Swedish Research Council is crucial for the continuity and 
volume of the research conducted at the departments. The support is appreciated as a 
mark of quality, and because it gives the research freedom of both focus and use. 
These qualities, combined with full cost coverage, are appreciated and give the 
departments room for manoeuvre that is welcome, when the larger jigsaw puzzle of 
funding from different sources has to be completed in the end. This contributes to 
the direct government funding of research (in the form of teachers’ research time) 
and project support from the Swedish Research Council often being combined, and 
merge with each other. The impression from the departments is that the individual 
project grant amounts from the Swedish Research Council should not increase at the 
expense of the number of grants awarded, as the grants in their current form still 
provide opportunities for more people to carry out research. 

Co-funding of indirect costs for external grants 
The opportunities for departments to use the direct government appropriation is also 
governed by the size of the indirect costs in relation to the percentage of these that is 
covered by the external non-governmental funding bodies, as well as to what degree 
HEIs at central or faculty level offer co-funding of external grants. Other principles 
that impact are, for example, guidelines for employment and recruitment. 

Joint costs for support activities (indirect costs) 

According to the SUHF model, the activities of the cost carriers are charged with the 
joint costs generated at central level, faculty level and department level. These costs 
are added together into a percentage charge, which is invoiced to the cost carriers on 
expenditure on salaries (and, in some cases, operating costs). When it comes to the 
departments’ research activities, the cost carriers are generally research teams of 
varying sizes. The percentage surcharges for the departments in our study are shown 
in Table 3. 



 
          

 

 
 

               

       

         

     

     

     

     

     

    

                  
                 

            
                  
                      

          
 

            
            

            

        

              
               

            
          

           
               

           
               

              
             

            
          
              

              
             

   
           

           
              

              
            

              
              

   

29 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Table 3. Percentage of indirect costs at different levels of HEIs for the departments included 

in the study (cf. Table 2), 2018. 

HEI Central (%) Faculty/school (%) Department (%) Total (%) 

GU 13 3 11 27 

UU1 16 3 14 34 

KTH 26 4 16 46 

KI 12 2 7 21 

LU 11 8 5 24 

SU2 26 12 38 

1 The surcharge for central indirect costs includes joint library costs (4.5%), and joint faculty costs include the 
supplies unit for Campus Gotland (0.2%). The joint department costs (5.4%) here also include costs of supplies 
unit and infrastructure (8.6%), which are only marginally affected by the department. 
2 In 2017, flat rate rent was introduced at Stockholm University, and the university board determines the level 
of the flat rate rent for the coming year in its budget decision. For 2018, internal rent is calculated at 3 659 
SEK per square metre LOA:Vb (3 503 SEK in 2017). 

The percentage of indirect costs deducted from the income of each research 
team/cost carrier corresponds to the percentage that the researchers state as indirect 
costs when applying for full cost coverage from external funding bodies. 

Full cost coverage vs. co-funding of indirect costs 

The model for indirect costs means that external grants from funding bodies that do 
not allow full cost coverage must be co-funded in various ways. This is done either 
through separate co-funding from HEI or faculty level, from the departments’ own 
direct government appropriations, or through using grant income from external 
funding bodies with more flexible requirements for financial reporting. The indirect 
costs charged to external grants that do not allow full cost coverage are usually a 
problem for research-oriented departments, such as those in our study. External 
grants that are too large, with insufficient coverage of indirect costs, may in the long 
run drain the finances of the departments, and create the feeling of being “successful 
to death”. Premises costs are also a challenge for the finances of departments. 

The departments in our study all agree on the importance of governmental 
research funding bodies, primarily the Swedish Research Council, funding full 
coverage of indirect costs. As the Swedish Research Council is by far the largest 
external source of funding for research at the departments included in this study, this 
means considerable relief for the cost carriers, i.e. the research team leaders and 
research teams. 

Several of the departments have, however, been awarded large amounts of 
research funding from other external funding bodies; of these, the Wallenberg 
Foundations, RJ and ERC occupy a particular place, as their grants are often both 
prestigious and large in terms of income. Depending on the research focus of the 
departments, foreign sources of funding as well as private foundations may award 
large research grants with an insufficient degree of cost coverage. In a few rare 
cases, departments have been forced to decline a grant due to difficulties in funding 
the indirect costs. 



 
          

 

 
 

           
             

              
              

             
            

        
            

             
            

           
              

            
            
  

              
            
              

             
           

            
              

            
              

  

     
             

             
           

           

      

            
            

            
            

           
            

          

                                                                                                                                         
           

  
  

        

    

30 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Despite the difficulties of handling external grants with varying requirements for 
co-funding of indirect costs, the picture is clear: external research funding is utterly 
crucial for research, and, in general, no restrictions are set by the departments on 
researchers’ attempts to apply for grants from all available sources. At a couple of 
HEIs, a decision in principle has even been made by the vice-chancellors that 
departments should accept prestigious external grants, even if the indirect costs are 
not fully covered by the funding source. 

The degree of contribution from central HEI level for co-funding varies between 
HEIs, and also differs for different funding sources. Some HEIs have a central “vice-
chancellor’s list” for prestigious grants from certain funding bodies that can be 
awarded co-funding, such as Wallenberg Academy Fellows. EU funds, in particular 
ERC grants, are also placed in a separate category in terms of central co-funding. 
However, for departments that have a multitude of external funding sources, from 
abroad, public and private foundations, and companies, such lists are usually too 
limited. 

Co-funding of external grants from central or faculty level may be made via a 
fixed amount for certain grants, or following application from the department. In 
some cases, co-funding of external grants is done in the form of an increased 
percentage of research time in employment. Some of the departments in our study 
had no opportunities to receive co-funding from central or faculty level. 

On the other hand, departments that are successful in keeping overall indirect 
costs at a low level may compete for researchers that like to locate their externally-
funded research at the department in question. This aspect is particularly highlighted 
by the Department of Clinical Neuroscience at KI, and by the Department of History 
at SU. 

Personnel: employment, recruitment and careers 
There are two main employee categories at the HEIs. One is permanently employed 
teachers, who (except at KI) have their salaries funded via the direct government 
appropriations (for research and/or education), and the other category is postdocs 
and researchers, where the overwhelming majority are funded by external grants. 

Some general principles at the departments 

At Uppsala University, the faculty board for technology and natural sciences plans 
to investigate the use of different employment categories within the scientific area.14 

The inquiry will particularly focus on the employment category ‘researcher’, in itself 
and in relation to other employment categories within the scientific area, both 
teaching positions and other types of research-related positions. At KI, postdocs 
have not been included in the employment structure since 1 April 2018.15 

Previously, there was a career system with four-year ‘research assistant’ 

14 Uppsala universitet Verksamhetsplan 2018. Vetenskapsområdet för teknik och naturvetenskap 2017-10-26 
TEKNAT 2017/23: http://regler.uu.se/digitalAssets/678/c_678078-l_3-k_vp18-vetenskapsomradet-for-
teknik-och-naturvetenskap.pdf 

15 Anställningsordning för lärare vid Karolinska Institutet. 2018-10-15: 
https://ki.se/sites/default/files/anstallningsordningen_beslutad_181015.pdf?_ga=2.34974050.232449270.154 
6432079-1995279299.1537347961 (read 2018-06-27) 

https://ki.se/sites/default/files/anstallningsordningen_beslutad_181015.pdf?_ga=2.34974050.232449270.154
http://regler.uu.se/digitalAssets/678/c_678078-l_3-k_vp18-vetenskapsomradet-for


 
          

 

 
 

            
   

           
             

            
           

          
          
            

             
              

           
           

           
 

   

                
            

           
                
         

  
                
           
               

             
     

            
         

  

      

           
             

            
            

             
            

                

                                                                                                                                         
      

  
             

 

    

31 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

employment, with an option for a two-year extension as ‘researcher’ and five-year 
‘researcher’ employment.16 

Persons employed as researchers cannot normally be promoted to senior lecturer. 
At the medical faculty at LU17 , there are three categories of researcher employment 
– ‘researcher’, ‘assistant researcher’ and ‘laboratory researcher’ – which can be used 
to employ personnel using external funding. From a career point-of-view, ‘assistant 
researcher’ and ‘laboratory researcher’ fall between postdoc and associate senior 
lecturer, while ‘researcher’ falls between associate senior lecturer and senior 
lecturer. The researcher positions are financed using external funding, and can be 
either permanent or temporary for up to two years, according to Swedish legislation. 
There is also a strategy for making it easier for junior researchers to establish 
themselves as coordinators and within technology platform services. The head of 
department decides on these types of employment. However, persons holding them 
cannot be promoted to teaching positions as senior lecturer without further 
reference. 

Department personnel 

The size of the departments in our study varies, from just over 80 persons to more 
than 300 persons. The departments are noticeably often the result of amalgamations, 
which means that sections or corresponding entities sometimes function as unifying 
units to a greater extent than the department. At some HEIs, the main part of the 
direct government appropriations is distributed straight to departments or 
corresponding. 
The proportion of women is around 50 per cent, except at KTH, where only 10 per 
cent are women. However, this includes the technical and administrative personnel. 
The proportion of women among the professors varies from 20 per cent to just over 
40 per cent. The gender distribution largely follows the one expected from overall 
statistics in the sector. 

Several of the departments describe themselves as very international, with a high 
proportion of researchers, postdocs and doctoral students with non-Swedish 
backgrounds. 

The employment category ‘associate senior lecturer’ 

The relatively new career development position ‘associate senior lecturer’ is used 
quite restrictively at the departments, in particular at KI. At the Department of 
Medicine in Lund, junior researchers who have been awarded the Swedish Research 
Council’s starting grant, for example, are employed as associate senior lecturers, but 
unless they continue to be successful in attracting their own research funding, a 
termination process is begun. This happens rarely, however, as the junior researchers 
often continue to be successful. At other HEIs, such as SU, the position is used more 

16 Karolinska institutet. Verksamhetsstyrelsernas resursfördelning 2018: 
https://ki.se/sites/default/files/2017/12/07/verksamhetsstyrelsernas_resursfordelning_171207.pdf 

17 Lunds universitet. Tjänstestrategi för lärare och forskare. Medicinska fakulteten vid Lunds universitet 2014-
2017: 
https://www.med.lu.se/content/download/102058/686909/file/Tj%C3%A4nstestrategi%20Medicinska%20fa 
kulteten%202014-2017.pdf (read 2018-05-29). 

https://www.med.lu.se/content/download/102058/686909/file/Tj%C3%A4nstestrategi%20Medicinska%20fa
https://ki.se/sites/default/files/2017/12/07/verksamhetsstyrelsernas_resursfordelning_171207.pdf
https://employment.16


 
          

 

 
 

             
    

  

          
               
             

  
          

             
             

           
             

             
             

            
             
            

           
          

           
             

           
             

             
           

            
              
   

   

              
            
             

              
           

          
             
             

                
           

             
              

              
           

32 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

strategically, and recruitment for future needs is done, with open calls and within 
broad research fields. 

Doctoral students 

Doctoral students form a relatively large percentage of department personnel, 
between 20 and almost 40 per cent. Gender distribution is in general fairly even. In 
addition to this, there are still research students funded via scholarships at some 
departments. 

