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Executive summary

1. Basic characteristics of Norwegian tertiary education are related to: 

• the public nature of the sector, with the largest part of the student population attending public 
institutions without tuition fees

• a high participation rate in higher education in general, including a high proportion of female 
and adult students, and a high proportion of Norwegian students abroad

• higher education institutions (HEIs) enjoying a relatively high share of public funding 

• low private investment in R&D

• a high proportion of research conducted in public research institutes

• a high number of professors in higher education due to a system of promotion based on 
individual research qualifications

• a well integrated higher education system with few barriers related to recognition of credits and 
study programmes between institution

• rather old graduates, but with relatively little unemployment for those with higher education

• little interest by students in science subjects. 

2. Higher education in Norway consists of different types of institutions (universities, specialized 
university institutions, university colleges, and art academies), regulated by the Act on Universities and
University Colleges. The differences between these types of higher education institutions are mainly
related to their self-accreditation rights. For example, universities can without external accreditation
offer study programmes at all levels, while university colleges must apply for external accreditation for
study programmes at the master’s and ph.d levels.

3. Study programmes at both public and private institutions lead to bachelor’s, master’s and ph.d
degrees. A separate Act regulates private higher education. There are about 30 private HEIs in Norway
with recognised study programmes, 21 of which receive public funding. With one exception, BI The
Norwegian School of Management, these are small institutions with few students. The higher education
sector is well integrated, with extensive and mandatory recognition of study programmes and degrees
across institutional types, and through student mobility between institutions. Formally, tertiary education
and research is the responsibility of the Ministry of Education and Research

4. Higher education in Norway is currently changing as a result of  a comprehensive reform called 
the Quality Reform, which has been implemented since presentation of a 2001 white paper, and ensuing
legislative amendments in 2002. The two main reasons for the Quality Reform are: 

• The need for quality improvements in higher education and research (student drop-out, delays 
before graduation, emphasis on student learning, and better follow-up of students)

• The Bologna Process and Norway’s obligations in that respect.

5. The Quality Reform encompasses the following elements (the chapters providing a more detailed 
description of each of the elements are indicated in brackets): 

• Changes in governance structures at the institutional level allowing institutions more autonomy
concerning organisation and management issues (chapter 8)
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• Increased institutional autonomy, for example concerning the introduction and repeal of 
courses and study programmes (chapter 8)

• A new funding formula for the institutions more aimed at the accomplishment of results and 
institutional output than the former funding system (chapter 7)

• The introduction of a compulsory national quality assurance system and the establishment of an
independent quality assurance agency (the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in 
Education - NOKUT). Accreditation of institutional status and study programmes have been 
introduced along with systematic evaluations of institutional quality assurance systems (chapter 9)

• A new degree structure according to the Bologna Process, introducing a bachelor’s, master’s 
and ph.d degree system, and the launching of a new grading system based on the ECTS (see 
e.g. Figure 2.1)

• New forms of student guidance, evaluation and assessment intended to improve the follow-up of
students, reduce drop-outs and study interruptions, and to stimulate students to complete their 
studies at a younger age (chapter 9)

• A new scheme for financial support to students. This measure is linked to the former point, in 
that it is designed to stimulate students to follow formal study progression schemes, and to 
complete their studies on time (chapter 7)

• More emphasis on internationalisation as a means to improve the quality of Norwegian higher 
education, and the establishment of the Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation in 
Higher Education (SIU) (chapter 10)

6. In general, the labour market for higher education graduates has traditionally been fairly good.
However, labour demands have only to a modest degree determined the capacity of higher education
(except for paramedical studies, teacher and engineering education). Rather, student demand for higher
education has been the strong determinant even if the Ministry of Education and Research has regula-
ted access in some fields of studies. The expansion of higher education throughout the 1990s kept
unemployment down during this decade, though with a certain mismatch in certain disciplines, e.g. 
within the humanities and the social sciences. During the last decade, unemployment has risen also for
those with a higher education background, even if unemployment in general is below the OECD average
(see chapter 1). On the whole, the strong increase in the percentage of the population with a higher
education qualification has not had a negative impact on the differences in earnings for people at diffe-
rent levels of education.  

7. The regional role of higher education in Norway has traditionally been closely related to the
main policy objective of trying to preserve the spatial distribution pattern of the population. Hence, the
establishment of HEIs in various regions throughout the country has been a central characteristic of
higher education policy during the last three decades (see also chapter 4). Studies show that this policy
was successful for the expansion of higher education in Norway. Still, the main centres of the R&D acti-
vities are to be found in the Oslo/Akershus and in the Trondheim (Sør-Trøndelag) regions. At present,
however, national policy is more oriented towards stimulating the role of HEIs in the economic develop-
ment of the regions. Hence, three national agencies are currently administering various policy instru-
ments targeted to promote regional collaboration between HEIs, industry and society. At the institutio-
nal level, the present developments include closer cooperation between HEIs located within the same
region, and between HEIs and other regional partners. The competition along the geographic dimension
seems to be increasing.

8. The main points concerning the role of higher education in research and innovation include the 
division of labour between higher education and research centres/institutes in Norway (with the latter
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as a major actor in R&D/R&I), the steady share in overall resources and time spent on research, and
the strong policy interest in stimulating research and innovation further in the latter years, especially in
the fields of science and technology. At universities, time spent on research by the individual academic
staff has been fairly stable over the past 20 years (with some variations between disciplines), and the
share of basic research of total R&D expenditure also has been rather constant in the same period. On
the policy side, several policy initiatives have been taken to stimulate research and innovation (see chap-
ter 5). Examples include the launch of a strategy for stimulating education and research training in sci-
ence and technology in 2002, the reorganisation of the Research Council of Norway (RCN) in 2003, and
the development of a comprehensive policy for innovation launched in 2004. HEIs are currently active in
developing technology transfer offices (or similar types of bodies), new courses and study programmes,
and they have shown increased interest in establishing new partnerships with industry and business as
a response to the new policy.  

9. Concerning tertiary education and its relation to national equity objectives it is shown that, over-
all, Norway has a highly educated population and a high participation rate in tertiary education, which
may imply a high level of equity in education in general (see chapter 6). Traditionally, the policy has
been on developing universal arrangements and mainstreaming, rather than on need-based or targeted
policies. This includes the system of student finance, through which all students enrolled in a tertiary
study programme are entitled to financial support, and the fact that no tuition fees are charged in public
tertiary education. Equity in education concerns both the access to and the opportunities provided in
the system, as well as the actual results and outcome of different groups of students. Norwegian educa-
tion policy has traditionally emphasised equity of opportunity. This may be illustrated by the geographic
expansion and decentralisation of tertiary education in Norway, which has been successful in reducing
geographic inequities in access to tertiary education. Policies relating to adults, to people with disabiliti-
es and special learning needs, and to people with immigrant background have also been focused on
increasing participation in tertiary education. However, recent policy changes implemented as part of
the Quality Reform indicate an increasing focus on equity of outcome. By increasing the follow-up of stu-
dents, the goal is to increase progression and graduation rates in tertiary education, and to reduce drop-out.

10. Turning to issues concerning the staffing and financing of higher education, Norwegian higher
education has a common appointment structure for all public HEIs. A particular feature concerning staf-
fing is the high percentage of professors in Norway as share of total staff, which is partly a result of a
system for promotion to professor based upon competence. Aggregated data show high stability concer-
ning total time spent on research by individual academic staff, but there are concerns about increasing
lack of uninterrupted time for research, and the ageing of academic staff. The problem has partly been
related to the average age of staff entering academic positions. The policy response to the problem is,
amongst other things, to aim at increasing the number of ph.d fellowships and post-doc positions.
Concerning funding, there have been changes in the funding of higher education in the past decade
towards a more output-oriented system. An increase in institutional autonomy has taken place simultan-
eously. Data show that in the past decade, external funding of higher education (outside the annual bud-
get from the Ministry of Education and Research) has increased, even if the share of state funding is
still relatively high. The target level for R&D funding in Norwegian higher education (OECD-average)
has not been met, despite a considerable growth in government appropriations for research over the
past 5 years.  

11. The shape and structure of the higher education system is characterised by a high level of integra-
tion of the various parts of the system, including the links across institutional types, between higher
education and the upper secondary level, and including adult, continuing and vocational education (see
chapter 8). At present, there are no formal barriers to recognition of credits and study programmes bet-
ween higher education institutions. The dimensioning of the system has mostly been driven by student
demand in the past decade, modified by government regulations for some fields of study. The institutional
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autonomy has also been strengthened in this period, and at present HEIs are increasingly responsible
for capacity dimensioning issues (except for some resource-demanding studies, and study programmes
of national importance). Institutional autonomy has increased along other dimensions as well (financial,
administrative and concerning personnel). One result is strengthened institutional management as a
response to the political initiatives to increase the strategic potential of HEIs. To support institutional
autonomy, new and improved governance instruments have been established, including monitoring sys-
tems, and annual consultative meetings between the Ministry of Education and Research and the indivi-
dual HEIs.  As for the links between higher education and other parts of the system, reforms at the
upper secondary level have contributed to creating stronger connections between the two levels. The
Competence Reform, enabling students to enter tertiary education on the basis of an assessment of for-
mal, non-formal and informal qualifications, is a vital element in this respect. 

12. Mechanisms and policies for assuring the quality of tertiary education include the building up of
a national system for quality assurance of higher education through the establishment of a system of
institutional (and programme) accreditation and audit (of institutional quality assurance systems), and
the establishment of NOKUT – a national independent agency responsible for these tasks (see chapter
9). NOKUT is also responsible for institutions under the Act for Vocational College Education. The
Research Council of Norway (RCN) has a general responsibility for carrying out evaluations of publicly
founded research in Norway. The establishment of the new quality assurance system for higher education
is related to Norwegian commitments in the Bologna Process, as well as to domestic needs for ensuring
and improving the quality of the educational provision. Data indicate that (first year) students are in
general rather satisfied with the academic quality in Norwegian higher education, and that there are
few perceived differences between HEIs concerning the quality of the education provided. 

13. When analysing the impact that internationalisation is having upon policies for the tertiary edu-
cation system, the main message is that Norwegian higher education policy increasingly emphasises
the importance of seeing the national higher education system in its international context (see chapter
10). In the recently implemented Quality Reform, internationalisation is seen as one of the key areas to
enhance the quality of tertiary education and research in Norway, and as vital in realising Norway’s
commitment to the Bologna Process and to the creation of a European Research Area (ERA). Hence,
traditional internationalisation activities like (individual) student and staff mobility are increasingly
being enriched by policy initiatives intended to stimulate more formalised and organised education and
research cooperation (especially within Europe), and by strategic initiatives by Norwegian HEIs.
Norwegian HEIs are increasingly developing strategies for internationalisation. North – South coopera-
tion, which has a long tradition in Norway, is important for many Norwegian HEIs, for the Ministry of
Education and Research, and for the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD).

14. With the many reforms implemented over the last decade, tertiary education in Norway has
undergone a major restructuring (see chapter 11). The 2004 Bill proposing a new Act for higher education
(to be decided in parliament in spring 2005) is a decisive step towards the restructuring of tertiary education. 

15. The implemented reforms and changes can be seen as a continuation of long-term policy objec-
tives of expansion, integration and specialisation. The demand for higher education has in the past deca-
des been met with policy responses expanding the sector significantly, supported by a national interest
in equality and access to education, which in turn also created some problems concerning student drop-
out, and delays in graduation. The need to create a more dynamic, effective and efficient higher education
system following the expansion of the 1990s, in turn triggered policy initiatives aimed at linking the vari-
ous parts of the system more closely together, while also (in periods) encouraging division of labour
whenever relevant. Towards the end of the 1990s, the efforts aiming at responding to the expansion of
the system had in turn led to an increased policy interest and initiatives addressing the quality of educa-
tional provision and the policy strategies to reach this objective. This interest was founded on certain
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inefficiencies in the system and the fact that students “did not seem to succeed”, resulting, amongst
other things, in quite old graduates. The latter policy initiatives in certain ways mark a change from the
past. Of course, quality assurance, internationalisation and governance are not novel areas in Norwegian
higher education policy-making. The novelty aspects rather consist of the increased systematisation and
the strong policy emphasis in these areas. As part of this effort, current political interests are focused
on strengthening the strategic abilities and the autonomy of HEIs, on developing new and more refined
instruments for institutional and national monitoring and reporting of outcomes, and on changing the
funding arrangements of HEIs towards rewarding accomplishments and results rather than activities. In
general, there is broad political agreement in Norway that higher education and research is vital to the
future development of the country. 

16. Statistics, evaluations and independent studies indicate that Norwegian higher education and
research have several strengths. In a recent overview of the sector, Gornitzka (2003) found that
Norwegian higher education is in fairly good shape concerning academic quality, and that the relevance of
study programmes in relation to the labour market is very high. Further, evaluations of Norwegian
research have indicated that some academic field are of very high quality (e.g. Mathematics,
Information Science, Chemistry), and that research output is improving (e.g. as measured by the numbers
of citations in international publications). However, even if it is too early to draw any definitive conclusi-
ons about the outcomes of the current reform efforts, some broad concerns can also be identified:

• Too few students – particular women – choose to study science subjects. Steps have recently 
been taken to improve the skills in these areas in primary and secondary education, but it is too
early to predict whether this will have the desired effects on future recruitment at the tertiary 
level. 

• Studies show that gender issues in higher education will remain important for future policy 
action. The majority of women still take short (3-year), vocational paramedical and social work 
programmes at university colleges. In addition, the proportion of women in top academic 
positions is far below a satisfactory level. 

• Monitoring the development in student drop-out, interruptions in study progression, and delays
to graduation is of particular interest after the Quality Reform.

• There are still too few foreign students and staff coming to (and staying in) Norway as part of 
the internationalisation of the sector, and it is desirable that more Norwegian students and staff
spend time abroad as part of their studies or academic work.

• International reviews of Norwegian research have indicated some concerns relating to the 
quality of the research conducted in certain areas, but especially to research management. 

• Statistics still show that Norwegian investment in R&D is below the OECD average. It was 
estimated that Norway’s investments in R&D constituted 1.72 per cent of GDP in 2003, while 
the OECD average in 2002 was 2.26 per cent. A specific feature characterising research funding
in Norway is the relatively low contribution from the private sector, compared to the OECD 
average. 

• During the implementation phase of the Quality Reform, academic staff have expressed 
concerns about lack of time available for research, and the working conditions related to 
conducting research. 

• Given the political objective that higher education in Norway should be research-based, it is 
important to evaluate the consequences of the Quality Reform according to this dimension. Of 
special concern is how the changes in the institutional landscape following the Quality Reform 
might affect the way higher education is offered along the geographic dimension.  
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• Even if structural arrangements concerning the Competence Reform have been implemented 
and are working well, the effects of the reform are still below expectations, to a large extent 
due to little private funding. 

17. The above list of concerns indicates important areas for future policy-making in tertiary educa-
tion in Norway. Still, in the short term, policy emphasis will most likely have to be on consolidation after
a period of major change and renewal. An evaluation of the Quality Reform is under way, and the first
results from this process will be launched in autumn 2005, with more comprehensive results to be
published in 2006 and 2007. Major policy adjustments related to the Quality Reform will most probably
await the results of this evaluation. 

18. Addressing more long term needs, future policy developments will focus on what is perceived
as core issues for balancing sustainability and continuous renewal of Norwegian higher education.
Important dimensions for future policy-making are (see chapter 11):

• Strengthening the strategic abilities and autonomy of HEIs. 

• Developing new and more refined instruments for institutional and national monitoring and 
reporting of outcomes from HEIs. 

• Further refining the funding arrangements of HEIs, aiming at rewarding accomplishments and 
results while safeguarding vulnerable and important academic areas and activities. 
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Chapter 1 

The national context of tertiary education
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1.1 Economic, social and cultural background

19. With a population of about 4.6 million people (2004), and a mainland size of 323,759 km2, the
population density in Norway is only 14 per km2, one of the lowest in the OECD countries (OECD,
2000). Administratively, the country is subdivided in 19 counties and 434 municipalities (communes). 
74 per cent of the population live in towns or built-up areas; the remainder comprise the dispersed rural
population. The fact that many people live in remote rural areas serves to emphasize the importance of
extensive public involvement in the provision of health, education and administrative services.

20. Norway has a state church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, to which approximately 90 % of
the population belong. The principle of freedom of choice in religion and the existence of the Lutheran
State Church are two factors that have had a major influence on educational legislation and curriculum
development (OECD, 2000). 

21. The Storting is the Norwegian national assembly (Parliament) and comprises 165 representati-
ves from the 19 counties. Politically, Norway may be labelled as a social democracy recognized by a
concern for social justice and universal social rights, the wellbeing of all citizens, a high level of public
welfare and a large, institutionalised public sector. The present (Jan 2005) government is a coalition of
Conservatives, Christian Democrats, and Liberals, headed by Christian Democrat Prime Minister Kjell
Magne Bondevik (since 2001). 

22. Norway’s economy is to a large extent based on the exploitation of raw materials; the fisheries
and the production of oil providing the most important export products. The income from oil and gas
production puts the situation of the Norwegian macro-economy in a favourable position. On the other
hand, Norway is a high-cost country, and a high level of competence in the population is regarded as a
necessary precondition to be able to compete on the international markets. According to OECD (2004),
the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita was USD 42 000 (about NOK 260 000 according to the
current (autumn 2004) exchange rate), compared to USD 23 100 (about NOK 143 000) for the whole of
the OECD. 

Table 1.1: GDP per capita 1998 - 2001

23. The GDP per capita has increased from about 255 000 NOK in 1998 to about 334 000 in 2001 in
running currency, or 31 per cent. Figure 1.1 also shows that during the past decade, the GDP had an
annual increase of between two and five per cent.
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Figure 1.1: Changes in total consumption and GDP 

24. Norway is often regarded as a country of small social differences, in which values like equality
and justice stand strong. Compared to other countries, Norway is recognized by relatively low levels of
economic inequity due to a rather flat wage distribution and a low return to tertiary education (Asplund
& Pereira 1999). On the whole, Norway has a well educated population, and few countries spend more
resources on education than Norway. The Norwegian education budget accounts for 6.4 per cent of
GDP, while the average for all OECD countries is 5.6 per cent (OECD 2004). 

1.2 Population trends and cultural diversity

25. The population of Norway is 4.6 million, and the population increase was 0.46 per cent in 2001
and 0.62 in 2002. According to projections, the Norwegian population will reach 5 million in the early
2020s and pass 5.5 mill. in 2050.

Figure 1.2: 
Population by sex, 
age and marital status, 
1 January 2003
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26. The population pyramid (figure 1.2) illustrates that there is a considerable drop in the size of
the cohorts aged 30 - 34 to those aged 25 – 29. The population is ageing, and the ratio between the num-
ber in retirement and the labour force will increase. The most relevant figure for the entry into tertiary
education, however, is the development in the cohorts of 19-year-olds (see figure 1.3). According to the
projections below, the number of 19-year-olds will increase in the coming years, reaching a peak in 2010.
At present, about 55 per cent of these cohorts enter higher education. 

Figure 1.3: Number of 19-year-olds 1994 – 2004, and projections 2005 – 2020*

The projection is based on average fertility, average living age and average net immigration.
* Between 1994 and 1997, the cohorts aged 19 dropped rapidly from 61 000 to about 53 000, and they have remained quite stable

at that level until the present. Already from  2006, however, these cohorts begin to increase, and are expected to reach 64 000 in

2010. If the number of new entrants to tertiary education follows the demographic trend, we could expect an increase in enrol-

ment of about 20 per cent in a few years. After that, the age group will remain stable until 2020. 

27. Norway is in many ways a homogeneous country with a small, scattered population speaking
the same language and belonging to the same culture. Nevertheless, like almost every other country, it
has always consisted of an ethnic and cultural combination of peoples. In addition to the majority popu-
lation, the Norwegian population includes groups of indigenous minorities, national and language mino-
rities, and the immigrant population1. 

28. The Sámi (frequently and incorrectly referred to as “Laplanders”) is an indigenous people living
in Finland, Sweden, Russia and Norway. They form an ethnic and cultural minority in Norway, with a
population of about 75 000, or 1.7% of the total population. The majority of the Sámi live in the northern
part of the country or else in the capital (Oslo). 

29. Norway’s immigrant population has increased significantly during the past 30 years. In 2004,
the immigrant population in Norway accounted for 7.6 per cent of the total population, three times as
much as in 1980. In recent years, immigration from Asia, Africa, South and Central America, and
Turkey has increased most rapidly (see table 1.3).

1 The immigrant population as referred to in this report includes persons who have two foreign-born parents, or more precisely: 

Persons who have neither parents nor grandparents born in Norway. The immigrant population thus covers first-generation 

immigrants and persons born in Norway of two foreign-born parents.
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Table 1.3: Population by country of origin 1994 - 2004

1.3 The Labour Market in Norway

30. The labour market in Norway is characterized by a high rate of participation and low unemploy-
ment compared to most other OECD countries. In the first quarter of 2004, the unemployment rate was
4.3 per cent, against an OECD average of 7.0 per cent. The unemployment rate rose sharply from the
end of the 1980s to 1993, when it peaked at 6.6 per cent. From 1993 to 1998, unemployment declined to
3.2 per cent, but a new downturn in the business cycle caused a new increase in unemployment to 4.5
per cent in 2003. The labour force participation rate is also high: of 79% in 2003 (ages 15-64), compared
to an OECD average of 70%. 

31. The high labour force participation rate is due to a high female participation rate (76% in 2003
as compared to an OECD average of 60%), and a high average retirement age. However, a high percen-
tage of working females are part time workers. 

32. In recent years, the growth in the workforce participation rate has stopped and even declined
slightly. At the same time, the number of people on social security (including disability pensions, sick-
ness benefits, etc.) is increasing. The government has taken up this challenge through measures like
changes in the national insurance act and increased emphasis on vocational rehabilitation. The employ-
ment situation is elaborated further in chapter 3.
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Chapter 2

Overall description of the tertiary 

education system
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2.1 Introduction

33. In this chapter the main features of the Norwegian higher education system is described. Basic
characteristics are related to the public nature of Norwegian tertiary education, with the largest part of
the student population attending public institutions without tuition fees and with higher education insti-
tutions (HEIs) enjoying a relatively high share of public funding. There are about 30 private HEIs in
Norway with recognised study programmes, 21 of which receive public funding. With one exception, BI
the Norwegian School of Management, these are small institutions with few students.

34. In the Norwegian system, the terms “tertiary” and “higher” are for almost all practical purposes
interchangeable. However, the small vocational college education sector (fagskoler, ISCED 4) is in Norway
not a part of the “higher education” sector (ISCED 5 and 6)2. Hence, in the report, the term “tertiary
education” denotes that the vocational colleges are included and the term “higher” that they are not. 

35. Higher education in Norway according to this definition of the term, consists of different types
of higher education institutions (HEIs), regulated by the 1995 Act on Universities and University
Colleges, and the 1986 Act on private higher education. Study programmes at both public and private
HEIs lead to bachelor’s, master’s and ph.d degrees. The higher education sector is well integrated, with
extensive and mandatory recognition of study programmes and degrees across institutional types, and
through student mobility between institutions. Formally, tertiary education and research is the respon-
sibility of the Ministry of Education and Research3.     

Table 2.1: Students and staff in higher education in 2003.

36. Table 2.1 shows the overall size of the Norwegian higher education system. The number of stu-
dents is close to 210 000, while the total number of staff member (all categories) is about 25 000. The
university college sector is the largest one in terms of student numbers, while the number of staff mem-
bers is largest at the universities. More details about the size of the sector will be presented in a later
section.

37. In the last decade, State governance of higher education has changed considerably, from a system
emphasising input factors and relatively strong central steering to a system more geared towards output
and results, and increased institutional autonomy and accountability. Based on the White Paper entitled
“Do your duty – demand your rights” (St.meld. nr. 27 (2000-2001)), a reform of higher education called the
Quality Reform is in the process of being implemented, representing a further strengthening of the institu-
tional autonomy. This reform is a comprehensive effort to further change Norwegian higher education, 

2 Compared to the rest of the tertiary education system, vocational college education is rather small. Within technical college 

education the number of students in 2004 was only about 3 300 (see also chapter 8).
3 The Ministry of Education and Research has changed names over the years. In this report, the present name will be used.
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both relating to the Bologna Process and the efforts to create a European Higher Education Area (e.g.
introducing the bachelor-master-ph.d structure according to the 3+2+3 model), and to domestic needs
for quality assurance and improvement in higher education. 

38. Some of the domestic issues addressed by this reform relate to the expansion in student num-
bers in Norwegian higher education during the 1990s, and to problems concerning delays before gradu-
ation, drop-out, and the age of graduates. One of the slogans associated with the Quality Reform was
that “students should succeed”. This objective has been sought accomplished through improved indivi-
dual follow-up of students (e.g. by means of individual education plans4), but also through more structu-
red study programmes and more varied forms of assessment of student performance. 

2.2 The Norwegian education system in brief

39. Before elaborating on the system and the policy for tertiary education in Norway, it is useful to
present a brief picture of the education system. This section only comments on primary and secondary
education, while higher education is presented more in detail in a separate section. It should be noted
that in this report, the word ‘education’ is generally used in the meaning ‘education and training’. This is
due to the fact that the Norwegian system is comprehensive in the sense that as a rule the same scho-
ols and higher education institutions provide both academic, or general, education and vocational trai-
ning, and that whenever they are provided separately there is no formal distinctions between schools
providing vocational training and those providing general education. Figure 2.1 presents the main edu-
cational structure for all levels.

40. Compulsory schooling in Norway is of ten years’ duration5 and include primary and lower
secondary education. Children start school at the age of six6 (see Figure 2.1). All children living in
Norway have a right and an obligation to participate and complete compulsory education. The respon-
sible administrative unit is the local municipality. Compulsory education is divided into ten grades with
pupils organised in groups of various sizes. Education in public primary and lower secondary
schools/institutions is provided free of charge. In these schools, textbooks are also free of charge.
Norway has a low share of pupils in special schools. The Norwegian policy is to offer education for
pupils with special needs within the general system instead of placing them in separate schools.

41. Upper secondary education (see figure 2.1) embraces courses leading to educational qualificati-
ons above the lower secondary level and below the level of higher education, and is also free of charge
at public institution, catering for an over-whelming majority of pupils. Since the autumn term 1994
(Reform 94), everyone between the ages of 16 and 19 has a statutory right to three years of upper
secondary education, leading either to entrance qualifications for higher education, to a vocational quali-
fication, or to partial qualifications. The statutory right is valid for five years after finishing compulsory
education (i.e. transition to upper secondary education may be postponed for up to two years).
Completed upper secondary education qualifies students and apprentices for an upper secondary lea-
ving certificate. The type of certificate received will depend on the type of qualification obtained during
upper secondary education. The main types include:

• A craft or journeyman’s certificate (for qualifications in apprenticeship trades). 

• Other vocational qualifications (for vocational training in school).

• Higher education entrance qualifications (for completion of three years of upper secondary 
education and including a minimum level of achievement in six basic subjects).

4 An individual education plan is an agreement drawn up between an individual student and his/her university/university college.
5 Starting with the cohort born in 1991. It is nine years for cohorts born in 1990 and earlier.
6 Cohorts born in 1990 and before started at the age of seven.
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• Advanced supplemental course qualification (two years of vocational studies followed by one 
year with general subjects in order to receive qualifications to enter higher education in 
addition to vocational qualifications).

• Documented partial qualifications (for students who only complete parts of upper secondary 
education and training).

42. In 2003, a new act formally established vocational college education (labelled as vocational trai-
ning in figure 2.1 below) at the ISCED 4 level as a shorter and professionally-oriented alternative to hig-
her education. The vocational college education builds upon upper secondary education or correspon-
ding competence, and lasts between a minimum of six months and a maximum of two years full time
(covering areas such as technical and naval education, paramedical and social work education, etc.).
Due to the recent introduction of the act, relatively few students attend vocational college education.

Figure 2.1 General structure of the Norwegian education system
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2.3 Purposes and objectives of higher education

43. The aims of the national policy on higher education in the past decade were defined through a
1991 white paper on higher education (St meld nr. 40 (1990-91), “Fra visjon til virke”) and the ensuing
parliamentary debate. These aims were reiterated in all the budget proposals during the 1990s, and are
still important as an underlying rationale for higher education policy-making, not least through general
political backing from the Storting (Norwegian Parliament). According to these aims, higher education
should:

• contribute to enhance the capacities and abilities of the population in such a way that 
consideration is taken both to the interests of the individuals, and to the country’s need for a 
highly educated work force.

• improve the quality in higher education and research ensure that applicants to higher education
institutions are given equal treatment (in terms of access)

• promote conditions at the universities and colleges that are favourable to the development and 
transmission of new knowledge

• use the resources of the sector more effectively 

• reduce the time actually spent by students before graduation, so that the lengths of study 
periods needed correspond more closely to the formal requirements. 

• encourage increased international cooperation in higher education and research. 

44. In Norwegian legislation on higher education, there are no explicit formulations concerning the
overall purpose of higher education. However, the 1995 Act on Universities and Colleges, substantially
amended in 2002, specifies the aims and activities of the institutions (see chapter 8). This Act also states
the importance of the institutions cooperating with industry, and of their contribution to the economy
and society in general. Following the Quality Reform, a new Act on Higher Education is to be decided in
Parliament in the spring 20057. The above-mentioned responsibilities are stated more explicitly in the
proposed new Act (see chapter 8).

45. The 1995 Act does not explicitly mention equity as an objective for higher education. But alt-
hough it is not legislated in a strict sense, equitable access to tertiary education should be considered
an important goal, as it is mentioned in a number of policy documents, particularly the 2003 White
Paper “Dismantling of Disabling Barriers” of the Ministry of Social Affairs (see chapter 6). On the other
hand, the Act specifies the requirements for access to higher education. Public higher education in
Norway is free of tuition for ordinary students, but the new Bill, for the first time, proposes to introduce
a provision that education as a rule should be free of charge. 

46. The most obvious tension in the system concerns the differentiation of activities and responsibi-
lities between universities and university colleges, especially on the possibilities and the resources for
research and research training. For many decades, some colleges have strived to become universities,
while the national policy was to limit the number of universities to the four in Oslo, Bergen, Trondheim
and Tromsø, and to concentrate research funding mainly to these institutions. As part of the Quality
Reform, however, there has been a change in this policy towards opening up for institutions to change
their status. Through the 2002 amendment of the Universities and Colleges Act, university colleges and
specialized university institutions may apply to be accredited as universities. Already, the first two insti-
tutions, a former university college and a former specialized university institution have been accredited,

7 Proposition to the Odelsting (Bill) no. 79 (2003-2004). "Om lov om universiteter og høyskoler".
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and are universities as from 1 January 2005 (as University of Stavanger and University of Environmental
and Life Sciences, respectively). In addition, the (private) Norwegian Lutheran School of Theology is
accredited as a specialized university institution from the same date. Some other HEIs are in the pro-
cess of applying for a changed institutional status. 

