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ABSTRACT

This conceptual paper looks into the definition of “working life research” in Sweden and poses 
two questions: (1) How has the definition of the concept working life research changed over 
time? (2) Why has it changed? The paper is based on two studies using two different empirical 
sources. The first source consists of government documents related to science policy in general 
and working life research in particular. The second source consists of interviews with Swedish 
researchers. According to the results of the first study, there has been a gradual decrease in at-
tention to working life research in government science science policy documents since the 1990s. 
Furthermore, there was a conceptual change in the early 1990s when working life research went 
from referring to work organization research to a broader definition also including work environ-
ment and labor market research. The results from the second study show that work science de-
creasingly appears in university curricula and in titles of university departments. They also show 
that currently active researchers, especially the younger ones, tend not to refer to themselves 
as “work scientists” and “working life researchers.” The author argues that the root cause of the 
apparent disappearance of the concept working life research has been the influence of neoliber-
alism, which, since the 1980s–1990s, has affected science policy as well as labor market policy. 
The effects of policy change on working life research are the loss of its previously so privileged 
position in the public science system and the weakening of what used to be its most important 
political ally: the trade unions.
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Introduction

The results presented in this article show that the concept “working life research” is 
decreasingly used in government policy documents. A similar trend is noticeable in 
Swedish academia where the scientific discipline that corresponds to working life re-
search, “work science,” is decreasingly used in names of university departments and 
in curricula. This raises several questions. Why is the concept disappearing? And what 
does it mean for the research field? Is it a reflection of the decline of Swedish working 
life research, which was announced already 15 years ago (Johansson, 1999) and again 
after the close-down of the National Institute for Working Life (NIWL) in 2007 (Albin  

1 The author will be happy to receive comments: E-mail: chakansta@hotmail.com



4 Former Glory and Challenges Ahead Carin Håkansta

et al., 2009; Rolfer et al., 2012; SOU, 2011:60; Wegman & Hogstedt, 2007)? Or does it 
merely reflect a change in terminology for a research area doing fine?

Contradicting the apparent disappearance of the concept in Sweden is the surge 
of new energy flowing through the Nordic working life research community. In 2008, 
the Swedish network Forum for Working Life Research (Forum för arbetslivsforskn-
ing, FALF) was established. In 2011, the first issue of the Nordic Journal of Working 
Life Studies (NJWLS) was published, and in 2012, the Nordic Working Life Conference 
(NWLC) was organized for the first time in a decade.

The purpose of this article is to find out what the concept “working life research” 
means and why its definition has changed over time. The study has been limited to 
Sweden, but the developments it looks into with regard to science policy and working 
life are similar to what has happened in other countries. The time frame begins in the 
1970s, when “working life research” first appeared in government policy documents and 
ends in 2014. The focus is on government-funded research, that is, research taking place 
at universities and institutes and not in enterprises. That is because it is a study of the 
relationship between public science policy and researchers, and not the type of research 
and development that is typically carried out in enterprises. 

The principal actors of the study are two: the Swedish government and Swedish 
researchers. Like all research areas, working life research is affected by the public sci-
ence policy since it dictates how much public research funding is allocated to different 
research areas. 

To investigate the changes in terminology and the reasons for these changes, two 
sources of data were collected. These sources were selected because they represent the 
discourses of the two key actors in this study: the government and the scientists. The 
first source consists of government policy documents with relation to science funding in 
general and working life research in particular. The second source consists of interviews 
with researchers carried out over a period of 3 years. After collecting the material, the 
results were analyzed by placing them in relation to changing political ideologies and 
other relevant factors in the socioeconomic context. The results were furthermore placed 
in relation to “overlapping working life” (OWL, Jacobsen et al., 2013). According to 
Jacobsen and her colleagues, current research tends to compartmentalize the life spheres 
of working people into one of three roles: individual (welfare research), employee (work 
environment research), or citizen (human resource management). They argue that cross-
fertilization of the three perspectives, “overlapping working life,” would be beneficial to 
science. 

The article is set up as follows: presentations of theory, method, and sources are 
followed by a brief contextual description of Swedish working life research and science 
policy. After that, the results of the two studies are presented: (1) The definition of work-
ing life research according to the government; (2) The definition of working life research 
according to the researchers. The last section presents the main conclusions and a brief 
discussion of the results. 

Theoretical framework

The definition of working life research has, in different forms, been around for quite 
some time. Some scholars, for example, Hvid and his colleagues from different Nordic 
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countries (2011) and the authors of a report for the Swedish Council for Working Life 
and Social Research on the status of the field (Albin et al., 2009; FAS, 2009) concluded 
that working life research does not have any exact demarcation lines. A group of Swed-
ish work psychologists (Aronsson et al., 2012, p. 416) made a more ambitious attempt 
at illustrating the multidisciplinary nature of the field in a model consisting of one axis 
representing the aggregation level of research from macro (economics) to micro (techni-
cal and medical disciplines, e.g., chemistry and physiology) and another axis represent-
ing change from concept development and basic research at one end to training and 
development research at the other. 