At the departments of technology, natural sciences and medicine, doctoral 
students are still primarily funded by external sources. At the departments of social 
sciences, the proportion of externally funded doctoral students is high, but there also 
exists an expressed preparedness to fund doctoral students using direct government 
appropriations in order to obtain a critical mass of doctoral students when external 
funding is lacking. At these departments, the doctoral students are part of research 
teams, and the funding responsibility rests with the research team leader. At the 
departments of humanities, practically all doctoral students are funded via the direct 
government appropriation, and are only exceptionally part of a research team. At the 
departments of clinical medicine, there are a large number of research students 
employed as clinicians, in addition to doctoral students employed as such. 

At most departments, funds from the direct government appropriation are 
received for each doctoral degree awarded, but the remuneration models and 
amounts vary. Either a remuneration is received per doctoral students, or the number 
of doctoral degrees awarded forms a percentage of the performance-based allocation 
of the direct government appropriation. The payment appears to be highest at the 
Department of Humanities at SU, where 60 per cent of the performance-based direct 
government appropriation is based on the number of researchers awarded doctoral 
degrees. As mentioned above, this department is an exception from the other 
departments studied, as the majority of the doctoral students are funded by the direct 
government appropriation. 

Researchers and postdocs 

At all the departments in the study, around half of the personnel with doctoral 
degrees consists of persons employed as researchers or postdocs, funded mainly by 
external sources. The typical researcher employee is described as a postdoc who has 
stayed on after the postdoc period has ended, usually recruited and funded within the 
framework of the grant of a more senior researcher/teacher. At some 
HEIs/departments, they are primarily recruited from within the own department, 
while other departments have open international calls. A large part, in some cases 
more than 80 per cent, of the category researchers and postdocs are non-Swedish. 
The postdocs may receive teaching for up to 20 per cent of their working hours. 

The employment category ‘researchers’ is not covered by the HEI’s employment 
structures, and they cannot be promoted to senior lecturer. This is mostly perceived 
as fair, as the researcher positions are not always filled through open calls. However, 
one department felt that competition is so hard that those who are employed as 
researchers often have the competence of professors. At another, the opposite 



 
          

 

 
 

              
       

   

              
           

            
            

            
              

         
            

              
           
           

           
             

            
     

            
           

             
             

            
           
          

             
              
               
            

              
               

          
              

    
          

            
              

              
           
             

    
            
             

           
           

33 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

emerged, and the own researchers ended far down on the ranking list in the 
recruitment to teaching position at the department. 

Teachers’ research time 

At all departments except the one at KI, persons employed as teachers appear to 
have their working hours entirely funded by direct government appropriations for 
research and for education. For professors, the funding from the research 
appropriation varies between 30 and 100 per cent, with the remaining portion 
coming from the education appropriation, while for senior lecturers between 10 and 
50 per cent of the funding comes from the research appropriation and the remainder 
from the education appropriation. When permanently employed teachers attract 
external funding, they can temporarily reduce their teaching duties, which are then 
taken over by others. The external research funding is then used to increase the 
research time. At Lund University, co-funding occurs through an increase in 
research time, funded by the direct government appropriation for research, when 
senior lecturers receive more support for research. For teaching employees, funds 
from the Swedish Research Council are in these cases used primarily for postdocs, 
doctoral students and operating costs. In some cases, the salaries of research 
employees can also be funded. 

At KI, all research time is in principle financed using external funding, 
irrespective of employment form, with some exceptions for teachers in psychology, 
who have large teaching volumes and receive research time from a specific funding 
pot. Most positions as researchers and postdocs are funded by different sources, such 
as funding from various research team leaders. Making everything add up is 
perceived as a complicated puzzle. However, there is clear unwillingness to 
terminate research personnel employed due to lack of funding. 

At two of the departments with the greatest proportion of teaching duties, it 
emerges that a shift has occurred over the last ten to twenty years. Previously, 
teaching was done by a small number of senior lecturers who in principle did no 
research at all. Nowadays practically all senior lecturers (and professors) do research 
during some of their working hours, even though the percentages can vary. There are 
one or two professors who do no teaching at all. In practice, the direct government 
appropriation for research and the appropriation for teaching determine the 
dimensioning of the teaching corps, as they are primarily used to fund the working 
hours of teachers. 

Although teaching positions are usually financed using the direct government 
appropriation, it is clear that the opportunities to conduct research without external 
funding are very limited at most of the departments. It is particularly difficult to 
build up a research team without external funding, as this funding is needed to 
employ doctoral students and postdocs. Only at the departments of humanities 
research is still possible, when external funding is lacking teachers can spend time 
on their own projects. 

Gender equality aspects over and above those that have to be considered 
according to the higher education ordinance are generally given little room at the 
departments. In one department, a strategic initiative has been implemented, aimed 
at supporting the careers of female researchers by funding doctoral students. 



 
          

 

 
 

 

             
             

            
           
              

            
             

              
            

            
  

            
          
            

            
          

           
              

              
             

              
            
              
              

             
              

               
             
              

           
           

             
              

      
           

             
             

            
          

           
             

            
          

  
             

            

34 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Recruitment 

Recruitment of teachers takes place when there are funds available, for example due 
to retirement. It is usually associate senior lecturers and senior lecturers that are 
recruited, more rarely professors. In cases where professors are recruited, this is 
usually done as strategic recruitment within important research fields (see more 
below). At some departments, it is common for senior lecturers recruited to be so 
competent that they are promoted to professor straight away, and associate senior 
lecturers are similarly being promoted to senior lecturer. At one department, it was 
clear that the attitude towards the position ‘associate senior lecturer’ is divided. It is 
such an attractive position, with plenty of research time and opportunities for 
permanent employment that even those who are already qualified to be senior 
lecturers apply. 

Strategic initiatives often consist of calls for positions as associate senior lecturer 
(formerly research assistant). At some departments, there are also corresponding 
initiatives at postdoc level. Researchers and postdocs are often recruited by research 
team leaders and funded by external grants. Several departments state that they 
constantly have open international calls for employment as doctoral students, 
postdocs and researchers. Persons receiving their own external grants may also 
become employed, but are not recruited in a strict sense, as the specific prerequisite 
for their employment is that they have their own funding. For the research personnel 
funded via external grants, there is always a risk of having their employment 
terminated if their external grants run out. All departments bear witness to the need 
of constantly piecing together the funding in order to handle research employment. 

At KI, recruitment for teaching positions is often done internally, and often from 
the group of researchers who have succeeded in obtaining their own grants as project 
leaders and have established their own research areas. At the interview, it emerged 
that career development is slower at KI, and that they consider the threshold for 
becoming a professor there to be higher than at other HEIs. Competition is so stiff 
that many employees have difficulty advancing their careers, but still remain at the 
HEI as the research environment is perceived to be attractive. KI also wishes to 
retain them, and they may finally obtain permanent employment through invoking 
Swedish employment protection legislation. It emerged from the interview that there 
is an in-built conflict in the requirement to have open calls in international 
competition for all positions, as it is felt that KI already has extremely competent 
staff employed as researchers. 

At some departments, strategic recruitment of very prominent professors has 
been carried out, in part via the Swedish Research Council’s initiative for prominent 
researchers, and in part via the HEIs’ own initiatives. These have concerned the 
accumulation of knowledge within areas that either link together or expand the 
department’s research in a strategic manner. One department, however, underlines 
the difficulty of recruiting senior teachers, despite having a successful environment, 
as the financial situation does not enable good starting conditions, with funding for 
doctoral students or researchers/postdocs, for example. This makes it difficult for the 
departments to compete internationally in the recruitment of more prominent 
researchers/teachers. 

At the Department of Clinical Medicine in particular, it is common to have 
associated researchers, which often consist of clinics or researchers at other HEIs. 



 
          

 

 
 

             
      

  
            

          
         

          
          

           
           

            
           

    
          

          
           

            
              

            
         

             
        

            
             

            
             

            
       

      
         
            

           
              
       

        
             

                

                                                                                                                                         
               

                 
              

          

35 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

There is a strategic element in having associated researchers to help build up 
networks and maintain valuable contacts. 

Research infrastructure 
Research infrastructure is of crucial importance for all research fields, but the 
formats of the infrastructure varies, from personnel-intensive databases to large, 
equipment-heavy laboratories. The differing formats of the research infrastructures 
make differing demands on acquisition, operation, salaries and indirect costs. 

The Swedish Research Council supports research infrastructure of national 
importance, as well as access to national and international research infrastructure. 
The Wallenberg Foundations also give large grants to research infrastructure. For 
example, together with the Swedish government they are the largest funding source 
for the national research infrastructure SciLifeLab, and they also co-fund the 
Odqvist Laboratory at KTH. 

As the Swedish Research Council’s grant format for research infrastructure 
shifted towards research infrastructure of national importance, where several HEIs 
submit joint applications18 , the individual HEIs have taken on greater responsibility 
for prioritisation decisions and funding of their own equipment and local research 
infrastructure. In several cases, this has led to central strategies at the HEIs. For 
example, UU has appointed a council for research infrastructure, and SU has 
appointed a vice-chancellor council with operational coordinating responsibility for 
research infrastructure issues at the HEI. At LU, the Faculty of Medicine has 
adopted a joint commitment to infrastructure issues. 

At several of the HEIs studies, co-funding for research infrastructure is allocated 
from a joint university pot, or via specific strategic initiatives that are either 
administered by the vice-chancellor (SU), the subject area board (UU), the faculty 
(GU, LU) or the operational board (KI). The departments can also benefit from 
national infrastructure or joint major initiatives within the HEI. In many cases, 
central strategy documents underline the importance of 
departments/sections/research teams themselves taking responsibility for 
prioritisation, strategic development and operation of their local research 
infrastructure. In such cases, a long-term approach and coverage of indirect costs 
constitute particular challenges for the departments (GU in particular). Overall, the 
departments in our study appear to be fairly satisfied with how access to research 
infrastructure is handled at the HEI. 

Evaluation and quality assurance of the departments’ research 
An important issue in the discussion about the research funding of the departments 
is the extent to which, and the way in which, the research conducted – partly with 

18 Govt. bill 2008/09:50, p. 190: “The Swedish Research Council’s allocation of specific funds for 
infrastructure should be such that they shall be used in their entirety for major investments in infrastructure 
of clear national or international interest, while higher education institutions individually or in collaboration 
should assume greater responsibility for the costs of other infrastructure” 
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direct government funding, partly with external funding – is evaluated and quality 
assured. 

Evaluations of the research and its prerequisites have been conducted at overall 
HEI level, using fairly long time series, at several of the HEIs. Examples are at GU 
(RED1019 , RED19 currently in progress), at UU (KOF07, KOF11 and KOF1720 , 
ÖB19 currently in progress), and at LU (RQ0821). KTH conducts regular quality 
evaluations with varying focus, while the Faculty of Humanities at SU (2010) 
conducted a faculty-wide evaluation of leading research at the departments22 . At KI, 
a uniform quality system is used, with a process-based development of quality in the 
core operations, where a number of features, such as indicators for research, have 
been developed.23 The overall evaluations have in some cases affected the allocation 
of the direct government appropriation to the department (GU), while in other cases 
it has not had any real importance, despite excellent results (LU). 

The discussion with the department heads about how research is quality assured at 
department level gave a united answer: the most important scrutiny is done in 
conjunction with applications for research grants from external funding bodies. The 
departments do not differentiate between research conducted using the direct 
government appropriation and research conducted using external funding. As 
externally-funded research forms such a significant percentage of the research 
conducted, the department heads regard the scrutiny conducted in national 
competition in conjunction with applications for external grants, as well as the 
scrutiny conducted on publication in prestigious periodicals, as both relevant and 
sufficient. Further quality assurance, for example of professors’ research time which 
is mostly funded via the direct government appropriation, could of course be 
considered, but, according to a couple of department heads, it would both be 
difficult to design such a control system and nor is it clear how the result of this 
would be handled. 