2.4 Central policy actors

47. The majority of Norwegian higher education institutions are state owned, and also get most of
their funding from the state. State coordination has generally been strong in Norway. However, policy-
making in Norway is generally dialogue-based and consensus-oriented. Policies and decision-making
are generally not imposed on the institutions from the Government, but shaped through dialogue and
negotiation. Very often, policies are developed with the use of commissions. Most commissions are
appointed by the Government (“Royal Commissions”), which also formulates the terms of reference.
The composition of commissions may vary, but their members are normally selected from the sector
and/or from important stakeholders. Once appointed, commissions work independently from the minis-
try, and the proposals generally reflect the views of the different interest and stakeholder groups. On
the other hand, the ministry is free to choose whether to implement the proposals from the commission
or not, and often develops the proposals further, based on formal consultations with stakeholders. A cer-
tain legitimacy and support is nevertheless secured by these procedures.

48. There are no real buffer organisations or central directorate in the Norwegian tertiary system,
but three governmental agencies should be mentioned: 

49. The Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education, NOKUT, was established by the
Storting, and commenced its activities 1 January 2003. NOKUT is an independent government body.
NOKUT’s board is appointed by the Government, and has 7 members, of whom one is a student. The
present board is headed by a professor at one of the institutions, and has representation of both internal
and external members. Even if NOKUT is a new organisation, it has continued some of the tasks of the
former Network Norway Council. The purpose of NOKUT is to supervise, control and help develop the
quality of higher education in Norway. NOKUT’s tools are evaluation, accreditation, and the recognition
of quality assurance systems, institutions and course provision. As from 1 January 2004, each institution
of higher education is obliged by law to have its own quality assurance system. NOKUT also assesses
applications for establishing study programmes, and accredits state institutions applying for a change in
status, as well as private institutions applying for institutional accreditation. 

50. The Research Council of Norway (RCN) is another very important actor for the higher education
sector. The main responsibility of the Research Council of Norway is to fund research, but also to play a
role in the development of Norwegian policies and strategies on R&D. In this respect, the Research
Council also strongly affects policies on higher education institutions. An example is the establishment
of centres of excellence in recent years. The Research Council also conducts a series of research evalua-
tions of selected disciplines that may have a major impact on the institutions. 

51. The third agency is the Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation in Higher Education
(SIU). It was set up as a government agency from 1 January 2004 to promote international cooperation
in education and research, and to coordinate national measures concerning internationalisation of hig-
her education. The Centre is commissioned by several national and international public organisations to
administer programmes within all levels of education. In addition to programme administration, SIU is
responsible for promoting Norway as an education and research nation, as well as for providing infor-
mation and advisory services within the field of internationalisation in higher education (see also point
10.3).
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52. In addition to the above-mentioned government agencies, important policy actors for the sector
include the following:

53. The Norwegian Council for Higher Education is a parallel to the rectors’ conference found in
many countries. It was founded in 2000 as a merger of the Council for State Colleges and the
Norwegian Council of Universities. The Council is a co-operative body for all the state HEIs (universities,
specialized university institutions, university colleges, and art academies) and has no legal status in the
system. The aims of the Council are:

• to develop strategies for the Norwegian system of higher education institutions

• to promote co-ordination within the higher education sector

• to serve as a common instrument for the member institutions 

54. The Council has set up national councils for professional education (teacher education, educati-
on in engineering and technology, business studies and health and social work education), national con-
ferences within the major disciplines, as well as committees for research, education and administration.
Even if the Council has no formal and legal status in the system, it plays an important role in policy-
making and in raising issues of interest for all the institutions. 

55. The private higher education institutions have established their own organisation (the Network
for Private Higher Education Institutions) with similar functions as the Norwegian Council for Higher
Education.

56. It should be added that the Norwegian Association for Research Workers, as well as the two
major student unions, the National Union of Students in Norway and the Norwegian Association of
Students, also play important parts in Norwegian higher education policy-making.

2.5 Major changes in the last decade

57. The period since 1990 is characterised by major changes and reforms in higher education.
Some of these changes have already been mentioned in previous sections. To some extent, they reflect
the strong expansion in enrolment, especially at the universities, between 1987 and 1994. During this
period, Norway definitely moved into the stage of mass higher education, and university enrolment
doubled in few years. There were many causes for the increased interest in studies in higher education,
but an increasing unemployment rate, especially among the young generation, was a major factor.
Another was a change in the attitude to taking higher education. The costs of the expansion in the num-
ber of study places were to a large extent covered by means from the budget allocated for labour mar-
ket measures. Even if the expansion in higher education, and especially in the university sector has
levelled out since the mid-1990s, enrolment has continued to grow in the university college sector. 

58. In the second half of the 1980s, there was a general concern for stagnating enrolment to higher
education, based on the reduction of the relevant age groups. When the strong growth in individual
demand started after 1987, this came as a surprise. The expansion was, however, supported politically,
and also linked to the needs of the economy and future development for a highly competent workforce.
The fact that the income from the oil sector is expected to drop in the long term, puts a focus on the
importance of investing in the future through competence-building and research. With its high income
level, Norway has difficulties in competing on the global market, and it is hence considered necessary
to concentrate on production based on knowledge. These arguments for prioritising higher education
and research are being heard more and more frequently.
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59. Since the early 1990s, there has been an increased focus on quality in both research and educa-
tion. The emphasis on quality in education has been strengthened in the recently implemented Quality
Reform, introducing reforms in teaching methods as well as assessments, more structured study pro-
grammes at the undergraduate level, and a closer relationship between student and institution8. The
quality development has also brought with it the systematic use of student evaluations, which may also
reflect a more customer-oriented relationship between institution and students. This aspect may be
underlined by the fact that during the reference period for the report, the balance between the capacity
and the number of applicants has changed from one of strong competition for study places towards one
of competition among institutions to attract students. 

60. The policy of linking the university sector and the university college sector more closely toget-
her began in the early 1990s (St.meld. nr. 40 (1990-91)). The white paper published then launched the
idea of a “Network Norway” for higher education. The argument for this establishment was that
Norway was a small country with few resources and talents for research, and that increased coordinati-
on and specialisation concerning academic fields and disciplines had to be implemented at the national
level. The aims and objectives of Norwegian higher education institutions have traditionally been stated
in quite general terms allowing for a certain degree of institutional discretion. The idea of a “Network
Norway” can be said to have challenged this idea in that the intended coordination and specialisation
should be up to the Ministry to decide after consultations with the sector. To be able to realise this idea,
a more solid institutional base for teaching and research had to be created in the college sector. A mer-
ger in 1994 of 98 former regional colleges into 26 new university colleges was the result. This merger
was based on both efficiency and quality objectives. 

61. Until then, the college sector, organised as such in 1976, comprised a wide range of institutions.
At the most, 127 regional and vocational colleges existed, many of them very small. There was also a
certain overlap in the sense that different institutions were teaching similar subjects within the same
region. The college reform of 1994 aimed at solving some of these problems, and to contribute to a con-
solidation and concentration of resources. None of the former separate institutions were closed down
during this process, and a number of the new university colleges became multi-campus institutions. The
main effect according to the evaluation of the reform in 1999, was that most changes at that time were
related to the administrative level, while the changes in the basic activities varied.

62. Even though the “Network Norway” can be linked to the idea of central planning, the white
paper also did argue for more delegation of decision-making powers from central authorities to the hig-
her education institutions. The basic idea was that central authorities wanted control over what sort of
study programmes that should be offered where, while the institutions decided on how these study pro-
grammes should be designed (St.meld. 40 1990-91). During the 1990s, national responsibility for several
academic specialisations (nodes) was also given to a number of the institutions. However, the 1999 eva-
luation showed that the impact of these nodes was not as expected, neither at the national nor at the
institutional level (Norgesnettrådet 2001). Institutional difficulties in allocating enough resources to the
nodes, and political disagreements within institutions on how to develop them, were some reasons for
the lack of results.    

63. From 1993 and onwards, two important reforms concerning academic staff were implemented.
First, common qualification criteria for appointment and promotion for all academic staff were introdu-
ced throughout public higher education. This first and foremost strengthened the academic claims on
the university college staff, and has raised concerns about a possible corresponding weakening of the
vocational and practical aspect within professional education and training. The introduction of the principle

8 The Quality Reform is currently being evaluated, but the first results from this evaluation are not available until autumn 2005. 
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of research-based teaching in all higher education points in the same direction. Second, new regulations
were introduced for the appointment of professors in 1995. Since then, instead of the previous system of
limiting the number of professors to a fixed number of positions, all staff members who have been
assessed as qualified to be professor, are appointed or promoted to professor. The reform has, accor-
ding to Kyvik, Olsen & Hovdhaugen (2003) had positive effects on the career possibilities among acade-
mics (see also chapter 7).

64. In recent years, there has been a stronger political focus on higher education and R&D as tools
for the development of society. In general, there is a predominantly positive, optimistic view in higher
education, but also stronger external demands and expectations.

2.5.1 The Quality Reform

65. It is impossible to describe and analyse the present status of higher education in Norway 
without reference to the latest reform of the sector – the Quality Reform. This reform, implemented
since a 2001 white paper, and amendments in legislation in 2002, is referred to throughout the report.
The two main reasons for the Quality Reform are: 

• The need for quality improvements in higher education and research (student drop-out, delays 
before graduation, emphasis on student learning, and better follow-up of students)

• The Bologna Process and Norway’s obligations in that respect.

66. The Quality Reform encompasses the following elements (a more detailed description of each
element is given under the relevant chapter in this report): 

• Change in governance structures at the institutional level allowing institutions more autonomy 
concerning organisation and management issues (chapter 8)

• Increased institutional autonomy, for example concerning the introduction and repeal of 
courses and study programmes, and what study programmes institutions want to offer (chapter 8)

• A new funding formula for the institutions more aimed at the accomplishment of results and 
institutional output than the former funding system (chapter 7)

• The introduction of a compulsory national quality assurance system and the establishment of an
independent quality assurance agency (the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in 
Education - NOKUT). Accreditation of institutional status is introduced along with systematic 
evaluations of institutional quality assurance systems (chapter 9)

• A new degree structure according to the Bologna Process, introducing a bachelor’s, master’s 
and ph.d degree system according to the 3+2+3 model, and the launching of a new grading 
system based on the ECTS (see e.g. Figure 2.1)

• New forms of student guidance, evaluation and assessment intended to improve the follow-up of
students, reduce drop-out and interruption of sudies, and to stimulate students to complete 
their studies at a younger age (chapter 9)

• A new scheme for financial support to students, linked to the former point in that it is designed 
to stimulate timely completion of studies (chapter 7)

• More emphasis on internationalisation as a means to improve the quality of Norwegian higher 
education, and the establishment of the Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation in 
Higher Education (SIU) (chapter 10)
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67. So far, the formal processes of this reform have included:

• April 1998: Royal Commission appointed to examine the system of higher education in Norway 

• May 2000: Royal Commission’s Green paper9 presented

• March 2001: A white paper submitted to the Storting (national assembly)10

• June 2001: Parliamentary debate and decisions

• Spring 2002: five white papers on specific issues11

• July 2002: necessary legislative changes introduced, based on two bills12 submitted in spring 
2002.

• June 2004: Submission of Bill proposing a new law on higher education, both public and private 
(the proposal to be decided upon in the Storting in 2005)13

2.6 The present governance and regulatory framework

68. State (public) higher education in Norway is regulated by the Act relating to Universities and
University Colleges from 1995, amended as of 1 July 2002 and 1 January 2003 as part of the Quality
Reform. Private higher education is regulated in a separate Act from 1986, also amended in 2002. 

69. The Act relating to Universities and Colleges regulates the overall activities of the public institu-
tions, and, since 2003, defines the activities of the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in
Education, NOKUT. The Act states that it is the Government that decides institutional status, the regula-
tions deciding the length of study programmes, and what title the degrees or programmes lead to.
Within this frame-work, the institutions that are accredited by NOKUT have the right to decide what
programmes and subjects the institution can offer.

70. Further, the Act has provisions regarding access to higher education, as well as for examinations,
assessment, certificates and diplomas. The Act regulates the rights and the duties of students, including
student representation in the governing bodies of the institutions. The Act also regulates the governing
system at the institutional level of the institutions, i.e. the responsibilities, composition and system of
appointment of the board, and the responsibilities of the rector. Below the institutional level, however,
HEIs have a high degree of autonomy in deciding internal organisation and management structure (see
chapter 8).

9 NOU 2000:14 Frihet med ansvar  Om høgre utdanning og forskning i Norge.

10 St.meld. nr. 27 (2000-2001) Gjør din plikt – Krev din rett  Kvalitetsreform av høyere utdanning.

11 on exceptions to the new degree structure, on recruitment of academic staff, on higher education in the arts, on Sami higher 

education and research, and on teacher education

12 One amending the acts on state higher education and on health personnel, and one amending the act on private higher education

13 Ot.prp. nr. 79 (2003-2004) Om lov om universiteter og høyskoler (Proposition to the Odelsting (Bill) no. 79 (2003-2004) relating 

to Act on higher education)
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71. The other main source of regulating the activities of the tertiary education institutions is
through the annual budget, which is proposed by the Government and decided by the Storting. The
budgeting system has been changed during the last years towards less detailed allocations and more
freedom for the institutions (see chapter 7). At the same time, the funding system has become more
incentive-oriented. Both these developments will be emphasised further on (see chapter 11). The new
funding system implemented through the Quality Reform allocates funds according to a formula based
on a combination of a fixed component and components based on results in education and research. As
part of the budget and monitoring process, the Ministry of Education and Research conducts annual
consultative meetings with each institution. These meetings are important in the coordination and
governance of higher education.

2.7 Institutional landscape

72. The present higher education system is the result of a development going on since around
1970. A new college sector was then created through a combination of upgrading traditional institutions
for teacher training, engineering, social work and paramedical education, and the establishment of new
regional colleges (distriktshøyskoler). As mentioned earlier, all 98 of them were merged into 26 state
colleges, later university colleges, as of 1 August 1994. Norway is among the countries with the highest
share of its students in this “non-university” sector. 

73. Today, the different categories of higher education institutions are as follows: Universities (see
table 2.2 for student numbers): Broad institutions, covering most disciplines, main national responsibility
for research training. 

• University of Oslo: founded 1811

• University of Bergen: founded 1946

• Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU): founded 1996

Its predecessor, University of Trondheim was a merger of the College of Arts and Science, the Norwegian 

Institute of Technology (established in 1911), and the Museum of the Royal Norwegian Society of Science 

(1760). Included in the 1996 merger were also the Faculty of Medicine, the Trondheim Academy of Fine Arts 

and Trøndelag Conservatory of Music.

• University of Tromsø: founded 1968

74. As from 1 January 2005, two universities have in addition been established after passing the
new institutional accreditation procedures.  

• University of Stavanger (a former university college)

• University of Life Sciences in Ås (a former specialized university institution in agricultural studies)

75. Specialized university institutions: In 2005, there are 5 public one specialising in the following
fields: veterinary medicine, architecture, physical education and sports, music, and economics and busi-
ness administration. These institutions offer professional programmes at advanced (master) and post-
graduate level, doctoral degrees, and have a national responsibility for research within their fields. In
addition, one private institution, the Norwegian Lutheran School of Theology, is accredited as a speciali-
zed university institution as from 1 January 2005.

76. University colleges (former State Colleges): The university colleges predominantly offer 3-year
professional programmes, but there are also programmes of various lengths (from one to five years, for
example in teacher training). The university colleges also offer some master’s and a few doctoral pro-
grammes, and have research responsibilities in fields where they award doctoral degrees. In addition,
most university colleges offer some programmes which parallel undergraduate university subjects,
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mainly 1-year programmes. These programmes allow students to continue at universities, but are also
popular as continuing education for adults (The University College of Stavanger is the first (and so far
only) university college to be accredited university status, see above).

77. Other colleges: This category includes military colleges, and the National Police Academy.

78. Private tertiary education institutions: This category covers a broad range of institutions and 
tertiary programmes. Some institutions offer professional programmes parallel to the university colle-
ges (teacher training, nursing, social work or engineering), some offer master’s and even doctoral pro-
grammes. The largest number of students are found within business administration. Some institutions
offer religious study programmes as ISCED levels 4 and 5, others at levels 5 and 6. The largest institution, 
BI Norwegian School of Management has about 20 000 students (including part-time students), most of
them on undergraduate level or shorter courses, but there are also master’s and doctoral programmes.
(The Norwegian Lutheran School of Theology is the first private institution to be accredited as a specia-
lized university institution, see above).

79. The differences between types of higher education institutions are mainly related to their self-
accreditation rights. For example, universities can without external accreditation offer study programmes
at all levels, while university colleges must apply for external accreditation for study programmes at
master and PhD-level.

80. However, there is no formal, or even informal, hierarchy of institutions within each category.
Opinions vary concerning the quality of different study programmes or disciplines, but there is no ran-
king of what is the best university or the best university college. There have been some attempts of
making such rankings, but so far none of these have attained any general acceptance. 

81. There is one separate institution with a specific responsibility for continuing and further educa-
tion (Norway Opening Universities, see also point 8.6.3). However, according to the Act, this is a
responsibility for all higher education institutions. The HEIs offer a broad range of courses, both general
and profession-specific, often in close cooperation with industry, public administration or professional
organisations. The institutions have the right to charge fees for such courses. In addition, Norwegian
institutions have a large but not easily identifiable number of students, mainly part-time, who follow
courses together with ordinary students. 

82. The introduction of a degree structure according to the 3 + 2 (+ 3) model, compulsory at the
latest for all students beginning their studies in autumn 2003 (while keeping pre-reform degrees in a
transition period) is partly a response to the Bologna Process (cf. above). There were also national needs
for reforming the degree structure, however: to shorten the long duration of the studies, particularly in
the humanities and the social sciences, to improve the links to the labour market, and to simplify the
degree system. Some professional study programmes in the university sector (e.g. medicine, psychology,
architecture and industrial design, pharmacy, theology) have kept their one-tier structure. Some teacher
education programmes and study programmes in music have retained their 4-year programmes. 

83. The majority of professional programmes within the university college sector have been redefined
into the bachelor structure. The lower university degree, the former 3 _ - 4-year cand. mag. degree, has
been transformed into the new three-year bachelor’s degree. There is a broad range of bachelor pro-
grammes offered by the universities – predominantly discipline-oriented, interdisciplinary, and also pro-
fessionally-oriented programmes. Although increasing numbers of master’s programmes are being
introduced at the university colleges, most master’s programmes are found within the university sector.
The master’s degree, too, includes both discipline and professionally oriented programmes. 
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Table 2.2 Number of pre-reform degrees and qualifications. 2002-2003 

84. Table 2.2 shows the number of completed degrees at lower and higher level. These are the 
pre-reform degrees, before the introduction of the bachelor’s and master’s degrees from 2003. Lower
level includes both the lower 4 years degrees at the universities as well as the professional programmes
at the university colleges. In annex (Table 2.6) you will find the number of registered students at all the
higher education institutions by category and level of study (Autumn 2004).

2.8 Overall size of the higher education sector

85. In this section, selected key figures on the size of the Norwegian higher education system are
presented, both to illustrate the long-term quantitative growth and a closer look at the development
during the last decade.

86. In figure 2.2. “Universities” include the four pre-2005 universities as well as the specialized 
university institutions. No distinction is made between public and private. 

Figure 2.2: Students 1971 - 2003
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87. Like in all other OECD countries, expansion in higher education in Norway has been very
strong since the late 1950s. The university sector has had two distinct growth phases: between 1960 and
1975, and from 1987 to 1995. The relative increase was strongest in the first period, when university
enrolment quadrupled, while the enrolment doubled between 1987 and 1995. Between 1975 and 1987,
the number of university students was stable, while the university college sector doubled in size.
Between 1987 and 1995, both sectors had strong expansion. 

88. After 1995, the universities again stabilised, while the university college sector continued to
grow, reflecting national policy priorities, as well as student preferences their responses to labour mar-
ket demands. Until recently, there has been a lack of manpower in most of the professions trained in the
university college sector: teachers, paramedics and social workers. From 2003, there have been some
interesting changes in the direction of more applicants to the universities, while some study program-
mes at university colleges have had problems recruiting enough students.

Table 2.3 Students by gender and institution in 1993 and 2003

Present terms for institution and institutional category

*Including National Academy of the Arts,  **Including the Norwegian Lutheran School for Theology

89. The figures in table 2.3 are headcount. The number of full-time equivalents is lower, but not
easy to estimate. In addition to the approximately 210 000 students enrolled in Norwegian institutions in
2003, there are at the moment about 22 000 Norwegian students abroad, some on exchanges, but the
majority taking their whole degree abroad (see chapter 10). The stagnating enrolment in the university
sector between 1993 and 2003 is mainly due to a drop in enrolment at the University of Oslo, while the
other institutions, with the exception of the University of Tromsø, have expanded. The category “other
colleges” is not exactly comparable over time due to a change in the institutional landscape.

90. Compared to most other countries, Norway has a relatively low proportion of its students in
universities, only 38 per cent. Private institutions enrolled 14,5 per cent of all students in 2003, a slightly
higher proportion than in 1993. Most of the private institutions are small, but the BI Norwegian School
of Management is an exception enrolling more than 20 000 students. Most of them are enrolled in
decentralised short courses (often part-time), but the institution also offers programmes at the ph.d level.

91. The proportion of female students is high, 60 per cent. Female students are most strongly
represented in the university colleges, 65 per cent, which predominantly offer 3-year professional programmes. 

28



Table 2.4 Students by type of institution and age. 2003. In per cent.

*Including National Academies of the Arts and private higher education institutions.

92. The Norwegian student population is relatively ”old”. There are very few students younger than
20, and only one in five is younger than 22. More than one in five students are aged 30 or above. The
universities have a much lower proportion of students aged 30 or above, and a higher concentration of
students aged 22 to 29. 

93. The age structure is caused by a general tendency of late entry into higher education.
Relatively few start their studies straight after they have left upper secondary education at the age of 19.
At the universities, the age distribution has traditionally reflected long study programmes, and a high
proportion of students being delayed or having had interruptions in their study progression. In the college
sector, there has been a strong influx of mature students in recent years due to the Competence Reform.
This reform has, inter alia, opened up access for students aged 25 and above, based on individual
assessment of a combination of formal, informal and non-formal competencies for the study programme
applied for. So far, this has been most frequent within female-dominated professional programmes and de-
centralised studies.

Table 2.5 Students at ISCED levels 5 and 6 as percentage of the respective 
age groups14.

14 ISCED level 5 and 6 is the UNESCO classification for the first and second stage of tertiary education. 
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94. The participation rates by age show the same tendency as the absolute figures, and indicate
that the increase in enrolment is due to a strong increase in the participation rates of all age groups,
with the exception of the 19 year olds. Still, the participation rate in any age group at any given time is
never more than just above one third, which is not high compared to many other countries. The enrol-
ment rates in the group aged 21 and below is particularly low. The real proportion of the age cohorts
attending higher education is higher, however, and at the age of 30, 36 per cent have entered higher
education. Another way of showing participation rates is to calculate the cumulative percentage of each
age cohort that enter higher education.

Figure 2.3 Cumulative enrolment in higher education in per cent of the cohorts aged 19 
in 1985, 1990, 1998 and 200

95. Two important topics are illustrated in Figure 2.3: Firstly, transition into higher education takes
place over a long period. The percentage having entered higher education is low directly after leaving
upper secondary education at the age of 19, then increases rapidly until the age of 22, and continues
increasing after that age. New students are added even until the age of 35, which is as long we can fol-
low the oldest cohort. Secondly, the figure shows that the overall participation rate increases significant-
ly from the oldest to the youngest cohort. At the age of 22, 25 per cent of the oldest cohort, i.e. those
aged 19 in 1985, have entered higher education. At the same age, the share of enrolment for the cohort
aged 19 in 1990 had increased to 35 per cent. For the youngest cohort we could follow until that age,
aged 19 in 1998, the percentage was 46. The youngest cohort, aged 19 in 2000, can only be observed
until the age of 20, but it seems that they almost exactly follow the tendency of the 1998 cohort. 

2.8.1 Goals and targets for growth

96. In the present policy on higher education, no explicit numerical targets have been formulated.
Since the late 1990s, the principle for regulating the capacity in higher education in Norway is that the
present number of study places should be sufficient to cover individual demand. At the same time, it is
emphasised that it is important to keep “a high number of students”.
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Chapter 3

Higher education and the labour market
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3.1 Introduction
97. This chapter identifies the links between higher education and the labour market and policies
to improve these links. The main points described in the following are that labour market demands only
to a modest degree have determined the capacity of higher education (exceptions being paramedical
studies, teacher and engineering education). Rather, student demand for higher education is the strong
determinant. The expansion of higher education throughout the 1990s kept unemployment down during
this decade, though with some mismatch in certain disciplines, e.g. within the humanities and social sci-
ences. In areas with a stricter capacity regulation, the labour market has been fairly good, despite some
shortage within health and social work.

98. In general in this period, unemployment has risen also for those with a higher education back-
ground decade even though unemployment overall is below the OECD average (see chapter 1) and
lower than for those without higher education. The strong increase in the percentage of the population
with higher education during the last 10 years has not had a negative impact on the differences in ear-
nings for people at different levels of educational attainment.  

3.1.1 Data sources

99. Several sources might to some extent shed light on the relationship between higher education
and the labour market. However, only a few collect data routinely and at a national level. At a relatively
aggregated level, the Labour Force Survey (LFS, carried out monthly but published quarterly by
Statistics Norway) gives information about the trends in employment and unemployment for people at
different levels of educational attainment. The survey is well suited for describing the over all trends in
the labour market for the different levels of educational attainment, but not for specific fields of study or
for describing the labour market for those in transition from higher education to work. Concerning the
latter, NIFU’s Graduate survey is well suited. This survey is carried out half a year after graduation at
least every two years and covers higher degree graduates (more than 4 years of higher education) in
addition to some lower degree graduates. The main purpose of the survey is to see to what extent the
graduates are in relevant employment, are unemployed or engaged in further education. The Ministry
of Education and Research funds it and is the main user of this survey. Data from NIFU’s Graduate sur-
vey will be the main source for describing the labour market for graduates in the last 10-year period.
However, since the fluctuations in the labour market for graduates to a great extent are influenced by
the fluctuations in the labour market as a whole, we will start with a general description of the labour
market in this period based on LFS. 

3.2 The labour market in the 1990s and the beginning of 2000
100. Figure 3.1 (see annex) shows the trend in the overall unemployment rate in the period 1991 to
2003 for persons at different levels of educational attainment. In the period 1991 to1993 there was an
increase in the unemployment rate for all educational groups due to an economic slump that started in
the late 1980’s. From 1996 to 1999, the labour market improved and the unemployment rates dropped
among all educational groups. However, the decrease in unemployment rate among those with higher
education was less pronounced than among those with education at the upper secondary level. From
1999 to 2003, the labour market deteriorated and there was an increase in the unemployment rate (the
percentage of the labour force) and a decline in the employment rate (the percentage of employment in
the whole population) (figure 3.2 in annex) at all educational levels.

101. Graduates with a higher degree have experienced much stronger fluctuations in the labour
market than persons with higher education in general. Figure 3.3 (in annex), based on NIFU’s Graduate
survey, shows the number of higher degree graduates (more than 4 years of higher education) and the
tendency to be mismatched (either unemployed, in irrelevant employment or in involuntary part time
work) in the labour market in the period 1991 to 2003. The figure shows that the number of higher
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degree graduates increased substantially in the period 1991-1995. From 1997 to 2003 the numbers have
been almost unaltered. This means that the growth in the number of graduates took place in a period
with an over all difficult labour market. The growth in the number of graduates at the beginning of the
1990’s might partly be explained by an increase in the size of the youth-cohorts and partly by the fact
that the difficult labour market induced young people to study as an alternative to unemployment. The
government consciously expanded the capacity in higher education to meet the demand for education
and provide an alternative to unemployment. The growth in the number of students is illustrated in figure
3.4 (see annex). The increasing number of graduates entering the labour market in the first half of the
1990’s experienced a more difficult labour market. The unemployment rate increased, as well as the per-
centage in irrelevant employment. In 1991, the percentage mismatched 6 months after graduation was
13; by 1995 it had grown to 21. Higher education is also considered as an important tool for facilitating
the adaptation to changes in the labour market. Since 1995, the number of higher degree graduates has
stabilised, but the labour market for graduates has varied. During the economic boom from the middle
to the end of the 1990’s, the labour market for graduates improved somewhat (the percentage mismat-
ched dropped to 17). The recession from the end of the 1990’s to 2003, had a great negative impact on
the graduates’ chances of getting a relevant full-time job. By 2003, as many as 28 per cent of higher
degree graduates experienced a labour market mismatch. One should bear in mind, however, that the
number of graduates had increased considerably since the early 1990s. 

3.3 Labour market variations according to field of study
102. Most of the expansion in higher education in the beginning of the 90’s took place in fields such
as humanities, social science, to some extent natural science and technical subjects and law that traditio-
nally were offered at the universities (cf. table 3.1 in annex). A rapid expansion of the capacity within
fields of study as nursing, social work etc., where in fact a shortage of personnel was noticeable, was
more difficult, mainly because it takes time to arrange internships and in-service training. However, the
capacity in these studies, too, has gradually been extended during the 1990’s. 

103. The strong expansion of the capacity in higher education during the first half of the 1990’s,
seems to have had persistent impact on the labour market situation for some groups of graduates. The
percentage of higher degree graduates in the humanities and the social sciences who were mismatched
was higher in the whole period 1993-2003 than in 1991. Both groups have had a strong growth in the
number of graduates in the period. Graduates in the humanities have to a greater extent than social sci-
ence graduates experienced job mismatch, but have to a lower extent been unemployed. For graduates
in law and in natural science the situation has varied a lot during the period, with peaks in the percentage
of mismatched in 1995 and 2003. Graduates in paramedical and social work studies experienced a favou-
rable labour market for a long time, the reason being a persisting shortage of people with such qualifi-
cations on the labour market. Thus, the labour market varies a lot according to field of study. Some edu-
cational groups are very exposed to variations in the business cycle, like for instance graduates in tech-
nical subjects and engineering. During an economic boom they often experience high demand for their
qualifications, and there might be a shortage of graduates, while in a recession there might be an over-
supply of graduates. An example of this is graduates in information and communication technologies
(ICT). During the recession in the period from the late 1980’s to the first half of the 1990’s, graduates in
ICT experienced a very bad labour market. This was noticed by the youth, who lost interest in taking
education in this field. When the labour market improved in the middle of the 1990’s and the millen-
nium problems were acknowledged, the demand for graduates in ICT increased substantially. Students
were even hired before graduation and received very high wages. The capacity in ICT studies were
then expanded during the second half of the 1990’s to meet the great demand. However, the labour mar-
ket changed after 2000, and in 2003 the percentage of mismatched ICT graduates was 36. This shows
that it is very difficult to have a proper capacity in some fields of study. For some educational groups,
like paramedics  and social workers, there have, as already mentioned, been small fluctuations in the
labour market. Access to these study programmes has been strictly regulated by the government. 
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3.4 What determines the capacity in higher education?