This article does not attempt to establish a new definition. It is rather a search for 
how the concept has actually been used by two of the central actors to working life 
research: the scientists and the government. As such, the article will add to the work by 
Torsten Björkman, who in an essay for the Swedish National Agency for Higher Educa-
tion (Högskoleverket, 2006, pp. 17–26) described the evolution of “work science” in 
Sweden. He claimed that the concept “work science” spread from technical faculties to 
social science faculties in the 1980s in order to gain critical mass nationally. This article 
also builds on the conceptual discussion presented by Jacobsen, Bramming, Holt and 
Holt Larsen (2013), who concluded that Nordic working life research would benefit 
from the cross-fertilization of welfare research, working environment research, and hu-
man resource management (HRM), which they call OWL. In the concluding section of 
this article, the findings from the study are placed in relation to the concept of OWL.

The retrospective design of the study furthermore adds to previous historical de-
scriptions, including biographies and overviews of behavioral and psychosocial work 
environment research (Abrahamsson & Johansson, 2013; Gustafsson & Kjellberg, 
1983; Levi, 2002; Theorell, 2007), work environment research (Håkansta, 2013;  
Johansson, 1999; Skerfving et al., 2007), and the role of the engineers in working life 
research (Abrahamsson & Johansson, 2013; Giertz, 1981, 2008; Glimell, 1997; Johans-
son, 1999). 

One aspect taken into account in this article is the effects of changing labor mar-
ket policy on working life research. This aspect has, for example, been discussed in 
relation to the effects of changes in government policy on industrial relations research 
in Anglo-Saxon countries (Delaney, 2006; Hyman, 2006; Kaufman, 2004). Kaufman 
(2004) argued that the political philosophy of neoliberalism and neoclassical free mar-
ket economics were to blame for the decline of trade unions, the demise of industrial 
relations, and, consequently, for the weakening of industrial relations research. Hyman 
(2007) and Delaney (2006) agreed with Kaufman but claimed that the scientists should 
also take some of the blame due to the lack of clear theoretical foundation and the in-
ability to adapt the field to changes in society and the economy. In Sweden, the adoption 
and implementation of the Co-determination Act (MBL) in 1976 caused a significant in-
crease in funding and in number of researchers to the field in the 1970s and 1980s. There 
was also an increase in the influence of trade unions in the development of working life 
research, which persisted until the “depolitisation” of the field in the 1990s (Johansson, 
1999; Lennerlöf, 2008). This article continues the discussion by Johansson (1999) and 
Kaufman (2004) who argued that changing labor market policies caused the weakening 
of the traditional ally of working life research, the trade unions, as well as a normative 
change that has legitimized individualism and reduced other sets of norms, including the 
social affirmation of having a job (von Otter, 2008).
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The inclusion of a science policy perspective was inspired by Ruivo (1994), Elz-
inga and Jamison (1995), and Edqvist (2003), who argued that industrialized coun-
tries have followed comparable patterns of science policy making since the mid-20th 
century. Following a laissez-faire approach and focus on basic science after the Second 
World War, the 1970s brought more emphasis on the usefulness of science to society. 
The results of this study are placed in the context of the rise in popularity of neolib-
eralism in the 1980s and 1990s, leading to a more competitive science system (Olssen 
& Peters, 2005). In the Swedish context, this article builds on previous work on the 
science policy shift from problem-oriented research in the 1970s–1980s to strategic 
and innovation-driven research from the 1990s, for example, by Benner (2001, 2009) 
and Schilling (2005). 

In sum, this article builds on previous work on the history and definition of work-
ing life research and on the effects of labor market policy. What is new in this article is 
the inclusion of the science policy dimension into the analysis and the use of empirical 
material that has not been used for this purpose before. Agreeing with the argument that 
policy change and the decline of trade unions affected working life research negatively 
(Johansson, 1999; Kaufman, 2004), this article argues that science policy change was 
another important factor. Two previous publications have looked closer at the effects of 
science policy on working life research. One is a study of the effects of science policy 
on working life research in Australia (Young et al., 2011) that found that the field of in-
dustrial relations was negatively affected by a journal ranking system used to determine 
levels of research funding to Australian universities. The other is a study by Håkansta 
(2013) about the effects of Swedish science policy on work environment research. 

Method and materials

The empirical sources used for this article were selected because they represent the dis-
courses of the two central actors of the study: the government and the researchers. 