The high percentage of external funding places great emphasis on performance, 
and the responsibility lies with the research teams. Another important quality 
guarantor for research is when the department’s researchers/teachers receive 
prestigious grants from the Swedish Research Council, the ERC or the Wallenberg 
Foundations. Some departments offer the holders of such grants aimed at junior 
researchers employment, for example as associate senior lecturer. 

An internal form of quality assurance of the research conducted at the 
departments consists of research seminars, in particular at the departments of social 
sciences and humanities. Some of the departments also arrange mandatory 
researcher courses. 

19 RED10 Research Evaluation. Reports from the evaluation of all research at the University of Gothenburg 
2010. https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/2077/24885/1/gupea_2077_24885_1.pdf p. 264-267. 

20 KoF17. Quality and Renewal 2017. Research Environment Evaluation at Uppsala University (2017). 
http://uu.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1153914/FULLTEXT01.pdf 

21 Research Quality Assurance for the Future RQ08. A Quality Review of Research at Lund University 
2007/08 https://www.lu.se/sites/www.lu.se/files/rq08_review_lund_university.pdf 

22 Humanistisk forskning 2010: rapport från en utvärdering, Stockholm: Humanistiska fakulteten, Stockholms 
universitet, 2011. Each department is scrutinised by two subject representatives. The two questions of the 
evaluation – is the research pioneering and/or potentially pioneering? 

23 Karolinska Institutet - Sammanhållet Kvalitetssystem. 
https://ki.se/sites/default/files/overgripande_kvalitetsindikatorer_for_ki_20170123_1.pdf 

https://ki.se/sites/default/files/overgripande_kvalitetsindikatorer_for_ki_20170123_1.pdf
https://www.lu.se/sites/www.lu.se/files/rq08_review_lund_university.pdf
http://uu.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1153914/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/2077/24885/1/gupea_2077_24885_1.pdf
https://developed.23
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Discussion 

The picture that emerges from our case study of how six research-oriented 
departments within different subject areas handle their research revenue is far from 
uniform, but some common features still emerge clearly. The research in itself is 
directed by the individual researchers/research team leaders, and is conducted using 
funds from a multitude of funding sources. The picture of the department head 
emerges more as a juggler with many balls in the air simultaneously than as a 
gatekeeper for strategic research initiatives. 

External funding bodies are a prerequisite for the departments’ research activities. 
At the same time, external funding creates challenges connected to incompletely 
covered indirect costs, and to long-term planning and dimensioning of employment 
positions. Still, there is general acceptance of the situation. Applying for and being 
awarded external grants is seen by the departments, apart from the funding itself, as 
one of the most important forms of quality assurance of the research that is 
conducted. 

Because of their size and their national or international prestige, grants from 
certain external funding bodies are considered to fall within a separate category. 
Examples are ERC grants and research grants from the major private foundations, as 
well as grants from the Swedish Research Council. For all departments in our case 
study, project support from the Swedish Research Council is of particular 
importance in terms of prestige, volume, continuity and degree of freedom of use 
and in reporting. 

In the following, we will highlight some different aspects and consequences of 
the relationship between the various funding streams for research, based on our 
guiding questions and the material we have collected through case studies and the 
international outlook. Our starting point is that the discussion needs to be nuanced; 
all external funding cannot be deemed the same. Irrespective of how much the direct 
government appropriation increases, it will continue to be important for researchers 
to apply for external funding. A more important issue than the balance between 
direct government appropriations and external funding is highlighting the terms and 
conditions of the external funding, and the roles played by different actors in the 
research funding landscape. 

The relationship between direct government appropriations and 
external funding 
The balance between direct government appropriations and external funding has 
repeatedly been highlighted as a problem for Swedish research. The high level of 
external funding is considered to be an obstacle to the HEIs’ ability to act 
strategically, and to creating long-term sustainable prerequisites for professors and 
senior lecturers to conduct research. In the current governance and resource report 
(Styr- och resursutredningen, SOU 2019:6, 2019), the balance between direct 
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government funding and external funding is highlighted as an area that needs to be 
rectified. The debate raises issues of research quality, gender equality and university 
autonomy. Another recurring issue is that researchers are forced to spend too much 
time on applying for external grants (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017c). 

What is often missing in the debate is a nuanced picture of the large number of 
different external funding sources for teachers and researchers at Swedish HEIs. The 
many funding sources can be seen as an expression of great trust in the ability of 
research and Swedish higher education institutions to contribute to solving societal 
challenges. The multiplicity is good for individuals, as the opportunities of finding 
funding for the own ideas are good, even if competition is stiff. The national and 
international competition is also perceived as being a quality driver in itself. This 
applies in particular to the funding where quality is of paramount importance, such 
as the funding from sources like the Swedish Research Council and the ERC. 

At the same time, the multiplicity of funding sources can entail challenges. One 
palpable effect is the piecing together of indirect cost coverage, and how these costs 
are to be covered by external funding bodies. Another challenge is that external 
grants are time-limited, and can therefore be seen as short-term. A large part of the 
departments’ personnel consists of time-limited positions, or employment where 
there is a practice of issuing terminations when external funding is lacking. For one 
or two of the departments in our study, the high level of external funding does 
however represent a resource that they dare to trust in, even for permanent 
employment. 

A high level of external funding can lead to a need to save funds across financial 
years. This contributes to a saving of appropriations that has been recognised by the 
Swedish National Audit Office among others, and has caused several HEIs to focus 
particularly on spending parts of the funds that have not been used (Riksrevisionen, 
2017). 

When it comes to the balance between direct government appropriations for 
research and external research grants, it is in our opinion not possible to draw any 
conclusions from international comparisons without taking into account the major 
differences that exist in terms of the construction of the research systems and the 
roles of different actors. 

The role of external funding in the departments’ research 

External funding is of crucial importance for the research conducted at the 
departments we studied, and it is seen as the most important means of quality 
assurance of the research. 

A clear picture emerges, where the departments – or in many cases the research 
teams, where these are significant – do not really look at where the research 
resources come from, but at what research is being done. Funds from different 
sources are used to ensure that the salaries and other costs that arise in conjunction 
with research can be covered. In exceptional cases, funds are also moved between 
different teams/researchers, in order to make the whole system function. No real 
prioritisation between different forms of external grants are made in general at 
department level in terms of which grants are applied for – instead, the strategy is 
“may every part flourish”. 
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For an outsider, it is noticeable that one of the reasons why many persons apply 
for external funding is to provide opportunities to conduct research, and for the 
research to be unrestricted. The majority of researchers and teachers gain greater 
control over the research funding by applying for external grants than by influencing 
the allocation of the direct government appropriation in the various decision-making 
bodies of the HEI. The direct government appropriations should therefore be seen as 
being important for the autonomy of the HEIs, for example by providing long-term 
opportunities to launch strategic initiatives in various areas. For the departments, the 
room for strategic initiatives is generally very limited. 

Even if external grants are applied for from many sources, the grants from the 
Swedish Research Council, along with those from the ERC, were often highlighted 
as important guarantors for research quality. At the same time, it appears that the 
funding from the Swedish Research Council in particular is strikingly often used as 
the putty that holds together the research activities. Major grants from sources such 
as the Wallenberg Foundations and the Swedish Foundation for Humanities and 
Social Sciences are of course sought after and of great importance, but are 
encumbered by more strict reporting requirements and, in particular, limitations in 
terms of how indirect costs are handled. 

When asked straight whether it would be more advantageous to increase the direct 
government appropriations at the expense of grants from the Swedish Research 
Council, the answers were mixed. A larger direct government appropriation may 
provide a long-term aspect and stability, but in some cases, it was thought that 
important quality assessment aspects would be lost. All those interviewed did, 
however, consider that a condition for increasing the direct government 
appropriation at the expense of Swedish Research Council grants would have to be 
that the appropriation funds were distributed straight to the departments, and not 
earmarked at higher levels of the HEI for various targeted initiatives or other 
prioritisations. The department heads were all negative towards subject-targeted 
initiatives, except in those exceptional cases where strategic recruitment of very 
strong professors with key competences had been carried out. Otherwise, no subject-
targeted initiatives are carried out at the departments in principle; instead, where 
there is financial elbow room, strategic initiatives of a structural character are carried 
out, such as recruitment of doctoral students, postdocs or teachers at varying career 
stages. 

At the same time, it can be established that there is a duality in this situation. All 
those interviewed consider that researchers and teachers at the departments are 
encouraged to apply for external grants, and that the departments only exceptionally 
decline to employ researchers who arrive with their own, externally-funded research 
grants. But there are also strong incentives, over and above the researchers’ own 
drivers, to apply for external funding. At nearly all the HEIs in our study, the direct 
government appropriations are allocated within the organisation on the basis of 
indicators, including the ability to attract external funding. The highest percentage of 
the direct government appropriations allocated using this indicator as the basis is at 
Karolinska Institutet, where this allocation basis is used for 40 per cent of the funds 
distributed. The operational plan for the Faculty of Medicine at Lund University 
shows an active strategy to increase external funding. Another HEI guarantees co-



 
          

 

 
 

             
   

             
            

                
           

                 
  
               

              
            

           
            

              
            
            

    

           
       

                 
             

             
               

                
    

              
             

            
              

              
                
    
               

            
               

             
             

  
            

              
               

                
            

            

40 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

funding to encourage applications to the private foundations that do not fully cover 
indirect costs. 

The multiplicity of funding sources that we mentioned earlier can lead to less 
clarity about which funds are financing which research. From the perspective of 
research, it is possibly not a disadvantage in terms of what gets done, but from the 
viewpoint of individual researchers and the department management, it can mean 
that lots of time has to be spent on applications or on puzzling out how the finances 
will tally. 

In summary, we can establish that as much research is done as there is funding 
for, and that the system strives towards growth. This striving comes both from the 
individual researchers’ creativity, which results in new ideas that they wish to 
realise, and from an institutional striving to compete for direct government 
appropriations at the HEI, in order to provide long-term sustainable conditions for 
the departments and their researchers. This striving for growth entails a risk that an 
increase in the direct government appropriations for research only lead to more 
teachers applying for more funds, in order to employ further researchers, postdocs 
and doctoral students. 

The question of clarifying the role of the external grants is 
connected to the discussion of indirect costs. 
A central feature of the discussion of the role of the external grants is the handling of 
indirect costs. To find and maintain a good balance between external funding and 
direct government funding, we need to have a discussion about what the different 
funds are expected to cover, who shall be allowed to apply for external funding, and 
also how the indirect costs shall be handled in cases where they are not covered by 
the external funding source. 

Based on the interviews we have conducted, it is clear that the difficulties that 
arise in the puzzle of funding from differing sources largely arises from different 
prerequisites that follow from the funding body’s willingness or ability to cover 
indirect costs. The fact that the puzzle is needed at all follows from the already-
mentioned striving for growth, and that little or rather no funding really covers what 
the researchers wish to achieve. It is in the nature of research to consume the funds 
that are available. 