104. The capacity in higher education is determined through balancing student demands with the
need for qualified labour in certain areas of society (health, education, etc.), and the costs associated
with a given study programme. Amongst other objectives are the contributions to gender equity and to
regional development (St. meld. nr. 27 2000-2001). With some exception, the total capacity in higher
education has, as indicated above, to a great extent been determined by the demand for higher education.
This has caused a substantial growth in the number of students in higher education during the last 
10-15 years. One reason for accepting such a big expansion is that higher education is considered to be
an important tool for meeting the challenges in the knowledge society and to promote economic
growth. Almost everyone qualified for higher education has been admitted, but not necessarily within
the study programme or institution most highly preferred. The demand from the labour market has not
played an important role when deciding the capacity in many fields of study in higher education. A
reason for this is that experiences have shown that it is difficult to predict the future labour demand and
hence to adjust the capacity to future demand. However, for some fields of study, the capacity has been
strongly regulated (for medical and paramedical studies, teacher education, etc.). The reason for the
regulation of these fields of study is partly that shortages might be costly for society a and/or that the
study programme in itself is expensive. Although Statistics Norway and to some extent NIFU STEP do
labour market forecasts for different educational groups regularly, there has, as mentioned above, been
a more or less constant shortage of some groups. The reason for these shortages is partly that the
demand has increased more than expected and partly that it takes time to extend the capacity when
needed. Until 2003, it was the Ministry of Education and Research that had the dominating role concer-
ning the capacity in higher education. From 2003, the responsibility for the capacity in most subject
fields has been transferred to the higher education institutions themselves (with some notable excepti-
ons due to costs and society’s needs), the reason being that it will make it easier to adjust to changes in
demand. It is argued that if applications to higher education are based on expectations about the future
labour market, a stronger weight on demand as the basis for capacity regulation in higher education will
give a good adaptation to the needs of the labour market. However, the Ministry of Education and Research
is still responsible for estimating future needs and demands for the different types of educational qualifi-
cations in the labour market. 

3.5 Adjustment mechanisms in the labour market

105. The labour market itself has several adjustment mechanisms to shortages or over-supply. We
have already to some extent addressed mismatch (unemployment, involuntary part time and irrelevant
employment) in the labour market (cf. figure 3.3 and table 3.1 in annex). Another mechanism that has
not yet been mentioned is wages - a mechanism that traditionally has not been much used in Norway.
To what degree the different adjustment mechanisms are active in case of a shortage or over-supply, dif-
fers between different educational groups, depending on what parts of the labour market in which they
are primarily operating. Those graduating from fields of study that are vulnerable to changes in the
business cycle, like graduates in natural science and technology, and to an increasing degree also law
graduates, experienced bigger differences in the percentages of mismatched than graduates from other
fields of study. The fluctuations are primarily caused by variation in the unemployment rate. 

106. The percentage in involuntary part-time work does not play an important role for these gradua-
tes, while the percentage in irrelevant employment has varied somewhat but irrelevant employment is
still of less importance than unemployment. Many of the graduates in the above mentioned fields of
study work in the private sector, where wages are much more flexible than in the public sector. In addi-
tion to a substantial increase in the unemployment rate for these fields of study from 2001 to 2003, the
recession also caused the wages to remain almost unaltered in the period despite a general wage
growth of almost 10 per cent in society as a whole (cf. table 3.2 in annex). Graduates in ICT, who experi-
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enced a severe deterioration in their labour market opportunities from 2001 to 2003, had an increase in
unemployment from 4 to 18 per cent and a wage decrease of 8.5 per cent. For graduates in the humanities
and the social sciences, the labour market functioned differently. Particularly graduates in the humanities
are less exposed to unemployment, and to greater extent to involuntary part-time and irrelevant employ-
ment than graduates in natural sciences, technology and law. The majority of the graduates in the huma-
nities and the social sciences are employed in the public sector where the wages are regulated. Despite
of a percentage of mismatched of about the same size as for graduates in natural sciences and technology,
they experienced wage growths of 11 (humanities) and 5 per cent (social sciences), respectively.
Graduates in health, welfare and sports, where access to education has been strictly regulated, have had
a very good labour market for most of the period. Despite an increase in the percentage in involuntary
part-time from 2001 to 2003, the wages increased by 7 per cent. 

3.6 The influence of higher education institutions on the labour market

107. What influence HEIs have on graduates’ labour market outcomes has until recently not been an
important issue in Norway, but interest is now growing. Contrary to many other countries, particularly
in the English-speaking world, there is no official ranking of the institutions. Graduates with the same
education but from different institutions are normally supposed – and considered – to have the same
chances of getting a job. To the extent that the issue has been addressed in research, a general result
seems to be that when we look at university graduates with a higher degree there is a tendency that
those graduating from the university of Bergen and NTNU have higher probability of being unemployed
than those graduating from the universities in Oslo and Tromsø (Arnesen 1997, Arnesen and Try 2001).
This result applies after correcting for background variables (gender, age etc.), differences in grades
and previous work experience. However, the results differ somewhat between different educational
groups. Differences in study programmes offered at the different universities could be one explanation
to the differences. Of course, differences in the local labour market could be another. Also among gra-
duate engineers there are differences in labour market adjustment between graduates from different
institutions (Arnesen and Try 2001). 

3.7 Higher education compared to other levels of education

108. As already mentioned, the number of people with higher education increased a lot in the refe-
rence period for the report: in 1993, 17 per cent of the population aged 16 or above had higher education,
by 2003, the percentage had increased to 23 (cf. figure 3.5 in annex). The number of people with upper
secondary education also increased in the period, but less than for higher education. In 1993, 51 per cent
of the population aged 16 or above had upper secondary education as their highest educational attain-
ment. By 2003, the percentage was 55. The percentage with compulsory school as their highest level of
educational attainment dropped in the same period, from 30 per cent in 1993 to 20 per cent in 2003. 

109. The strong increase in the percentage of the population with higher duration during the last 10
years has not had a negative impact on the differences in earnings for people at different levels of edu-
cational attainment. On the contrary, data from Statistics Norway indicate that the differences in ear-
nings have increased slightly in the period 1997-2002 (cf. table 3.3 in annex). Those at the highest level
of education have had the strongest earning growth while those at lowest level have had the poorest.
This result deviates to some degree from research that shows that differences in income and the
returns to education in Norway have been almost unaltered during the period 1987-1997 (Barth and
Røed 1999, Hægeland, Klette and Salvanes 1999, Hægeland 2002). Schøne (2004), however, found a ten-
dency to increased differences in income from 2001 to 2002. In many other OECD countries, there has
been an increase in the differences in income due to education in the 1980’s and 1990’s. One reason for
the absence of such increase in differences in income in Norway in this period, might be the stronger
growth in higher education in Norway compared to other western countries. Another is that there has
been a broad political agreement to ensure wage increases for those with the lowest wages. 
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3.8 Priorities in national policy

110. Even if the Ministry of Education and Research is still responsible for having an overview of
the future need or demand for different types of educational qualifications in the labour market, the
responsibility for the capacity in most fields of study has been transferred to the institutions as a conse-
quence of the Quality Reform. One reason for giving the institutions the responsibility of the capacity is
that it should be easier to respond quickly to changes in the number of applicants. 

111. The ties between higher education institutions and the labour market differ a lot between fields
of study. In some fields of study that have their main labour market in the private sector, like business
administration and engineering, there has for a long time been cooperation between the higher education
institutions and employers. This applies as well to some of the vocationally oriented studies (health and
social work) with primarily the public sector as their main labour market. For other fields of study, there
are no ties at all. It differs a lot how strong these ties are and what impact signals from employers have
on the higher education institution and the curriculum. In general, the higher education institutions are
responsible for the curriculum. 

112. Encouraged by the Ministry of Education and Research, many higher education institutions
have a career service or centres to ease the transition from education to work. How developed the career
service is, varies a lot between institutions. Most of the centres offer counselling in how to write an
application and a CV, how to search in job-databases, etc. Some centres also function as a meeting place
for graduates and employers. In general, during the last years, the higher education institutions have
shown more interest in how the graduates from their institution actually fare in the labour market, and
some institutions carry out their own graduate surveys, and have introduced more study programmes
geared on professional life, emphasising e.g. entrepreneurship. There are few career services outside
higher education institutions. 
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Chapter 4

The regional dimension in Norwegian 

higher education
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4.1 Introduction

113. This chapter describes the regional role of higher education in Norway. As illustrated in the
chapter, higher education policy has traditionally been closely related to the main policy objective of try-
ing to preserve the spatial distribution pattern of the population. Hence, the establishment of HEIs in
various regions throughout the country has been a central characteristic of higher education policy
during the last three decades. Studies show that this policy was successful for the regional distribution
of those attending higher education. Still, the main centres of the R&D activities are in the
Oslo/Akershus and in the Trondheim (Sør-Trøndelag) regions. 

114. At present, national policy is more oriented towards stimulating the role of HEIs in the econo-
mic development of the regions. Hence, three national agencies are currently administering various
policy instruments targeted to promote regional collaboration between HEIs, industry and society (see
also chapter 5). At the institutional level, present developments include closer cooperation both between
HEIs located within the same region, and between HEIs and other regional partners. The competition
along the geographical dimension seems to be increasing.

4.2 Public policy concerning the regional dimension – an overview

115. At present, the Norwegian Government works along four main strategies concerning regional
development in general:

• Securing favourable and predictable conditions for business 

• Promoting innovation in all parts of the country 

• Supporting growth where growth and growth potential exist 

• Decentralising power and means in order to facilitate local and regional solutions to local and 
regional challenges.

116. In Norway, local and regional development has traditionally been regarded as a policy objective
in its own right – as it contributes to the preservation of the geographical/ spatial distribution pattern of the
population (“bosettingsmønster”), which has been a core policy objective during most of the 20th Century.

117. However, attempts to establish regions as a separate policy level, with county level policy insti-
tutions (“fylkeskommune”), and regional centres, came as late as in the 1970s, combined with a regional
democratically elected assembly, seen as a large scale version of the small scale Norwegian municipality.
Hence, “regional policy”, promoting regional autonomy (regionalization), is a relatively late develop-
ment in Norway. Instead, “regional policy” is traditionally conceived as a central (state level) policy of
national geographical/spatial distribution, called “district policy”. 

118. Accordingly, in almost all areas of Norwegian policy thinking and decision-making – including
higher education policy, regional distributional impacts of central level policy is an important issue and
often requires coordinated actions between various ministries, between ministries and counties and bet-
ween counties and municipalities. Such coordination has always been seen as important, but also as a
challenge in Norwegian regional policy, mostly due to a weakly developed policy apparatus at the county
level. The Storting has in general followed the regional distribution policy rather closely. 

119. Following this, throughout the last 30 years, national policies have focused on enhancing the eco-
nomic and cultural role of higher institutions in their respective regions. County level policy initiatives are
increasingly more engaged in the shaping of regional innovation systems including the higher education
institutions, which are perceived as key institutions for the economic, social and cultural development of regions. 
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4.3 Location of higher education and the regional dimension

120. Before the Second World War, the major institution of higher education in Norway was the
University of Oslo. In addition, there were more specialized institutions with the National Institute of
Technology (NTH) in Trondheim as the most important, plus teacher training colleges spread across
the country. After World War II, three new universities were established in different parts of the coun-
try: In Bergen, Trondheim, and Tromsø. Concerning the University of Tromsø, the aim was to develop
the northern part of Norway (often referred to as “Northern Norway”), which was seen as lagging
behind and experiencing population and economic decline. Thus, this decision clearly had regional
development as a main objective. 

121. The regional role of higher education was also explicitly addressed in by the Ottosen commission,
appointed by the government in 1965 to suggest further strengthening of higher education in Norway.
The reports from the commission paved the way for the expansion in the number of HEIs in the regi-
ons, coordinated by regional councils for higher education. Hence, the majority of the HEIs established
in the last thirty years have had regional policy objectives alongside educational ones. Local stakehol-
ders, politicians and industrialists have also lobbied heavily for the establishment of such new HEIs.
The rapidly increasing demand for higher education in the post-war period in addition led to strong
growth in the capacity of the sector. Berglund (2004) has e.g. shown how the new HEIs mostly attracted
students from within their regions, and that the “regional student market” is still very important for
these HEIs. 

122. These new establishments were also partly meant to reduce the pressure on the existing 
universities. However, throughout the 1980s, the many small regional HEIs led to demands for a better
regional national coordination. This process culminated with the merger within the college sector, ideas
of a “Network Norway” of higher education (see chapter 2), and a division of labour between universi-
ties/specialized university institutions on the one side and the new university colleges on the other.
Studies have shown that as a means to creating “decentralised regional centres” with considerable posi-
tive impact on both public and private service sectors within the region (e.g. with respect to stimulating
industry and business establishments, to increasing the level of competence within the region, and to
creating a more flexible labour market), this policy was a success (Sæther et al 2000).  

123. At present, national policy is more oriented towards stimulating the role of higher education
institutions in the economic development of the regions, including culture oriented and other types of
services (see chapter 5). In addition, the funding system rewards institutions that are able to attract stu-
dents and keep them throughout the whole period of study. This in turn has, inter alia, triggered seve-
ral institutional attempts to overcome competition by entering into even larger merger operations, either
by attempting to launch new (network-based) universities, to merge existing universities (and university
colleges) with (other) university colleges, or through networks of university colleges offering joint
degrees, etc.  

124. Following the establishment, upgrading and growth of the regionally based HEIs, Norway also
saw the emergence of regionally based research foundations throughout the 1980s. These foundations
have a small core funding from the Ministry of Trade and Industry (in the past these foundations recei-
ved their core funding from the Ministry of Education and Research), but are mostly engaged in project
based research, with a variety of funding, partly from central research funds – partly from the counties
or other regional and local actors. Some of these institutions have grown and evolved into competitors
with the national level research institutions. However, there are major differences in regional R&D
intensity: the Oslo/Akershus and Trondheim (Sør-Trøndelag) regions having most of the R&D spen-
ding over the last twenty years (Berglund 2004).  
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4.4 Policy tensions along the regional dimension  

125. One tension within higher education up until the late 1990s is associated with the idea of a
“Network Norway” (see chapter 2), the cause of the conflict being the national restrictions on regional
ambitions to develop existing university colleges into universities. Following the Quality Reform, this
tension is mostly solved through the establishment of NOKUT, and the general criterion that academic
quality shall decide institutional status. However, following the Quality Reform, a central criterion for
becoming a new university is also that two out of four required ph.d programmes should have “regional
relevance and national significance”. This requirement may prove challenging for HEIs to fulfil in their
effort to obtain university status. Studies show, for example, that during the last thirty years the profiles
of the study programmes offered in the various regions in Norway have become more similar to each
other (Berglund 2004). To find areas with a unique “regional relevance” could thus prove rather diffi-
cult, even if some institutions have managed to establish niches of their own. The establishment of new
universities may also create new tensions in the system linked to the distribution of resources for rese-
arch. At present, there is no policy directed at limiting academic drift.  

126. The Quality Reform did not introduce any particular incentive mechanism directly rewarding
HEIs’ efforts to build regional networks with firms and county administration. On the other hand, the
enhanced autonomy of the HEIs, combined with increased competition between them seems to stimulate
regional collaboration and consolidation not only between neighbouring institutions, but also between
HEIs and publicly funded regional research centres (see Chapter 5). However, one result might be that
competition between regions will increase in the future.

4.5 Policy initiatives to stimulate and promote regional collaboration

127. The Quality Reform has had clear implications for the regional collaboration patterns between
higher education institutions, industry, government and civil society. Firstly, the reform stimulates the
competition for students between HEIs. Thus, institutions have to improve quality and relevance in
order to attract and keep their students, especially students in the regions. Provided that they succeed,
this is intended to stimulate regional development through study programmes more tailored to regional
needs (see also the description of the new funding system in chapter 7).  

128. Secondly, following the Quality Reform, a new framework for regulating HEIs’ external relati-
ons and externally-oriented activities has been established (“randsonevirksomhet”). This new frame-
work provides HEIs with tools to be more proactive in external project acquisition, and to create reve-
nue related to such activities. For example, some higher education institutions have established inde-
pendent foundations for their external relations enabling them to improve the management and organi-
zation of externally oriented and financed projects.

129. Thirdly, the reform stimulates commercialization of ideas and results from research conducted
by HEIs. In the future this may stimulate starts-ups and spin-offs in the vicinity of HEIs. It should also
be mentioned that some HEIs have been involved in setting up science parks in their vicinity. Increased
emphasis on commercialization combined with state funding has also led some institutions to set up
technology transfer offices, which are expected to yield regional benefits (see also chapter 5). To fur-
ther stimulate this development, four new regional commercialization funds will be set up in 2005. 

130. Moreover, there are three main national agencies administering policy instruments targeted to
promote regional collaboration between HEIs and industry: the Research Council of Norway (RCN),
Innovation Norway (previously called the Norwegian Industrial and Regional Development Fund) and
SIVA - the Industrial Development Corporation of Norway. All three agencies fund research and innova-
tion programmes and activities which directly or indirectly stimulate regional collaboration. 
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131. Central initiatives with explicit regional orientation are (see also chapter 5):

• FORNY: Commercialisation of higher education sector’s ideas and intellectual property rights 
(see point 5.7 for more information)

• MOBI: A part of this programme funds R&D projects involving university colleges and firms 
located in the same region (see point 5.7 for more information)

• SIVA is co-owner in more than 60 innovation centres in Norway, like science and research 
parks, knowledge parks, business gardens, as well as venture capital and seed financing 
institutions, and it functions as an exchange for sharing of industrial and innovative approaches.
SIVA has invested about NOK 300 mill. (about 50 mill. USD) in these innovation centres. Those
who participate are more than 1,000 stakeholders, including private investors, industrial 
corporations, HEIs and other important R&D institutions. This makes these centres important 
networking hubs for companies, investors and R&D environments.

• VS 2010 stimulates companies to collaborate with researchers in organisational development 
and innovation processes, triggering internal-and network-based innovation potential in 
companies, especially on a regional level. This is emphasised through a focus on union/
employer federation participation, and development coalition, both in network and regional 
partnerships.

• ARENA contributes to increased innovation and wealth creation through cooperation between 
business companies, knowledge providers and the public sector. The programme is intended 
for regional clusters based on a concentration of firms within a business sector and relevant 
R&D and other knowledge institutions, and where there is a potential for strengthening the 
interaction between these parties.

• CENTRE OF EXPERTISE (pilots): Increases regional and national competitiveness, through 
strengthening regional core competence. This is conducted by triggering formal collaboration 
in a triple-helix scope.

132. There was a re-organisation of the Research Council of Norway in 2003 (sea also point 5.7),
which included the establishment of the regional office of RCN as a partner in the regional programme.
This is expected to lead to better integration between HEIs and industrial and science parks in the regi-
ons. The potential of these regional level partnerships and programmes is to develop strategies – enhan-
cing the strengths of the region, supporting the development of regional innovation systems, and pro-
moting industrial development and innovation. 

133. The reforms and instruments mentioned above are intended to stimulate the evolution of
stronger and more pro-active regional HEIs. However, an important factor in the current situation is
demographic changes, leading to decline in the number of young students in certain peripheral regions.
The dynamics of the emerging responsiveness to “student market” signals may reverse this trend, but
this remains to be seen. 
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Chapter 5

The role of higher education in 

research and innovation
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5.1 Introduction

134. This chapter provides information on the role of higher education in research and innovation.
Key points in the chapter are the division of labour between higher education and research
centres/institutes in Norway (with the latter as a major actor in R&D/R&I), the steady share in overall
resources and time spent on research by individual staff, and the strong policy interest in stimulating
research and innovation further in recent years, especially in the fields of science and technology.  

135. The chapter shows that at universities, time spent on research by the individual academic staff
has been fairly stable during the last 20 years (with some disciplinary differences), and that the share of
basic research of total R&D expenditure also has been rather constant in the same period. On the policy
side, several policy initiatives have been taken to stimulate research and innovation. Examples include
the launch of a strategy for stimulating education and research training in science and technology in
2002 (see point 5.5), the reorganisation of the Research Council of Norway (RCN) in 2003 (see point
5.7), and the development of a comprehensive policy for innovation launched in 2004 (see point 5.8).
HEIs are currently active in developing technology transfer offices (or similar type of bodies), new cour-
ses and study programmes, and have shown increased interest in establishing new partnerships with
industry and business as a response to the new policy. 

5.2 A broad overview

136. Higher education institutions play a central role in the Norwegian research and innovation sys-
tem. They contribute to the development of skills and formal qualifications, they educate researchers,
and they conduct research and development activities, either in-house, or in collaboration with other
universities, research centres/institutes and enterprises nationally and internationally. 

137. The higher education sector and the research centre/institute sector are of equal size as far as
R&D is concerned, with industry as the dominant sector (see annex figure 5.2 ). Most of the publicly
funded R&D full-time employment (FTE) years within the humanities and medical disciplines are con-
ducted in the higher education institutions, while most of the publicly funded R&D FTE-years in engine-
ering, aqua-related sciences and agriculture are conducted in Norwegian research centres/institutes
(see figure 5.3 in annex). R&D FTE-years in natural sciences are about equally shared between higher
education institutions and public research institutes. 

138. Since the end of the 1990s, Norwegian R&D and innovation policy has been focusing on the
need to increase national investments in R&D; to enhance commercialisation of research results from
higher education institutions; to improve the quality of research and higher education; to promote net-
working and integration between academia and the private sector nationally and internationally, and to
stimulate interest in education and R&D in science and technology. This development is strongly influ-
enced by international policy trends in general, and by trends within the OECD and the European
Union in particular. 

139. The increasing focus on the role of the higher education sector in society has led to substantial
changes in the legislative basis regulating the internal organization of the sector (see below). 

5.3 The teaching – research balance

140. In Norwegian universities, 59 per cent of the working hours are spent on teaching and research
in 2000 (Smeby 2001)15. 30 per cent of the working hours within the higher education sector were spent
on teaching, whereas 29 per cent were spent on research. Academic supervision of students accounts

15 These numbers were stipulated prior to the implementation of the Quality Reform. This reform might have changed the picture

(recent data do not exist).
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for 13 per cent of the total working hours, while administration represents 17 per cent. 11 per cent is spent on
remaining work categories16. According to OECD guidelines in the Frascati manual, administration of research
and research supervision should be included as part of R&D. Given the categories above, this would result in an
average of about 40 per cent of working hours spent on R&D for academic staff in universities and in specialised
universities.

141. Although there are no recent data on the balance of efforts between teaching and research in univer-
sity colleges, data from the late 1990s indicate that the share of the working hours spent on research is much
lower in the university colleges than at universities (respectively 20 versus 30 per cent). There is currently a
policy debate in Norway about whether, and to what level, the research efforts in university colleges ought to
increase, due to the impact this might have for the distribution of resources for research in Norwegian higher
education.  

142. For all university disciplines except engineering17, there has been a decrease in the individual time
spent on teaching from 1981 to 2000. Regarding supervision, the opposite pattern emerges: All disciplines,
except engineering18 have had a considerable increase in time spent on supervision from 1981 to 2000. The
number of supervised students has increased from an average of 4 supervised students per academic staff
member in 1981, to 6.4 supervised students per academic staff in 2000, which represents a 60% growth. 

143. Regarding working hours spent on research, the pattern is more fragmented. In the period 1981-2001,
the share of working hours spent on research in the humanities increased, while in the social sciences and the
natural sciences, the working hours in research remained unchanged. On the other hand, the share of wor-
king hours spent on research in medicine and engineering19 has decreased from 1981 to 2000.

144. There are significant differences in the distribution of work tasks between the various types of acade-
mic positions, although the variances are more or less as expected. Professors use the least time on teaching
(27%), whereas assistant professors teach the most (34-40%). Regarding supervision and administration activities
the opposite pattern emerges. Professors spend more time on administration and supervision than assistant
professors. Distributed on gender, it seems that men and women spend almost the same amount of time on
research (29% and 28% respectively), while women spend more time on teaching than men (33% and 29%
respectively).

145. The Norwegian Association of Students has requested that the integration of students in innovation
and research should be given higher priority as a consequence of the Quality Reform. Issues mentioned are
the inclusion of students in research and innovation projects conducted by academic staff, and more emphasis
on the acquisition of skills required for entering a labour market which is more focused on innovation and
entrepreneurship (StL 2004). 

5.4 Major sources of funds for research

146. The total expenditure on R&D performed by Norwegian higher education amounted to slightly over 6
billion NOK in 2003 (see figure 5.1 below, and figure 5.2 in annex). 

16 Remaining work categories comprise museum, effectuation and professional vocational exercise.
17 There is no available figure for engineering from 1981, but there has been an increase in time spent on teaching from 29% in 1991 to 

34% in 2000.
18 There is no available figure for engineering from 1981, but there has been a decrease in time spent on supervision from 18% in 1991 to 

15% in 2000. 
19 There is no available figure for engineering from 1981, but there has been a decrease in time spent on research from 29% in 1991 to 23%

in 2000.
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147. The universities’ proportion of total R&D expenditure in higher education was 77 per cent,
while the specialized university institutions and the university colleges accounted for 12 and 11 per cent
respectively (data for 2001). The share of R&D expenditure performed by university colleges is increa-
sing rapidly (but from a rather low level), as a consequence of the legal amendment (2002) allowing
institutions to build up research capacity and apply for accreditation of their own ph.d programmes.
Consequently, the universities and specialized university institutions are no longer the only institutions per-
forming R&D within higher education.

Figure 5.1 Canalisation of R&D funding in 2001 from source to performing sector. 
Billion NOK. 

148. Total R&D expenditure at the four Norwegian universities increased from 
1 billion NOK in 1981 to somewhat more than 4.8 billion NOK in 2001. In constant prices, this corres-
ponds to a growth in R&D expenditure at the universities of about 100 per cent. 

149. Social sciences and medicine experienced the largest growth over the twenty year period and
the natural sciences the least. This has caused changes in the scale and distribution of science discipli-
nes throughout the period. In 1981, R&D resources for the humanities, social sciences, and engineering
and technology were about the same, whereas today the social sciences are by far the largest discipline
of the three. Total expenditure on R&D was about the same for the natural and medical sciences in
1981, while medical sciences was the science field with the most R&D resources in 2001. 

150. There are two main types of sources for R&D funding in the higher education sector; General
University Funds (GUF) and funding from external sources. In 2001, GUF funding constituted about 62
per cent of total R&D expenditure within the higher education sector. For 2002 and 2003, returns on
investments from the Research Fund contributed to a growth in GUF, as one third of the research fund
profits was channelled directly into the higher education sector, and mainly to the universities. 
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151. External funding accounted for 38 per cent of total R&D expenditure within the higher education
sector, an 11 per cent increase from 1999 in constant prices, while GUF funding remained unaltered
from 1999 to 2001. The most important source for external R&D funding in 2001 was the Research
Council of Norway, with about 1 billion NOK, or about 42 per cent of the external funding, and about 16
per cent of the overall funding. The funding from the Research Council increased by 22 per cent from
1999 to 2001 in constant prices. 

152. The private sector is the second most important external funding source, and private funding
increased by 14 per cent in the period 1999-2001 in constant prices, mainly due to a significant increase
in funds from oil companies. Government and other national sources also constitute substantial funding
sources for R&D conducted in the higher education sector. 

153. Norwegian researchers in higher education  also participate in EU research. The overall EU
contribution to Norwegian participants in the 5th Framework programme amounted to 248 million Euro
(NIFU STEP, Technopolis 2004). Though important strategically, EU funding is thus not a source of
decisive importance for the Norwegian higher education sector.  

154. The share of basic research of the total R&D expenditure in the Norwegian higher education
sector has been rather steady from 1981 to 2001 (see figure 5.4 in annex). The universities have the
main responsibility for ensuring the scope and quality of basic research in Norway. In 2001, basic rese-
arch represented about half of the R&D conducted at the universities. R&D conducted at the specialized
university institutions and the university colleges has a more applied character. For these institutions,
basic research constituted about one third and one sixth of their research activities, respectively20. The
variations in type of R&D activity between groups of institutions are partly due to differences in acade-
mic traditions. Basic research represents the largest share of research conducted in the humanities and
the natural sciences, and the smallest share of research conducted in engineering, technology and agri-
cultural sciences.

5.5 R&D in different fields – the challenge concerning natural sciences

155. Like several other OECD countries, Norway is facing a challenge in keeping up its R&D activity
within the natural sciences (including mathematics and technology). The problem is multifaceted and
includes, inter alia, problems relating to the recruitment to higher education, to the competence of tea-
chers in primary and secondary education in science subjects, to the recruitment of academic staff in
these fields, and to attracting women to study science and technology. All this is in turn affecting R&D-
activities in these sciences. As a response to the recruitment challenge, the Ministry of Education and
Research has developed a strategic plan to raise the status and level of activity in the natural sciences
and in technology throughout the whole education system (“Realfag, naturligvis – strategi for styrking
av realfagene 2002-2007”). The plan, launched in 2002 and later updated, identified several measures
intended to improve the foundation for R&D conducted within these fields. Among the measures are:

• An increase by 1600in the number of new ph.d fellowships within the natural sciences and 
technology in the period 2003-2007, with the aim of ‘producing’ 1100 ph.ds annually in these 
fields. From 2004 onwards, institutions with good results in technology will receive a larger 
share of the new positions.

• An increase in the number of women recruited to science and technology studies

• Strengthening the teacher training in science, technology and innovation

• Creation of new national centres intended to stimulate interest in, dissemination of knowledge 
on, and R&D-cooperation in, the natural sciences. 

20 There are, however, substantial differences between the specialized university institutions concerning their R&D-activity and profile. 
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156. The basis for these initiatives has been growing concerns about the status of science and tech-
nology among students, and, not least, the status of R&D in the sciences during the latter decade (see below).

5.5.1 R&D resources by scientific fields 

157. In the period from 1995 to 2001, current R&D expenditure in total increased by 3 percent in
fixed prices (see table 5.1 in annex). Still, there are some noticeable differences between the fields.
Medicine, social sciences and natural sciences are the areas were most of the resources are found. The
data also disclose that major changes have taken place in the period concerning the distribution of cur-
rent R&D expenditure between the fields: While medicine, social sciences and technology have experi-
enced an increase during the period of 4.2, 5.1, and 3.5 per cent respectively, natural sciences has expe-
rienced a decrease in current R&D expenditure of 0.8 per cent. Hence, the natural sciences’ share of
the current R&D expenditures also decreased from 26 to 21 per cent from 1995 to 2001 (see table 5.1 in
annex). On this basis, there has been an increased political concern for the sustainability and growth of
R&D within the natural sciences.