The first source consists of government policy documents relevant for working life 
research during different points in time. The most important of these documents were the  
11 research bills hitherto presented to the Swedish parliament, starting in 1978/1979, 
ending in 2012/2013. These research bills, which are presented every 3–4 years, are good 
sources of information due to their central role in the planning of Swedish research poli-
cy. They present the priorities of public research, including the organization and levels of 
funding of research funding organizations, research institutes, and higher education insti-
tutions. In addition to these bills, other documents were added to the analysis for their rel-
evance for the development of working life research. These documents include directives 
to government organizations and official investigations into the organization of the area 
written before and after government decisions to reform working life funding organiza-
tions and research institutes. One of these documents is an unpublished report outlining 
a reform of working life research in 1995, written by the person who would subsequently 
become the first Director General of the National Institute of Working Life. 

The methods used to analyze these texts include an assessment of how much space 
was dedicated to working life research in the research bills and how working life re-
search was described or referred to in headings and texts of bills and other documents 
at the time. Shifts in the amount of text and in how the area was described were placed 
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in the historical context of science policy shifts caused by changing popularity of politi-
cal ideologies and external factors such as recessions and changing composition of the 
labor force.

The second source consists of 21 interviews with active and retired working life 
researchers carried out between October 2010 and August 2013. The selection of in-
terviewees was based on persons known to FAS and a deliberate attempt was made to 
select a representative sample of men and women from different geographical locations, 
university departments, and disciplines. The 13 currently active researchers consisted 
of seven Associate Professors and eight Professors active at Gothenburg University, 
Stockholm University, Luleå University of Technology, Karlstad University, Lund Uni-
versity, the KTH Royal Institute of Technology, and the Labour Movement Archives and  
Library. Disciplines represented included occupational and environmental medicine, 
work science, ergonomics, psychology, business administration, labor history, and eco-
nomics. Nine of the interviewees were women, five were men. The eight retired inter-
viewees, who had been selected because of their role in shaping the field in the past, 
included former researchers and heads of research departments. All interviews were car-
ried out in Swedish. Quotes reproduced in this article have been translated into English 
by the author. All interviews were semi-structured and lasted between 30 min and 2 h; 
they were recorded and transcribed. Three questions were asked. The first related to the 
person’s identification with work science and working life research, the second to the  
definition of work science and working life research, and the third to changes in  
the definitions over time and their causes. 

The results of the interviews, which resulted in more than 160 pages of transcribed 
text, were grouped according to the type of response, seniority, discipline, university, 
and background from a public institute or not. In a search for similarities and dif-
ferences between and within the groups, patterns emerged of present and past use of 
the concepts “work science” and “working life research” as well as causal factors for 
changes in the terminology. The conclusions of the studies were drawn from the emerg-
ing patterns.

In the ensuing analysis of the results, the results of the two studies were placed in 
relation to the socioeconomic context of different time periods and the theories on ide-
ologies and policy change presented above. 

The context: Public funding and research institutes in the area of 
working life research

In the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, the Swedish government gave working life 
research high priority (Håkansta, 2013). The research field received significant levels of 
ear-marked public research funding via a new research funding agency, the Work Envi-
ronment Fund established in 1972. The Work Environment Institute, which had existed 
in different constellations and under different names since 1938, grew in size and in 
1977 it was complemented by a new institute focusing on working life: the Working 
Life Centre (see Tab. 1 below). The costs of this expansion were borne by a percentage 
of the payroll tax. The social partners were represented in the management boards of 
the research institutes as well as the funding agency, giving them influential roles in the 
development of the area (Håkansta, 2013; Lennerlöf, 2008; Oscarsson, 1997). 
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In the early 1990s, all public institutions involved in working life research were reviewed 
by the government and a reform was implemented in order to improve their efficiency 
and scientific quality. Both the Working Life Centre and the Work Environment Fund 
experienced a drop in funding levels. In 1995, the Working Life Centre and the Work 
Environment Institute were merged into a new institute: the NIWL. In the same year, 
a new funding organization for working life research was established called RALF (see 
Tab. 1). The creation of NIWL caused a further drop in public funding levels due to a 
reduction of work environmental health research compared with the previous Work 
Environment Research (FAS, 2009). 

In 2001, as part of a complete reorganization of Swedish science policy, RALF’s 
budget was split in two and distributed to two new organizations. Half the budget went 
to Swedish Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems (Vinnova). The other half 
went to the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research (FAS)1. Vinnova’s 
share became integrated in the overall budget with only limited focus on working life 
questions. As a consequence, there was yet a further reduction of the public research 
funding levels dedicated to working life research (FAS, 2009). 

In 2007, the government closed down the National Institute of Working Life, 
which led to a dramatic decline in the number of people active in the field. Two years 
after the closure, only half of the 200 scientists who had been employed by NIWL 
were still active in the field (Sturesson, 2008). Today, instead of one large public in-
stitute, the government funds a few smaller institutes dedicated to issues that partly 
or fully relate to work: the Swedish Agency for Health and Care Services Analysis 
(Vårdanalys in Swedish), established in 2011; the Swedish Social Insurance Inspec-
torate (Inspektionen för socialförsäkringen in Swedish) established in 2009; and  
the Institute for Evaluation of Labour Market and Education Policy (Institutet för ar-
betsmarknads- och utbildningspolitisk utvärdering in Swedish), established in 2007. 