It is an uncontested fact that HEIs have costs for common resources that all need 
to contribute to. The common resources, be they IT, libraries, premises or 
infrastructure, exist in order to be used by all, to greater or smaller extents. The 
SUHF model was introduced to clarify for the external funding bodies what the 
indirect costs entailed, and to facilitate the allocation of costs internally within the 
HEI. 

As the rules governing most of the private external funding bodies, companies 
and non-profit organisations, or their views on what they wish to finance, mean that 
they do not fully comply with the model for full cost coverage, problems arise in 
relation to how to pay for the indirect costs that are associated with the funding, but 
not covered by their grants. The governmental funding bodies are required to 
provide full cost coverage, and a considerable percentage of their grants are 



 
          

 

 
 

               
          

              
            

              
           

               
             

              
             

            
            

              
            

               
               
              

             
           

            

       
        

              
             

             
           

             
               

                
              

               
  
             

             
            

           
              
              

                                                                                                                                         
           

    
  

                
                

       

     

41 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

therefore used to pay for indirect costs. For example, 24 per cent of the Swedish 
Research Council’s project support is spent on indirect costs. 

The question is, however, whether in reality the percentage is not larger. With 
less demanding reporting requirements and greater freedom of use of the funding 
compared to other external actors, there may be a risk that the Swedish Research 
Council’s funding may sometimes be used together with the direct government 
funding to pay for indirect costs that are not covered by other means. At several 
HEIs, the situation has led to separate handling of attractive grants from certain 
funding bodies, such as those from Wallenberg, RJ and ERC. This means that direct 
government appropriations are set aside for this purpose, centrally or at other levels 
of the HEIs, and that appropriations are therefore channelled to those researchers 
who have been successful in the competition for these grant funds. 

Here, there is also a clear difference compared to the situation in the other 
countries we studied. It is often stated that the direct government appropriation 
forms a greater percentage of overall HEI funding than is the case in Sweden. What 
is often forgotten is that the external funding bodies there do not cover indirect costs 
to any major extent, and this also applies to the governmental research councils. The 
trend towards increased external funding is not unique for Sweden, and in Denmark 
a separate Forum for Research Funding has been appointed, to strengthen 
collaboration between HEIs and the external funding bodies on these issues.24 

The direct government appropriations dimension the teaching 
staff, while external grants dimension the research staff 
Half of the staff with doctoral degrees at the departments consists of postdoc and 
researcher positions, and there is of course reason to consider the prerequisites for 
security, mobility and gender equality, when only half of the employees have the 
teaching positions that have traditionally formed the staff at HEIs.25 

In principle, all departments face the same challenges in relation to researcher 
employment. All agree that it is a problem, but the HEIs only take limited initiatives 
to handle the issue jointly. There is a benefit to the HEIs of having these researcher 
positions: they produce research, and in some cases also attract funds of their own, 
but they are at risk of having their employment terminated if the access to funds 
varies. 

The challenge to research is that the research competence is linked to the 
individual, rather than to joint resources or joint knowledge. The external grants are 
linked to the individuals who formulate the research ideas and implement the 
research projects. The individuals cannot be moved between different activities 
within the HEI without difficulty, as is the case in other types of organisations. 
Every junior researcher has the potential to apply for and be awarded funds for 

24 Uddannelses- og Forskningsministeriet. Nyt forum for forskningsfinansiering skal styrke samarbejdet 
mellem universiteter og fonde: https://ufm.dk/aktuelt/pressemeddelelser/2018/nyt-forum-for-
forskningsfinansiering-skal-styrke-samarbejdet-mellem-universiteter-og-fonde (2018-11-27) 

25 The Danish Council for Research and Innovation Policy has recently published a report about researcher 
career paths, which brings up the issue of how balance between direct government funding and external 
funding impacts on employment at the HEIs. https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/rad-og-
udvalg/danmarks-forsknings-og-innovationspolitiske-rad/aktuelt/publikationer/artikler/dfir_karrierer-i-
forskningen.pdf p. 62 ff. 

https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/rad-og
https://ufm.dk/aktuelt/pressemeddelelser/2018/nyt-forum-for
https://issues.24


 
          

 

 
 

           
            

       
             

           
             

           
           

           

42 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

conducting successful research, and no department therefore wishes to limit the 
opportunities for junior researchers without employment to apply for funds or to 
locate their research to the department. 

One negative effect of having too small a direct government appropriation can be 
a lack of opportunity to give specifically recruited prominent researchers attractive 
conditions for conducting research with a long-term approach and to build up their 
activities and research team. However, nearly all departments consider that external 
funding provides important quality assurance, and they prefer to compete nationally 
for funds, rather than within the HEI or the faculty. 
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Appendix 1: External research funding in 

Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland and the 

Netherlands 

Introduction 
This review describes how the research councils contribute to higher education 
institutions’ external research funding in Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland and the 
Netherlands. We highlight indirect costs, grant forms, grant amounts and approval 
rates of the countries’ primary governmental research funding bodies for basic 
research: The Swedish Research Council (VR), the Independent Research Fund 
Denmark (DFF), the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) and the 
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO). 

A common feature of the countries is that they are research-intensive and perform 
well in terms of research results when it comes to publication volume and citation 
impact. The HEIs are awarded research funding partly via direct government 
appropriations, partly via external grants in national competition. All direct 
comparisons between the research systems of different countries are, however, 
dependent on a number of different factors. These include the structure of the higher 
education system, the volume of publicly funded research conducted within the 
HEIs and research institutes respectively, the relationship between direct 
government funding to the HEIs and researchers’ access to external funding. Of 
similar importance are the number of researchers at the HEIs, which researchers are 
entitled to apply for external grants, the different external funding sources, the 
funding bodies’ grant portfolios and budget for different grant forms, and to what 
extent the funding bodies contribute to the HEIs’ indirect costs. 

It is therefore important to underline that it is not possible to draw a direct 
connection between research funding and research results; a country’s research 
quality is also impacted to a high degree by overriding factors, such as the country’s 
research tradition and the HEI’s quality culture. The difficulty of switching from a 
country perspective to a comparative perspective with several countries, from 
context-specific explanations to generalizable patterns, has been highlighted in 
various studies aimed to explaining the success factors of different countries. 

In the report Fostering Breakthrough Research, Mats Benner and Gunnar Öhqvist 
(Benner & Öhqvist, 2012) try to explain why researchers in Denmark, Switzerland 
and the Netherlands perform better than Swedish researchers when it comes to the 
impact of research. Benner and Öhqvist have several possible explanation models, 
including career paths and academic leadership, but also that Swedish research 
needs to become more international, and that the percentage of direct government 
appropriations is higher in Denmark, Switzerland and the Netherlands than in 
Sweden. 

A report from the Danish DFiR (CFA, et al., 2016) compares the link between 
research policy and research performance in Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands. 
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It is found that a well-functioning research system is dependent both on how well a 
strong national quality culture is established at the departments, and also on how the 
central balances in the national research system are handled continuously. The report 
considers that the Swedish research system suffers from short-term political 
initiatives, which creates imbalances in the system. 

Van Dalen et al. (2014) have made a comparison between seven countries in 
terms of how governmental research funding is allocated: via ex post funding (for 
example in the form of performance-based direct government funding), ex ante 
funding (for example through project funding from governmental research funding 
bodies), or fixed direct government funding to the HEIs. Most countries have a mix 
of different funding streams, but there are large differences between their 
proportions. Among our comparison countries, which all perform well, Denmark 
and Switzerland resemble each other in that the percentage of fixed direct 
government funding is relatively large compared to ex ante funding, while the 
Netherlands has a more even spread between the funding streams. However, other 
high-performing countries have allocation models that differ, both from each other 
and from our comparison countries, such as the United Kingdom, which has a high 
percentage of ex post funding, and USA, which has almost exclusively ex ante 
funding at federal level. 

Some observations and conclusions from the review 
The review aims to summarise facts and data on the comparison countries’ research 
funding and the HEI researchers’ access to external grants from governmental 
research funding bodies, to provide background information to the general 
observations and conclusions presented in the main report. A few general 
observations can be made based on the international comparison: 

Of the governmental research budget, a larger percentage is paid direct to the 
HEIs in Switzerland and the Netherlands than in Sweden and Denmark (Figure 1), 
while the HEIs in Denmark and Switzerland receive a larger percentage of their 
research funding in the form of direct government appropriations than is the case in 
Sweden and the Netherlands (Figure 2). The picture becomes more complicated, 
however, if you compare the funding bodies’ grant portfolios (Figure 5) and their 
contributions to indirect costs and to researcher salaries. In other words, it is more a 
question of role allocation and of how funds are used, than the size of the funding 
streams. 

A comparison between the governmental research funding bodies’ grant 
portfolios (Figure 5) shows that the research councils in Denmark (DFF), 
Switzerland (SNSF) and the Netherlands (NWO) distribute a considerably higher 
percentage of their research funding as career support than the Swedish Research 
Council does. In Switzerland and Netherlands in particular, the research funding 
bodies have developed a system of support forms intended to support junior 
researchers at various career stages. In addition to the grant forms for career support, 
the research councils in Denmark and Switzerland, as well as in Sweden, invest 
heavily in undirected project grants, while the research council in the Netherlands 
supports research projects within thematic programmes. When making the 



 
          

 

 
 

             
           

           
             

            
            

             
              

  

     

        

            
           

             
           
   
            

         
          

            
          

            
  

           
           
        

           
            

           
           

         
   

            
           

           
           

                                                                                                                                         
             

      
              

 
              

    
              

   

47 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

comparison, consideration must be paid to the fact that the research councils have 
differing mandates and roles in the countries’ research funding systems. 

The research councils in Switzerland (SNSF) and the Netherlands (NWO) have 
clearer regulation of which researchers are entitled to apply for and be awarded 
career support and project support respectively than those in Sweden (VR) and 
Denmark (DFF). In Switzerland and the Netherlands, the recipient of career support 
may apply for this themselves, while only a researcher/teacher employed at an HEI 
may apply for project support; nor can grants awarded by used for their own 
employment. 

The higher education institutions 

The higher education institutions in the research system 

In the Swedish higher education sector, the different types of governmental higher 
education institutions are covered by common regulations, where all HEIs are 
expected to conduct research activities. By far the greatest volume of research is 
conducted within the six broad-based established universities, and the six large 
specialised universities26 . 

Denmark has a model divided into two parts, with research universities and 
profession-focused higher education colleges. In Denmark, research is primarily 
conducted within the eight governmental universities27 , which produce around 70 
per cent of the publicly conducted research. The university hospitals are also 
important research performers. Since a few years back, the profession-focused 
higher education colleges have also been expected to build up their research 
capacity.28 

In Switzerland, publicly funded research is conducted primarily at ten cantonal 
universities and two federal institutes of technology in Zurich and Lausanne 
(ETH/EPF), which together form the strongly research-oriented university 
category29 . Research is funded partly via the cantons (primarily direct funding), 
partly federally (primarily via the research council SNSF). Only a small percentage 
of the research is conducted within the profession-oriented universities and teaching 
colleges. Research in Switzerland is very international, and is characterised by 
collaboration between the universities and international research institutes and 
research-intensive companies. 

The most important research performers in the Netherlands are the 13 research 
universities funded by the government. Research is also conducted within eight 
medical centres, linked to universities and academic hospitals. In addition, the 
Netherlands has a large number of profession-oriented higher education colleges, of 

26 See for example the report: Vetenskapsrådet (2017). De nya lärosätena i forskningssystemet. 
Forskningsförutsättningar och förhållande till Vetenskapsrådet. 