158. In general, the level of external funding varies between research fields. The agricultural scien-
ces have the highest share of external funding, of about 50 per cent. This type of funding is also impor-
tant in the natural sciences, engineering and technology. In medical sciences, funding from “other sour-
ces” is also important, the main sources being private charity foundations such as the Norwegian
Cancer Society and the Norwegian Council of Cardiovascular Disease.

5.5.2 R&D workforce

159. The problem concerning the natural sciences can also be identified when looking at the R&D
workforce in higher education (see table 5.2 in annex). In 2001, about 7 500 full time equivalent (FTE)
R&D man-years were registered in the higher education sector. In general this represents an increase
of 8 per cent in total from 1995 to 2001. R&D performed by researchers / scientists also increased more
than R&D performed by support staff (technicians / administrators) during the same period. The rese-
archers / scientists represented 75 per cent of total R&D FTE in the higher education sector in 2001,
showing little change from earlier years. 

160. However, the distribution of the work force between the different fields shows clear variations
over time. Table 5.2 (in annex) shows a 14 per cent decrease in the R&D workforce within the natural
sciences from 1995 to 2001, while fields such as medicine and social sciences experienced a growth of
almost 20 per cent in the same period. 

161. Concerning tenure, the humanities have the highest percentage of tenured qualified academic
staff while the medical sciences have the least. In engineering and technology, recruitment personnel
has a higher share of FTE in R&D than any other staff category. Physicians and other hospital person-
nel at the university hospitals make an important contribution to the R&D performed in the medical 
sciences. There has been a trend for some years – in Norway as well as internationally – that R&D 
performed by support staff is decreasing compared to R&D performed by researchers. The agricultural
sciences had the highest proportion of support staff in 2001, and also the highest percentage of exter-
nally funded researchers.

5.6 Policies and methods to stimulate research competition

162. The Research Council of Norway (RCN) is the most important external funding source for the
higher education institutions. Higher education institutions compete with public research institutes for
RCN’s R&D programme funds in many different research areas (through publicly announced tenders).
This is an arena in which competition and collaboration between higher education institutions and
public research institutes often occur simultaneously. The Norwegian higher education sector also com-
petes internally and externally through its participation in EU funded research (see also chapter 10). 
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163. R&D project acquisitions, funded by the private sector, and in particular by the oil companies, is
another area where universities may compete with research institutes and with other knowledge intensive
businesses. 

164. Increased institutional autonomy after the Quality Reform seems to have stimulated a dynamic
readjustment of alliances and collaboration patterns between higher education institutions and public
research institutes. In addition, Norwegian HEIs are currently in the process of establishing more inde-
pendent units and foundations that also might conduct commissioned research, and, thus, de facto become
competitors to the public research institutes. The evidence so far, however, shows that there is a strong
tendency for universities, colleges and institutes to build alliances instead of doubling the set of R&D-
capabilities within regions. Yet, the competition between regions seems to increase.  

165. There are huge institutional variations concerning how internally funded research is assessed
in Norwegian higher education. While some institutions do not have systems for such assessment,
others have implemented quite strict routines. Externally funded R&D programme research, however,
undergoes strict ex ante evaluation at a project proposal level (peer reviews) and ex post through evalu-
ation of the results and impact of R&D programmes regularly conducted under the auspices of the
Research Council of Norway. The same is also true for the research conducted within the EU’s
Framework Programmes. 

166. The Research Council of Norway organized and implemented ambitious and big scale evaluati-
ons of Norwegian research in all major scientific disciplines in the period 1994-2004. The evaluation
teams invariably consisted of international professionals and scientists. Bibliometric methods have been
applied together with more qualitative evaluation methods and peer review techniques. These evaluati-
ons revealed that several disciplines/fields of science held high standards (e.g. in mathematics, informa-
tion science and chemistry), but also pointed to weaknesses in the Norwegian science base and in the
higher education sector in particular21.  

167. There are some direct links between assessment of research quality and allocation of research
funds to the higher education institutions. A recent establishment of Centres of Excellence at various
HEIs was based on an assessment of research quality, and research projects funded through the
Research Council of Norway always use external assessment as a decisive means for selecting projects
for funding. (For a detailed description of the funding formula for Norwegian HEIs, see chapter 7. For a
detailed description of institutional autonomy concerning resource distribution, see chapter 8).

5.7 Changes in research funding and organisation 

168. The total expenditure in R&D performed in Norway amounted to 24.5 billion NOK in 2001,
which constitutes 1.6 per cent of GDP. Though one should bear in mind that this percentage is far below
the OECD average, it is noteworthy that R&D expenditures increased by 4.1 billion NOK from 1999 to
2001 (20 per cent increase). 

169. The private sector funded 51 per cent of total R&D expenditures in Norway in 2001, public fun-
ding was close to 40 per cent, while sources from abroad and other domestic sources contributed 9 per
cent. The share of R&D expenditures funded by the private sector increased during the 1990s, but was
fairly stable from 2001 to 2003. The share of R&D expenditure performed by the higher education sec-
tor and private sector increased throughout the 1990s, and has continued to increase since then.

21 Brofoss (2004: 23-25) has summed up some of the evaluations, and found that general weaknesses could be found in how 

Norwegian research is organised and managed: the many small research groups, little cooperation between research groups, 

and a lack of younger academic staff to meet challenges related to retirements in the next decade.  
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170. The Quality Reform has had consequences for the relations both between university colleges
and universities, and between the higher education sector and other research institutions. In the wake
of the 2002 amendments of the 1995 University and Colleges Act, some university colleges are applying
for university status, and so far, one, in Stavanger, has succeeded. 

171. Concerning organisational restructuring, the reorganisation of the Research Council of Norway
(RCN) implemented in September 2003 represents a new orientation in research and innovation policy
processes. This reorganisation established three new cross-sectoral departments within the RCN (the
division for science, the division for strategic priorities and the division for innovation). The primary
objectives for the reorganisation are to safeguard basic research and innovation directed research in a
better way, and to improve the coordination across sectors and between basic and applied R&D. The
new structure is also intended to improve communication between levels of hierarchy, and to simplify
the management structure. An underlying rationale for the new structure is to make it easier to grasp
new societal trends and competence needs.

5.8 Stimulating cooperation between higher education and industry

172. In Norway, close cooperation between higher education and industry is seen as vital for stimu-
lating innovation and development in industry. Examples of the mutual benefits of such cooperation
include increased utilisation of R&D in industry, the creation of new networks, and increased staff mobi-
lity between the sectors. Increased cooperation between higher education and industry can also stimulate
more relevant research and education, and quicker adaptation of new knowledge in business and indus-
try. Hence, in later years, an increased political emphasis on higher education – industry cooperation
can be noticed.

173. In 2004 the Norwegian Government presented a plan for a comprehensive innovation policy.
This plan is based on the need to create more knowledge-intensive industry and business, and to see
the various policy sectors and areas in relation to each other. The argument is that innovation processes
involve a wide range of private and public players and institutions within regional, national and internati-
onal innovation systems, and that rapid knowledge and technology development within higher education
is one of the basic foundations for innovation, for the ability to compete in a dynamic market, and for the
national wealth creation. Stimulating cooperative research between higher education and industry is
hence one of the central priorities within this plan, as well as the vision of the Government that the
Norwegian education system should be among the best in the world.
To follow up the Government vision of creating more new start-ups with potential for growth, a separate
strategy for entrepreneurship in education has also been launched. Central objectives in this strategy are:

• To create a comprehensive and integrated policy for entrepreneurship by stimulating cooperation
between the public and the private sector

• To increase cooperation between higher education and business and industry

• To focus on entrepreneurship in regional development (see also chapter 4).

• To increase links across national borders, and to stimulate the creation of networks, 
partnerships and collaboration schemes in higher education.   

174. There is a variety of measures and instruments launched to promote R&D cooperation between
higher education and industry (see also chapter 4). The three main policy instruments are: MOBI
Innovation Programme, FORNY, other user-oriented programmes and SkatteFUNN, all of which are
administered by the Research Council of Norway.
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175. The MOBI Innovation Programme - Mobilisation for R&D-related Innovation (2002 - 2009):
MOBI is an ‘umbrella’ programme covering several smaller programmes. The main objectives are to
encourage training, innovation and added value in companies with little experience in R&D, through 
co-operation with R&D teams in higher education or in public research institutes or other relevant
public and private sector development agencies. The programme is of an experimental nature and is 
targeted towards stimulating regional innovation processes. MOBI’s target groups are companies with
little experience of R&D and little R&D competence, irrespective of sector, industry or size. An impor-
tant task for MOBI is to influence the ways in which academia work and disseminate results, as well as
their culture of co-operation, so that companies will be capable of exploiting their sources of knowledge
to a much greater extent than hitherto. Staff mobility between the sectors through adjunct professor
positions is one of the measures emphasised in this programme.

176. One of the programmes within the MOBI target area is the ‘Industrial University College
Programme’. This programme is targeted towards a closer interplay and mutual competence develop-
ment between SMEs and the university colleges, and will contribute to improving the regional innovative
capabilities in both the SMEs and the university colleges. MOBI’s budget was recently significantly
reduced due to changes in regional policy.

177. FORNY’s target group is comprised by employees at higher education institutions who have
good, but latent ideas for commercialisation projects. FORNY is designed to encourage students, resear-
chers and research administrators to focus more attention on the potential for commercialization of
research results. This initiative is targeted towards linkages between higher education and new start-
ups or towards the creation and exploitation of immaterial property rights. RCN’s user-oriented R&D
programmes provide an incentive to universities to collaborate with the private sector. Companies have
to finance a substantial share of R&D project expenditures. 

178. SkatteFUNN is a tax credit measure introduced in 2002. Small and medium-sized firms (SMEs)
are the primary recipient of this measure, with the right to claim 20 percent of their expenses on inter-
nal R&D-projects within a predetermined baseline of 4 million NOK each, or 8 million NOK if the R&D
project involves collaboration with an approvable R&D institution. Hence, SkatteFUNN provides an
incentive to collaborate with approved institutions in the higher education sector or with public research
institutes. 

179. In addition to these broad instruments, more targeted measures have been launched to create
new partnerships and networks, and to stimulate staff mobility between the sectors. Some of these are:

• FRAM – a strategic leadership and management programme created to stimulate 
competitiveness and sustainability in SMEs. HEIs are intended to have a consultative and 
advisory role in this programme

• IVEL – a project intended to increase the ability of the enterprises to transform ideas into 
business within the ICT-sector. HEIs are intended to contribute with basic and applied 
knowledge in the process.

• Various study programmes and courses are also being developed either by HEIs themselves, 
or in cooperation with Innovation Norway or other partners. Some examples are the 
“Gründerschool” (Gründerskolen) and the “Academic Enterprise” (Akademikerbedrift). 
These programmes also address gender issues related to entrepreneurship.  
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5.9 Institutional responsibility for innovation and knowledge transfer

180. A key focus of Norwegian policy efforts to improve the role of higher education institutions in
innovation has involved adjusting the legal framework for commercializing academic research results,
and to enhance knowledge transfer in general. These legal changes have, amongst other things, led to
the establishment of Technology Transfer Offices (TTO) at universities in recent years. The TTOs are
meant to increase the knowledge diffusion between the higher education institutions and industry. The
overall aim is to transfer knowledge to society through the establishment of new business activities
based upon research results produced by employees at the institution. Through systematic research
based innovation such a unit will contribute to increased employment and competitiveness for
Norwegian industry. Although the TTOs are at different levels of development and implementation
across the six universities, they all possess four main functions:

1. to initiate and support work that may contribute to facilitate industrial research and 
development.

2. to be a competence centre for the universities and the research milieus as regards 
commercialization of research.

3. to manage Intellectual Property Rights at the universities.

4. to ensure and administer Intellectual Property Rights, and through this create a basis for the 
establishment of new business activities.

181. In 2002, the Research Council of Norway established a strategic programme for university col-
leges. This initiative constitutes around 120 million NOK for the period 2002-2006. This programme is
meant to stimulate high quality research in university colleges, particularly related to their regional
responsibility for innovation and knowledge transfer. 

182. The Norwegian Government has recently launched four new national seed capital funds in
order to nourish increased capital investments to all parts of the capital market. This market has been
characterized by a weakly developed infrastructure for administrators of seed and venture capital. The
new funds will be established close to existing universities (Oslo, Bergen, Trondheim and Stavanger),
but will be open to invest in innovation projects in all parts of the country. The proposal implies that the
funds will be financed on a 50/50 basis between public and private actors. The new funds are targeted at
innovation projects, including projects at higher education institutions. Together with the recently esta-
blished Technology Transfer Offices at the universities these funds will probably contribute to increa-
sed commercialisation of academic results. The long term goal for this initiative is to support the esta-
blishment of competitive companies. 

5.9.1 Intellectual property rights

183. A key focus of Norwegian policy efforts to improve the role of higher education institutions in
innovation has involved adjusting the legal framework for commercializing academic research results.
Like in several other countries (Denmark, Germany, Austria, Japan, etc), Norwegian efforts have speci-
fically centred on improving conditions by giving the HEIs a new role concerning intellectual property
rights. However, efforts to promote the dissemination of results of academic research through commer-
cial channels have a long history in Norway. The general tendency of these efforts has been to increase
the rate and degree of exploitation of the science base in a way that improves the basis for economic
growth without undermining the traditional values and role of academia. The underlying premise has
been that the improvement of the interplay of academic research and market innovation processes can
be mutually fruitful and reinforcing. 
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5.9.2 Changes in the legal framework

184. In 2002, legislation on higher education was amended, and in 2003, the employees’ invention
law was amended. The first involves a set of changes that effectively expands the societal responsibiliti-
es of higher education institutions as regards the promotion of practical applications of research met-
hods and results, especially in industry. This is intended to promote better dissemination of ‘research
methods and results to public administration, culture and industry.’ 22

185. This change is complemented by more instrumental legislation. The second change was an
amendment of the employment law23 governing control of employee inventions, from which academic
researchers had hitherto explicitly been exempted. The measure removes the ‘professor’s privilege’
from the legal corpus, thus placing responsibility for commercialization of academic research on the
universities. The implementation of the regulation substantially changes the basis for commercializing
academic research in Norway, enabling HEIs to keep revenue from commercial activities. One aspect of
the Norwegian amendment is, however, that the researcher can reserve the right to publish instead of
patenting in given conditions (as well as in addition to patenting).

186. Recent Norwegian policy is therefore largely aimed at encouraging higher education instituti-
ons to commercialize research results by granting them title to resulting patents. This is in turn seen as
a step in the university responsibility to disseminate knowledge to society. The hope is that the changes
will improve incentives to get relevant research results disclosed, protected, and disseminated. 

22 Proposition 40 to the Odelsting: Ot prp. Nr 40 (2001-2002): Article 2 no. 4. emphasis added
23 Proposition No. 67 to the Odelsting (2001–2002). Amendment to increase the commercial exploitation of inventions. This 

amendment changes the ‘professor’s privilege’ (lærerunntaket) of Act No. 21 of 17 April 1970 relating to the right to inventions 

made by employees.
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Chapter 6

Equity in and through tertiary education
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6.1 Introduction

187. The chapter identifies the policies through which the tertiary education system helps advance
national equity objectives, as well as evidence on the links between the system and equity goals. The
chapter starts with a description of the Norwegian student body in, and graduates from, tertiary educa-
tion, including participation rates, completion rates and labour market outcomes. This is followed by a
presentation of the main national equity objectives and the main policies on tertiary education develo-
ped to advance these objectives. The chapter ends with a discussion of the linkages between the system
and the equity goals.

188. The main points in the chapter are that Norway has a highly educated population and a high
participation rate in tertiary education, which may imply a high level of equity in education in general.
Traditionally, the policy has been on developing universal arrangements and mainstreaming, rather
than on need-based or targeted policies. This includes the system of student finance, through which all
students enrolled in a tertiary study programme are entitled to financial support. There are no tuition
fees in public tertiary education.

189. Equity in education concerns both the access to, and the opportunities provided in the educati-
on system, as well as the actual results and outcomes of different groups of students. Norwegian educa-
tional policy has traditionally emphasised equity of opportunity. This may be illustrated by the geograp-
hical expansion and decentralisation of higher education in Norway, which has been a successful policy
measure for reducing geographic inequities in access to higher education (see also chapter 4). In addition,
the policies on adults, on people with disabilities or special needs, and on people with immigrant back-
grounds have all been focused on increasing participation in tertiary education. Recent policy changes
implemented as part of the Quality Reform, however, may indicate an increasing focus on equity of out-
come. The goal is to increase progression and graduation rates in tertiary education and to reduce
drop-out by improving the follow-up of students

6.2 Issues related to equity in tertiary education in Norway

190. Equity in tertiary education may be defined as principles or policies to ensure fairness to people
with impairments in providing them the opportunity to participate in and successfully complete studies
in tertiary education. This includes possible different treatment in order to achieve equity in practice.
Thus, equity in education is thus not only a question of access and opportunity to participate, it also 
concerns the actual results and outcomes for different groups of students in the education system. 

191. Students can differ along several dimensions that may have an impact on their need for special
measures or follow-up in the education system. If all where alike, equity in education would simply be a
question of providing equal distribution of educational resources to all students. But because students
are different both individually, and in terms of social, geographic and economic background, individual
learning needs will vary. To what extent and how such differences may be reduced through educational
policy measures are questions that researchers and policymakers are struggling to answer. Differences
in personal or family background may affect the student’s perception of the educational system, and the
need for information. Thus, in addition to discussing how equity is defined and what it covers, we might
discuss when equity in education should be measured. In general, inequities exist in all education sys-
tems and at all levels of education. 

24 There are exceptions to these rules of access to tertiary education which will be described later in the chapter.
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192. In tertiary education, students will as a rule have completed the prior levels of education in
order to gain access24. In other words, when we study equity in tertiary education we study a selected
group who have succeeded in the educational system. Those who have not succeeded and those who
for various reasons have chosen not to continue to tertiary education are not included. This should be
kept in mind to provide perspective in studies of equity in tertiary education.

193. Selection is important in all education systems. While the lower levels of education are compul-
sory in most OECD countries, access to the higher levels of the systems is normally restricted. Thus a
smaller share of the population is attending tertiary education than those in primary and secondary
education. However, the level of selectivity in the educational system varies between different countries.
In Norway, the level of selectivity is low in secondary education. All youth who have completed ten
years of compulsory education have a statutory right to upper secondary education and more than 90
per cent of the youth cohorts complete some form of upper secondary education, fully or partially.

6.3 Composition of the student body in Norway

194. In October 2003, there were approximately 210 000 students in higher education in Norway, of
whom approximately 60 per cent women. 70 per cent of the men were aged between 19 and 24, while 63
per cent of the women were in this age group. About 26 per cent of the women and 18 per cent of the men
were aged over 35. 

195. Compared to other countries, Norway has a relatively large share of students studying abroad.
In 2003, approximately 15 000 students were studying for a full degree abroad with financial support
from the State Educational Loan Fund, and about 5 500 students received financial support to participate
in exchanges or placements abroad (Ministry of Education and Research, 2003d).

196. In 2003, 7 500 students from the immigrant population were registered at Norwegian tertiary
education institutions. This represents 3.6 per cent of the student population. The majority were first
generation immigrants. However, the proportion of first generation immigrants in tertiary education is
much lower than that for people born in Norway to immigrant parents. 27 per cent of all 19-24 year-olds
born in Norway to immigrant parents were in tertiary education, compared to 18 per cent of first gene-
ration immigrants. The corresponding figure for all 19-24 year-olds in Norway irrespective of back-
ground was 29 per cent (Statistics Norway, 2004).

6.3.1 Participation rates

197. Entry to state tertiary education is regulated quantitatively and determined by the capacity of
the individual institution. The minimum requirement for admission is successful completion of
Norwegian upper secondary education with a minimum level of achievement in six basic subjects.
Admission may also be gained with other qualifications recognised as being on par with the general
matriculation standard. Some fields of study have additional entrance requirements (NOKUT, 2004).
After the implementation of the Competence Reform (see below), admission can also be granted on the
basis of individual assessment of the applicant’s formal, non-formal and informal qualifications, for those
aged 25 and above. 

198. Table 6.1 in the data annex presents participation rates in higher education (ISCED 5 and 6) by
population sub-group in 1992, 1997 and 2002. In 2002, 24 per cent of those aged 19-28 were enrolled in
higher education. In the age group 19–24 the participation rate was 28 per cent. In comparison, the par-
ticipation rate of those aged 19–28 in 1992 was 17 per cent. During the decade between 1992 and 2002
the participation rate thus increased in all age groups (see also chapter 2.8). 

55



199. Table 6.1 shows that the participation rate differs according to the students’ socio-economic
background. Students with parents with a higher education qualification have a higher participation rate
than students whose parents have no education beyond compulsory school. However, whether or not
the differences have increased, decreased or stayed unchanged during this decade, may be a matter of
discussion: Studies in the field have used different indicators to measure socio-economic background,
and the results may therefore be ambiguous.

200. In 1992, the participation rates were 36 cent among students whose parents have higher educa-
tion, and 6 per cent among students whose parents have no education beyond compulsory school. In
2002, the participation rates in the two groups had increased to 40 and 8 per cent respectively. The rela-
tive increase for students with parents having higher education was 11 per cent in the period, while stu-
dents whose parents had no education beyond compulsory school showed a 33 per cent increase. The
difference between the two groups was 30 percentage points in 1992 and 32 percentage points in 2002.
Thus, the statistics show little indication that students whose parents have no education beyond compul-
sory school are “catching up” on the students with parents with higher education.

201. Turning to the student’s geographical background, the statistics indicate a trend towards a
balance between students in higher education from urban and rural districts during the past decade.
This is mostly due to an opening of institutions in rural areas (see also chapter 4). In 1992 the participa-
tion rate among students living in urban districts was 20 per cent; twice as high as among students
living in rural areas. In 2002 this difference was almost eliminated; the participation rate among stu-
dents living in urban districts was 24 per cent, and 22 per cent among students living in rural areas. 
The increased participation rate among students from rural districts should be seen in relation to the
geographical distribution of the higher education institutions. Reducing geographical inequities in
access to education has been an important policy in Norway, and the statistics indicate that the decen-
tralisation policy has been successful in reducing these differences. Decentralised and flexible provision
has also contributed in this respect. These are study programmes offered by higher education institutions
as distance education, or as off-campus provision, or through extensive use of ICT, or through a combi-
nation of two or all of these.  

202. The gender differences in terms of participation in higher education have increased during the
last 20 years. In 1982, the participation rates were 16 per cent for men and 18 per cent for women. In
2002, they were 20 per cent for men and 27 per cent for women. Some of the gender difference in parti-
cipation may be explained by the fact that men enter military service shortly after completing upper
secondary education. However, as the table covers the age cohorts19-28, the military service cannot be
the sole explanation for these differences.

203. Compared to the majority population, the immigrants have a lower participation rate in tertiary
education. This is particularly apparent among first generation immigrants. In 2002 the participation
rate among the non-immigrant population was 25 per cent; among first generation immigrants the rate
was 11 per cent, and among the second generation immigrants (persons born in Norway with two foreign-
born parents) the rate was 23 per cent.

6.3.2 Higher education attainment rates

204. Table 6.2 shows percentages of the age group 30–34 who have completed higher education, by
population sub-group. The table shows an increase in the share with completed higher education from
1992 to 2002. In 1992, 24 per cent and in 2002, 35 per cent of all 30-34-year-olds had completed higher
education. It is particularly between 1997 and 2002 that the main increase has taken place. During this
period, the share of the population aged 30–34 with a higher education qualification increased by more
than 7 percentage points.
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205. Table 6.2 displays an obvious relation between educational attainment and socio-economic back-
ground. Among 30-34-year-olds whose parents have higher education average educational attainment is
much higher than among their contemporaries whose parents have no education beyond compulsory
school. Taking into account the social differences in participation in higher education displayed in table
6.1, the statistics are not surprising. In 2002, 66 per cent of the cohorts aged 30-34 had completed hig-
her education whereas only 13 per cent of the same cohorts whose parents have no education beyond
compulsory school had reached the same level of educational attainment. Although the rates vary
slightly during the period, the table indicates relatively stable social differences in attainment levels. 

206. The table also displays a clear difference in higher education attainment according to location.
In 2002, 38 per cent of 30–34-year-olds living in urban areas, and  22 per cent of 30–34-year-olds living in
rural areas had completed higher education. Differences in the labour market between urban and rural
districts probably accounts for most of this difference; urban districts containing more jobs where hig-
her education is required and thus attracting a higher proportion of the higher educated work force.

207. Higher education attainment in addition varies according to gender:  In 1992, 25 per cent of all
30-34-year-old women had completed higher education, compared 22 per cent of the men in these
cohorts. In 2002, this gap had increased from 3 to 9 percentage points for the corresponding cohorts; 
30 per cent higher education attainment for men vs. 39 for women. 

208. Significant differences in higher education attainment are also found between groups with and
without immigrant backgrounds. Looking at the attainment levels at three points in time, a slightly unclear
pattern is found among first generation immigrants. While the higher education attainment level was 22
per cent in 1992, the rate dropped to 13 per cent in 1997, and again increased to 20 per cent in 2002.
This changing pattern should be related both to the composition of the arriving immigrants, and to the
registration of educational background among arriving immigrants. During the past decade a large
share of the immigrant population have arrived as refugees, many of whom with little formal education.
In addition, the level of education among newly arrived immigrants is not always registered. In order to
be registered with a higher education qualification from abroad, the education must be recognized and
approved by the authorities, which may be a time consuming process. Both the composition of the
immigrant populations as well as registrations routines should thus be taken into consideration when
interpreting the educational attainment levels among the immigrant population. Generally speaking, the
immigrant population originating from Western countries has a higher level of educational attainment
than the immigrant population from non-Western backgrounds. This must be seen in relation both to
the reason for immigration (labour, asylum seekers, etc.), and to differences in educational opportunities
in the immigrants’ countries of origin. While immigrants from Western countries have well developed
education systems in their country of origin, a high proportion of immigrants from non-Western countries
arrive from countries without properly developed educational opportunities for all, and without a sufficient
level of education to enter tertiary education in Norway.

6.3.3 Labour market outcomes

209. Table 6.3 is constructed using data from the Norwegian Labour Force Survey (LFS). Due to
sample bias it is not possible to give any results on immigration status from this survey. The table
shows labour market participation by type of higher education degree completed (ISCED 5A, 5b and 6),
by population sub-group. In general, higher education graduates have high labour market participation
(for instance higher than among those with upper secondary education as their highest educational
level of attainment). The participation rate is around 90 per cent during the entire period. Comparing
the groups from different socio-economic background could indicate slightly lower participation rate
among those who have parents with higher education compared to those who have parents with no 
education beyond compulsory school. However, the differences are small and could be accidental. Men
have a higher participation rate than women, but the gender gap is relatively small and has remained
stable for the decade covered in the analysis. In 2002 the participation rate was 92 per cent for men and
87 per cent for women.
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6.3.4 Accumulation of inequities throughout the lifecycle?

210. Studies indicate that social inequities in Norway are more difficult to identify in overall statistics
on the lower levels of the educational system (due to e.g. statutory right to upper secondary education),
but that they become more visible in statistics on higher education. A study of participation rates in hig-
her education in 1997 among the cohort finishing compulsory education in 1989, found that while more
than 80 per cent of those with parents with a long higher education had continued to tertiary education,
the rate was only 17 per cent of those with parents with only compulsory education (7-9 years)
(Jørgensen, 2000). Some of these differences were produced by students choosing different tracks in
upper secondary education. Students from higher social backgrounds are overrepresented in the gene-
ral (academic) tracks and students from low social background are overrepresented in the vocational
tracks. But even among students who had completed a general track, preparing for tertiary education,
the share continuing to tertiary education was 92 per cent among those with parents with a long higher
education, and 67 per cent among those with parents with compulsory education.

6.4 National equity objectives

211. At least since World War II, Education for all has been an ambition and a goal in Norwegian
education policy. For higher education, the main national equity objectives may be divided in two
groups. Group 1 is policy focusing on increasing equity of opportunity by improving access to tertiary
education, while group 2 concerns increasing equity of outcome, and thus focuses more on equity in
tertiary education:

1) Increasing access to tertiary education among underrepresented groups. Special attention is 
directed to students with minority and immigrant backgrounds, and to students with special 
needs. Attention is also directed towards increasing gender equity in student choice in tertiary 
education.

2) Improve progression and completion rates in tertiary education, especially among under-
represented groups.

6.4.1 Policies through which the higher education system helps to advance the national equity objectives

212. In the following sections existing educational policies are presented and discussed in relation to
the national equity objectives. The policies presented includes recent policy changes in tertiary education;
policy on geographical equity of access; the system of student finance; gender differences in student
choice; policy on vocational rehabilitation; policies on increasing participation in tertiary education
among adults, among people with disabilities, and among people with immigrant backgrounds.

6.4.2 Policy in higher education: Equity and efficiency

213. The Norwegian higher education system is recognized for its high level of flexibility; students
have traditionally been allowed to combine different study programmes and to transfer quite easily bet-
ween tertiary education institutions. The public educational system is developed as an open system with
low entry barriers, no tuition fees and a high geographical distribution of institutions. Students only pay
a fee to the student welfare organisation (Studentsamskipnaden) (Eurydice, 1999)25. Thus, equal oppor-
tunities of access to tertiary education have a longstanding tradition in educational policy. 

25 The fee to the student welfare organisations at the different tertiary education institutions varies slightly. In autumn 2004 the 

fee was approximately NOK 350-410 (about 43-49 euro).
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214. On the other hand, it may be argued that the policy on progression and outcome of education
have received less attention. Traditionally Norwegian students have slow progression through the edu-
cational system and many are delayed by one or two years (Markussen & Aamodt in Statistics Norway,
2003). Low graduation rates have most likely been the price to pay for a flexible system allowing tempo-
rary breaks or “stop-outs” and changes of study programmes. Hence, one of the main goals in the
Quality Reform, implemented at all higher education institutions from the autumn term 200326, has been
to increase graduation rates and progression in higher education and to reduce drop-out by introducing
closer follow-up of individual students. This indicates a change in policy towards increased focus on
equity in and though higher education, in other words on equity of outcome.

215. As part of the Quality Reform a new degree structure is implemented, as of autumn 2003, with
a 3-year bachelor’s degree followed by a two-year master’s degree. The new degree structure may make
the Norwegian higher education system more easily comparable internationally, but it may also contri-
bute to increased efficiency in higher education due to the reduction in the length of study programmes
and the required follow-up of students within the new study programmes, for instance through the indi-
vidual education plans. 