The first study: Working Life Research in Governments texts

The first study made for this article is based on government documents. The purpose 
of the study is to detect changes in how the Swedish government used the concept 

Table I  Public research institutes and research funding organizations of particular importance to 
Swedish working life research 1938 - 2014

Year Public research institutes Public research funding organizations

1938 Work environment 
institutes2

1972 Work Environment Fund

1977 Working 
Life Centre

1995 National Institute for Working Life 
(NIWL)

Swedish Council for Working Life Research (RALF)

2001 Swedish Council for 
Working Life and Social 
Research (FAS)

Swedish Governmental 
Agency for Innovation 
Systems (Vinnova)

2007

2014
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“working life research” in the research bills and in other government documents. These 
research bills present Swedish science policy and are presented to parliament every  
3–4 years.3 

One outcome of this study was that there has been a quantitative decline in the 
space allotted to the area in these bills. As illustrated in Fig. 1, approximately 10–20 
pages were written about working life research in the 1980s and 1990s, with a peak 
before 1995, and a significant decline after 2000 (the exact number of pages is listed 
in the Annex). To some extent, this has to do with a decline of the overall number of 
pages after 2000, when the structure changed from a division by ministry (Labor mar-
ket, Social affairs, and so on) to a more integrated approach based on strategic areas of 
research. In the 1980s and 1990s, the bills contained between 340 and 530 pages; from 
2001, onwards they contained between 290 and 301 pages. Nevertheless, the percentage 
of pages dedicated to working life research was much higher (2%–3.6%) before than 
after 2001 (between 1% and 1.4%). 

Another outcome of the study was that “working life research” has been decreas-
ingly present in the headings in the research bills (the headings are listed in the An-
nex). Until the mid-1990s, all research bills contained a separate section with a heading 
with the focus on working life research (Arbetslivsforskning in Swedish). After Gov. 
bill. 1996/97:5, working life research became one of several topics listed in a chapter 
on “other research areas” (i.e., it was not included among the “strategic” research areas 
mentioned earlier in the bills). In the last bill (Gov. Bill 2012/2013:30), for the first time 
since 1978, working life research was not mentioned in any heading of the bill except in 
relation with the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research. 

In addition to the count of pages and the search for the concept in headings, the study 
also included an analysis of the texts. The results showed that the concept “working life 
research” first appeared in the 1970s under the name “behavioral scientific working life  

Figure 1: Number of pages dedicated to working life research in Swedish research bills 1980–2012



10 Former Glory and Challenges Ahead Carin Håkansta

research” (Beteendevetenskaplig arbetslivsforskning in Swedish) (SOU, 1973:55). How-
ever, until the 1990s, this concept did not include work environment research. All research 
bills published in the 1980s used the heading “work environment and working life re-
search,” describing two closely related but separate areas, carried out not only at the uni-
versities and hospitals but also in two separate institutes: the institute dedicated to work 
environment research and the Working Life Centre, with a purpose to:

carry out and promote research and development about conditions related to individu-
als and groups in working life, relations between the social partners, questions relating 
to influence in working life as well as work organization and its functioning. (Gov. bill 
1986/87:80, Annex 8, p. 15, author’s translation)

In the 1989 bill, the division between environmental health and working life disappeared 
and “working life research” came to indicate both areas, as mentioned in a government 
report about the organization of working life research that preceded subsequent reforms of 
the research area: Furthermore, the investigation does not make any difference between the 
increasingly integrated concepts work environment and working life research. The former 
is rather considered a part of the latter. (SOU, 1990:54, p. 13. Author’s translation). The 
conceptual integration of the two areas was confirmed in a bill outlining the new orga-
nization of working life: Working life research is here used as a generic term for research 
including physical working environment, ergonomics, work organization, working times 
and codetermination in the working life (Gov. bill 1990/91:69, p.3. Author’s translation). 
Furthermore, the establishment of the NIWL in 1995 was a deliberate attempt at promot-
ing multidisciplinary research along the lines set out 5 years earlier. The instruction to the 
institute stated that:

The purpose of the National Institute for Working Life is to carry out and promote re-
search, training, development projects and international collaboration relating to working 
life, work environment, the conditions of women in working life and labor market rela-
tions. (…) Relevance for the development of working life and scientific quality shall be 
two important assessment criteria for the activities of the institute. Multidiorganizations-
ciplinary research shall be one of the hallmarks of the institute. (Gov. bill 1996/97:5, Part 
12, p.242, author’s translation) 