27 Organisational features of Higher Education; Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. NIFU 2014. 
https://brage.bibsys.no/xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2358908/NIFUworkingpaper2014-14.pdf?sequence=1 

28 RIO Country Report 2017: Denmark (2018). JRC Science for policy report, European Commission. 
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC111331/rio_cr_dk_2017_pubsy_idf_1.pdf, p. 9. 

29 RIO Country Report 2015: Switzerland (2016). JRC Science for policy report, European Commission. 
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC101238/jrc101238_switzerland%20rio%20cr201 
5.pdf, p. 18. 

http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC101238/jrc101238_switzerland%20rio%20cr201
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC111331/rio_cr_dk_2017_pubsy_idf_1.pdf,p
https://brage.bibsys.no/xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2358908/NIFUworkingpaper2014-14.pdf?sequence=1
https://capacity.28


 
          

 

 
 

              
            

    

           
 

              
            

             
          

  
 

 
              

          

            

  

           
            

             
           

            
             

             
             
          

                                                                                                                                         
               

    

48 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

which six are funded by the government.30 The research system in the Netherlands is 
characterised by a relatively large institute sector and by close collaboration between 
universities and companies. 

The majority of the countries’ governmental research budget goes to the 
universities 

Figure 1 shows OECD data for how the governmental research budget is allocated to 
different purposes in the comparison countries. The figure does not include the 
figures for the defence budget; in our comparison countries, this only constitutes a 
very small percentage of governmental spending on research and development 
(R&D). 

Figure 1. Government budget for R&D, divided up into general HEI funding and thematic 

programmes. The governmental research funding bodies are included in “Non-thematic 

research”. Source: OECD; data for 2017 (Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands) and 2015 

(Switzerland). 

Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland and the Netherlands are all countries where a 
relatively large percentage of the government budget’s funds for research goes to 
HEIs, either in the form of direct government appropriations or via research councils 
to university researchers. In Denmark, a slightly smaller percentage of the 
government budget is paid via the research councils, while Switzerland invests the 
majority of its government budget for R&D direct into the higher education sector. 
The Netherlands has shown a strong trend of targeting research initiatives at societal 
challenges, in the form of top sector programmes, aimed at developing the country’s 
knowledge economy. The government in the Netherlands invests heavily in public-

30 RIO Country Report 2017: The Netherlands (2018). JRC Science for policy report, European Commission. 
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC111333/jrc111333_rio_cr_nl_2017_pubsy_final. 
pdf, p. 5. 

http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC111333/jrc111333_rio_cr_nl_2017_pubsy_final
https://government.30
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private partnerships, and the research council NWO also allocates a considerable 
percentage of its budget to top sector programmes. 

In Sweden, the amount of public sector R&D investments was 36.7 billion SEK 
(2015). In Denmark, the governmental R&D budget was 22.3 billion DKK (2018), 
corresponding to around 30.8 billion SEK. In Switzerland, the federal government 
and the cantons fund 14 and 10 percent of the overall R&D budget respectively, 
together 4.4 billion CHF (2015), which corresponds to just over 40 billion SEK at 
current exchange rates.31 The fact that Switzerland’s governmental R&D funding 
only amounts to 24 per cent of the overall R&D budget means that, in this respect, 
the country is almost 10 per cent below the European average. The Netherlands’ 
governmental investment in R&D amounted to just over 5 billion EUR (2016), 
corresponding to around 52.3 billion SEK. 

Higher education institutions’ research revenue 

The following describes the HEIs’ research revenue by funding source, with data 
from national statistics.32,33,34,35,36 In some cases it is difficult to differentiate between 
the direct government appropriations for research and for teaching. Figure 2 
therefore provides an overall picture of the direct government (or cantonal/federal) 
appropriations for the overall activities of the HEIs, and the HEIs’ revenue from 
domestic governmental sources (primarily governmental research councils), private 
sources (private research funding bodies and companies), and foreign sources 
including EU (ERC and others). 

31 Current exchange rate (05 October 2018). 
32 Swedish Higher Education Authority’s database. Högskolan i siffor. http://www.uka.se/statistik--

analys/statistikdatabas-hogskolan-i-siffror/statistikomrade.html?statq=https://statistik-api.uka.se/api/totals/14 
33 Tal om danske universiteter 2017 (2018): https://dkuni.dk/wp-

content/uploads/2018/04/du_tal_om_danske_universiteter_2017.pdf, p. 27, Figure 2.4 
34 Statistics of Higher Education Institutions (2018) 

https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/education-science.assetdetail.5126822.html 
35 VSNU: Quality of education and research under pressure from drop in funding per student. 

https://vsnu.nl/en_GB/drop-in-government-funding 
36Rathenau Instituut: Income of universities in the Netherlands by source of funds (2018). 

https://www.rathenau.nl/en/science-figures/investments/income-universities-netherlands-source-funds 

https://www.rathenau.nl/en/science-figures/investments/income-universities-netherlands-source-funds
https://vsnu.nl/en_GB/drop-in-government-funding
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/education-science.assetdetail.5126822.html
https://dkuni.dk/wp
http://www.uka.se/statistik
https://rates.31


 
          

 

 
 

 
            

           
             
            

          
               

       
           

            
             

  
            

              
           

             
             

               
               

           
         
          
              

              
   

             
            

  

50 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Figure 2. Higher education institution revenue, percentage per source. National statistics. 

The percentage of external revenue from the governmental research funding bodies 
primarily is relatively larger in Sweden than in the comparison countries. In both 
Denmark and the Netherlands, a relatively small percentage of the HEIs’ revenues 
come from the governmental research councils. However, in Denmark revenues 
from external funding have risen sharply over the last ten years – this applies in 
particular to revenue from the EU. 

Swiss HEIs are primarily funded from the governmental budget. The cantons 
cover approximately half of the HEIs costs (direct government grants for research 
and education), while around one quarter is covered by federal funds (primarily for 
research). 

HEIs in the Netherlands receive their funding via various funding streams, of 
which direct government funding in the form of a lump sum for education and 
research constitutes the majority. The percentage of direct government funding has 
decreased in recent years in relation to external grants and programmes, despite a 
significant increase in the number of students. The part of the direct government 
appropriations that are allocated to research is estimated at around 40 per cent of the 
overall HEI revenue (Koier, et al., 2016). This direct funding is also used to match 
research revenue from the other funding streams (grants from external research 
funding bodies, EU, foundations and companies). Externa governmental research 
funding reaches the HEIs via national programmes and governmental funding 
bodies, while revenue from the EU in the Netherlands constitutes just over 14 per 
cent of HEI income, which is a considerably larger percentage than in Sweden (4.5 
per cent). 

Figure 3 compares the HEIs’ overall revenue for R&D in the different countries, 
and the percentage of the revenue that comes from governmental external funding 
bodies. 



 
          

 

 
 

 
                 

        

             
             

            
               

          
          

           
              

    
              

             
                 

            
        
             

           
           

                 
              

                                                                                                                                         
         

 
           

 

51 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Figure 3. The HEIs’ total revenue for R&D in million SEK and the percentage of revenue from 

external governmental funding bodies. Source: National statistics. 

Danish HEIs’ revenue from external funds has risen significantly since 2010. Of the 
HEIs’ revenue in 2017, 31 per cent comes from direct government funding for 
education, 32 per cent from direct funding for research, allocated annually according 
to funding legislation, and 30 per cent in the form of external research funding from 
governmental research councils and foundations, and from the EU, private 
foundations and private activities. However, the percentage of external research 
funding from the governmental research funding bodies forms a relatively small 
proportion of the HEIs’ total revenue for R&D, which amounts to 17.5 billion DKK 
(24.6 billion SEK). 37 

Of the Swiss HEIs’ total expenditure of around 8 billion CHF (2016), around 57 
per cent were spent on research (4.6 billion CHF, corresponding to 42.4 billion 
SEK). Around a quarter of the HEIs’ revenue for R&D is allocated in the form of 
research funding awarded in competition, either via the federal funding bodies SNS 
and Innosuisse, or via the EU’s research programmes.38 

In the Netherlands, the HEIs’ total revenue for R&D (2016) amounted to 4.5 
billion EUR (47.1 billion SEK). Research funding from the governmental funding 
body NWO and its sister organisation for funding medical research, Zon-MW, 
amounts to 6 per cent of the HEIs’ revenue. Funding from the EU forms just over 14 
per cent of the HEIs’ revenue. The percentage of direct government funding has 

37 Danske universiteter (2017). Tal om danske universiteter 2017. https://dkuni.dk/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/du_tal_om_danske_universiteter_2017.pdf 

38 Bundesamt für Statistik (FSO). Finanzen der universitären Hochschulen 2016 (2017). 
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/aktuell/neue-veroeffentlichungen.gnpdetail.2017-0049.html 

https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/aktuell/neue-veroeffentlichungen.gnpdetail.2017-0049.html
https://dkuni.dk/wp
https://researchprogrammes.38


 
          

 

 
 

              
         

    
           

           
         

         
         

              
             

          
              

        
             

             
         

 

 
                

              

           

                                                                                                                                         
         
        

 
                 

       
 

 

52 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

fallen, at the expense of external funding awarded in competition over the last ten 
years. Greater differences exist between individual HEIs however.39,40 ,41 

Governmental research funding bodies 
The following focuses on the principal governmental funding bodies for basic 
research in each country, namely the Swedish Research Council and its 
corresponding funding bodies in Denmark: Independent Research Fund Denmark 
(DFF); Switzerland: Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF); and the 
Netherlands: The Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO). The 
four research funding bodies in our comparison are similar, to the extent that they 
primarily fund basic research, mainly in the form of career support or research 
projects in competition based on scientific excellence. There are, however, 
differences between the funding bodies in terms of their roles in the research funding 
system, budgets, funding instruments and grant recipients. 

Figure 4 makes a direct comparison between the research budgets of the four 
research funding bodies, and an estimate of the proportion of their research budget 
that goes straight to the higher education sector. 

Figure 4. Direct comparison in million SEK (left axis) of the research budget of the different 

research councils (2017). The graph shows the percentage (right axis) of the funding body’s 

awards paid to researchers active within the higher education sector. 

39 VSNU: Baten en lasten van universiteiten (2016). https://www.vsnu.nl/f_c_baten_en_lasten.html 
40 VSNU: Bekostiging universiteiten. Inkomsten en besteding 2016. https://www.vsnu.nl/nl_NL/bekostiging-

universiteiten.html 
41 Rathenau Instituut (2018). Total R&D in the Netherlands by sector of performance and source of funds, 

R&D activity type and type of costs. https://www.rathenau.nl/en/science-figures/investments/total-rd-
netherlands-sector-performance-and-source-funds-rd-activity 

https://www.rathenau.nl/en/science-figures/investments/total-rd
https://www.vsnu.nl/nl_NL/bekostiging
https://www.vsnu.nl/f_c_baten_en_lasten.html


 
          

 

 
 

          
              

          
           

             
             

            
               
             
              

              
           

               
            

       
            

              
 

 
             

          

            
             

          
            

              
           

                                                                                                                                         
         

  

53 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

The Independent Research Fund Denmark has a comparatively small research 
budget, of just under 1 billion DKK (2017). The Danish HEIs also receive external 
grants from two other governmental research funding bodies: Innovation Fund 
Denmark (1.2 billion DKK) and the Danish National Research Foundation (approx. 
0.5 billion DKK), which fund basic research in the form of leading-edge research 
centres. In Switzerland, around 1 billion CHF is provided by the federal research 
budget via the governmental research funding bodies SNSF and Innosuisse. Most of 
the funding goes to the HEI category: the ten cantonal universities (59 per cent) and 
the federal institutes of technology in the ETH domain, consisting of EPF Lausanne 
and ETH Zürich and their institutes (28 per cent). In the Netherlands (2016), 3.5 
million EUR of the governmental research budget went to the HEIs; of these funds, 
440 million EUR was allocated via the research council NWO.42 

Figure 4 also shows that almost the entire research budget for VR and DFF goes 
to researchers within higher education, while NWO also funds research conducted at 
research institutes to a significant degree. 