6.4.3 Policy on geographical equity of access

216. Geographic accessibility in higher education has been a political concern since the expansion of
the sector in the 1960s and 1970s. The higher education institutions are distributed throughout all 19
counties. The decentralisation of tertiary education has contributed to establishing a large university
college sector, providing a popular alternative to the universities. In 2003, 38 per cent of the students
enrolled in tertiary education were enrolled in one of the (prior to 2005) four universities, while 47 per
cent were enrolled in one of the public university colleges (Statistics Norway, 2004). 

217. The political concern for a strong local and regional development of tertiary education has a
double basis: one concerns the geographical access for students; the other, and even more important, is
related to long-term habitation patterns, in that many choose to settle down in the area or region of the
higher education institution from which they graduate (Eurydice, 2003). 

218. Policy on geographic equity of access also concerns policy on access to higher education
among national minorities and indigenous peoples.27 The Sámi University College has a special responsi-
bility for Sámi teacher education and for training in traditional Sámi crafts (duodji). The creation and
existence of an entirely Sámi higher education institution was – and is – also an important measure for
the development of Sámi as a language of science and learning. State support is provided for the deve-
lopment of textbooks written in the Sámi language. 

6.4.4 Financial assistance to students

219. The State Educational Loan Fund (Lånekassen) was established in 1947 with the intention of
improving the social recruitment to education. Today, all students enrolled in a recognized tertiary level
study programme are entitled to financial aid, provided as grants and loans. Such support is also available
for students in higher education abroad. Student support is provided as a mixture of loans and grants. 

26 for all first-year students that is. The reform is described in chapter 2.5.
27 National minorities in Norway include the Sámi who are an indigenous people, Jews, Kven (people of Finnish descent living in 

northern Norway), the Roma/gypsies, the Romani people/travellers and Skogfinn (people of Finnish descent living in southern

Norway) (KRD, 2004). Since ethnic origin is not included in the national statistics, the knowledge of these peoples is scant and 

any statistical comparison between national minorities and majorities is limited.
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The loans are interest free during the studies, and have to be repaid over a period of maximum 20 years
after graduation. The loans and grants are intended to meet such expenses as housing, food and study
materials. Around 90 per cent of all Norwegian students in tertiary education take up a loan to cover
expenses while studying (Eurydice, 1999). In 2003, the State Educational Loan Fund distributed 5.7 billion
NOK in grants and 9.3 billion NOK in loans (The State Educational Loan Fund, 2004) (see also point 7.9). 

220. As part of the Quality Reform in higher education, the student support system went through a
major restructuring in autumn 2002 (see point 7.9). The changes include an increase in the total amount
of support, and the introduction of “progression dependent grants”; the basic grant is now obtained as a
loan that is converted into a grant depending on student progression. 

221. The question is to what extent this change may have an effect on inequity in and through tertiary
education. On one side, the changes may be considered as an improvement of the student support sys-
tem making it more affordable to pursue tertiary education. During the past three years there has been
an increase of cost for the state both due to the increase in total amount of annual support, but also
because of an increasing number of students receiving student support28.

6.4.5 Gender equity in higher education

222. Genuine gender equality is seen as an important goal for society as a whole as well as for edu-
cation and research. Today participation in higher education is female dominated (see table 6.1).
However, despite increased female participation in higher education, the gender differences in the choi-
ces of study programmes have remained mostly stable during the last decade. Both the Norwegian edu-
cation system and the labour market are recognized by strong gender segregation. Women dominate in
social and health-studies, in teaching, in the humanities and in social sciences, and there are few women
studying natural sciences, mathematics and information technology (Støren & Arnesen in Statistics
Norway, 2003). Positive measures have been taken in many higher education institutions in order to
increase the proportion of women in science and technology (BDF, 1997). The female dominated educa-
tion programmes have in general a lower rate of economic return to education compared to the traditional
male dominated studies. Taken into account the differences in economic returns, increasing gender
equity in the education system is one means of increasing economic equity between men and women in
a lifecycle perspective by reducing the gender wage gap.

223. Still, the female participation rate is not equally high at all levels of higher education. When
moving upwards in the academic system, the proportion of women decreases, a phenomenon known as
attrition or “the leaky pipeline”. At doctoral level, women are still underrepresented in many fields of
study – except in the arts, in education and in nursing – even though participation levels are increasing
in many fields.

224. The policy on gender equity in higher education is thus related to three issues: to reduce the
gender segregation in higher education, and to increase female participation and completion rates at the
master’s and doctoral levels, and to increase the share of female professors. All higher education institu-
tions are required to develop a strategy and formulate a plan of action on gender equality. (See table 6.4
on the percentage of women in academic staff.)

6.4.6 Policy on equity: Link between education and the labour market

225. A basic goal of ensuring economic wellbeing and integration in the Norwegian society for all
citizens is embedded in a general policy of lifelong learning and in particular, in a policy of an all inclusive

28 Between the academic year 2002-03 and 2003-04 the number of students in tertiary education receiving student support 

increased with almost 20 000.
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labour market (inkluderende arbeidsliv). Thus, central policies aimed at combating poverty and increa-
sing integration in society of immigrants, groups at risk, and individuals with disabilities or particular
needs, are designed to ensure participation in the labour market. Education and the labour market are
closely linked. Education is often used as a means to re-integrate people who are unemployed or on
social welfare into the labour market. 

226. The system of vocational rehabilitation is among the strategies used in order to help people re-
enter into the labour market through vocational training and education.29 In 2003 the average number of
places in vocational rehabilitation was about 77 600.30 The qualification part of vocational rehabilitation
covers a variety of measures from relatively short courses to higher education of up to three years. In
the first quarter of 2004, approximately 28 000 places were in ordinary education (all levels).31

227. In order to reduce the costs and increase the targeting, the vocational rehabilitation policy has
been altered during the past years. The changes include introducing limitations on the tuition fees cove-
red by the vocational rehabilitation scheme (2003), a minimum age limit of 26 years in order to enter a
vocational rehabilitation scheme (2004), and limitations on the maximum time in education covered by
the vocational rehabilitation scheme (2004). The main rule is that the right to paid education is now
limited to three years. To what extent the changes in the rules concerning vocational rehabilitation have
increased the targeting of the policy has not yet been evaluated.

6.4.7 Policy on increasing adult participation in higher education

228. The Competence Reform was initiated in 1999 (St. meld. Nr. 42, 1997-1998), and is still in pro-
gress through various initiatives and projects. The aim of the reform is to contribute towards meeting
the needs of society, of the workplace and of individuals for competences and skills. The Competence
Reform may be regarded as an incentive programme for lifelong learning (Egge, 1999). A central feature
of the Reform is the implementation of measures for documentation and assessing the combined for-
mal, non-formal and informal qualifications of the individual adult, to be used as a basis for professional
recognition and/or entry into further formal education. Non-formal learning may be acquired through
work, experience of working in organisations or through other informal learning. Schemes have been
developed that are valid both in the workplace and in the education system. This has been achieved
through collaboration between the social partners, the education system, study associations and private
providers of education (Ministry of Education and Research, 2003b). From 2001, adults have been able
to enter tertiary education on the basis of individual assessment of formal, non-formal and informal
qualifications (realkompetanse) for the study programme applied for. In 2002, the share of  those apply-
ing for admission to higher education based on their documented formal, non-formal and informal lear-
ning was 7 per cent, and they constituted about 5 per cent of those admitted (Helland & Opheim, 2004). 

29 To enter a vocational rehabilitation scheme the applicant’s ability to obtain employment income or possibility to choose 

occupation must be permanently reduced by at least 50 per cent due to illness, injury or defect. It is also a condition that 

vocational rehabilitation is considered necessary before the applicant can get and/or keep suitable work (ASD, 1997). 

The rules of the system are expressed in the National Insurance Act (Folketrygdloven).
30 Aetat (Public Employment Service) Annual statistics 2003. 
31 Aetat monthly statistics, quarter 1 2004. The number of places in higher education is not registered.
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6.4.8 Policy on increasing participation in tertiary education among people with disabilities

229. Access to tertiary education for disabled young people and adults is an area of great political
interest. In the period 1991-2002, there have been three national government action plans for people
with disabilities. These action plans have been run and monitored through close co-operation between
relevant ministries, including the Ministry of Social Affairs, the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of
Education and Research. Within the framework of the action plan, the Ministry of Education and
Research in 1998 required that all higher education institutions developed action plans at the institutional
level, with a view to ensuring equal access for students with disabilities. An evaluation has showed that,
in general, institutions have developed such plans, and that the requirement to produce such a plan has
led to better awareness of the issue, but that the implementation is still far from complete (Båtevik
2003). Since 1998, the HEIs are required to report on the implementation of their action plans for the
disabled in the annual budget reports to the Ministry, and the issue forms a regular part of the formal
annual meetings between the ministry and the HEIs.

230. In the White Paper “Dismantling of Disabling Barriers”, St.meld. nr. 40 (2002-2003), the
Government presents experiences and results from the national action plans as well as the strategies,
objectives and measures in its policy relating to persons with a reduced functional ability. While measu-
res and services implemented during the last decade has improved the situation among people with dis-
abilities, the White Paper also points out areas where more effort is needed in order to reach the policy
goals. This is especially related to increasing access to all parts of society.

231. Concerning higher education, the policy and measures expressed in the White Paper is to both
increase participation in tertiary education, and improve the transition from higher education into the
labour market for people with disabilities. Thus, the policy focuses on equity and integration in the edu-
cation system as well as in the labour market.

6.4.9 Policy on increasing participation in higher education among people with immigrant backgrounds

232. There are great differences between minority language and majority language pupils and stu-
dents throughout the education system, as regards school achievement, as well as participation and
completion rates. These differences are mostly found in stages prior to tertiary education. Reducing
these differences and increasing equity is a priority in the education policy, and some measures have
been implemented (see below). The Ministry of Education and Research launched a strategic plan in
2003 in order to improve learning and participation by language minorities in all parts of the education
system, including day care institutions, schools and higher education institutions (Ministry of Education
and Research, 2003b).

233. One of the goals is to increase the percentage of minority language students, especially first
generation immigrants, in higher education. The strategic plan presents measures to improve both
recruitment to higher education, and completion rates, and to reduce drop-out in higher education
(Ministry of Education and Research, 2003b). The focus is thus both on increasing equity in access as
well as in outcome. The strategic plan is for the 5-year period 2004–2009 and will be evaluated.

234. Several higher education institutions have study programmes or courses specially adapted to
people with immigrant background, or projects to facilitate their study situation. A national resource
centre for multicultural education, situated at the University College of Oslo, was established in 2004 as
a result of the above mentioned strategic plan. The national centre, and its predecessor, has been given
financial support from the Ministry of Education and Research, and can give support to initiatives direc-
ted towards people with immigrant background at all levels of the educational system. 
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6.5 Linkages between higher education and equity goals

235. Compared to other OECD-countries, Norway has a highly educated population and a high parti-
cipation rate in higher education (see table 6.1 in annex). Still, the participation rate is not equally high
among all groups of students, and student choice varies between different groups of students. In the fol-
lowing sections we discuss the link between the system and equity goals.

236. Relating the geographic expansion and distribution of higher education with the participation
rates among people from urban and rural areas, respectively, suggests that the policy of reducing geo-
graphic inequities in access to higher education has succeeded. During the past decade the differences
in participation rates has been reduced (Sæther et al 2000, Berglund 2004).

237. To what extent social inequities in higher education have been reduced in this period is less
obvious. Studies on social inequality in higher education suggest that social inequality in recruitment to
higher education has been reduced during the 1990s (Aamodt & Stølen in Statistics Norway, 2003;
Hansen, 1999). However, the reduction has mainly taken place in the university college sector and in
the shorter education programmes (2-4 years). In the university sector, where the long prestigious edu-
cation programmes like medicine, law, etc. are found, social inequality has not declined (Hansen, 1999).
However, when discussing social inequities in higher education, this should be related to how equity is
defined and measured. In Norwegian education policy there has traditionally been an emphasis on equity
of opportunity rather than of outcome. Most policies imply mainstreaming, even though different
groups of students may have different needs. Through the Competence Reform, however, adults can be
granted admission to higher education on the basis of a combination of formal, informal and non-formal
qualifications. The Competence reform may thus have increased access from people who normally
would not have qualified for access to higher education. However, this is a policy on equity of access
which does not necessarily imply equity of outcome. There are no particular national policies or measures
ensuring that this new group of students successfully complete studies in tertiary education, but many
of the HEIs monitor the situation of these students quite carefully. On the whole they seem to do fairly
well although some institutions report slightly higher failure rates for them than for the student group
as whole.

238. There is also a dilemma between equity and finance. The education policy is not only focused
on equity, but also on cost control and increased efficiency. The introduction of a system of student
finance where the amount of grants depend on the students’ timely completion of studies, may illustrate
the efficiency policy in tertiary education.
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Chapter 7

Resourcing higher education
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7.1 Introduction

239. The chapter identifies the major issues in the staffing and financing of higher education, and
describes major developments in policy and practice related to these issues. Concerning staffing, the
chapter describes the common appointment structure for all public HEIs, and highlights the high per-
centage of professors in Norway as share of total staff. The chapter also presents the system for promo-
tion to professor based upon competence, before discussing problems related to working conditions.
Data show high stability in total time spent on research, but also concerns about increasing lack of 
uninterrupted time for research. The growing ageing within academic staff is then discussed. The pro-
blem has partly been related to the mean age of staff entering academic positions. The policy response
to the problem is, amongst other things, to increase the number of ph.d and post-doctoral fellowships. 

240. Turning to funding, the chapter describes the changes in the funding of higher education in the
last decade, towards a more output based system, and the increase in institutional autonomy that has
taken place simultaneously. Data show that during the latter decade external funding (outside the annual
budget) of higher education has increased, even if the share of state funding is still relatively high. The
target level for R&D funding in Norwegian higher education (OECD-average) has not been met, even if
a considerable growth in government appropriations for research has been achieved the last 5 years.  

7.2 Staffing of higher education 32

241. Going back to the early 1990s, in the budget process, the Ministry of Education and Research
made proposals for the university sector to the Parliament on the number of new positions in each sub-
ject field. If approved by Parliament, new positions were allotted to the institutions, which in turn
employed qualified persons based on application and competitive procedures. An essential feature of
this period was a relatively detailed involvement from the Ministry.

242. Since then the system has been changed. There has been an overall movement towards block
grants (see next section) which also affects staffing. As a consequence of increased institutional autonomy
(see chapter 8) the number of positions is now only restricted by their budgets and the need for balan-
cing salaries against other tasks. 

243. Since 1995, following the Act on Universities and Colleges, the higher education sector has
essentially experienced a common appointment structure. The permanent academic positions are profes-
sor, associate professor, senior lecturer, assistant professor and researcher. University colleges have two
additional positions; college reader and lecturer. Senior lecturer and assistant professor positions are rarely
used in the university sector. Subsequently, in reality universities now have only two kinds of permanent
positions – professor and associate professor. The requirement for obtaining tenure at a university is a
doctoral degree or equivalent, which automatically qualifies for an associate professorship for those
appointed to a university academic position. Researcher: This position is connected to a specific research
project, and researchers may or may not have a permanent position. 

244. In addition to these permanent positions, three types of temporary positions are found:

Research fellow: This is a temporary ‘educational’ position for doctoral students of four years’ duration,
with a 25 per cent teaching responsibility included in the period. Appointment as a research fellow
requires admission to a doctoral programme. Doctoral students have legal status as temporary staff.
Research assistant: Primarily used for short-term assistants engaged in research projects. Post doc: A
temporary ‘educational’ position of two to four years’ duration requiring a doctoral degree. 

32 Points 7.2 – 7.5 are mainly based on Kyvik & Smeby (2004).
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245. In 2003, the universities, the specialized university institutions, and the university colleges
accounted for more than 14,000 academic staff (Table 7.1 in appendix). About 60 per cent of these are
employed in the university sector, and 40 per cent in the university college sector. At the universities
and the specialized university institutions the distribution of the various academic positions reflects
their role as research and research training institutions. More than 90 per cent of all professors work in
these institutions. If we look at the student – staff ratios in universities, the numbers were 14:1 during
the 1980s, increased to 23:1 during the student influx in the early 1990s, and stabilised around 19:1 at
the end of the decade (Smeby 2001). (See also Tables 7.9-–7.10 in annex for more detail on student–staff
rations.) In the university college sector, the majority of academic staff have status as assistant profes-
sor, compared to a very small minority of the staff at the universities and the specialized university 
institutions. 

246. First and foremost because most of the positions as research fellow (doctoral student) and post
doc are affiliated to the universities, the proportion of tenured staff is only 50 per cent in the university
sector in contrast to over 90 per cent in university colleges. Only small changes in the proportions of
tenured versus non-tenured staff occurred between 1991 and 2001.

247. The Quality Reform seems to change the picture concerning how tasks are distributed among
academic staff. In the period from 2001 to 2003, some interesting developments can be noticed. Within
universities, the number of professors has increased from 1795 to 1977 in real numbers. The number of
associate professors has decreased in the same period going down from 1335 to 1250. The number of
post-doc positions has also increased from 441 to 647. Probably as a result of an increased teaching
load, the number of assistant professors is also increasing from 288 to 420. Within the specialized uni-
versity institutions, an increase in academic staff in all positions is noted, almost doubling the number of
associate professors (276 to 418) and with an impressive growth also in professors (from 243 to 364). In
real numbers, the numbers of new academic staff have been largest within the specialized university
institutions. For university colleges, the changes are mostly noticeable for professors and assistant pro-
fessors. The first group has increased in numbers from 174 to 229 in two years. Concerning the latter, a
decrease in numbers can be noted.  

248. Academic staff at the level of assistant professor and above normally have permanent employ-
ment. However, appointments of temporary staff to permanent positions are permissible if no qualified
applicants are available during a period of maximum 3.5 years following appointment. Academic staff in
higher education is subject to the same regulations as other state employees. This includes the right to
salary during sickness, maternity leave, and occupational injury. The general retirement age is 67, but
public employees can retire from the age of 62, and must retire by the age of 70. Most university profes-
sors only retire at 70. The official working week for academic staff is 37.5 hours, the same as for all
public employees. 

249. In general, academic staff in higher education have salaries that are comparable to other public
employees, but low compared to their counterparts in industry and the business sector. Increasingly,
salaries are set through negotiations between the unions and institutions within the limits of the pay
scale according to a set of different criteria of which the applicant’s productivity in research and market
value are the most important. Most salaries for these positions tend to be at the lowest level or close to
this, but during the last few years higher education institutions have increasingly applied the span of the
pay scales to reward staff members essentially on the basis of academic competence.  (See Table 7.3 in
annex.)

66



7.3 Working conditions

250. Concerning working conditions for conducting research, surveys indicate that faculty members
at universities and specialized university institutions are fairly dissatisfied with their research possibilities.
In 2000, 29 per cent of Norwegian faculty members reported that the possibility for carrying out rese-
arch was “very good” or “good”; 30 per cent stated this as “satisfactory”; 42 per cent described the situa-
tion as “bad” or “relatively bad”. However, no important changes in faculty members’ satisfaction occur-
red throughout the period 1981 to 2000. 

251. Surveys conducted in 1982 and 2001 asked faculty members to what extent different considera-
tions caused problems for their research (Table 7.2 in appendix). The most important problem in 2001
was lack of uninterrupted time. Lack of available research resources and time-consuming administrative
tasks were also reported to cause many problems. Teaching and administration seemed to cause fewer
problems in 2001 than in 1982, although none of the presented conditions seemed to cause more pro-
blems. Since “lack of uninterrupted time” was not included in the 1982 questionnaire it is not possible to
assess whether this problem has increased over time. 

252. Even though the increased student–staff ratio had no impact on faculty members’ teaching
load, it would be reasonable to assume that a greater number of students would have some indirect
negative effects. Data also show that the average number of graduate students supervised has increased
from around 4 in 1981 to 6.4 in 2001 (Smeby 2001). Moreover, there has been an increased focus on tea-
ching quality, and student evaluation of teaching has been more formally introduced. Indeed, faculty
members spend somewhat less time on teaching than 20 years ago, but this is hardly enough to explain
why teaching causes fewer problems for research. One reason may be that faculty members have put
more effort into ‘protecting’ research from teaching tasks and student demands. 

253. It is also interesting to observe that the increased number of supervised students does not
seem to have caused extra problems for their supervisors’ research conditions (Table 7.2). An impor-
tant reason is that graduate students are often regarded as manpower resources in faculty members’
research, especially in the natural sciences, medicine and technology (Kyvik & Smeby 1994). In 2001,
46 per cent of the faculty members considered their supervision of PhD students to be an important
contribution to their own research, and 18 per cent characterised their supervision of Master degree
students in the same way. 

254. The reason why administration seems to cause fewer problems for research than two decades
ago may be the professionalisation of administrative positions in universities (Table 7.2). While the pro-
portion of clerical assistants has declined, there has been a significant increase in the number of consul-
tants, advisors and administrative leaders (Gornitzka et al. 1998). There have also been attempts to
moderate the committee structure and to reduce the administrative workload among faculty members
(Gornitzka & Larsen 2001). 

255. Faculty members’ assessment of their possibilities to do research remained generally unchanged
during the period although it should be recognised that nearly half of those responding reported that
research conditions were “bad” or “relatively bad”. Data indicate that it may be more important to focus
on faculty members’ lack of uninterrupted time for research than, for example, on the teaching load.

256. In the 2001 survey, faculty members who had been employed as a professor, associate profes-
sor or assistant professor in a higher education institution during the previous decade were asked to
account for their own experience concerning changing demands from other people and society. The
general trend is that faculty members assess the demand to be higher for all kinds of tasks.  
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257. Methodologically, it is however somewhat difficult to interpret these results because individuals
may not be capable of adequately assessing changes in demands over time. It is, for example, reaso-
nable to assume that faculty members become involved in an increasing number of tasks during their
career as they become more competent and experienced. Even though demands increase at the indivi-
dual level this may not be so on a macro level. Furthermore, a large proportion of faculty members are
relatively dissatisfied with their research conditions. May be dissatisfied respondents tend to have the
impression that the situation has become worse. This might explain why university staff in the public
debate complain that they have less time for research than previously, and that the possibilities for
undertaking research have generally declined, even though data presented above indicate stability
during the last two decades (Smeby 2001). Increased demands for quality and efficiency are, however, a
general trend in society. It is reasonable to assume that employees in other sectors would also report
that their work has become more demanding.

258. As a consequence of the Quality Reform the working conditions for academic staff might have
changed in recent years. Due to the development of new study programmes, and the closer follow up of
students, an increased teaching load might be expected, at least in the implementation phase, with pos-
sible negative consequences for research. However, the financial costs associated with the implementation
of the reform have been fully met. The evaluation of the Quality Reform will shed more light on this
issue in autumn 2005.

7.4 Aging and recruitment of academic staff

259. The average age of academic staff has increased significantly over the past two decades; from
46.0 in 1981 to 49.5 in 1991; and to 52.7 in 2003. Female staff members were slightly younger than their
male colleagues at all three points in time; varying between 0.7 years in 1991 and 2.0 years in 2003. The
ageing of university staff becomes even more dramatic when looking at the distribution of age cohorts
over time (Figure 3.4). While 30 per cent of academic staff was younger than 40 in 1981, this pertained
to only 9 per cent in 2003. And while 20 per cent of the staff were 55 or older in 1981, this proportion
had increased to 46 per cent in 2003. There were only small differences in age distribution between
male and female staff.

260. These changes in the demographic composition of academic staff are partly due to a strong
expansion in student and permanent staff numbers in the 1970s, and a corresponding expansion in the
late 1980s and early 1990s, and partly due to a relative decrease in the number of permanent positions
in comparison to a strong increase in temporary recruitment positions (research fellow, research assis-
tant, post doc). The number of tenured academic staff increased by 40 per cent from 1981 to 2003, while
the number of recruitment positions increased by 120 per cent. Government policy thus has been inten-
tional in reducing the relative number of tenured academic staff to increase institutional flexibility.
While recruitment positions constituted less than 40 per cent of the total number of permanent and tem-
porary positions in 1981, this proportion increased to nearly 50 per cent in 2003. In the coming years,
the Quality Reform will most likely have a continued impact on this development. And while there were
relatively many vacant permanent positions and relatively few applicants in 1981, two decades later job
openings were relatively few and the number of aspiring staff members were comparatively larger alt-
hough with some disciplinary differences.

261. Concerning recruitment, doctoral studies are financed in various manners, where temporary
positions financed by the Research Council of Norway, the universities themselves, or by medical funds
and associations are the most important. Two-thirds of doctoral students have temporary positions in
the higher education sector. In 2001, the Research Council financed 45 per cent of these positions; the
higher education institutions 33 per cent; and other sources 22 per cent. 
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262. Doctoral students are appointed as research fellows for four years including 25 per cent tea-
ching duties. Hence, the work related to the doctoral studies is supposed to take three years full-time.
Mandatory course work varies in extent between six months in the humanities, the social sciences, and
medicine, and one year in the natural sciences and technology.

263. An evaluation of the research training system initiated by the Ministry of Education and
Research, the Research Council of Norway, and the Norwegian Council for Higher Education has
recently been undertaken. The aim was to assess Norwegian research training in an international per-
spective with particular attention to the quality and efficiency of the education. The evaluation revealed
a number of critical factors (Research Council of Norway 2002).

264. An essential problem was that students overall are too old when they submit their thesis. This
especially applies to the humanities, the social sciences, medicine and odontology, where the average
age is more than 40. By contrast, in the natural sciences and technology the average age was about 33.
By comparison, Norwegian doctoral students in the natural sciences and technology are similar in age
to their American counterparts, but 5–6 years older in the social sciences and the humanities, and 4–5
years older in the health sciences.

265. There are a number of critical phases in the entire course of training which result in the high
age at which the doctorate is conferred. Firstly, many students are relatively old when they obtain a hig-
her degree. Secondly, a long period may elapse between graduation from the higher degree and admis-
sion to a doctoral programme. Thirdly, many students spend considerably more time than the norm for
completing a doctoral degree; and fourthly, a long period may elapse between submission and defence
of the thesis (mostly due to tradition, but also to capacity problems). In total, this results in a high age
for completion of the doctoral programme. 

266. The age of doctoral graduates is a problem in a recruitment perspective. The age of graduates
in some field means that they are quite old when obtain tenure at an institution, and that the number of
years in active research is reduced. Following the Quality Reform, government policy has emphasised
an increase in the number of post doctorate positions and positions for doctor degree students as well
(fellowships). Due to the ageing of the academic staff, the authorities anticipate problems in replacing
qualified personnel and have also expressed concerns about the possibilities for expansion in some
areas. As a consequence of these concerns, an action plan for increasing the number of ph.d fellowships
was passed by Parliament. The follow-up of this action plan is presently discussed. The number of post
doc positions, however, is increasing. 

7.5 Promotion of academic staff

267. A doctoral degree (or equivalent competence) is a mandatory requirement to obtain tenure as
an associate professor. All applicants for tenured positions as associate and full professor in the university
and university college sector are assessed by peer review committees and appointed by the institution. 

268. Promotion to the rank of full professor has traditionally been dependent on vacant positions and
competition with other applicants. However, as from 1993, associate professors in both the university
and the university college sectors can apply for promotion to professorship on the basis of individual
research competence. This change in the career structure was first proposed by a government commis-
sion set up in 1987 to evaluate all aspects of the higher education system in Norway, including staff policy.
In its report, the commission justified the reform proposal through five statements of principle:

• Creation of a more just career system: The main argument for this reform was that many faculty
members had a position and salary below their ‘true level’ of qualification and that this was 
unreasonable. The committee estimated that 25 per cent of the associate professors had 
previously been assessed as qualified for professorships through applications for vacant positions.
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• Enhancement of the research competence of academic staff: The committee argued that a 
system allowing promotion to full professor on the basis of achieved research competence 
would enhance motivation for scholarly work. Increased productivity and better quality of 
research would most likely be the outcome of such a reform.

• Increased attractiveness of academic careers: The committee furthermore assumed that the 
reform would make it easier for higher education institutions to recruit and retain academic 
staff because staff could plan their careers without depending on professorships becoming 
vacant.

• Increased numbers of female professors: The committee assumed that the reform would make 
it easier to increase the number of female professors. A career system whereby promotion to 
professorship could be achieved on the basis of personal research competence would enhance 
women’s opportunities compared to the traditional career system based on competition 
between several applicants.

• Improvement of the scholarly and social climate at departmental level: This was a final 
argument put forward by the committee. Because all academic staff found competent by 
national evaluation committees would be promoted to a professorship, internal competition 
for a limited number of vacant positions in respective departments would cease to exist. The 
reform could therefore lead to closer collaboration between staff members.

269. This reform made it possible to become a professor in three different ways: a) by applying for a
vacant professorship in open competition and to be appointed as the best qualified applicant; b) by
applying for a vacant professorship in open competition, being found competent but not the best qualified
by the evaluation committee and then being promoted to full professor; and c) by applying for promotion
to full professor on the basis of individual research and being found competent by a national peer review
committee. The latter strategy has now become the most important way of attaining a professorship
while fewer (one third) are appointed to an ordinary professorship due to few vacant positions. A similar
arrangement allowing assistant professors to apply for an associate professor position also exists. 

270. These changes in the career structure have led to a substantial increase in the number of pro-
fessors in the university sector, from 38 per cent of the tenured academic staff in 1991 to 47 per cent in
2001. A recent review of the system concluded that the reform had positive effects on career possibilities
among academics, and has had more positive than negative effects on scientific quality. Further, the
reform may increase the proportion of women among the professors. On the other hand, the reform
has led to lower mobility and an increase in the number of appointments from own institution (Kyvik,
Olsen & Hovdhaugen 2003). 

7.6 Financing – changes in the funding of higher education

271. The financial system and allocation of funds to institutions has over time changed from a sys-
tem where the budget was broadly based on the number of students and specified in much detail on
expense categories (salaries, other current costs, scientific equipment etc.), to a new system where the
institutions are free to decide for themselves on how to allocate their total block grant between types of
cost. Higher education institutions have, in other words, taken over several responsibilities and tasks
that traditionally were in the hands of the Ministry of Education and Research. 