Since the millennium shift, descriptions of working life research in the research bills have 
increasingly reflected the current priority of Swedish labor market policies: to increase 
the labor participation rate. The following passage from the 2012/2013 research bill il-
lustrates the current policy with regard to working life research. It also reveals that the 
government seems to have gone back to the linguistic division between work environ-
ment and working life research:

The functioning of the labor market and development of working life are of great im-
portance to the development of society. It is therefore of great importance that working 
life and work environment research of high quality are carried out to sufficient extent. In 
order to obtain a high labor participation rate and longer participation in the labor force, 
research is needed about how an inclusive, developing and healthy working life is created 
with good work environment that does not prematurely exclude people because of injuries 
or ill health. (Gov. bill 2012/13:30, p. 163, author’s translation).
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Related to this focus on an inclusive labor market, the last government bill (Gov. bill 
2012/13:30) provides additional levels of public research funding to certain areas. One 
of these areas is the demographic challenges of an aging population. Another area, which 
is related to demographic change, is the efficiency and organization of the healthcare 
system. A third priority is mental health.

The second study: Interviews with researchers

One conclusion from the second study, which consisted of interviews with scientists, 
was that “working life research” is a concept that has been used more by public insti-
tutes and research funding organizations than by scientists at universities. According to 
Torsten Björkman in an essay on the establishment of work science as a university dis-
cipline (Högskoleverket, 2006), two groups call themselves work scientists in Sweden. 
The first consists of engineers specialized in man-machine interaction/human factors at 
work. The second is a heterogeneous group of scientists with roots in one of a number 
of “work sciences”, including occupational medicine, work psychology, work sociology, 
and others. The results from the interviews partly confirm Björkman’s picture. When 
asking the 13 currently active researches if they considered themselves working life re-
searchers, one said no, four gave ambiguous answers, and eight were clearly affirmative. 
The only person who gave a clear “no” was an economist active at the Swedish Institute 
for Social Research (SOFI, part of Stockholm University), who claimed that although 
work was the object of much research at the institute, none of its employees would de-
fine themselves as working life researchers. When asked why, the interviewee referred to 
the history of SOFI and that it had been important to those employed there to be identi-
fied with their academic discipline:

I think that there was some kind of differentiation between the National Institute for Working 
Life and SOFI. It is very possible that when this institute started in the 1980s, people defined 
themselves as working life researchers but to obtain a position at the university, it is necessary 
to be very connected to your discipline and be able to publish in your discipline. And our 
discipline is exactly these disciplines [sociology and economics], and then you have to write in 
a particular way and publish in the general sociologist journals or economist journals.

The main reason for doubt among the persons unable to give a straight yes or no was 
that their own discipline (two persons from the field of occupational health, one from 
business administration, and one from economic history) was more important to their 
professional identity than their identification with working life research. The economic 
historian described the relationship to working life research as one field of many in this 
person’s identity:

in a way yes and in a way no, I would say. And maybe that is because I work here and  
I am increasingly calling myself a feminist labor historian. The concept labor history, to 
me, includes both working life research and research about the labor movement.

Another of the hesitant persons had not reflected on the question earlier:

I have never thought in those terms. I have always perceived myself as an environment 
health researcher but during the past years one has started to use the term working life to 
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a greater extent so today maybe I would call myself a working life researcher. I see myself 
primarily as researcher in occupational and environmental health. That would actually be 
my first identity.

The persons who identified themselves as working life researchers had, with only one ex-
ception, one or both of the following characteristics: either they had worked at the NIWL 
or they worked for departments of work science or universities/institutes of technology. 
The exception was a person at a department of occupational medicine who said that work-
ing life research is very broad, as it includes occupational health and many other areas. 

On the question whether the interviewees considered themselves work scientists, 
a similar pattern emerged: only those employed at departments of work science and at 
technological universities and institutes said yes. 

When asked about the definition of working life research, all interviewees presented 
slightly varying descriptions of a broad multidisciplinary research area. Several said that 
a working life researcher must understand several disciplines and be able to master sev-
eral levels of analysis. One respondent said that salaried work was a continuous theme 
in working life research. Another researcher described working life research as the com-
bined knowledge about work, forms of work, and the human in work. 

On the follow-up question, whether the interviewees thought that work science and 
working life research was the same thing, responses were more varied. The economist from 
SOFI did not know what work science was, so was not able to make the comparison. 
Among the others, a majority said that work science and working life research are not the 
same. Most respondents viewed work science as one of several university disciplines includ-
ed in the broader concept of working life research. One pointed at the fact that work science 
has a set of theories, like any other discipline, whereas working life is the object of study:

working life research can be exercised within many disciplines. (…) I see work science as 
something you bring with you into working life research. You bring theory. But this is not, 
in my opinion, a clear delimitation (…) the object working life is being researched and then 
that is what you do, while work science in some way is a discipline.