The allocation of the research funding bodies’ budgets to different types of 
instruments in Figure 5 reflects the funding bodies’ roles in the research system. 

Figure 5. Allocation of the research councils’ research budgets per funding instrument in 

2017. Data from the research councils’ websites and annual reports. 

The Swedish Research Council differs from the other research councils by allocating 
a higher percentage of the budget to fund research infrastructure and a lower 
percentage to fund career support (around 10 per cent). 

DFF almost exclusively funds undirected project grants (75 per cent) and career 
grants (21 per cent), which reflects the strict work allocation that exists between the 
Danish governmental research funding bodies. In 2018, DFF introduced its first 

42 Rathenau Instituut (2018). Dutch policy promoting scientific excellence. 
https://www.rathenau.nl/sites/default/files/2018-03/FC%20Scientific%20Excellence.pdf 

https://www.rathenau.nl/sites/default/files/2018-03/FC%20Scientific%20Excellence.pdf


 
          

 

 
 

             
   

              
              

  
          

           
              

              
            

           
              

      

              
               

            
              

    
            

                 
             

              
            

               
           

   
 

              

              

         

    
 

  
 
 

  
 

  
   

 

       

      

       

       

 

                                                                                                                                         
       
       

 
      

54 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

thematic programme, with a budget of 52 million DKK.43 DFF does not fund 
research infrastructure. 

In addition to project and career grants (50 and 21 per cent respectively), SNSF 
also funds national research programmes (24 per cent). Only 4 per cent goes to 
research infrastructure.44 

NWO allocates its research support fairly evenly between undirected project 
grants, career support, programme research, research infrastructure and other grants. 
The budget percentage set aside for undirected project grants is the smallest of the 
funding bodies in relative terms (15 per cent), while nearly half of NWO’s budget 
goes to thematic programmes within societal challenges (27 per cent) and other 
funding instruments (22 per cent). A comparatively large percentage of NWO’s 
funding is aimed at career support within the Talent programme (24 per cent).45 

The funding bodies’ overall approval rate 

The research funding bodies’ overall approval rate is not a good basis for direct 
comparison, as it is dependent on many different factors, such as the role played by 
the funding body in relation to other (governmental) funding sources, how many 
researchers are entitled to apply for the grants, the allocation between the items in 
the grant portfolio, etc. 

Still, Table 1 shows such an overall comparison between the funding bodies. 
When it comes to the approval rate for all applications in 2017, VR and DFF are at 
approximately the same level (18 and 17 per cent respectively), while SNSF and 
NWO are higher, with 44.5 and 30 per cent respectively of all applications. The 
table also shows the average amount awarded per application. Here, the funding 
bodies are fairly close together, but it must be considered that the table also includes 
research infrastructure, which forms a considerable proportion of the grants from 
VR and NWO. 

Table 1. Total number of applications, number of grants awarded, overall approval rate and 

average amount translated to million SEK for grants awarded, all categories. Data for 2017 

from the research councils’ websites and annual reports. 

Funding body Number of Number of Approval rate Average amount 
applications grants (%) per grant awarded 

awarded (mSEK) 

VR 5 805 1 049 18 4.4 

DFF 2 103 360 17 3.8 

SNSF 4 926 2 196 44.5 4.4 

NWO 5 799 1 744 30 5.3 

43 DFF: Årsrapport 2017 statistik: https://aarsrapport.dff.dk/statistik 
44 SNSF: Statistics 2017 – Full version. http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/profil/2017/SNF-Profil-

2017-2018-en-Statistiken-Vollversion.pdf 
45 NWO Annual Report 2017. https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/annual-report/annual-report-2017 

https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/annual-report/annual-report-2017
http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/profil/2017/SNF-Profil
https://aarsrapport.dff.dk/statistik
https://cent).45
https://infrastructure.44


 
          

 

 
 

         

              
         

             
       

  

          
             

               
    

              
           

             
             
              

         
     

          
             

               
             

             
              

          
   

             
              

             
              

             
            

            
           

         
            

                                                                                                                                         
    

 
       
        

 
      
            

   
            

   

55 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Funding bodies’ support forms: career support and project support 

The following accounts in greater detail for the two main forms of support for 
researcher-initiated research from the governmental research funding bodies: career 
support and project support. The data is taken mainly from the funding bodies’ 
websites, calls, and annual reports. 46,47,48,49 

Career support 

Career support or career development grants for individual researchers occupy 
approximately the same proportion of the overall research grant budget at DFF (21 
per cent) and NWO (24 per cent), while the proportion is considerably smaller at VR 
(10 per cent). 

VR has three programmes for career support funding that can be found in all 
subject areas, namely ‘international postdoc’, which is aimed at researchers within 
two years since their doctoral degree award, ‘starting grant’ for researchers 2-7 years 
after their doctoral degree award, and ‘consolidation grant’ for researchers 7 years or 
more after their doctoral degree award. In 2017, VR also funded support forms such 
as prominent junior researchers, international career grants and researcher 
employment in various formats. 

DFF has two major programmes for career support funding: ‘international 
postdoc’50 (20 per cent of the career support offered) for researchers within three 
years of their doctoral degree award, and ‘Sapere Aude’51 (around 70 per cent of the 
career support) for junior prominent researchers no more than eight years after their 
doctoral degree award. In 2018, 29 Sapere Aude grants were awarded, and the 
number is expected to be slightly higher in 2019. DFF also has minor programmes 
for doctoral students outside academia, and scientific council-specific support for 
stays abroad, etc. 

SNSF has several different grant forms within its career support, which had an 
overall budget of 223 million CHF in 2017. Five support forms cover all subject 
areas: a minor mobility grant for doctoral students (6–18 months), a mobility grant 
for early and late postdocs (18 months and 24 months abroad respectively, plus a 
returner grant with salary for 3–12 months), the support form ‘Ambizione’, aimed at 
junior researchers who wish to establish independent projects within four years of 
their doctoral degree award (four-year grant with salary), and the support form 
‘Eccelenza’ for successful junior researchers who wish to quality for a 
professorship. Eccellenza replaces the previous support form SNSF Professorship, 
which accounted for 36 per cent of SNSF’s overall career support. 

46 VR Årsredovisning 2017: 
https://www.vr.se/download/18.11999f69161e921384fae7cf/1529480554412/Vetenskapsradet_arsredovisnin 
g_2017.pdf 

47 DFF Årsrapport 2017 – Statistik. https://dff.dk/aktuelt/publikationer/arsrapport-2017-statistik 
48 SNSF Profil 2017-2018. Statistiken – Vollversion. 

http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/profil/2017/SNF-Profil-2017-2018-en-Statistiken-
Vollversion.pdf 

49 NWO Annual Report 2017. https://www.nwo.nl/en/about-nwo/media/annual+report 
50 DFF: Call for proposals of Independent Research Funds. (A2018 & S2019). 

https://dff.dk/en/application/call-for-proposals-of-independent-research-funds-a2018-s2019.pdf, p. 12 
51 DFF: Call for proposals of Independent Research Funds. (A2018 & S2019). 

https://dff.dk/en/application/call-for-proposals-of-independent-research-funds-a2018-s2019.pdf, p. 15 

https://dff.dk/en/application/call-for-proposals-of-independent-research-funds-a2018-s2019.pdf,p
https://dff.dk/en/application/call-for-proposals-of-independent-research-funds-a2018-s2019.pdf,p
https://www.nwo.nl/en/about-nwo/media/annual+report
http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/profil/2017/SNF-Profil-2017-2018-en-Statistiken
https://dff.dk/aktuelt/publikationer/arsrapport-2017-statistik
https://www.vr.se/download/18.11999f69161e921384fae7cf/1529480554412/Vetenskapsradet_arsredovisnin
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NWO has career support aimed at supporting individual researchers at various 
stages towards an independent research career, and at encouraging increased 
mobility. The ‘Talent’ programme has the support form ‘Veni’ for junior researchers 
within three years of their doctoral degree award, ‘Vidi’ for more established 
researchers no more than eight years after their doctoral degree award, and ‘Vici’ for 
established researchers no more than fifteen years after their doctoral degree award. 
NWO also offers minor career support for international postdocs (‘Rubicon’) and 
doctoral student programmes for teachers. The grants are subject to strict 
competition, and the approval rate is around 15 per cent. 

Table 2 shows a summary of the funding bodies’ career support, with average 
approval rates and average grant amounts. 

Table 2. Funding bodies’ career support. Number of grants applied for and awarded, approval 

rate and average amount for grants awarded, translated into thousand SEK (exchange rate 15 

Sep 2018). Data from the research councils’ websites and annual reports. 

Funding body and support form Number of Number of Approval Amount per 
2017 (percentage of overall career grants grants rate (%) grant (kSEK) 
support) applied for awarded 

VR total career support 1287 191 15 

VR Int. Postdoc (36%) 481 81 17 2 800 

VR Starting grant (18%) 753 107 14 4 300 

VR (2016) Cons. grant (5%) 307 20 7 

DFF total career support 507 54 16.5 

DFF Int. Postdoc (20%) 118 25 25.4 2 100 

DFF Sapere Aude (70%) 389 29 7.5 7 900 

SNSF total career support 1785 659 37 

SNSF Doc Mobil (3%) 300 142 47 500 

SNSF Early Postdoc (13.5%) 746 337 45 800 

SNSF Adv. Postdoc Mob (8%) 151 

SNSF Ambizione (28%) 289 89 31 6 400 

SNSF Eccellenza 9 000 (max) 

SNSF Professorship (36%) 271 42 15 17 200 

NWO total career support 2 445 415 17 

NWO Rubicon 158 37 23 650 

NWO Veni (27% of Talent) 1 139 157 14 2 600 

NWO Veni (43% of Talent) 598 90 15 8 300 

NWO Vici (30% of Talent) 235 34 15 15 600 
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Project support 

Grants for researcher-initiated research projects is the primary support form for VR, 
DFF and SNSF, while it forms a considerably smaller proportion of NWO’s grant 
portfolio (during 2018, the programme budget has increased significantly, 
however52). A direct comparison of the project support given by the funding bodies 
is shown in Table 3. 

Table 3. Funding bodies’ project support. Number of projects applied for and awarded, 

approval rate, programme budget and average amounts translated into thousand SEK for 

project grants awarded. Data from the research councils’ websites and annual reports. 