272. The total of the block grant is in the new system the result of several factors. Table 7.4 indicates
the distribution of the General University Funds as institutional block grants among the main categories
of HEI institutions.  
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Table 7.4 Budget allocation for Higher Education Institutions 1995 and 2005 for The 
Ministry for Education and Research and the Ministry of Labour and 
Administration. Funding from contract research and other sources of research
funding outside General University Funds are not included.  Million NOK

273. Funding from external sources outside General University Funds amounted to 630 Million NOK
in 1995.

274. Along with, although formally a part of, the Quality Reform of the higher education system, a
new funding system of these institutions has been introduced, by which the institutional block grants
are calculated according to a completely new formula. Under the new system resources are distributed
(in short) in the following way (see also table 7.6 in annex for a detailed description):

• a “basic component”, which on average is around 60 per cent of the total allocation; 

• an “education component” covering on average about 25 per cent of the total allocation 
(31 per cent in university colleges and 22 per cent in universities)  and based on the number of 
students credits obtained, the number of graduates (not implemented yet) and the number of 
international exchange students; and 

• a “research component” covering on average 15 per cent of the total allocation (6 per cent in 
universi ty colleges and 22 per cent in universities), which is partly a result-based allocation. 

275. The new funding system was introduced to universities in 2002, and later expanded to include
almost all higher education institutions (including private institutions, but not the National Academies of
the Arts). As illustrated in table 7.5a, b and c (see annex), funding of higher education is predominantly
a public affair (over 90 per cent of funding is from public sources). Much of the funding labelled as
“external” also stems from public sources (see table 7.5c), even if the private sector has increased its
share slightly during the latter years (see table 7.5b). 
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276. The new funding formula is a performance-related funding model introduced in 2002 as the
starting year, based on performance in year 2000 (the budget for a given year is based on the perfor-
mance two years earlier). The percentages indicate the relationship between the three components in
the year 2002. There will be variation from year to year and between institutions. In more detail the
basic component supports the need for stability and special priorities. For instance special needs con-
cerning a variety in disciplines and subjects, special needs for different regions and running expenses
and maintenance cost for buildings. 

277. The basic components cover some parts of the expenses for teaching and research so that the
higher education institutions are less vulnerable for fluctuations in the number of students. The education
components consist of the part mentioned above, and 40 per cent of the cost for the students is based
on the credits the students produce. There is no upper limit (as opposed to the research component) in
the way that the universities and the colleges can increase their revenues. The subjects are divided in
six different price categories based on the complexity of the teaching and the use of scientific equip-
ment33. In 2003, the number of credit points obtained per student increased in relation to previous years,
and the new funding formula is most likely one of the reasons for this (Credit point per student was
38.34 in the year 2000, increasing to 41.97 in 2003). 

278. Tables 7.6 – 7.8 (see annex) indicate some of the key formulas for calculating the block grants
of various kinds of institutions and disciplines. As illustrated in the tables there is a distinction between
universities and specialized university institutions, which do not receive extra budget appropriations for
research due to external funding and study points, in opposition to the university colleges. These diffe-
rences reflect national priorities and the strategic functions of the various institutions including e.g.
their regional role (see also chapter 4). On the other hand, the latter institutions do not receive extra
budget appropriations for research according to their ability to obtain funding from the EU, neither for
funding from research councils or doctoral degrees. (A detailed description of the calculation of student
costs in the funding formula is provided in annex, Tables 7.11–7.13 plus text.)

279. The quality reform gives higher education institutions increased autonomy concerning manage-
ment and organisation of their activities. This includes significant freedom concerning the choice of 
disciplines and subjects that the higher education institutions wish to offer. The institutions‘ performance,
both in teaching and research, is closely monitored by the central authorities. The outcome of the
assessment is an element in the new funding formula and influences the resource allocation to the higher
education institutions. 

280. In addition to these block grants from the Ministry of Education and Research, the institutions
finance their activity by external funding from, in particular, the Research Council of Norway and other
research agencies or contractors. External funding of research in HEI has increased considerably, in
particular from the Research Council of Norway and foreign sources (EU R&D funding in particular). 

33 In more detail the research allocation consists of one part redistributed on the basis of performance and one part related to 

quality and strategic considerations, which includes funding of positions for doctorate students. Regarding the performance-

related part of the research allocation, redistribution between universities is based on degree production specified by level 

(PhD, Master), funding from EU and from The Research Council of Norway. The number of higher academic positions 

(professors etc.) is also included. The latter is also included for colleges in addition to credit production and external 

cooperation. As opposed to the education component there is an upper limit on how the institutions may increase their 

revenues. The institutions that increase their revenues are the institutions that perform relativity best in comparison to the 

other institutions. In the near future the research component will also be based on the production of scientific publications.
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7.7 Problems and pressures in funding higher education

281. The new funding system responds to the consequences of the high growth in HE students and
hence to the costs of higher education. The introduction of a new system of funding, of which perfor-
mance based funding is a new part, responds inter alia to concerns about the cost effectiveness of higher
education, and stimulates student progression, and the development of new and attractive study pro-
grammes. The earlier funding system was also seen to cause structural imbalances between the funding
of research and education in HEIs respectively, as research funding was seen to be far too closely linked
to education and student numbers, allowing for too little discretion for the separate funding of research
according to needs and considerations pertaining to research in particular. Thus, the new funding system
to some extent separates the funding of research and education within the institutional block grants. 

282. Concerns are nevertheless being expressed about the role of research funding as a consequence
of the quality reform, seen primarily as a reform of the structure of higher education. R&D statistics
indicate that the discretionary funds for research (“annum”) per research man-year have increased
during the 1990s, while external research funding has also increased considerably, in particular, as already
indicated, from the Research Council of Norway. This apparently belies the strongly voiced concerns of
university researchers that conditions for research at these institutions have deteriorated during this time. 

283. National research funding has increased in general, following a target set by Parliament in 2000
that by 2005, the level of national R&D resources should increase to that of the OECD average, measured
as a proportion of GDP. Considerable growth in government appropriations for research has been achieved,
with an annual average increase of 8 per cent from 2001 to 2004, declining to 3 per cent in 2005, in parti-
cular due to the proceeds of a new Research Fund established in 1999. The proceeds from this fund
increased quickly, until it contributed approx. 2 billion NOK to the government research appropriations
in 2004 and 2005. Initially the total of the proceeds was distributed to research projects by the research
council, but has since 2002 been partly distributed as part of the strategic research part of the institutional
block grants, mainly for funding positions for ph.d fellowships and scientific equipment.

7.8 The public – private benefits of the existing financing system 

284. Due to the fact that Norwegian students in higher education do not pay tuition fees, one can
argue that the state subsidises the education given to those who attend higher education. The argument
can be extended by claiming that the individual students gain most of the benefits of this arrangement
through their pay-check after graduation. Thus, the question can be asked whether the public private
benefits of the existing financing system of higher education is well balanced. However, one should also
bear in mind that salaries for those with higher education are lower in Norway than in many other coun-
tries (Arnesen & Try 1999). While the economic benefit of one year of education is between 4 and 5 per
cent in the Scandinavian countries, it is estimated to about 8 per cent in Germany and about 10 per cent
in the UK and the USA (Asplund et al 1996, Stewart 1996, OECD 1997). Due to increased internationali-
sation of Norwegian higher education, and the perceived difficulties in maintaining the current system
in the future, issues concerning the public private benefits of higher education are attracting increased
political interest.

7.9 Financial support to students

285. Financial support to students is allocated through the State Educational Loan Fund
(Lånekassen), which was established in 1947. A total of 16 122 mill NOK was made available as financial
support to students in the year 2003-2004. Of this about 6 400 mill NOK was made available as grants,
and about 9 700 as loans.
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286. Parallel to the Quality Reform, changes were made in the system of financial support to stu-
dents in Norwegian higher education, whereby the cost-of-living allowance (basic support) increased
from NOK 7 000 to NOK 8 000 (approx. EUR 1 100) per month from the academic year 2002-2003
(intended to cover 10 months34). The allowance consists of a combination of loans and grants but from
2004-2005, the total amount is initially given as a loan. The relevant share of the loan will be converted
to grants upon completion of examinations or study programmes. Students not living with their parents
are eligible for a grant equivalent to 40% of the maximum cost-of-living allowance upon completion of
studies. Students supporting children may have a child care grant in addition to the cost-of-living allo-
wance. In 2004-2005, a child care grant amounts to NOK 1 290 per month per child for the first 2 chil-
dren, then the rate decreases to NOK 830 per month per child from the third child. Such grants are
means tested to the family’s income. Loans up to NOK 20 860 are available to cover all or part of the tui-
tion fee for courses at private higher education institutions in Norway. 

287. Students studying abroad are also eligible for grant and loan on the same level as mentioned
above through the State Educational Loan Fund. There are special support schemes for students that
attend foreign HEIs with tuition fees. For higher degree studies and for studies taken as a part of a
Norwegian degree, the support is given as 70 per cent grant and 30 per cent loan of a maximum of
NOK 52 320. For lower degrees the share is 50/50. In addition students may have tuition loans of up to
NOK 50 000 per academic year. For studies at various high quality foreign institutions with particularly
high tuition fees, a supplementary grant of NOK 55 320 can be awarded (see also section 10.5).

288. A more detailed description of the system of financial support to students is available in annex.

34 As a comparison, the reference point [1G] in the National Insurance System was in the same year NOK 56 861, 

or NOK 4 738 per month.
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Chapter 8

Planning, governing and regulating

the system
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8.1 Introduction

289. In this chapter the shape and structure of the higher education system is described along with
a presentation of how the system is governed and regulated, and the links the higher education system
have with adult and continuing education. The main characteristics of higher education in Norway focu-
ses on the integration of the various parts of the system, including the links across institutional types,
between higher education and the upper secondary level, including adult and continuing education and
vocational training. At present, the higher education institutions are obliged by law to recognise each
other’s credits and study programmes. Concerning the dimensioning of the system, this has, during the
last decade, mostly been driven by student demand, in combination with government regulations in
some fields of study. 

290. The institutional autonomy has also been strengthened during the last ten years, and at present
HEIs are increasingly responsible for capacity dimensioning issues (except for some resource-demanding
studies, and fields of study of national importance). Institutional autonomy has also increased along
other dimensions (economic, administrative and concerning personnel), and the chapter shows how the
institutional management is being strengthened as a response to the political initiatives to increase the
strategic potential of HEIs. To support institutional autonomy, new and improved governance instru-
ments are established, including monitoring systems, and annual consultative meetings between the
Ministry of Education and Research and the individual HEIs.  

291. In the latter parts of the chapter, the links between higher education and other parts of the edu-
cation system are described, and it is shown how reforms at the upper secondary level have created a
stronger link between the two levels. The Competence Reform, enabling students with non-formal quali-
fications to enter tertiary education is also described, along with a short presentation of the national
admission system. 

8.2 An integrated higher education system

292. Even if one can distinguish between different types of higher education institutions in Norway,
higher education is still well coordinated and integrated – a point that was already made by an OECD
review in the late 1980s (OECD 1988). At present, there is a common Act for all public higher education
institutions, and transfer of credit points and recognition of study programmes across institutional types
are mandatory and in most cases unproblematic. This is the case also for the relationship between
public and private higher education, the latter being is regulated through a separate Act.

293. The present Act relating to Universities and Colleges (1995, amended in 2002) apply to the 
following categories of public higher education institutions: 

a) universities
b) specialized university institutions
c) university colleges
d) national academies of the arts

294. The Act specifies the aims and activities of the institutions in the following way:

• The institutions under the present Act shall provide higher education on the basis of the 
foremost scientific research, artistic development work and empirical knowledge. Institutions 
involved in higher education and research shall cooperate and complement each others’ 
academic activities (Network Norway). Educational provisions shall be planned and viewed in 
relation to other national and international educational provision.

• The institutions shall engage in research and academic development work and/or artistic 
development work.
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• The institutions may not be instructed regarding the academic content of their teaching or the 
content of research or artistic or scientific development work.

• The institutions are responsible for disseminating knowledge of their activities and for 
promoting the understanding and application of scientific methods and results in public 
administration, cultural life and business and industry.

• The institutions shall cooperate with civic and working life.

• The institutions have organizational and academic responsibility to provide continuing and 
further education in their fields.

• The universities and specialized university institutions have particular national responsibility 
for fundamental research and research training, and for building up, running and maintaining 
research libraries and museums with scientific collections and public exhibitions. Other 
institutions might be assigned similar responsibilities in their respective special fields. The 
National Academies of the Arts shall have national responsibility for the research and 
development in their fields.

• The institutions shall have satisfactory internal systems for quality assurance. Student 
evaluations of courses shall form part of the systems for quality assurance. 

295. These formulations in the legislations are important for the responsibilities for the different insti-
tutions, and to set the differences and linkages within higher education. The Act also states the importance
of the institutions’ cooperation with industry, to contribute to the economy, and to the development of
society in general.

296. As an illustration of the degree of integration, a study of student mobility within the higher edu-
cation system found that between 10 and 20 per cent of students change institutions during the course
of their studies, but that mobility varies somewhat from one year to another. The study also found that
student mobility was most intense after the first and third year of study (Roedelé & Aamodt 2001). 
A particular feature of the Norwegian higher education system seems to be that mobility goes both
ways, from universities to university colleges and vice versa. Universities loose students during the first
three years of study while university colleges loose students (both to other university colleges and to
universities) after that point. This pattern is partly explained by the degree structure of the two sectors,
where university colleges traditionally have offered shorter study programmes leading to a lower
degree at the bachelor-level, but also that university colleges traditionally have offered study programmes
attractive to many students (in nursing, teacher training, more vocational-oriented programmes, etc.)
(Roedelé & Aamodt 2001). Within more professionally-oriented study programmes, mobility between
institutions has been very low. 

297. Although integration is a dominant characteristic of the system, academic specialisation is still
encouraged to maintain diversity. With the Quality Reform (St.meld. 27 2000-01), academic specialisation
is presented as an important objective for higher education in Norway. However, instead of using cen-
tral planning as the main instrument to reach this objective (as was the case during the 1990s – see
chapter 2), the idea is that institutional competition should be a more prominent mechanism in the sys-
tem. Following this idea, more academic, financial, personnel and organi-sational autonomy has been
granted the institutions, especially concerning  (Ministry of Education and Research 2004a): the disse-
mination and application of research, the responsibility of higher education institutions to society, and
the academic autonomy and self-regulation of institutions.

298. The tendency towards increased institutional autonomy in the last decade has been balanced by
attempts to strengthen accountability. The building up of a national system of evaluation of higher edu-
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cation started already in 1992 when a pilot project with national disciplinary evaluations in certain fields
was launched. Currently NOKUT, the national accreditation agency, has the responsibility to conduct
national evaluations and accreditations. 

299. Beside extending the system of external evaluation and quality monitoring, other quantitative
and qualitative systems for checking on efficiency and effectiveness issues have also been established.
On the quantitative side, the setting up of a national database for higher education (DBH) has been an
important step towards improving the performance indicators of, and the information on, the sector.
DBH contains information on staff, students, mobility as well as financial data, and is mainly used for
planning, monitoring and budgetary purposes by the Ministry. DBH, however, is accessible to everyone,
and can also be used for transparency purposes and for research. Other quantitative data are collected
regularly and analysed for continuing and adult education, R&D and other areas. Norway is, in addition,
active on the international arena, in developing more valid and comparable quantitative data and perfor-
mance indicators on higher education, both within the EU and within OECD.  

300. As part of the budgetary process, the Ministry requires an annual report from every higher
education institution on their results and achievements and future plans, and this report is also used as
a basis for consultative annual meetings between representatives of the Ministry and the institution.
These meetings are important for the monitoring of the system, as well as for setting targets and objec-
tives for the coming years. This form of a dialogue-based approach between the Ministry and the public
higher education institutions has a long tradition in Norwegian higher education (Bleiklie et al 2000),
and has in recent years been formalised as a standard procedure.

8.3 Dimensioning and diversity

301. At present the capacity is planned so that about half of each age cohort can be admitted to hig-
her education. Even if more autonomy concerning the capacity has currently been given to the institutions,
the policy is still that some state control of the dimensioning of the system will be undertaken (see also
chapter 3). This goes particularly for very resource-demanding study programmes, in areas important
for the stimulation of the national economy, for the functioning of the labour-market, and for national
infra-structure (in health, medicine, etc.). At present, special targets for further expansion of the system
in terms of student numbers have not been set.

302. The merger of former regional colleges creating the new university colleges in the mid-1990s,
and the huge influx of students in the early 1990s, created some larger institutions with a wide range of
disciplines. The size, the number of disciplines and the academic quality in the new areas developed,
triggered some of these new institutions to opt for university status. Hence, in 2004 the first university
college was regarded by NOKUT, the state accreditation agency, to possess the necessary quality and
scope to acquire university status. A specialized university institution has also been accredited for uni-
versity status, and one private HEI has been accredited as specialized university institution status. The
accreditations were later ratified by the Government, and in 2005, Norway got two new universities and
one new specialized university institution (see also chapter 2.7).

303. However, the new universities are not intended to have the same profile as the four traditional 
(pre-2005) universities, the point being underlined by the fact that a central criterion for becoming a uni-
versity is that two out of the required four ph.d programmes must have “regional relevance and national
significance” (see also chapter 4). The intention behind this criterion is to prevent university colleges
from emulating existing universities, and rather develop their own profile. Given the existing competition
for students in the new funding system, there is, however, a possibility that existing universities can also
emulate university colleges. This could, in the long run, create a less diversified system.

78



8.4 Institutional governance and governing bodies

304. The Quality Reform in higher education changed some of the institutional governance structures
at Norwegian higher education institutions. In the current Act, the Board of an institution shall consist
of eleven members: four academic representatives (including the rector and pro-rector), one representative
from the technical and administrative staff, two student representatives, and four external members
appointed by the Ministry of Education and Research. The latter usually have a background from industry,
business, culture, politics, public organisations or bodies. 

305. Currently, the Board is headed by the rector of the institution. The members of the Board are
elected for a term of four years, except for the two student representatives, who are elected for one
year. The task of the Board is to set the strategy for the institution and conduct budgetary planning.
The Board has the overall responsibility for both academic and administrative affairs. The administration
is headed by a general director. The director is appointed by the board. Traditionally, there has been a
division of responsibility between the rector and the director in that the rector cannot instruct the admi-
nistration on administrative issues. Hence, institutional governance has been split into one academic
and one administrative authority (the new Act on higher education proposes several changes in the
institutional governing bodies – see below). In general, this split has not resulted in any particular pro-
blems for the Boards. Studies do show, however, that Boards in general have not fulfilled their intended
strategic role (Larsen et al 2004).

306. The Quality Reform has provided the individual state higher education institution with the free-
dom to decide its organisational structure below the institutional level, however (i.e. faculties and
departments). Each institution can, therefore, in principle adapt its (basic) structures to meet its own
distinctive character as well as its particular tasks and challenges. In a recent study on how public insti-
tutions are adapting to the new freedom of choice, Larsen et al (2004) found:

• an elimination of the academic councils supporting the institutional Board (university colleges)

• a tendency towards integrating administrative and academic responsibility at the 
faculty/department/institute/unit level with appointed academic leaders heading departments

• a tendency to remove departmental boards and replace them with consultative bodies, staff 
meetings, etc. 

• a strengthening of the hierarchical structure of the institutions through new reporting 
mechanisms, budgeting systems, etc.

• greater variation in institutional governance arrangement, sometimes combining elected 
academic leadership in some departments with appointed ones in others, with similar variation 
at the faculty level (disciplinary differences)

307. Larsen et al (2004) concludes that it is too early to detect any effects of these new governance
arrangements 35 , and that balancing tendencies towards greater “managerialism” with elements of the
traditional collegial and democratic governance arrangements is vital in the implementation of the new
system since academic and student representation in the formal governance bodies at the department
level is reduced.  

308. However, student participation in the governance of higher education institutions at the institu-
tional level has been strengthened. Following the Quality Reform, student representatives should have
at least 20% of the seats, two seats at the minimum in the executive bodies of the institution. The Quality

35 For many university colleges, having appointed academic leaders means going back to governance arrangements prior to 1994.
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Reform and the new legislation intend to guarantee the students’ physical and social learning environ-
ment. Equal numbers of student and staff representatives shall, at the institutional level, form a
Learning Environment Committee to ensure the best possible learning conditions. The Labour
Inspection Authority has been authorised to monitor the learning environment.

8.4.1 Improving institutional management

309. The political intention of transforming national steering and institutional governance of public
higher education in the direction of a more result-oriented system has been followed up in a number of
concrete measures. A net-budgeting system has been introduced to institutions, allowing them to keep
any financial surplus of their activities, to more easily switch funds between staff and running expenses,
and to combine public with private funds and resources. 

310. Following the Competence Reform institutions have also been allowed to set up subsidiaries
intended for applied and contract research, and to charge tuition fees from those interested in tailor
made continuing education and commissioned activities (see also chapter 4 and 5). 

311. Since the mid-1990s, institutions have been encouraged to develop more flexible internal arran-
gements concerning the allocations of tasks of academic staff, e.g. in using non-tenured staff to certain
tasks (teaching), to hire personnel for shorter periods and projects, and to differentiate more between
staff in their terms and conditions (This seems to have had some effects - see chapter 7). Through
these and other measures such as the opening up for appointed academic leaders, and through leadership
training activities, an activity almost all institutions have implemented, institutional adaptation and trans-
formation is sought stimulated (St.meld 27 2000-01). The Norwegian Council for Higher Education also
offers its own leadership training programme for academic leadership at different levels. 

8.4.2 Academic autonomy in teaching and research 

312. As a result of the Quality Reform the higher education institutions have been given significantly
more autonomy in managing and organising their activities (St.meld. 27 2000-01). Public higher education
institutions have increased institutional autonomy in terms of introduction and repeal of courses and
study programmes. The universities can decide which disciplines, subjects and subject combinations
they wish to offer, and that will form the basis for the various degrees. The specialized university institu-
tions, the university colleges and the colleges of art can decide which disciplines, subjects and subject
combinations they wish to offer, and that will form the basis for lower degrees. In those subject areas in
which they can award doctorates, they can decide which disciplines, subjects and subject combinations
they wish to offer, and that will form the basis for other degrees as well. However, the academic autonomy
is restricted by requirements that teaching should be based on research activities, and that the link bet-
ween research and teaching should be strong.

313. Academic staff is expected to spend a significant share of their working time on research, and
all teaching should be research-based. The amount of time individual university sector staff spend on
research-related activities has been fairly stable over the past 20 years (see chapter 5 and 7). In the uni-
versity college sector, a fixed percentage of the working time to be devoted to research activities has not
been agreed upon. There is a special agreement between the Ministry of Education and Research and the
unions of the academic staff regulating the number of working hours, salaries, working conditions, etc. 

314. Private institutions of higher education can obtain the same academic rights as their public
counterparts following a successful application for institutional accreditation. If such accreditation is not
given, these institutions must apply for individual accreditation for each study programme offered. 

315. Currently a debate about what increased institutional autonomy actually means is taking place
in higher education in the aftermath of the Quality Reform. The background for this debate is the new
tensions arising within institutions as the institutional level to a greater extent is using its discretion and
strategic ability, while basic units, and particularly the individual academic, feel that their traditional freedom
concerning teaching and research, and how these activities should be conducted, is under pressure. 
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8.5 Changes in governmental steering – current and future perspectives

316. A new Act for higher education is to be discussed and approved by the Norwegian Parliament
in spring 2005. In the Bill it is proposed that public and private higher education institutions should be
integrated into a common regulative framework. The present separate acts for private and public higher
education institutions, respectively will then be abandoned.

317. Another important element in the proposed new Act is the changes in the governing bodies of
the higher education institutions. One of the most important proposals is that the Board should have a
chairman recruited externally, and that the rector should not be a representative of the Board (see
below for a description of the current institutional governing arrangements). 

318. The Ministry has also signalled to the institutions that the institutional performance, both in
teaching and research, will be closely monitored in years to come, and that the result-based funding
schemes, including research, will be further developed. In a joint effort between the Ministry and the
Norwegian Council for Higher Education, a scheme to measure scientific publication to be used as a
basis for resource allocation and funding is in the process of being developed by the latter. 

8.6 System linkages and cooperation

8.6.1 The relationship between higher eduction and upper secondary education 

319. Access to higher education institutions is normally gained on the basis of upper secondary edu-
cation. Since autumn 1994, everyone between the ages of 16 and 19 has a statutory right to three years’
upper secondary education leading either to higher education entrance qualifications, or to vocational
qualifications or partial qualifications. The reform imposing these changes was Reform 94. This reform
also reduced the number of foundation (first year) courses in upper secondary education from 113 to
13, and an increase in advances courses (second year) to provide a clearer and more straightforward
way of achieving formal upper secondary, particularly in vocational programmes, but also access to hig-
her education (Ministry of Education and Research 2004a). After an evaluation of the reform a number
of adjustments were carried out. The current course structure comprises 12 vocational areas of study
and three areas of study leading to matriculation qualifications. Within the vocational areas there are
still 102 advances courses (second year) leading to 224 different vocations, most of them involving
apprenticeship training with instruction both at school and in industry. In addition, three courses of trai-
ning in the vocational areas of study lead to matriculation (Ministry of Education and Research 2004a). 

320. A recent white paper (St.meld.nr. 30 2003-2004) pointed to the successes of Reform 94 in 
removing structural barriers to qualification and access to higher education, but notices that in recent
years the current structure creates problems in that the number of advanced courses constitute a barrier
to recruitment to working life, and that progression through upper secondary education has deteriorated.
In addition, international studies concerning Norwegian pupil’s (average) learning outcomes, and problems
in recruiting students in science subjects, have paved the way for further adjustments of this level of
education. Among the policy measures that are in the process of being implemented and of relevance to
higher education are (Ministry of Education and Research 2004b):

• The development of new syllabuses for all study programmes and courses. New textbooks and 
teaching materials will be developed

• More mathematics will be compulsory in the academic areas of study 

• A proposal has been made that able pupils at the upper secondary level could be allowed to 
take subjects or part of subjects from university level. This has not yet been decided. 
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8.6.2 Vocational College Education

321. As part of the work to create better linkage in the educational system, a new Act on vocational
college education (ISCED 4) was approved by Parliament in 2003 (Ministry of Education and Research
2004a). The Act provides that short practical courses of training can be approved as vocational college
education (“fagskole”) through NOKUT, the accreditation agency for tertiary education. The Act formally
established vocational college education as a shorter and professionally-oriented alternative to higher
education. The vocational college education builds upon upper secondary education or corresponding
competence, and lasts between a minimum of six months and a maximum of two years full time. The
aims of this arrangement is to contribute to the growth of shorter forms of training, more flexible and
more relevant to the needs of the labour market, and to give financial support to regional authorities
that offer courses at technical colleges. Vocational College Education includes the following areas:

• Two year technical education  

• Naval education 

• Further/continuing education within health and social work

• Various religious courses (“Bible schools”, etc)

• Art education (often private)

• A number of offers in ICT, marketing, etc. (mostly private)

322. A lot remains to be done, however, in clarifying the links between vocational education colleges
and higher education. When entering higher education, those with vocational college qualifications
must undergo an individual assessment of skills acquired if part of their competence and skills is to be
recognised as being at the higher education level. Part of the problem is related to the lack of a system
of credit-points in the vocational colleges, making it difficult to assess the scope and depth of education
taken, and, especially, making comparability with higher education more difficult (Børing & Stensaker
2004). 

323. In several European countries, qualifications frameworks are being developed to ensure better
links between and within different levels of the educational system, and the Ministry of Education and
Research has recently launched an inquiry into whether such a framework could be a relevant measure
in the Norwegian context (Børing & Stensaker 2004).    

8.6.3 Higher education and adult/continuing education

324. Though Norway in general has a highly educated population, research early in the 1990s gave
rise to concerns about the level of competence, especially in knowledge-based industries, and about the
potential for a sufficiently flexible and competent work-force in a rapidly changing vocational landscape.
On this background, the Competence Reform was initiated by the Norwegian Parliament (Stortinget) in
1999, the aim of which was to establish ‘a national system for documentation and appreciation of adults’
non-formal and informal competence, with legitimacy in both the labour market and the educational 
system.’ (VOX 2002:5). The purpose of this reform is to heighten the valuation and utilisation of the 
working population’s total competence through adult and continuing education, and in that way meet
the needs for competence and skills of society, of the workplace and of individuals. Several measures
have been launched to reduce the structural and financial barriers to adult learning, by encouraging 
co-operation between employers, employees and the government. The reform is still in progress in vari-
ous initiatives and projects including the right of employees to leave of absence for education purposes,
tax-deduction schemes for employers as part of the financing of continuing education, special measures
to increase ICT-literacy in the adult population, and a special competence development programme
(Kompetanse-utviklings-programmet) to stimulate continuing education within industry. In addition,
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various information measures for those seeking continuous education have also been set up. VOX, the
national institute for continuing and life-long learning is a key actor in both the implementation and 
surveillance of the Competence Reform. For continuing education outside higher education, a special
national learning condition monitor (Lærevilkårs-monitoren) has been set up to track results and trends
(Ministry of Education and Research 2003).

325. In a study on how higher education institutions have responded to the Competence Reform,
Brandt (2001) disclosed a variety of strategies to meet the new reform including offering research news
for professionals, providing a standardised study programme through new technology (ICT), adapting a
standardised study programme to a particular target group, and introducing interdisciplinary degrees,
and inter-disciplinary courses for new markets, and tailor-made courses on commission. A central fin-
ding in the study was that continuing education was perceived as an activity that institutions linked to
their standardised education and research activities, and that non-credit advanced research courses
offered to scientists and engineers in industry was an important activity related to continuing education,
but rarely reported to the outside world. In a related study on the volume of continuing education in
Norwegian universities in the period between 1998-2002, a decrease in the number of participants in
continuing and life-long learning related activities from 31 000 in 1998 to about 22 500 participants in
2002 was disclosed (Brandt 2003, see also Hagen & Skule 2004). A possible explanation can relate to a
general downward economic trend in Norway during these years, holding back the interest industry
and business had in continuing education for their employees. As part of this development, there was in
the same period a slight decrease in the share of continuing education that was fully paid for by the par-
ticipants. Concerning modes of delivery, distance education and ICT-related schemes increased in popu-
larity during this period, but a typical course will still combine distance education elements with some
face-to-face teaching or seminars (Brandt 2003). 

326. To further utilise ICT in adult/continuing education, Norway Opening Universities was established
in 2004 by the Ministry of Education and Research. The new organization was established by merging
the Norwegian Agency for Flexible Learning in Higher Education (SOFF) and the Norwegian
University Network for Lifelong Learning (Norgesuniversitetet). Norway Opening Universities’ main
tasks are to stimulate the development of lifelong and flexible learning in Norwegian higher education;
generate and share knowledge; and be a policy advisor for the Ministry in this field. 

327. In principle, the Competence Reform and the recent Quality Reform of higher education are
intended to be mutually supportive. For example, the modularisation of higher education study pro-
grammes as part of the Quality Reform can establish stronger links between higher education and 
continuing education by increasing the number of “access”-points to higher education for those with an
interest in continuing education. 