Three respondents, all affiliated to university departments of work science, considered 
working life research and work science to be the same thing. According to one of them:

I see them as the same thing. Within sociology we sometimes talk about labor market 
research and there is a strong tradition of labor market research here. (…) But working 
life research is broader. It is also about what happens at the level of the workplace, what 
happens to the working conditions of individuals for all levels: society, organization and 
individual level. I think that it is strength in work science to be able to look at problems 
from all angles, to give a much more complex picture of a phenomenon and that you can 
look at it at several levels. 

When asked about changes and current trends in the definition of the area, several of 
the respondents declared that “work” and “working life” had become less visible in the 
names of departments and in the curricula at the universities. 

The respondent from KTH Royal Institute of Technology commented that the depart-
ment of work science had shrunk in the past years, whereas the department of ergonom-
ics had grown. When asked about other technical universities, the interviewee from KTH 
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added that work science has had a similar declining development at other technical univer-
sities, such as the University of Linköping and Chalmers University of Technology, where 
research increasingly deals with human factors, and Lund University where design is over-
taking work science. In conclusion, the respondent was under the impression that Luleå 
University of Technology would soon be the only technical university using work science in 
the name of a department. When asked whether the declining use of the concept work sci-
ence is related to bad reputation, the interviewee said that many connect it with the 1970s 
in a negative way. To illustrate this point, the person told about a student survey carried out 
at the University of Linköping to find out about attitudes toward different concepts:

It transpired that ergonomic design, not ergonomics only but the word “design,” was very 
popular among the students. Work science came out very low, but they were not experi-
enced enough to know what it meant. When they tried to guess they said: “I guess it is the 
history of Marxism and that we are certainly not interested in!”

The interviewee from Luleå University of Technology repeated the point that work sci-
ence was becoming invisible:

At my own university, the department of work science disappeared and we became a de-
partment under the Institution for Economics, Technology and Society. We had to fight 
pretty hard for the department to be able to keep the name work science. 

When asked why the concept was disappearing, several of the interviewees referred to 
the increasing pressure on institutions to be financially self-sufficient through teaching 
and external research grants. If financial goals were not met, there was a risk that de-
partments would have to merge with others in order to fund the (larger) economic unit. 
The respondent from Luleå University of Technology lamented that work science was 
not included in the university’s marketing strategies:

instead they display other key words, among which work science does not fit as a word 
and hardly as a phenomenon (…) I can imagine that it is the pressure from trends of prof-
itability and that one must publish and pull in money. Also, there are fashionable words 
that circulate. Right now they are innovation; growth etc. (…) universities must market 
themselves and market their courses. (…) Today it is completely impossible to organize 
work environment courses for civil engineers. (…) This is a sign that work environment 
does not sound good, it does not sell (…) it changed names a few years ago and now it is 
called “technical design”. It is still exactly the same course (…) design sounds cooler than 
work environment. 

Analysis:  Why “working life research” seems to be disappearing

The main results from the first study were two. The first of those was that there has 
been a gradual decline in attention to working life research in the research bills since the 
1990s. The second result was that the meaning of the concept changed in the early 1990s 
from being related to co-determination and work organization into a broader concept, 
including work organization, work environment, and the labor market. 
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To explain the decline in attention to the area, it is first necessary to look into why 
there was so much attention to working life research before 1990. One explanatory fac-
tor for the increased levels of political attention and public funding to the area was the 
reigning science policy paradigm of the 1970s and 1980s, which was generally favorable 
to problem-oriented research and questions related to democracy and utility (Edqvist, 
2003; Elzinga & Jamison, 1995; Ruivo, 1994). Another reason was the Social Demo-
cratic political project (in government from the 1930s to 2006 with exception for 1976-
1981 and 1991-1993) to create a middle way between capitalism and socialism. This 
project led to a big government administration apparatus with considerable influence 
by the social partners through a corporativist administrative system. Increased political 
influence of the trade unions in the administration, and in particular in matters related 
to work, gave working life research a political ally (Johansson, 1999) that worked for 
the establishment of the co-determination law in 1976, new work environment laws, 
and increased levels of public funding to working life research.

Another explanatory factor for the increased focus on working life research was 
changes in the composition of the labor force. The successful political efforts to bring 
more women into the workforce brought issues of work-life balance to the political 
agenda, making “working life” a more suitable term than previous labels for work re-
lated research (Hirdman, 1998). In addition, Sweden experienced previously unknown 
levels of immigration from non-Scandinavian countries, bringing new issues to the agen-
das of politics and research.

One explanation for the gradual decline of working life research in research bills, 
illustrated in Fig. 1, was a shift in international science policy making in the 1980s-
1990s from problem-oriented, applied research to strategic research, and to a model 
based more on competition between scientists and universities than on government in-
tervention (Edqvist, 2003). The policy shift explains why working life research, from the 
1996/1997 research bill onwards, was no longer included in the first sections of “strate-
gic research areas,” but became one of many “other research areas” further back in the 
document. The decline in attention to working life research is probably also explained 
by the abolishment of the NIWL in 2007, which was, it has been argued, motivated by 
criticism of its close relationship with the Social Democratic party and the trade unions 
(Johansson & Abrahamsson, 2009). 