Funding body Number of Number of Approval rate Programme Amount 
(support form project project grants (%) budget per 
2017) grants awarded (kSEK) project 

applied for (kSEK) 

VR (Undirected 3 477 644 18.5 2 532 000 3 900 
project support) 

DFF (Research 904 155 17.1 487 000 3 150 
project 1) 

DFF (Research 501 75 15 550 000 7 300 
project 2) 

SNSF (Project 1 892 909 48 4 715 000 5 200 
Grant) 

NWO (Open 1143 247 21.6 1 374 000 5 600 
Competition) 

* Across entire project period, rounded amount 

DFF issues calls for two types of research projects. ‘Research project 1’ covers 
primarily individual researchers with at least three years’ experience of research 
after their doctoral degree award, and is for three-year grants within a framework 
amount of 2 million DKK excluding indirect costs. ‘Research project 2’ covers 
research teams (including doctoral students and postdocs), and have a framework of 
up to 4.3 million DKK excluding indirect costs. DFF does not pay for access to and 
use of equipment, databases, etc., that already exist at the host organisation. In most 
cases, the grants can be used for salaries for both permanent and temporary scientific 
and technical personnel. 

With its project support, SNSF wants to give researchers the opportunity to 
conduct research projects independently within areas of their own choice. The 
researchers can apply for funding for operation, research personnel and 
collaboration, but not for their own salaries. Funding is available for one to four 
years.53 

Within NWO, project support was offered in open competition within the various 
NWO sections, but as from August 2018, joint calls will be issued for the different 

52 The Young Academy (2018): A beginner’s guide to Dutch Academia, p. 2015-10-08. 
https://www.dejongeakademie.nl/shared/resources/documents/Abeginnersguide.pdf 

53 SNSF Profil 2017-2018 Statistik – Vollversion. 
http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/profil/2017/SNF-Profil-2017-2018-en-Statistiken-
Vollversion.pdf 

http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/profil/2017/SNF-Profil-2017-2018-en-Statistiken
https://www.dejongeakademie.nl/shared/resources/documents/Abeginnersguide.pdf
https://years.53


 
          

 

 
 

            
              
              

            
           

            
             

              
              

            

   

          
            
            

        
 

 
             

     

            
             

            
              

           
    

                                                                                                                                         
       

58 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

domains, where the medical research council Zon-MW will form one of the 
domains. In the future, calls for project grants will be issued in three formats: 
KLEIN-1, to a maximum amount of 350 000 €, KLEIN-2, with a maximum amount 
of 700 000 € and KLEIN-0 for research equipment. Applicants can apply 
individually or in collaboration for curiosity-driven basic research of high quality, 
and/or scientifically urgent projects. The programme funds the costs of research and 
salaries for doctoral students and postdocs or technical personnel, but not the salaries 
of the applicants; the use of funds is relatively strictly regulated. NWO uses open 
application deadlines and an assessment where 70 per cent of the final marks are 
given for scientific quality, and 30 per cent for societal benefit. 

Who can apply? 

The researchers competing for governmental research funding work mainly within 
the higher education sector or within governmental research institutes. Figure 6, with 
data from OECD (2015), shows the number of researchers (individuals) within the 
higher education sector and other public sector. 

Figure 6. Number of researchers within higher education sector and other public sector. 

Source: OECD. Data from 2015. 

Figure 6 shows that Sweden and Switzerland have a larger researcher community 
within the higher education sector and other public sector than the Netherlands, with 
its considerably larger population. In Denmark and Switzerland, by far the majority 
of these researchers work within the higher education sector, while in Sweden and in 
particular the Netherlands, a much larger percentage of researchers work within 
other public sector.54 

54 Forskningsbarometern 2017. Figure 7. 

https://sector.54


 
          

 

 
 

            
             

             
             

                  
               

            
          
            

              
           
              

           

          

             
                 

           
                

                
             

                 
            

                 
             

                                                                                                                                         
     

      
  

            

 
           

   
             

 
             

  
        

  
             

 
           

 
           

 
          

 
          

 
     

59 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

National statistics55 for researchers at HEIs show figures that differ slightly from 
the OECD statistics, as the countries may use different definitions of the concept 
‘researcher’ in the statistics summarised in the OECD database. An estimation of the 
permanently employed research and teaching personnel at the HEIs is 35 200 in 
Sweden, 10 800 in Denmark, 43 300 in Switzerland and 21 300 in the Netherlands. 

A trend that exists at Danish, Dutch and Swiss HEIs is that the number of 
researchers, that is temporary employment as a doctoral student or postdoc, has 
increased in relation to permanently employed personnel (professors and senior 
lecturers). This is explained by the increase in external research funding, which 
means that an ever greater percentage of the research funding is based on contracts 
and grants, which in turn requires flexible employment conditions.56,57,58 In Sweden, 
the research and teaching personnel has increased over the last ten years, but the 
increase has been relatively even in the various employment categories.59 

The funding body’s rules for who can apply for grants 

The approval rates at the different funding bodies for different support forms are 
affected by the existence of differing rules for who can apply for grants. It is in the 
nature of career support that it is (junior) researchers without permanent 
employment at an HEI that are eligible to apply, and that the funds awarded can be 
used to pay for the applicant’s own salary. When it comes to project support, it is 
possible for researchers who at the time of application do not have permanent 
employment at an HEI to apply for a grant from VR and DFF, on condition that the 
HEI administering the funds signs an undertaking on employment during the project 
period. , Such funds can be used to pay for the project leaders own salary, which for 
permanently employed teachers is done in the form of ‘redemption’. On the other 

55 OECD 2015: https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MSTI_PUB ; 
Sweden: UKÄ Statistikdatabas: Högskolan i siffror. http://www.uka.se/statistik--analys/statistikdatabas-
hogskolan-i-siffror/statistikomrade.html?statq=https://statistik-api.uka.se/api/totals/54 
Denmark: UFM Styrelsen for Forskning og Uddannelse: Videnskabeligt personale på universiteterne 2017. 
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved-universiteterne/det-
videnskabelige-personale-2016.pdf 
Denmark: UFM Styrelsen for Forskning og Uddannelse: Forskerrekruttering på universiteterne 2015-2017. 
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved-
universiteterne/forskerrekruttering-pa-universiteterne-2015_2017.pdf 
Switzerland: Bundesamt für Statistics (2017) F+E-Personal in der Switzerland, nach Sektor und Tätigkeit. 
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/bildung-
wissenschaft/technologie.assetdetail.2744606.html 
The Netherlands: VSNU (2016). Universities believe that a mixed workforce is important. 
https://vsnu.nl/en_GB/mixed-workforce 
The Netherlands: VSNU. Trends in research capacity. 
https://www.vsnu.nl/en_GB/f_c_onderzoeksinzet.html 

56 Denmark: UFM Styrelsen for Forskning og Uddannelse: Videnskabeligt personale på universiteterne 2017. 
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved-universiteterne/det-
videnskabelige-personale-2016.pdf 
Denmark: UFM Styrelsen for Forskning og Uddannelse: Forskerrekruttering på universiteterne 2015-2017. 
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved-
universiteterne/forskerrekruttering-pa-universiteterne-2015_2017.pdf 

57 The Netherlands: VSNU: Ratio of permanent to temporary staff. 
https://www.vsnu.nl/en_GB/f_c_verhouding_vast_tijdelijk.html 

58 Switzerland: BFS (2018) Personal von Bildungsinstitutionen. Ausgabe 2018 
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/bildung-wissenschaft.assetdetail.6446983.html 
Switzerland: BSF (2018). Lehrkräfte und Hochschulpersonal nach Beschäftigungsgrad und Bildungsstufe. 
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/bildung-wissenschaft/personal-
bildungsinstitutionen.assetdetail.6468518.html 

59 Forskningsbarometern 2017, Figure 25. 

https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/bildung-wissenschaft/personal
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/bildung-wissenschaft.assetdetail.6446983.html
https://www.vsnu.nl/en_GB/f_c_verhouding_vast_tijdelijk.html
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved-universiteterne/det
https://www.vsnu.nl/en_GB/f_c_onderzoeksinzet.html
https://vsnu.nl/en_GB/mixed-workforce
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/bildung
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved
https://ufm.dk/forskning-og-innovation/statistik-og-analyser/forskere-ved-universiteterne/det
http://www.uka.se/statistik--analys/statistikdatabas
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MSTI_PUB
https://categories.59
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hand, only researchers who are already employed as teachers can apply for project 
funding from NWO. In Switzerland, only those who are employed 50 per cent or 
more, and who were awarded a doctoral degree more than four years earlier can 
apply for project funding from SNSF. Neither SNSF nor NWO allow project 
funding to be used to fund the salaries of senior researchers/teachers, including that 
of the project leader. At NWO and others, the budget for how the funds are used is 
relatively strictly regulated. 

Funding bodies’ contribution to HEI indirect costs 

There are big differences between the countries in terms of the rules for how 
governmental funding bodies cover the indirect costs of HEIs. 

Denmark has several large private research funding bodies that fund research 
projects and postdoc employment. They usually contribute 0–5 per cent for indirect 
costs.60 On the other hand, the governmental funding bodies (Independent Research 
Fund Denmark, the Danish National Research Foundation and Innovation Fund 
Denmark) fund a statutory 44 per cent for indirect costs (overheads/administrative 
costs) for all research grants to HEIs61 , while research grants to hospitals receive 3.1 
per cent to cover indirect costs.62 This means that all externally funded healthcare 
research requires co-funding from the departments. 

SDU (University of Southern Denmark) applies a 10 per cent rule63 to ameliorate 
the problem of insufficient funding of research projects. The indirect costs from 
governmental research projects accrue to the departments, but each time a project – 
funded by either a governmental or a private funding body – incurs an expense, the 
central administration invoices the department’s direct funding with a 10 per cent 
university fee. 

In Switzerland, SNSF contributes to the indirect costs of HEIs, but this overhead 
is not added to the individual research grants, and is instead calculated afterwards 
for the overall grant amounts received by the departments from SNSF during the 
previous year.64 The grant is paid out every year in the form of a flat rate, the size of 
which is dependent on the federal funds available and a maximum percentage that is 
decided on by parliament periodically. Overheads are only calculated on grants 
covered by SNSF’s instruments. The total amount of new research grants is divided 
by the available funding, and determines the percentage actually charged for 
overheads for the current year. Currently, a maximum of 20 per cent of the research 
grant amount consists of contribution to indirect costs. 

61 Aftale om fordeling af globaliseringsmidlerne til forskning og udvikling 5. november 2008 
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20081/almdel/UVT/bilag/61/617260.pdf 

62 This is seen as negative, as the costs are the same for HEIs and hospitals, and the actual percentage for 
covering all indirect costs is estimated at 67 per cent. 
https://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/fakulteterne/sundhedsvidenskab/forskning/syddanskforskerstoette/faq/indire 
ct+costs+and+overhead 

63 SDU: Omkostningerne i forbindelse med eksternt finansierede forskningsprojekter skal deles ind i direkte og 
indirekte omkostninger: 
https://www.sdu.dk/da/om_sdu/fakulteterne/sundhedsvidenskab/forskning/syddanskforskerstoette/budget/om 
kostninger_og_overhead (read 2019-01-25) 

64 SNSF Overhead regulation: 2011 (status as at September 2017): 
http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/ueb_overhead_reglement_e.pdf 

http://www.snf.ch/SiteCollectionDocuments/ueb_overhead_reglement_e.pdf
https://www.sdu.dk/da/om_sdu/fakulteterne/sundhedsvidenskab/forskning/syddanskforskerstoette/budget/om
https://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/fakulteterne/sundhedsvidenskab/forskning/syddanskforskerstoette/faq/indire
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20081/almdel/UVT/bilag/61/617260.pdf
https://costs.62
https://costs.60


 
          

 

 
 

            
                    

            
               

            
              

            
                

                
              

            
             

              
               

           
        

 

          
           

   

  

           
             

 

 

            
        

      
 

             
         

  

 
 

                                                                                                                                         
  
               

 

61 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Zurich University allocates the annual amounts for indirect costs from SNSF in 
such a way that 10 per cent is paid to the project leader, and 20 per cent each to the 
project leader’s department and faculty respectively. The remaining 50 per cent is 
retained by the central administration and is used to cover the HEI’s overall needs.65 

In the Netherlands, NWO’s research grants do not normally cover indirect costs 
in their research grants, but only costs directly linked to the career support or 
research project. These include salary costs, material costs and any instrument costs, 
which need to be specified in detail. For some projects, a maximum of 15 000 EUR 
per year is paid for costs such as equipment, travel, research time at facilities, etc. 