8.6.4 Access to higher education for people with insufficient formal qualifications

328. To allow people with insufficient formal but good and relevant ‘real’ qualifications for a particular
programme to take part in higher education, the rules of access to higher education were changed as
part of the Competence Reform. The legal framework was amended so that applicants who are at least
25 years of age and do not need to meet the general matriculation standard, can be accepted on the
basis of an individual assessment of their ‘realkompetanse’36 (see also chapters 2.8 and 6.4). Pertaining
to higher education, thus, this reform entails a considerable potential for an efficiency increase, in the
fact that well qualified adults, without completed secondary school, no longer have to ‘waste time’ in
secondary education. The new law came into effect from the academic year 2001-2002. The individual
institutions will determine whether applicants are sufficiently qualified to study the courses applied for.

36 The Norwegian term ‘realkompetanse’ includes the total sum of a person's formal, non-formal and informal qualifications.
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If the applicant is accepted and passes an examination for a course lasting a minimum of one year, this
will in turn provide the general entrance qualifications. ‘Realkompetanse’ may also allow a shortening of
the study period required, or exemption from some examinations or tests.

329. Recent studies of the reform have shown that in general, the reform works according to the
lawmakers’ intentions in providing improved opportunities for new groups of students (Opheim &
Helland 2004). Hagen & Skule (2004) have found that the number of students above 30 years of age has
increased rapidly during the latter years. Hence, HEIs have taken the reform very seriously, and have
laid down a considerable amount of work in adapting to it. Most institutions have also worked out detailed
guidelines for the assessment of ‘realkompetanse’, and they put down a considerable amount of working
hours in the processing of applications. However, Opheim and Helland (2004) also disclosed some
important challenges following the implementation of the reform.

330. Firstly, the study finds significant differences between different institutions with regards to the
requirements for being assessed as qualified. Hence, there are variations in how the different tertiary edu-
cation institutions assess the ‘realkompetanse’ applicants. In general, it is more likely that these students
are enrolled at university colleges, and in shorter and more applied study programmes such as teacher
training, nursing, etc. Secondly, the study also reveals that not all elements in the reform are implemented.
For example, the institutions have not instituted any arrangements to give exemption from parts of a
study based on relevant ‘realkompetanse’. The academic quality of the applicants with ‘realkompetanse’ is
a third challenge ensuing from this reform. The study indicates that the academic standards of the
applicants have decreased already during the few years after the reform was implemented. Even if
knowledge on this aspect is very limited, this may pose a problem in the long run. If it turns out that the
academic standards of the ‘realkompetanse’ students are considerably lower than those of regular stu-
dents, the support of the reform may be crumbling, however strong it is today (Opheim and Helland 2004).

8.6.5 Admission to and information about higher education 

331. The admission criteria to Norwegian higher education are set as regulations to the 1995
Universities and Colleges Act, revised in 2002. The normal requirement for access to higher education
is the completion of a 3-year study programme in general, i.e. academic, subjects at the upper secondary
level, or in some of the areas of study in technical and vocational subjects. Pupils at upper secondary
level choose one from a selection of fifteen foundation courses for their first year, and specialized advan-
ced courses I and II for the following years. Three of the available foundation courses prepare for hig-
her education directly, meeting the academic entrance requirements, while the others are vocational.
Pupils from vocational areas of study as a rule meet the higher education entrance requirements after
the completion of a supplementary general study course. The general matriculation standard sets mini-
mum requirements that include the following components: 

• Successful completion of three years of upper secondary education including foundation 
course, advanced courses I and II (regardless of area of study), or possession of a recognised 
vocational qualification or trade certificate.

• Included in, or in addition to, the above mentioned criteria, it is necessary to have successfully 
completed upper secondary studies corresponding to a specific level of attainment, determined 
in periods (lessons) per week, within the following general subject areas: Norwegian (14); 
English (5); history (4) and social studies (2); mathematics (5); natural sciences (5).

332. In addition, applicants aged 23 and above may be admitted on the basis of five years of work
experience, or a combination of work experience and education, provided they satisfy qualifications
mentioned in the general subject areas listed above.
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333. For admission to some study programmes, specific subjects or work experience are needed in
addition to the general requirements.

334. Applications to undergraduate studies at public higher education institutions of in Norway are
processed by a centralised application processing centre called Universities and Colleges Admission
Service (UCAS – “Samordna opptak” in Norwegian). UCAS coordinates the admission and information
to undergraduate level studies at all universities, university colleges, university colleges, and some pri-
vate colleges in Norway, annually around 80 000 applicants to 48 institutions or 1 100 different courses.
The Universities and Colleges Admission Service also provides advice and (internet-based) information
on higher education for the college and university sector.

335. Applicants send only one application form to UCAS, containing the names of a maximum of 10
different courses or programmes, in order of priority. The forms are registered digitally via an optical
registration system. UCAS then appoints institutions to evaluate each applicant. In a letter, applicants
are asked to forward all relevant documents to these institutions. If the applicant has applied for courses
or programmes at different institutions, with similar admission requirements, one institution will do the
assessment on behalf of the others. When the institutions have evaluate all applications allotted to them,
they send the results to UCAS, via the Internet. UCAS then processes the incoming data, and informs
applicants about the outcome, offering a maximum of one study entry to each applicant. This will nor-
mally be the highest ranked study on the application form, if entry requirements (and competitive quali-
fications) are met by the applicant. The applicant is obliged to return the letter to UCAS, indicating
whether or not he/she accepts the offer within a certain date. If based on these answers, an institution
decides that the number of entry offers for a course has not filled the number of places available students
may be recruited from waiting lists. The Universities and Colleges Admission Service is professionally
administered by a board appointed by the Ministry of Education and Research, and organised as a unit
at the University of Oslo.

336. Admission information on the Internet or in the special and annually revised Handbook for
Applicants (Søkerhandboka), does not automatically apply to foreign applicants without a permanent or
renewable residence permit in Norway. Most higher education institutions offer specifically designed
programmes for foreign students, and, as part of increasing internationalisation of Norwegian higher
education, more and more study programmes are being offered in English (Frølich & Stensaker 2004).

337. In general, foreign applicants must meet the same minimum requirements for entrance to higher
education as Norwegians. A list specified by country of what this means in more practical terms, called
the GSU list, is available at NOKUT’s website. (See http://www.nokut.no/sw6786.asp). Applicants with
qualifications from abroad must also fulfil language requirements in Norwegian and English. 

85



Chapter 9

Assuring and improving the quality of 

tertiary education
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9.1 Introduction

338. In this chapter the mechanisms and policies for assuring the quality of tertiary education is des-
cribed. The main points are related to the building up of a national system for quality assurance of hig-
her education through the establishment of a system of institutional (and programme) accreditation and
audit (of institutional quality assurance systems), and the establishment of NOKUT – a national inde-
pendent agency responsible for these tasks. NOKUT also has responsibility for institutions under the
Act for Vocational College Education. The Research Council of Norway (RCN) has a general responsibility
for carrying out evaluations of publicly founded research in Norway.  

339. The establishment of the new quality assurance system for higher education is related both to
Norwegian commitments in the Bologna Process, and to domestic needs of ensuring and improving the
quality of educational provision. However, data indicate that (first year) students are in general rather
satisfied with the academic quality in Norwegian higher education, and that there are few perceived dif-
ferences between HEIs concerning the quality of the education provided to students. 

9.2 Quality control of educational provision and research

340. Traditionally, Norway has put limited resources into quality assurance of higher education and
higher education programmes, except for the mandatory and systematic use of external examiners at
all examinations until the Quality Reform in 2003. The authorisation of new study programmes at state
higher education institutions was traditionally taken care of by the Ministry of Education and Research,
and could until the early 1990s be characterised as an administrative procedure. After the introduction
of the Act on private higher education in 1986, recognition of study programmes in the private sector
was introduced, and these were more detailed and control-oriented, including the use of expert panels.
Norway was during the 1990s also quite modest concerning implementing other systems for quality
assurance, even if various pilot projects in the field of evaluation were initiated (Stensaker 1997). Thus,
the political attention towards quality assurance of higher education must be characterised as limited
during the 1990s. The Quality Reform has contributed to change this picture considerably.

341. As part of the reform, a new independent accreditation agency NOKUT (Norwegian Agency for
Quality Assurance in Education) was established by law as from January 2003. Its activities are rather
clearly specified in the relevant regulation to the law (Ministry of Education and Research 2002). The
establishment of NOKUT also replaced the former Network Norway Council. The latter had closer ties
to the Ministry, i.e. it was instructed by the Ministry, and had multiple tasks, including giving the
Ministry of Education and Research advice in strategic issues and taking care of various evaluations in
Norwegian higher education. The new body is, by law and an annual lump-sum funding, secured a more
independent status. The Ministry of Education and Research cannot instruct NOKUT in its accreditation
and quality assurance-related activities in other ways than by law or formal regulations. Still, the
Ministry has a final say in certain issues where NOKUT is involved (creating new universities/change
the status of current institutions from e.g. university college to university, or from being a specialized
university institution into being a university, and as concerns the recognition of international higher
education qualifications). NOKUT has a staff of around thirty, and is organised in three departments.
One department for evaluation of institutional quality assurance systems, one department for accredita-
tion of HEIs and programmes, and one department for recognition of foreign higher education and for
giving advice to institutions regarding international credit transfer and recognition. The latter is the
Norwegian ENIC/NARIC and also the information unit for the Council of Europe and UNESCO Lisbon
Recognition Convention. 
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342. In addition, NOKUT also accredits courses and programmes that are regulated by the Act on
Vocational College Education, and hence has an overall responsibility for quality assurance in the whole
tertiary education sector. The vocational colleges are obliged to have their courses approved by
NOKUT in order to have the right to name their courses vocational college education. The courses
must be of a duration of between 6 months and 2 years after successful completion of upper secondary
education. It is also possible to be admitted on the basis of relevant formal, non-formal and informal
competencies (“realkompetanse”). At present, only the technical vocational colleges (teknisk fagskole) are
approved by NOKUT. They offer theoretical education based on vocational upper secondary education. 

343. Vocational college courses approved by NOKUT are entitled to apply for public funding, but this
is not automatically granted. At present, only the technical colleges operated by the counties, are publicly
funded. 

344. In higher education, the procedure for recognition of a given study programme is twofold: First,
an administrative review is conducted assessing the infrastructural framework that supports the study
programme (buildings, ICT, etc). Second, a peer review process is initiated assessing “input” quality,
“process” quality and “output” quality (see point 8.6.2 for a more detailed description of vocational college
education).

345. Concerning methods to assure the quality in higher education, more formal accreditation sche-
mes have been introduced along with the establishment of NOKUT: Accreditation of HEIs according to
institutional status and of study programmes at different levels have been established. The main function
of the system of institutional accreditation is that HEIs obtain certain rights for the self-accreditation of
programmes depending on the formal status. Hence, an institution accredited as a university is given
the right to established all kinds of study programmes including those at the doctoral level. Private hig-
her education providers can apply for the same status categories as the public institutions and may
obtain the same rights. HEIs without institutional accreditation must apply for a separate programme
accreditation for every new study programme offered. Institutional accreditation is given without any
set date for re-accreditation. Hence, it is in the hands of the HEIs to apply for a change in institutional
status.

346. An important premise for the accreditation schemes introduced is the demand that every hig-
her education institution, both public and private, need to have an implemented and functional quality
assurance system covering all higher education programmes offered. This demand was introduced
along with the establishment of NOKUT, and every Norwegian higher education institution has been
instructed to have a system established as per the first of January 2004 (Ministry of Education and
Research 2002). The consequence of not having such a system, or that the existing system does not
cover the minimum standards set, is not that an institution will loose institutional status, or the accredi-
tation for established studies, but that the institution is not allowed to have new study programmes esta-
blished. In other words, not having an institutional quality assurance system restricts the institution’s
possibilities to expand and move into new fields of study. The procedure checking up on an institutional
quality assurance system is labelled “audit”, even if the procedure in practice comes close to the accre-
ditation procedure. 

347. The procedures associated with institutional audits rely on institutional self-evaluation followed
by a peer review process. In the self-evaluation, the voice of the students is sought incorporated in the
procedure by highlighting the need for conducting surveys among the students. Student representation
is also visible in the peer review process. Normally, students are represented in the peer review team as
ordinary members with full rights and obligations. Usually the peer review team also includes foreign
academics, mostly from Sweden or Denmark, as this eliminates any problems concerning language. In
this way, international comparability is also sought obtained. 
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348. In the funding system, higher education institutions are rewarded for the number of credit
points students obtain. Given the incentive this might create to lower the quality level, an important
function of the national quality assurance system is to check that academic standards are maintained
and that the quality of the educational provision is not jeopardised.    

349. Concerning the evaluation of research, this is a responsibility of, and key area for, the Research
Council of Norway (RCN). RCN traditionally funds several research programmes with relevance for hig-
her education as part of their ordinary programme portfolio. At present, the research programme
“Competence, Education and Learning” (KUL) supports several ongoing research projects on higher
education, and the evaluation of the Quality Reform is also linked to this research programme.
Interesting information is also available from the now completed research programme “Knowledge
Development within the Professions and in Professional Practice” (KUPP). RCN has in recent years also
established a prize for high accomplishments in research (the MØBIUS-prize), a measure intended to
raise the overall awareness of and commitment to excellence in Norwegian research.

350. The current evaluation strategy of RCN emphasises that the objectives of the research evaluations
conducted are:

• to provide insight into the current status of and trends in Norwegian research

• to improve the quality of decisions in respect of research policy, strategy and operations

• to ensure that all levels of the research systems, including the Research Councils’s own 
governing bodies and administration, consider the results of the evaluations

• to link the Research Council in international cooperation on R&D evaluation

• to safeguard the total confidence placed in the Research Council’s objectivity and independence
in respect of evaluation activities 

351. The evaluations implemented to reach these objectives can be separated into two broad types:
specialized evaluations where a R&D field is evaluated on the national level (e.g. in political science,
education, informatics, etc), and more strategic evaluations conducted in relation to political develop-
ments, to support decision-making or to investigate the outcomes of RCN’s own research programmes.
A recent meta-evaluation of some of the specialized evaluations conducted by RCN shows that international
panels judge the quality of the research conducted within the field as fairly good, with very good quality
in a few fields (e.g. in mathematics, information science, chemistry) (Brofoss 2004). 

9.3 Quality improvement in teaching and learning

352. The policy during the last decade has been fairly consistent concerning the responsibility for
quality improvement of higher education. This is a responsibility that has explicitly been given to the
higher education institutions themselves (St.meld. 40 1990-91, St.meld. 27 2000-2001). However, by the
establishment of NOKUT and the requirement that all Norwegian HEIs should have their own system
of quality assurance, some external pressure to focus more strongly on the improvement dimension of
quality assurance has been created. This is particularly visible in the criteria listed by NOKUT (2003)
concerning the evaluation of an institutional quality system. Here is it stated that a quality system
should comprise: 

• How work related to quality is linked to the strategic objectives of the institution

• Defined objectives for the work related to quality

• How work related to quality is linked to management at all levels
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• How work related to quality is proven to be a systematic activity that includes staff participation

• Collection and analysis of data and information from evaluations enabling the accumulation of 
knowledge on the institutional status concerning the quality of the educational provision

• Assessment of whether objectives related to quality have been met

• Utilisation of results from work related to quality as basis for decision-making aimed at 
improvements

• Clarifications as to how work related to quality contribute to optimising the use of available 
human, financial and administrative resources

• Active students participation in the work related to quality

• An annual report to the Board of the institution in which an overall assessment is made about 
the status of the work related to quality, and indications about the quality of the educational 
provision 

353. In the criteria developed by NOKUT (2003), it is further stated that a quality assurance system
must contain routines to ensure the quality of new programmes. It is also stated that the quality assu-
rance system is the responsibility of the board and the leadership of the institution. No formal requests
concerning what an institutional quality assurance system should look like are specified by NOKUT, 
although the criteria mentioned above may trigger the development of certain organisational routines
and structures.

354. The Ministry of Education and Research (2002) has required that an evaluation of the institutional
quality assurance system must take place at least every six years, but that the prime objective of the
evaluation of the quality assurance systems is not only control but to develop well-functioning systems
in which dialogue and frequent communication between external experts and the institution should be 
a vital characteristic. The external experts are expected to specify in what area the institutional quality
assurance system is adequate and up to standards, and where the system needs improvements. The
Ministry has also made it clear that the institutions are expected to establish routines that secure cont-
inuous improvements of the quality system (Ministry of Education and Research 2002). 

355. Even if establishing institutional quality assurance systems is a relatively new element in
Norwegian higher education, various institutional practices concerning the evaluation of teaching and
learning have been conducted for years. Student evaluation of teaching is a regular feature in
Norwegian higher education, but the results from these processes have seldom been analysed and
informed decision-making at the institutional level even if institutional plans to “improve and secure
quality” is a very common feature in Norwegian HEIs (Handal et al 1999). In the last few years, quality
issues have been on the agenda for the regular meetings between each institution and the Ministry, and
the Ministry has for years also requested annual reports about the “production” of and activity level in
the higher education institutions. However, these reports are not compared to indicate the status or 
progress on the national level, and in this respect they constitute no national monitoring system of the
quality of teaching and learning. Within the field of ICT, some national funds have been made available
to higher education institutions that have shown an interest in developing new ICT-based teaching and
learning methods, but this funding have been explicitly linked to the utilisation of new technology.     

9.4 Stakeholders in quality assurance

356. The national accreditation system in Norway serves several purposes. One of the obvious ones
is related to the Bologna Process, and the need for developing a national system of quality assurance 
following this process. However, even if European and other international developments in the field of
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quality assurance are important for understanding the new accreditation system in Norway, there is also
a national background for this establishment. In particular, a growing interest in evaluation and perfor-
mance of the higher education system can be detected during the 1990s, and partly as a result of the
student influx, leading to the development of the now former Norway Network Council in 1998. The
increased number of students exerted a considerable pressure on the funding system, resulting in a
growing interest in student efficiency and academic quality. In the late 1990s, a Royal Commission for
higher education (the “Mjøs-Commission”) was appointed.  The commission should, among other
things, evaluate the consequences of the increased number of students and make suggestions on how
to adjust the system accordingly. In its main report (Green Paper NOU 2000:14), the commission
argued that more emphasis should be placed on institutional competition and output rewards in order 
to handle the growing number of students and to increase both the efficiency and academic quality in
education and research.

357. One of the proposals of the commission was to establish a new accreditation body that, with an
independent status and staff specialized in quality evaluations and assessments, could act as a rigid
quality controller of such a new system. An underlying premise for this proposal was also the intention
to give public and private higher education institutions more equal conditions. In the 1990s, private hig-
her education, but also university colleges, needed to apply to the Ministry of Education and Research
for every new programme offered, and such approval could in certain (difficult) cases take up to two
years to obtain. Private higher education institutions complained that this situation represented a huge
advantage for the public sector that did not need such an approval for all new programmes developed
(see e.g. Stensaker 2000: 98). The new accreditation system may indeed contribute to change this situa-
tion since both public and private higher education institutions are scrutinised according to the same
criteria. Hence, a more competitive situation between public and private providers has been created.

358. Furthermore, the establishment of an independent quality assurance agency, should ensure a
separation of quality considerations from the political agenda.

359. An important function of the new accreditation scheme is also to establish a procedure that can
handle the tendency towards academic drift in the higher education system. In the latter years, and in
addition to those already being given new institutional status, some of the university colleges in Norway,
some of the specialized university institutions, and even some private institutions have indicated that
university status are of interest due to, among other things, the possibilities this might create concerning
the self-accreditation of new programmes of study. The criteria for obtaining this status are defined in
the new accreditation scheme, the most important ones being the number and levels of programmes of
study offered. At present, the existence of at least four ph.d. and at least five master programmes are
key criteria in this respect.

360. Both the public/private dimension, the need to professionalize quality considerations, the ten-
dency concerning “academic drift”, and the growing interest for accreditation within Europe, suggest
that an important recipient of information from the new quality assurance system in Norway are the
political authorities, and in particular the Ministry of Education and Research. Students and employers
are recognised as important stakeholders in the new national quality assurance system as well, but until
now, the information gained from the system at the national level has not been distributed to them in an
easily accessible way. 

361. However, as in many other OECD-countries, there are also other stakeholders interested in
quality issues and which perform their own “evaluations” of higher education. For example, four news-
papers have for the last five years cooperated on interviewing a substantial number of first-year students
to get information on their perception along a number of dimensions of the programme they recently
have been enrolled in, and the institution to which they are affiliated. The results are published, and the
data have also been utilised for research purposes (see e.g. Wiers-Jenssen and Aamodt 2002, Wiers-
Jenssen, Stensaker & Grøgaard 2002).
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9.5 Expansion, efficiency and quality

362. Like many other OECD-countries, Norway experienced a huge influx of students in higher 
education in the early 1990s, with the highest number of new applicants in 1994. Towards the end of the
1990s, the number of new applicants dropped somewhat, only to increase slightly in the last five years.
The present trend is that on average, more than 50 per cent of a given age cohort will enter higher 
education within a few years after the completion of secondary education. 

363. After entering higher education, a number of students tend to have some delay in their studies,
i.e. they do not graduate according to the formally prescribed study schedule. Studies have shown that
this tendency in general is caused by students taking a pause from their studies (to travel or work or do
military service etc) before re-entering higher education at a later stage (Berg 1997, Aamodt 2001). The
organisation of study programmes also affect study persistence. Hence, the traditional open studies within
the humanities and the social sciences in general seem to give a lower probability for students graduating
on time than, for example, the more vocationally-oriented studies within engineering, nursing, medicine,
health, etc. (Aamodt 2001). Since these studies often are offered at different types of institutions, i.e.
humanities in universities while engineering and nursing at university colleges, one can historically
detect a difference in the time it takes to complete a programme of study in these two types of institutions. 

364. Research has also indicated other differences and tendencies in study persistence, drop-out and
completion in Norwegian higher education in the last decade: First, recruitment to higher education
(but not upper-secondary education) is still filtered by the student’s socio-economic background
(Hansen 1999), but this factor hardly affects drop-out rates (Aamodt 2001, Børing 2004). Second, disci-
plinary differences in general account for more of the variation in study persistence and time to completion
that external factors such as part-time work, etc (Teigen 1997, Berg 1997, Wiers-Jenssen & Aamodt
2002). Third, men have higher drop-out rates in universities than women (Aamodt 2001), but this diffe-
rence is not observable in university colleges (Børing 2004). Forth, universities “loose” more students
to university colleges than the other way around (Aamodt 2001). Fifth, a large proportion of students
that drop out are not “lost”, but return to higher education after a break (Aamodt 2001). The unfortunate
situation here is that older students have a significantly higher drop-out rate than younger ones (Børing
2004). Some of these trends can be easily explained: A higher drop-out rate for men correlates partly
with the fact that in Norway young men have to do military service, and military service also partially
explains why students “take a break” in their studies. Higher drop-out rates in universities can partly be
explained by their former way of organising programmes of study (consisting of half-year, one-year and
one-and-a-half-year units that could be combined quite freely by students according to certain rules, to
make up the –generally 4-year –   ‘cand.mag.’ degree). Higher drop-out rate related to age can also be
partly explained by the other obligations students may have when getting older (i.e. family, children,
their inclusion in the labour market) (see also chapter 6).

365. The recently implemented Quality Reform is intended to change the picture of study persistence,
drop-out and graduation rates. Due to the new modularisation of traditionally “loosely” organised univer-
sity studies, one can, for example, hypothesise a general improvement in the students’ time to complete
a given study at this type of institution. At present, there is some evidence that the numbers of credit
points taken by students each semester are increasing. However, more comprehensive research will be
conducted on this issue as part of the ongoing evaluation of the Quality Reform.

366. One could argue that persistence, drop-out rates and time to completion might be correlated to
the quality of the education provided. Although there exist some data which could give some indication
on this issue, no studies have so far analysed this relationship directly. Wiers-Jenssen & Aamodt (2002)
have analysed the degree of student satisfaction for first year students in higher education using exten-
sive quantitative data, and have shown that in general, university students are less satisfied than stu-
dents at university colleges. This finding is also strongly correlated to organisational size, meaning that

92



larger institutions as a rule have less satisfied students than the smaller ones. Since the universities are
the largest institutions, size is an explanatory factor. 

367. However, the general result from the analysis of more than 12 000 first-year students is that two
out of three students in Norwegian higher education are “very satisfied” with academic quality in
Norwegian higher education (Wiers-Jenssen & Aamodt 2002). Hence, the study indicates a general
high level of satisfaction with academic quality, and relatively little perceived institutional difference 
concerning the quality of the education provided to students. 

368. Still, at present there is a lack of reliable data that address issues concerning the learning out-
come of students in Norwegian tertiary education. More emphasis has been given to this issue in recent
years, and the introduction of the Diploma Supplement and the present interest in developing a national
framework for qualifications (Børing & Stensaker 2004) are some of the measures that signal the strong
political interest in this area. Concerning the employers’ views on graduates, there are no national syste-
matic surveys addressing this issue.

369. Another issue relating to the expansion of the higher education system in Norway is the main-
tenance of high academic quality.  A growing number of students, and a more output oriented funding
system, might under certain conditions put the level for passing examinations under pressure.
However, the quality assurance system, both at institutional and national level, should guarantee quality
of a stable high level. In addition, studies have been initiated to shred more light on the institutions’
mechanisms in this respect.
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Chapter 10

Internationalisation and globalisation of 

tertiary education
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10.1 Introduction

370. In this chapter, the impact that internationalisation is having upon policies for the higher education
system is described. The main message coming out of the chapter is that Norwegian higher education
policy increasingly emphasises the importance of seeing the national higher education system in its
international context. In the recently implemented Quality Reform, internationalisation is seen as one of
the key areas to enhance the quality of higher education and research in Norway, and as vital in realising
Norway’s commitment to the Bologna Process and to the creation of a European Research Area (ERA). 

371. Hence, traditional internationalisation activities like (individual) student and staff mobility are
increasingly being enriched by policy initiatives intended to stimulate more formalised and organised
education and research cooperation (especially within Europe), strategic initiatives by Norwegian HEIs,
and by staff exchange schemes both within as well as beyond Europe. 

372. Norwegian HEIs are increasingly developing strategies for internationalisation, related to issues
like recruitment, and the development of their research portfolios. In addition, North – South cooperation,
which has a long tradition in Norway, is still important for many Norwegian HEIs, for the Ministry of
Education and Research, and for the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD).

10.2 Changes in the rationale for internationalisation

373. Internationalisation is far from a novelty in Norwegian higher education. Being a small country,
positioned in a geographical periphery of Europe, Norway has a long tradition of linking up with the
international higher education community, especially with respect to sending students abroad for gaining
qualifications and obtaining new knowledge (see also point 10.5). 

374. With the Quality Reform in 2001 (St.meld. 27 2000-2001), the emphasis on quality has been
strongly underlined as the underlying rationale for internationalisation. In this reform, internationalisation
has been re-framed as a major instrument for the general objective of improving the quality of higher
education, in both its teaching and learning aspects and in its research function. Internationalisation is
emphasised both as an aim in itself and as a means to ensure quality in higher education and research
in a much broader sense. The quality of national higher education and research should be measured by
international standards, and not with reference to national standards alone. The reform is also an adap-
tation of elements in the Bologna Process, introducing the bachelor-master-phd (3+2+3) structure, 
a new grading system (A-F) similar to the ECTS, and an increased modularisation of study programmes
in Norway. Student mobility, with an emphasis on exchanges through European and other international
education programmes as well as through formal institutional agreements, is still considered as a key
element (see also point 10.4)

375. The establishment of two new international research prizes at Nobel level in the last couple of
years (the Abel prize in mathematics [2002], and the Holberg prize in the humanities and the social 
sciences [2004]), the emphasis on Norwegian participation in the European Framework programmes
including the establishment of a Norwegian research office in Brussels, as well as initiatives within the
Nordic region through the establishment of a new body (Nordforsk) responsible for coordinating
Nordic research cooperation, is an indication that the participation of Norwegian higher education insti-
tutions in international research cooperation is also very high on the political agenda.

10.3 Internationalisation of higher education in Norway – an overview

376. Internationalisation of higher education in Norway is multifaceted. However, a Nordic, a
European, and a global dimension can be identified. 
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377. Nordic co-operation has traditionally been a key element in the internationalisation of
Norwegian higher education (Sivertsen & Smeby 2001), and the Nordic Council of Ministers has
recently agreed upon an objective targeting the Nordic region as a world-leading region for research
and innovation within 2010 (NORIA). Nordic cooperation in higher education has traditionally centred
on academic staff and student mobility mainly through the NORDPLUS programme (established in
1988), and legal agreements that are designed to reduce the formal barriers to student and staff mobility.
In Norway, student mobility within this programme reached its peak in 1998 (approx. 1000 students),
stabilising to approx. 700 students in the last five years. A regional network of the national quality assu-
rance and accreditation agencies has also been created to work for improved mutual recognition of
quality assurance procedures in the Nordic region. Neighbourhood policies, aimed at cooperation between
the Nordic countries and the Baltic states and North-western Russia, are of increasing importance for
Nordic cooperation overall, in education and research most notable in the Nordplus Neighbour
Programme. 

378. During the last decade, more regional cooperation schemes have also been developed, inclu-
ding in the Euro-Barents region and beyond (North2North is another cooperation scheme involving
countries in the Northern hemisphere participating in the University of the Arctic, i.e. the Nordic coun-
tries, Russia, Canada, USA (Alaska)). This cooperation comprises both research and education. There
are also some cooperation projects through the Council of the Baltic Sea States. 

379. European cooperation is an increasingly important channel for the internationalisation of
Norwegian higher education, due to the Norwegian commitment to the Bologna Process, and to the
importance of the participation in EU programmes and processes.