The quote below, from the editorial page of a leading Swedish Newspaper (DN 3 
Nov 2006), illustrates both arguments listed above: (1) that NIWL was “ideologically 
tainted” (i.e., too close to the Social Democratic government and the trade unions); (2) 
that NIWL was scientifically weak, which was an argument inspired by the dominant 
science policy paradigm, according to which any research except for the “free” and un-
biased science that is performed at universities is of lower quality: 

Sweden needs research about conditions at work, and maybe this should take place at 
an institute. But it cannot be so biased, so tainted ideologically and so scientifically weak 
as NIWL. If the National Institute for Working Life had done its academic homework it 
would probably not have been forced to close down. 

Another possible explanation for the disappearance of working life research from the 
science bills is the shifts in labor market policy, especially after the recession in the early 
1990s. The co-determination debate of the 1970s (von Otter, 2008) and the trade union 
appeals for “Good work” in the 1990s (Johansson, 1999; Johansson & Abrahamsson, 
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2009) were replaced by a political focus on a more “inclusive” labor market, in which it 
is up to each individual, rather than society as a whole, to become and stay “included.” 
Instead of allocating more public funding to working life research, priority areas include 
research on how to combat mental ill health and problems associated with demographic 
change and how to improve the performance of the Swedish healthcare system.

In the early 1990s, the official explanation for including work environment research 
into the concept working life research was the perceived need to promote multidisci-
plinary research. An unofficial explanation was the recession that hit Sweden in the early 
1990s, leading to budget cuts to all of the public sector including science. The merger 
of work environment and work organization research in the NIWL in 1995 gave the 
government the possibility to make reorganizations, including reduced funding of work 
environment research (FAS, 2009).

When placed in relation to OWL (Jacobsen et al., 2013), Swedish working life re-
search of the 1970s and 1980s can be said to include two of the three suggested spheres: 
the individual sphere of welfare research, because of focus on work/life balance and the 
citizen sphere of HRM research, because of the emphasis on co-determination. The third 
sphere, work environment and the focus on the employee, was not integrated since work 
environment research was carried out separately in the Work Environment Institute (see 
Tab. 1) and university departments. The government reform in the 1990s, which led 
to a new funding organization and the NIWL, changed the situation as work environ-
ment research became integrated into the concept working life research. The objective 
of NIWL was in many respects similar to the idea of OWL, that is, to combine research 
focusing on different aspects of the individual in relation to work. In 2014, multidisci-
plinary research related to various aspects of work still takes place at Swedish universi-
ties. However, as demonstrated by the interviews, not all researchers identify themselves 
as work scientists or working life researchers. Furthermore, a forthcoming article by  
Håkansta will show that only a fraction of the project grant applications submitted 
to the Swedish Research Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare classified as 
working life research come from university departments or institutes labelled “work” or 
“labor.” Instead, disciplines represented among the applicants include health care man-
agement, nursing science, architecture, sports science, and geriatrics.

The second study showed that “work science” is disappearing from university cur-
ricula as well as from the names of university departments. Another finding was that the 
identification of researchers with “work science” or “working life research” is stronger 
among scientists previously employed by one of the research institutes (Working Life 
Centre and NIWL) and that younger people seem to be either negative about or unfamil-
iar with the concepts. The varying degree to which scientists in Sweden identify with the 
concepts “work science” and “working life research” was manifested in 2008 during the 
establishment of the Swedish organization for working life research FALF (www.falf.se). 
The interviews revealed that a discussion took place between those who believed that 
“work science” was a more overarching and summarizing concept and those in favor of 
“working life research.” In the end, those in favor of “working life research” won, hence, 
the current name of the organization.

One reason why work science is disappearing from the universities, according to 
the interviewees, is increasingly a tough competition among university departments and 
between universities for students and research funding, leading to reorganization and 
strategies that seldom seem to favor work science. This situation is related to the cur-
rent science policy paradigm by which a competitive, market-oriented system has been 
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introduced (Olsson & Peters, 2005). In order to attract students, who have become 
increasingly important for the survival of university departments and universities, the 
term work science has been replaced by other terms with apparent more appeal, such as 
design and productivity. This shift in interest and terminology, especially in the younger 
generation, is likely to be explained by normative changes in society causing a more 
instrumental and individualist attitude to work, as argued by von Otter (2008).