According to VSNU, the grants from NWO never covers 100 per cent of the 
direct project costs; instead, HEIs must add funding from their direct government 
appropriation. A study from 2012 showed that HEIs are forced to contribute around 
740 EUR for every 1 000 EUR of research funding from NWO, which corresponds 
to 65 per cent of the research part of the direct government appropriation.66 The HEI 
association VSNU considers that this means that the researchers’ room for 
breakthrough research and risky research is limited. 
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63 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

Appendix 2: Departments in the case study 

The report is based on data from six departments, which are presented in brief in this 
appendix. The departments have been chosen to represent research-intensive 
departments at major higher education institutions (HEIs) (University of 
Gothenburg, Stockholm University, Uppsala University, KTH Royal Institute of 
Technology, Lund University and Karolinska Institutet) and within the subject areas 
social sciences, humanities, natural sciences, engineering sciences, experimental 
medicine and clinical medicine. One measure of research-intensive departments has 
been the amount of funds awarded from the Swedish Research Council. 

The data from the departments is based on documentation, with information taken 
from the departments’ or HEIs’ websites or provided directly by the departments. 
We also conducted interviews with the department heads and with financial 
personnel and/or research coordinators from each department. 

The data was summarised in a memorandum for each of the departments, and the 
departments were able to provide opinions on the documents. These memoranda are 
available as the primary background documentation for the case study, but are not 
included in the final report itself. The data was collected in October/November 
2018. 

Department of Political Science, University of Gothenburg 

The interview with Mikael Giljam, Department Head, Lena Caspers, Research 
Administrator, and Ola Björklund, Finance Manager, was conducted on 18 
September 2018. The interview was supplemented with information via email. 

The Department of Political Science is seen as one of Europe’s leading 
departments within research focusing on voters and elections, opinion polls and 
democracy, the creation of political institutions, political parties, globalisation issues 
and international politics. The department annually educates around 1 400 students 
in political science, European studies and public administration in a global 
perspective. A total of around 145 persons work in the department, of which 18 are 
professors. 

Department of History, Stockholm University 

The interview with Jens Ljunggren, Department Head, and Nils Edling, Research 
Coordinator, was conducted on 2 October 2018. The interview was supplemented 
with information via email. 

The Department of History is Sweden’s largest department in the subject; it is 
also one of the largest single-subject departments at Stockholm University. The 
research, which the university highlights as a “leading research area”, covers 
historical research from the mediaeval period to the current day, within areas such as 
gender history, sports history, maritime history, mediaeval history, modern political 
history, popular culture and urban history. The department educates 750 students 
annually in history, archive sciences and cultural history; via the collaboration with 



 
          

 

 
 

              
           

       

          
           

      
            

            
          

           
            

            
             

        

         
             

    
             

           
           

          
          

        
            

             

       

         
          
        

          
          

          
         

              
             

      

            
           

      
           

           
            

64 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

the teacher education at SU, history teachers are also educated. A total of around 
120 persons work in the department, of which 18 are professors. 

Department of Ecology and Genetics, Uppsala University 

The interview with Lars Tranvik, Department Head, and Anna-Lena Klerks, 
Administrative Manager, was conducted on 3 October 2018. The interview was 
supplemented with information via email. 

The Department of Ecology and Genetics consists of five sections: four research 
programmes and the field station Erken Laboratory. Research is conducted at the 
interface between ecology, evolution and genomics, within the research programmes 
limnology, evolutionary biology and animal biology, and within plant ecology and 
evolution. The department is primarily a research department; the education is 
administered by a separate department, the Biology Education Centre. A total of 
around 170 persons work in the department, of which 21 are professors. 

Department of Mechanics, KTH Royal Institute of Technology 

Interview with Lanie Gutierrez-Farewik, Department Head, and Heide Hornk, 
Finance, was conducted on 11 October 2018. The interview was supplemented with 
information via email. 

The Department of Mechanics is one of six departments in the School of 
Engineering Sciences; as from January 2019, the departments of Aeronautical and 
Vehicle Engineering, Solid Mechanics and Mechanics will be reorganised into a 
joint department, with the proposed name Odqvist Laboratory for Technical 
Mechanics. Currently, the department’s research is organised into the areas 
theoretical and computational mechanics, fluid mechanics, biomechanics and 
educational didactics. The department has a large teaching undertaking. A total of 
around 120 persons work in the department, of which 12 are professors. 

Department of Experimental Medical Science, Lund University 

The interview with Madeleine Durbeej-Hjalt, Department Head, and Geanina 
Jonsson, Administration Manager, was conducted on 25 September 2018. The 
interview was supplemented with information via email. 

The Department of Experimental Medical Science is a large, research-oriented 
department tasked with conducting pre-clinical medical research within six sections: 
cell and tissue biology, diabetes, metabolism and endocrinology, pharmacology and 
structural biology, immunology, neurobiology and neurophysiology. The teaching is 
handled by separate first, second and third cycle higher education boards. A total of 
around 350 persons work in the department, of which 30 are professors. 

Department of Clinical Neuroscience, Karolinska Institutet 

The interview with Mats J. Olsson, Department Head, and Karin Wallin Blomberg, 
Administration Manager, was conducted on 26 September 2018. The interview was 
supplemented with information via email. 

The Department of Clinical Neuroscience is a compound department, with five 
sections that each correspond to a department: Insurance Medicine, Neuro, Centre 
for Psychiatry Research, Psychology, and Eye and Vision. The research is conducted 



 
          

 

 
 

            
          

           
          

               
  

 
 
 
 

65 The role of external funding in Swedish higher education research 

within a broad area, from molecular level to societal level, focusing on 
psychological and neurological disease, but also disease conditions linked to 
substance dependency and abuse, insurance medicine, and eye and vision. The 
department collaborates on teaching programmes with just over 700 full-year 
students. A total of around 500 persons work in the department, of which 29 are 
professors. 
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Appendix 3: The Swedish Research Council’s 

study of the role of external funding: question 

areas for interviews with department heads 

Introduction 

Our project aims to better understand the role of external funding in Swedish 
research, and in particular governmental external funding from the Swedish 
Research Council, and how the funds from the Swedish Research Council interact 
with both the direct government appropriations and other external funding. We are 
interested in illuminating how the different external funding bodies, including the 
Swedish Research Council, impact on factors such as recruitment, focus and 
research organisation. 

Some more specific issues relate to how it is possible to estimate the size of an 
average research team, and what the turnover is for an average research team. We 
are well aware that research is organised in different ways in different areas and at 
different higher education institutions, so it is not given that this issue is relevant for 
all areas. We are also interested in understanding how indirect costs are handled, and 
whether it would be an advantage if limits were set for what funds from the Swedish 
Research Council could be used for. 

We have a relatively good picture of what funding of research looks like 
nationally, based on who provides the funding and who receives funding within 
different areas. Using questionnaires to individual researchers and follow-up of the 
Swedish Research Council’s funding, we also have a picture of how it works for the 
individual researchers/main applicants. By contacting the management of 
departments within humanities, social sciences, medicine, natural sciences and 
engineering sciences at six different higher education institutions within the 
framework for this project, we wish to supplement and deepen our knowledge of 
how external funding impacts on intermediate levels, and where the decisions and 
deliberations are conducted at departmental and faculty level. 

The result will form the basis for both our general understanding of Swedish 
research in the Swedish Research Council’s role as adviser on research policy, and 
for how to develop the Swedish Research Council’s support forms. 

The case studies we conduct will be reported, and you will have the opportunity 
to comment on the description we provide based on this interview and the 
documentation we produce. It would be valuable to us to supplement our 
background knowledge with more specific descriptions of how things work at your 
particular department – and we hope that you want, and have the opportunity to 
share such material. 
We have grouped our questions as follows: 

 Overall relationship between research and teaching 
 Funding of research 
 Indirect costs 
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 Personnel 
 Quality issues 

Overall relationship between research and teaching: balance between 
teaching/research/percentage of external funding/percentage of Swedish 
Research Council funds 

What are the approximate percentages of teaching and research, expressed in money 
or time terms? 
How large a percentage of the research at the department is externally funded? 
Which are the largest external funding bodies? 
How important is the Swedish Research Council as a funding source in relation to 
other external funding sources? 

Funding of research 

How is the research organised? Is it conducted in research teams, or does each 
researcher/teacher/doctoral student conduct their research individually? 
How are the direct government appropriations allocated to the department and 
internally within the department? 
Does the department take its own strategic initiatives? Are there strategic initiatives 
at faculty/HEI level? 
What happens if the grant does not fully cover the project cost? Are several grants 
combined for one project? What deliberations are made if you receive grants for a 
certain project idea from several funding sources? 
Do you co-fund the researchers who receive Swedish Research Council grants, and 
if so, how? What is the case for other grants? 
How are doctoral students funded? 
Is the research organised into centres/institutes belonging to the department, but with 
their own management (boards/programme managers)? What are the reasons for 
this? 
Can you conduct research without external funding? 

Indirect costs 

How are indirect costs handled in relation to external grants – at department level, 
faculty level and HEI level? 

Personnel policy 

What are your thoughts on long-term personnel provision? 
How do you dimension doctoral students, postdocs, career development positions, 
senior lecturers and professors, as well as researcher positions? 
What is the relationship between research and teaching for the personnel? 

Quality assurance 

How do you work with quality assurance of the research conducted at the 
department? 
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This report is an account of the role that external research funding in general and fundingx
from the Swedish Research Council in particular, play for research in Sweden.x

Conclusionsxarexdrawnxfromxaxcasexstudyxofxsixxresearchxorientedxdepartmentsxwithinxfivex
research areas at established Swedish universities. Its focus is on the department level as 
it is on this level that financing from the direct government appropriations for research 
and third cycle education interplays with external research funding from multiple sources.x
The case study comprises documentation of research activities at the higher education 
insitution departments, their economic conditionsxand personnel, as well asxinterviews 
with heads of departments and economy/administrative personnel.x

A review that compares the role played by governmental third party funding for 
universities in Sweden with that in Denmark, the Netherlands and Switzerland, 
complements the case study. 

Swedish Research Council 
Address: Västra Järnvägsgatan 3 
P.O. Box 1035, SE-101 38 Stockholm, Sweden 
Phone: +46 (0)8 546 44 000 
vetenskapsradet@vr.se 
vr.se/english 

The Swedish Research Council has a leading role in developing Swedish research of the 
highest scientifc quality, thereby contributing to the development of society. Besides funding 
research, the agency advises the Government on research-related issues and participates 
actively in the discussions to create understanding of the long term benefts of research. 
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