A root cause of the apparent disappearance of working life research and work science 
from government documents and the universities is the influence of neoliberal ideas on 
policy making that began in the 1980s-1990s. For science policy making, this ideological 
change of emphasis meant that problem-oriented research received less political attention 
(Olsson & Peters, 2005). For labor market policy-making, the ideological shift meant a 
weaker position for the traditional ally of working life research: the trade unions (Johans-
son, 1999; Kaufman, 2004). In addition to its effects on policy making and its associated 
lower levels of research funding, the ideological shift also affected norms and behaviors 
from a more solidary attitude of the “right to good work” (Johansson, 1999; Johansson 
& Abrahamsson, 2009) to a more individualistic approach whereby individuals must be 
“employable” and stay integrated in the labor force for as many years as possible. 

Concluding remarks

This article argues that the concept “working life research” appears to be disappearing 
both from Swedish science policy documents and from the Swedish universities. The au-
thor argues that a root cause of this trend is the influence of neoliberal ideas on Swedish 
policy making since the 1990s, which has affected Swedish labor market policy as well 
as Swedish science policy, causing declining interest in working life research at universi-
ties and decreasing levels of ear-marked public research funding to the area.

However, the apparent decline of the concept does not mean that there is no interest 
in research about working life. This article argues that university courses about the envi-
ronment and organization of work are still available at Swedish universities, but under 
other names than work science. Furthermore, although the government does not call it 
working life research any more, it is investing substantial amounts of funding to research 
areas associated to work, such as the health of groups currently excluded from the work 
force and problems related to the demographic challenge of an ageing population. An-
other prioritized area is the health care sector where government encourages the scientific 
community to come up with innovative solutions to improve organization and quality. 

The interviews done for this article revealed that some of the scientists engaged in 
work related research identify with “work science” and others with “working life re-
search.” However, not everyone does so and in the younger generation of researchers the 
identification with working life research appears to be disappearing. 

When placing these results in relation to the suggestion by Jacobsen et al. (2013) for 
multidisciplinary OWL, a question of attitude and strategy presents itself. Is the work-
ing life research community, for example, the organizers of this journal and the Nordic 
Working Life Conference, taking the changing attitudes and interests identified in this 
article into account? More concretely, are the scientists who do not identify themselves 
as working life researchers aware of this journal or the conference? And are they asked 
to participate in multidisciplinary working life projects? 

Another pertinent question is considering the increasing pressure on scientists  
to perform in their academic discipline and the shortage of scientific journals with a 
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multidisciplinary approach, is it possible or even desirable to aim for OWL and a larger 
circle of working life researchers? These are questions that could be taken up by future 
research on the development of working life research as well as by the working life  
researchers themselves in their endeavors to consolidate and strengthen the area.
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Annex. Working life research in research bills presented to the Swedish parliament

Research bill Work-
ing life 
research 
under the 
Ministry of 
Labor

Headings related to working life  
research in the research bills (translated 
from Swedish by the author)

Appr.
number of 
pages

P
hases

Gov. bill 1978/79:119 - - ½

Build-up

Gov. bill 1981/82:106 Yes • Work environment and working life research
• The labour market political research

8 +
2 = 10

Gov. bill 1983/84:107 Yes • Work environment and working life research
•  Labour market political research

8 +
2 = 10

Gov. bill 1986/87:80 Yes • Work environment and working life research
•  Labour market political research

10 +
6 = 16

R
e-organisation

Gov. bill 1989/90:90 Yes • Working life research
•  Labour market political research

7 +
2,5 = 9,5

Gov. bill 1992/93:170 Yes • Working life research etc.
•  Labour market political research

11 +
8 = 19

Gov. bill 1996/97:5 Yes •   Research and development in the area of 
working life 

•  Labour market political research

6,5 +

2,5 = 9

Gov. bill 2000/01:3 •   Research council for working life and social 
research

•   Research around transports, emission, working 
life, tourism, competition, regional politics etc.

1 +

2 = 3

D
ecline

Gov. bill 2004/05:80 •   Research council for working life and social 
research

•   Research around IT, transport, working life, 
energy, equality, tourism etc.

1 + 

2 = 3

Gov. bill 2008/09:50 • Working life research
•   Research about labour market, work  

organization and working environment

1,5 + 
2,5 = 4

Gov. bill 2012/13:30 •   Research council for working life and social 
research

3
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End notes

1  In 2013, after a government decision, FAS changed name to Swedish Research Council for 
Health, Working Life and Welfare (Forte). 

2  During this period, occupational health was conducted in four different organisations.  
1938–1965: a department of National Institute of Public Health (Statens institut för 
folkhälsa), 1966–1971: Institute of Occupational Medicine (Arbetsmedicinska institutet), 
1972–1986: Department at National Board of Workers’ Protection (Arbetarskyddsstyrels-
en), 1987–94: Work Environment Institute (Arbetsmiljöinstitutet). 

3  The first bill (Gov. bill 1978/1979:119) was not been included because it was more of a discus-
sion paper setting the scene for future bills and had not the structure of the proceeding ones.