380. Norwegian cooperation with the EU is based on the Agreement on the European Economic
Area37. Through the EEA Agreement, Norway participates fully in EU research co-operation and in the
EU education and training programmes (Socrates, Leonardo da Vinci, Erasmus Mundus, the E-learning
programme, Europass). The participation in these education, training and research programmes is con-
sidered very valuable by Norwegian authorities, who are also committed to the Lisbon Process, inclu-
ding the establishment of a European Research Area (ERA). For these reasons, and to follow up the
Norwegian government’s European Policy Platform, the Ministry of Education and Research adopted
an EU Strategy in 2002, up-dated in 2004. The main message from the document is that the Norwegian
Ministry of Education and Research will step up its involvement in ongoing EU programmes with parti-
cular attention related to:

• active, broad-based participation in the European learning process; 

• contribution to quality enhancement, internationalisation and network-building in European 
education and research; 

• taking initiatives in areas in which Norway has special expertise, has achieved results and has 
gained experience of particular interest; 

• taking advantage of European collaboration on education and research with a view to promoting
better quality and innovation at the national level and to ensuring good co-ordination between 
the national and European levels; 

• intensifying contact with the EU’s new member states, inter alia, through the new EEA EFTA 
financial mechanism; 

37 The EEA Agreement is between the EU Member States, Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway.
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381. The number of outgoing Norwegian Erasmus students peaked in the mid-1990s. There used to
be an imbalance between outgoing and incoming students in the programme with too few incoming 
students, but since 2001-2002, there is a majority of incoming students, see Table 10.3. Evaluations of
Norwegian participation in the Socrates and Leonardo da Vinci programmes have disclosed several 
concerns including:

• a lack of study programmes available in English (Wiers-Jenssen & Smeby 2001: 69)

• weak administrative and organisational structures at the institutional level, resulting in a lack of 
continuity and competence in handling the exchange programmes (Wiers-Jenssen & Smeby 
2001: 70)

382. However, a recent study on the internationalisation of Norwegian HEIs has concluded that the
administrative and organisational structures within HEIs are in the process of being strengthened and
that new study programmes in English are being offered (Frølich & Stensaker 2004). The Erasmus pro-
gramme seems to dominate the agenda, while higher education participation in the Leonardo da Vinci
programme seem fairly absent (Vabø & Smeby 2003: 30). The teacher exchange part of the Erasmus
programme has gained popularity in the last couple of years. Around 1 100 Norwegian students per
year participate in the Erasmus programme, in a wide variety of disciplines. Spain and France are the
most popular destinations.

383. The Norwegian financial contribution to and gain from the EU research programmes is sub-
stantial. A recent evaluation of the Norwegian participation in the 5th framework programme concluded
that Norway’s participation was reasonably successful, with an estimated return on investments of 0.9.
In other words, Norway received almost as much in return (248 mill Euro) as it put into the programme
(274 mill Euro). However, the report indicates that many improvements could be made to create synergies
between the framework programme and national and institutional R&D-initiatives (NIFU STEP,
Technopolis 2004). RCN continuously works to stimulate and support Norwegian participation in ongoing
and forthcoming EU research programmes through e.g. the establishment of financial support for those
intending to apply to EU-funded research programmes, and the creation of networks and information
offices. As an attempt to “internationalise” at home, RCN is in the process of opening up some of its
research programmes to foreign applicants.

384. Outside of the EU, European cooperation is dominated by the Bologna Process, which is referred
to throughout this report because of its importance for the national Quality Reform. This is particularly
the case in the period 2003-2005, when Norway has the vice-chairmanship of the process, and the secre-
tariat of the (European) Bologna Board and Follow-up Group is located at the Norwegian Ministry of
Education and Research as part of the preparations for the Bergen Summit 19-20 May 2005.

385. A global dimension concerning the internationalisation of Norwegian higher education can also
be identified. Traditionally, this has been visualised through quite generous support to developing coun-
tries over the last 30-40 years, especially concerning cooperation in higher education and scholarship
schemes. 

386. Even if higher education has been the key area for cooperation globally, research cooperation
has been increasingly emphasised during the past ten years. Recently, the Ministry of Education and
Research launched a strategy to improve utilisation of bilateral agreements concerning research co-
operation, and has as a first step launched initiatives to enhance research and technology cooperation
between Norway and USA and Canada. The global dimension is also visible within the educational area,
and especially related to the commitment shown by Norwegian higher education institutions with
respect to North-South cooperation (SIU 2001). 
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387. The Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation in Higher Education (SIU) promotes
international cooperation in education and research, and particularly in higher education. SIU was esta-
blished as a government agency under the Ministry of Education and Research as of 1 January 2004,
based on the Centre for International University Cooperation, created in 1991 by the Norwegian
Council of Universities. SIU´s mission is to manage international education and research programmes,
with a focus on programmes in higher education, to profile Norway as a country of study and research
towards the outside world, to participate in, and/or coordinate, national information measures of rele-
vance for the internationalisation of higher education, and to provide training measures, as well as advice,
studies and other services to promote the internationalisation of higher education. The Centre is com-
missioned by several national and international public organisations to administer programmes within
all levels of education. Programme management constitutes the biggest part of SIU’s activities, and the
programmes cover the whole education sector, from kindergarten to higher and further education.
Geographically, they target the Nordic countries, Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, South-East Asia, Central
America and the Palestinian Territories. 

388. Given the emphasis on North-South co-operation, and the geographic and linguistic situation of
Norway, one might expect a notable impact of the “new global trade”. As it is, globalization is primarily
a topic of debate and has to a lesser extent influenced the choices of the many Norwegians independently
seeking a full degree abroad. At the political level, Norway has chosen a fairly active role in the GATS
negotiations as regards education, while some of the HEIs, students and staff have expressed reservations. 

389. Norway was very early in making GATS concessions for higher and adult education – almost
full market access for foreign education providers in Norway was granted in 1995 – but has at the same
time warned against the potential negative effects of unbridled globalization. Following a resolution at
the UNESCO General Conference in November 2003, initiated by Norway, UNESCO and OECD have
assumed a leading role. Their joint working group, chaired by Norway, is about to finalize (spring 2005)
Guidelines on Quality provision in cross-border higher education. The purpose of the Guidelines is both to
ensure the interests of students who seek education abroad, or from abroad, and to help developing
countries manage their globalized education market to their own benefit.

390. Recognition of foreign academic qualifications is a responsibility of the higher education institu-
tions. At the national level, however, this responsibility rests with NOKUT, the national quality assurance
agency, which has the national ENIC/NARIC office and the information unit for the Council of Europe
and UNESCO Lisbon Recognition Convention, as well as the follow-up of the implementation of the
Diploma Supplement linked to the convention. (The Diploma Supplement is compulsory at all public
higher education institutions since 2002.) Applicants with foreign academic qualifications who are not
interested in further studies in Norway, can get a full evaluation of their qualifications, so-called general
recognition, from NOKUT (since 01.01.2003)

10.4 Recent challenges and issues in internationalisation

391. Following the establishment of a European Research Area, research is becoming increasingly
integrated in international cooperation. Changes in the organisation of the EU framework programmes
represent a challenge to Norwegian HEIs, not least concerning their organisational capacity to be invol-
ved and take active part in the new networks created. To identify measures to further increase
Norwegian participation in EU framework programmes is of high priority. 

392. To be attractive as a research partner, Norwegian R&D must be of high quality. Research evalu-
ations conducted by RCN, and a meta-analysis of these (Brofoss 2004) have indicated that quality is varied
across disciplinary areas, and there are challenges in the establishment of a higher level of quality. A
white paper for research will be presented in spring 2005, in which internationalisation of research will
be a central dimension.
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393. How Norwegian higher education institutions are acting upon the challenges concerning inter-
nationalisation has recently been studied as a part of a large European comparative research effort
(Frølich & Stensaker 2004). The study discloses that the institutions see internationalisation not only as
a means to improve quality of education and research, but also as a mechanism that can be used for:

• profiling/marketing of institutions in the domestic higher education market

• increase recruitment of qualified staff and students (in disciplines and fields where the 
recruitment of Norwegians is low) 

• stimulate and develop the research portfolio of the institutions (often as part of an ambition to 
increase institutional status, i.e. become a university)

• develop partnerships that can protect the institutions from domestic, but also an expected 
increased international, competition

394. There is much variation in how and how fast institutions are responding to the challenges of
internationalisation. That being said, it must also be underlined that there are few signs of Norwegian
higher education increasingly being part of the “global market”. The institutional efforts concerning
profiling/marketing and developing partnerships, on the other hand indicate that higher education insti-
tutions are preparing for the future, especially with respect to anticipated increase in competition for
students and resources. 

10.5 Internalisation and financial support for studies abroad 

395. From a mobility point of view, it is worth noting that it is a prerequisite in the Quality Reform
that all degree programmes under the new system are designed so as to allow for an international
exchange period as an integral part of the programme. Further, the increased focus on student guidan-
ce, with the introduction of Individual Student Plans containing the student’s and the institution’s mutual
commitments, is also expected to facilitate both the students’ and the institution’s planning of international
student mobility. Though the level is still modest, the number of students on mobility as part of their
home degree who received support from the Loan Fund in fact increased by 21 per cent from 2002-03 to
2003-04. The financing model, moreover, encourages a balance in the numbers of incoming and out-
going students (see point 10.6). This policy of facilitating student exchanges as integral parts of all
degree programmes, however, takes place in a context of long traditions for going abroad for the entire
duration of studies.

396. The situation in Norway after World War II was characterised by serious lacks in the domestic
higher education capacity in several fields. Sending students abroad to gain needed knowledge was in
this period an important policy objective, and following the establishment of the State Educational Loan
Fund in 1947, student loans and grants were provided to those studying abroad in fields of national inte-
rest. The US together with the UK, and partly Germany, were the most important countries of destination
for Norwegian students in this period. The existence of the Fulbright-programme was also of importance
with respect to establishing strong ties to the US regarding both students and academic staff. 

397. In a 1984 White Paper, the need to supplement national higher education capacity was no longer
seen as the major rationale for sending students abroad, and the regulations for support for studies
abroad were changed so that students would be eligible for financial aid irrespective of national capacity.
The reason given was “academic quality”, as Norwegian students would be able to take advantage of
opportunities offered abroad. In this period, studying abroad meant that students were not part of a for-
mal exchange programme concerning where to study, and that students stayed abroad for a long period,
most often taking their entire education abroad. During the 1990s, there was a rapid expansion in the
number of these “free movers”, with numbers increasing from around 5 000 per year in the early 1990s
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to 15-16 000 per year a decade later (see also table 10.1 in annex). A 1997 White Paper (St.meld. nr. 19
(1996-97) “Om studier i utlandet”) emphasised that Norwegian students should take higher degrees 
rather than bachelor’s/lower degrees abroad. In addition, a special language preparation grant was
introduced to facilitate studies in non-English-speaking countries.

398. From the academic year 2004-05, earlier restrictions on the disciplines and study programmes 
eligible for supplementary tuition fee funding were abandoned, and students are now eligible for sup-
port (up to a certain level) regardless of field of study, provided the study programme is approved by the
authorities in the country. At the same time, part of the tuition fee funding is provided as loans, as opp-
osed to grants only earlier. (For a general description of the support scheme, see point 7.9.)

399. In the Quality Reform, the emphasis on academic quality is strongly underlined. Still, there are
some issues concerning student mobility and the general portability of loans and grants that constitute
challenges or dilemmas in this respect. Three issues are of particular importance: 

400. First, most Norwegian students abroad are full degree students and not related to any organised
or formal student exchange programme. Currently, there are approx. 15 000 per year in this category
who receive financial support from the State Educational Loan Fund, plus 6 328 in 2003-2004 who were
on shorter studies (exchanges and placements) abroad as part of their Norwegian degree (see also
tables 10.1 and 10.2 in the data annex). It has been perceived as a problem that there is little or no state
or institutional control concerning the quality of the educational provision for the majority of Norwegian
students abroad (i.e. those on full degrees). Therefore, it is an aim to increase the number of students
on formal exchanges. 

401. Second, the Ministry of Education and Research would like to have more Norwegian students
abroad at the (post-)graduate level rather than at the undergraduate level. The change in the student
financing system implemented from 2004-05 is aimed at stimulating students on higher degrees and on
exchanges and placements abroad (see also point 7.9). 

402. Third, there has been some debate concerning the cumulative effect of the preferences and the
choices made by individual Norwegian students when going abroad. During the last couple of years,
there has been a remarkable change in student destinations. The impact of the global market on the
Norwegian student body seems to have changed the pattern of mobility. The proportion of Norwegian
students studying in the U.S. has declined from 27 per cent of all Norwegian students abroad in 1993, to
seven per cent in 2004. During the latter half of the 1990s, the number of students travelling to Australia
and tailor-made education programmes in Central and Eastern Europe skyrocketed38. Hungary, Poland
and the Czech Republic have had clear increases in the number of Norwegian students during the last
years. This is mainly due to special medical or veterinary programmes for foreigners that are offered in
English or German, and is a result of the demand for studies in these fields, and the limited capacity in
Norwegian institutions (Wiers-Jenssen 1999:21). 

403. The combined practices of the individual degree students abroad have brought to the fore cer-
tain inconsistencies in the internationalisation policies, eg. the liberal support for international studies
emphasising the quality dimension, combined with the lack of government control over where and at
what institutions abroad this financial support is used. Especially, official policy has over the years
underlined the importance of encouraging Norwegian students to go to non-English-speaking countries.
Special language grants were introduced in 1997 for this reason, but they do not seem to have had the
desired effect of attracting a higher share of student flows away from the “Anglo-Australian-American”
direction. 

38 Portability of loans and grants was extended to studies outside of Europe and North America for the first time in 1993-94.
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404. Seen in a competitive perspective, Norwegian higher education institutions claim that the “student
leakage” to foreign institutions caused by the general portability of student grants and loans represents
an unfair competition, arguing that there are differences in “terms of trade”, since Norwegian students
have a right to have their tuition fees charged by foreign institutions refunded by the state39 (though up
to a certain level), whereas the level of funding for domestic study places are subject to budgetary limits. 

405. Finally, there is one scheme that should be mentioned: Since the academic year 1994-95, it is
possible for citizens of certain Central and Eastern European and developing countries to receive finan-
cial support from the State Educational Loan Fund on specific conditions in order to undertake studies
in Norway. The aim of the scheme, colloquially called the “Quota Programme” because of the fixed ceiling
concerning the number of students eligible for support (at present 1100 per year in all), is to help stu-
dents from these countries obtain qualifications which can be of use to their home country when they
return after completion of their studies. In addition to the normal loans and grants from the State
Educational Loan Fund, these students receive extra support for travel expenses to the home country. 
If the students who have received support under the scheme return to their home country after gradua-
tion to settle there permanently, the loans will be waived. If, on the other hand, they choose to stay on in
Norway or settle in a third country, the loans will have to be repaid.

406. The Quota Programme was evaluated in 200140 and was considered highly successful both in
relation to aid or assistance aspects, and to the internationalisation of national higher education.

10.6 Policy responses

407. As part of the new result-based budgeting system that is introduced through the Quality
Reform, the budget model contains a premium (in the education quality component) that directly
addresses internationalisation. The higher education institutions receive a fixed sum (NOK 5 400) per
incoming and outgoing student on exchanges or placements of a duration of more than three months
that are part of international exchange programmes or bi-lateral agreements with partner institutions
abroad. In this way, organised institution-based student mobility is supported to stimulate Norwegian
institutions to become internationally visible and attractive as study places. In practice, the greater
emphasis on obtaining a positive, or at least an even balance between incoming and outgoing students
has caused some grievances within many institutions, as they fear negative consequences because the
mobility premium is lower than that for obtained student credits.  

408. New policy initiatives are also emerging in the area of internationalisation of research (RCN
2000, 2000a, 2000b). This is particularly evident when it comes to the emphasis put on attracting foreign
research staff to domestic institutions. There is a much stronger emphasis on attracting foreign acade-
mic staff to Norway. This is a rather recent addition to the policy agenda, and a specific task force/com-
mission set up by the Research Council of Norway published their report in 2003, proposing a range of
measures to increase incoming mobility of academic staff (RCN 2003). In the forthcoming white paper
on research, measures to attract more foreign staff to Norway will be discussed. A more conscious pro-
filing of Norwegian academic research communities is also advocated. The latter includes using the
newly established Research Centres of Excellence to attract highly quality staff from abroad. The
Ministry has also encouraged the Research Council of Norway to set aside funds that can be used by
the institutions to position themselves internationally (network building and marketing). For ph.d stu-
dents, staying a period abroad as part of their doctoral programme is also strongly encouraged.

39 From 2004-05, support for tuition fees is partly provided as loans, see point 7.9.
40 Rapport fra arbeidsgruppe for evaluering av støtteordningen i Statens lånekasse for utdanning for studenter fra utviklingsland 

og Sentral- og Øst-Europa, Oslo, 20. april 2001
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409. Furthermore, the institutions have increasingly been encouraged by the Ministry to take on a
more pro-active role concerning internationalisation. That includes developing study programmes in
English (or other foreign languages), the establishment of joint degrees offered in collaboration with a
foreign partner, and special arrangements for staff teaching in English. For example, it has been sugge-
sted that every disciplinary area should offer an English language programme. However, the responsi-
bility for making arrangements to support the development of such study programmes is left to the
institutions themselves. All of the above objects apply to all higher education institutions, no matter size
or profile. The institutions are encouraged to develop their own internationalisation strategies, and
these are followed up through discussions at the annual governance meetings between the Ministry
and the individual higher education institutions.

410. Finally, it should be underlined that internationalisation cannot and is not intended as means for
Norwegian public colleges and universities to earn a profit in the same way as it is done especially in
the English-speaking world. The public higher education institutions are not allowed to charge tuition
fees for ordinary studies (exceptions are made for certain continuing education/life-long learning courses
and tailor-made courses and programmes for business and industry), and this regulation has not been
an object of change in the Quality Reform. On the contrary, the 2004 Bill in fact proposes to introduce a
provision on the gratuity of studies. Hence, there is at present not a lot of revenue to be made from
attracting students from abroad. 
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Chapter 11

Conclusion
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11.1 Summarising policy developments 1994-2004 

411. With the many reforms implemented during the last decade, tertiary education in Norway has
undergone major changes. The 2004 Bill proposing a new Act for higher education (to be decided in
parliament in spring 2005) is a decisive step towards the restructuring of higher education. 

412. The implemented reforms are, on the one hand, a continuation of long-term policy objectives
that emphasised expansion, integration and specialisation in Norwegian higher education. The demand
for higher education has in the past decades been met with policy responses expanding the sector
strongly, supported by a national interest in equality and access to education, which in turn also created
some problems concerning student drop-out, and delays in graduation. The need to create a more dynamic,
effective and efficient higher education system following the expansion of the 1990s, in turn triggered
policy initiatives aimed at linking the various parts of the system more closely together, while also (in
periods) encouraging division of labour whenever relevant. 

413. The most important policy developments in tertiary education in this period were:

• a merger in the college sector, reducing the number of former regional and vocational colleges 
to 26 university colleges (1994)

• a common Act for public higher education, replacing former legislation relating to specific 
institutions, and uniting the sector of higher education through, inter alia, a common system of 
governance (1995). 

• common qualification criteria for the appointment of academic staff across higher education (1995)

• a white paper on research (St. meld. nr. 39 (1998-1999)), signalling a strong political interest in 
strengthening Norwegian research in general (1999)    

• the Competence Reform requiring HEIs to assess adult (25+) applicants’ ‘real’ competencies as 
part of the basis for admission to higher education (2000)

• the Quality Reform (2001, see below)

• amendments to the Acts on public and private higher education (2002)

• the Act on Vocational College Education, establishing the legal basis for shorter and more 
professionally-oriented alternatives to higher education (2003) 

• a Bill proposing a new law for all of higher education, i.e. public and private (2004)

414. Towards the end of the 1990s, the efforts aimed at responding to the expansion of the system
had in turn led to an increased policy interest in the quality of educational provision and in policy strategies
to reach this objective. This interest was founded on certain inefficiencies in the system, and the fact
that students “did not seem to succeed”, resulting, for one thing, in quite old graduates. Related to this,
the interest in quality can also be linked to recommendations from an OECD review of Norwegian 
higher education (thematic review of the first years of higher education) in the mid 1990s, in which
Norwegian higher education was criticised for being too focused on teaching rather than on student
learning.  

415. Concerning policy strategies, increased institutional autonomy has to a large extent been seen
as essential in instigating institutional vitality and creativity, and, through the Quality Reform, this deve-
lopment has been further strengthened and emphasised. Policies developed to strengthen quality are
part of this development, and three broad areas of policy action can be identified in the reform:
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• Quality improvement and quality assurance as part of the introduction of the bachelor-master 
degree structure (closer counselling of students, new forms of evaluation and student 
assessment, the establishment of a national quality assurance agency, etc), and balancing a 
more result-based funding scheme for higher education.

• Increased internationalisation of Norwegian higher education (student entitlement to mobility 
as part of home degree, and financial incentives for internationalisation)

• New governance arrangements for higher education (more discretion concerning the internal 
management, organisation and staff policies of HEIs, new funding arrangements, increased 
institutional autonomy, uniform rights and obligations to students and HEIs throughout private 
and public higher education, etc.)

416. The latter policy initiatives can in certain ways be regarded as a break with the past. Of course,
quality assurance, internationalisation and governance are not novel areas in Norwegian higher education
policy-making. The novelty aspect rather consists of the increased systematisation and the strong policy
emphasis in these areas. As part of this effort, current political interest is focused on strengthening the
strategic abilities and the autonomy of the HEIs, on developing new and more refined instruments for
institutional and national monitoring and reporting of outcomes, and on changing the funding arrange-
ments for HEIs towards rewarding outcomes and results rather than activities (see 11.3). In general,
there is broad political agreement in Norway that higher education and research are vital to the future
development of the country. 

11.2 Strengths and weaknesses in tertiary education policy 

417. On the basis of the initiatives taken, one of the strengths of Norwegian higher education policy
has been the organisational ability to implement systematic and coherent reforms responding to the
need for change in the sector. As one of the co-signers of the Bologna Declaration, Norway is currently
actively implementing the elements agreed upon in Bologna, Prague and Berlin, paving the way for an
integrated European Higher Education Area. Related to this, Norway also has a strong interest in parti-
cipating in building the European Research Area. 

418. A second strength of the policy initiatives taken is that the commitments toward the Bologna
Process have been sought balanced with domestic reform needs. Handling the growth in student num-
bers, the need to create an integrated and more efficient higher education sector, and to focus more on
the outcome of the resources spent on higher education, are important domestic issues that have also
been addressed as part of the Quality Reform. 

419. A third strength is related to the way in which the recent reforms have been implemented.
While part of the reforms represents a break with the past, the implementation process has nevertheless
been characterised by continuous dialogue and consultations between HEIs and political authorities,
including the use of a Royal Commission representing main stakeholders in higher education in the 
preparation of the reform. That the costs related to the Quality Reform were met by the Government 
is most probably another important element in creating the basis for this dialogue41. 

41 The additional costs relating to the Quality Reform that were met by the government were related to increased costs due to 

new requirements, like for example more time for teaching and more individual counselling and guidance of students, and to 

meet the expectations and goals of the Quality Reform in more general terms. The extra funding was given in the budgets for 

2003 and 2004 and was based on calculations made by the Norwegian Council for Higher Education. This funding amounts to a 

total of NOK 1 144 000 000 and constitutes a permanent increase in the funding of the sector in the sense that it is related to 

costs for introducing the reform which were not subtracted in the budget for 2005.
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420. A final strength is related to the current political interest in up-holding the national distincti-
veness of the Norwegian education system in a period characterised by increased internationalisation
and globalisation of the sector. Hence, the Government still emphasises and safeguards overarching
principles such as the overall responsibility for the system, equality and access to education for everyone,
regardless of background. Further, in the 2004 Bill on higher education, the government proposes to
introduce a provision that public higher education as a rule should be free of charge.

421. Statistics, evaluations and independent studies indicate that Norwegian higher education and
research have several strengths. In a recent overview of the sector, Gornitzka (2003) found that
Norwegian higher education is in fairly good shape in terms of academic quality, and that the relevance
of study programmes in relation to the labour market is very high. Further, evaluations of Norwegian
research have indicated that some academic field are of very high quality (e.g. Mathematics, information
science, chemistry), and that research output is improving (e.g. measured in the numbers of citations
received in international publications). However, even if it is too early to draw any definitive conclusions
about the outcomes of the current reform efforts, some broad concerns can also be identified:

• Too few students – particular women – choose to study science subjects. Steps have recently 
been taken to improve the skills in these areas in primary and secondary education, but it is 
too early to predict whether this will have the desired effects on future recruitment at the 
tertiary level. 

• Studies show that gender issues in higher education will remain important for future 
policy action. The majority of women still take short (3-year), vocational paramedical and social 
work programmes at university colleges. In addition, the proportion of women in top academic 
positions is far below a satisfactory level. 

• Monitoring the development in student drop-out, interruptions in study progression, and delays
to graduation is of particular interest after the Quality Reform.

• There are still too few foreign students and staff coming to (and staying in) Norway as part of 
the internationalisation of the sector, and it is desirable that more Norwegian students and staff
spend time abroad as part of their studies or academic work.

• International reviews of Norwegian research have indicated some concerns relating to the 
quality of the research conducted in certain areas, and especially to research management. 

• Statistics still show that Norwegian investment in R&D is below the OECD average. It was 
estimated that Norway’s investments in R&D constituted 1.72 per cent of GDP in 2003, while 
the OECD average in 2002 was 2.26 per cent. A specific feature characterising research funding
in Norway is the relatively low contribution from the private sector, compared to the OECD 
average. In this connection, an increase in the share of external funding of Norwegian HEIs 
would be of interest, especially from the private sector, since it is believed that this might also 
stimulate better cooperation between higher education and industry, and improve relevance in 
higher education study programmes. 

• During the implementation phase of the Quality Reform, academic staff have expressed 
concerns about lack of time available for research, and the working conditions related to 
conducting research. 

• Given the political objective that higher education in Norway should be research-based, it is 
important to evaluate the consequences of the Quality Reform according to this dimension. Of 
special concern is how changes in the institutional landscape following the Quality Reform 
might affect the way higher education is offered along the geographical dimension.  

• Even if structural arrangements concerning the Competence Reform have been implemented 
and are working well, the effects of the reform are still below expectations, to a large extent due 
to little private funding. 
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11.3 Future policy developments

422. The above list of concerns constitute important areas for future policy-making in higher educa-
tion in Norway. Still, in the short term, policy emphasis are likely to be on consolidation of higher educa-
tion after a period of change and renewal. An evaluation of the Quality Reform is under way, and the
first results from this process will be launched in the autumn 2005, with more comprehensive results to
be published in 2006 and 2007. Major policy adjustments related to the Quality Reform will most probably
await the results of this evaluation.

423. Addressing more long-term needs, future policy developments will focus on what is perceived
as core issues for balancing sustainability and continuous renewal of Norwegian higher education.
Important dimensions for future policy-making are:

• Strengthening the strategic abilities and autonomy of the HEIs. As illustrated in chapter 8, the 
governance arrangements of HEIs is high on the political agenda, and considered as important 
means of creating more dynamic, adaptive and innovative institutions. The increased institutional
autonomy is not intended to alienate academic staff, or to reduce the overall responsibility of 
the Ministry of Education and Research for the system, however. There is thus a need for 
balancing a strong public commitment to higher education with stimulating institutional 
creativity and responsiveness. Identifying the subtle instruments and refined steering 
arrangements required for this to succeed are of high priority for the future. In this context, 
active participation in international processes and forums is important, as strategies of both 
national authorities and higher education institutions will have to be made with an international 
context in mind.

• Policy initiatives will be taken to develop new and more refined instruments for institutional and
national monitoring and reporting of outcomes of higher education. Such instruments will have 
several purposes. First, they are intended to improve the basis for governmental decision-
making and steering of the sector in a period when the institutional autonomy is increasing. 
Second, they are intended to increase transparency and information about the sector to its 
many stakeholders, including students, parents, industry and society in general. Legitimising 
higher education and research in the general public by making results known and, generally, 
enhance the interest in and knowledge about science and scientific activities is one of the 
important aims in this respect. As part of this process, the establishment of systems that 
address issues relating to student learning and learning outcomes is given high priority. 

• Further refinement in the funding arrangements of HEIs, geared more towards rewarding 
accomplishments and results while safeguarding vulnerable and important academic areas and 
activities, will remain high on the priority list. Included in this efforts is a strong political 
interest in optimising the balance between the resources put into higher education and the 
overall outcomes of the sector, the balancing and linkages of resources put into education 
versus research, and in increasing other sources in the funding of higher education without 
jeopardising the principle that education should be freeof charge.
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Figure 3.1 Unemployment rates (as percentage of the labour force) by educational 
attainment levels

Figure 3.2 Employment rates (as percentage of whole population) by educational 
attainment levels
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Figure 3.3 Higher degree graduates (master and equivalent) and mismatch in the labour 
market six months after graduation (spring cohorts) 

Figure 3.4 Number of students by type of institution
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Figure 3.5 Population aged 16 or above by educational attainment in per cent.
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Table 3.1 Numbers of higher degree graduates and of higher degree graduates in the 
labour force, by unemployment, involuntary part time work, and irrelevant 
employment six months after graduation (Per cent). 
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Table 3.2 Average gross monthly salary for full time employed higher degree graduates 
six months after graduation by. Spring cohorts 1991-2003. 
Norwegian kroner (NOK). Running salary.

Table 3.3 Average monthly earnings1 for full time employees by level of 
educational attainment. In NOK. Running earnings.
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Figure 5.2 Total R&D expenditure in Norway 1970-2003 by sector of  performance. 
Million NOK. Fixed prices.

Performing sectors for R&D

According to the OECD guidelines, performing sectors form the basis for mapping the R&D contribution
and is divided into the following categories. 

• Business enterprise sector 

• Government sector 

• Private non-profit sector (PNP) 

• Higher education sector 

In Norway, the business enterprise sector encompasses the private business sector and units that mainly
serve that sector. The government sector encompasses units in the institute sector that are connected
with government and other public and semi-public institutions and public mission oriented institutes.
There are few institutions in the PNP-sector. Thus, in reports to the OECD and other international 
statistics these institutions are included under the government sector. R&D performed in international
institutions is not covered by international R&D statistics. For this reason, figures in national statistics
deviate somewhat from those in international statistics. concerning the higher education sector, national
and international statistics are identical.
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Figure 5.3 Current expenditure on R&D in Norway in 2001 by scientific field and sector 
of performance.

Figure 5.4 Current expenditure in higher education in Norway in 1991, 1995 and 2001 
by type of activity. In per cent.
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Table 5.1 Current R&D expenditures in higher education 1995-2001. 
Million NOK. Fixed prices. 

Table 5.2 Total R&D man-years in higher education by scientific fields. 
1995-2001.* 
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Table 6.1: Participation rates in higher education (ISCED 5 and 6) in percentage of 
relevant cohorts enrolled in ISCED 5 and 6 programmes, and by population 
sub-groups. 1992, 1997 and 2002.

2002 1997 1992
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2002 1997 1992
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Table 6.2: Percentage of 30-34 year-olds who have completed higher education, by 
population sub-groups. 1992, 1997 and 2002.

2002 1997 1992
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Table 6.3: Labour market participation by type of higher education completed and by 
population sub-groups. 1992, 1997 and 2002.

129



Table 6.4 Teaching and research man-years (full-time equivalents) in Norwegian state 
higher education 2003 (per cent women in parenthesis)
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Table 7.1 Academic Staff in Norwegian Higher Education, 2003, by type of institution. 

Table 7.2 Per cent of tenured academic staff at the universities reporting that the 
following conditions caused many problems for their possibility to undertake 
research in 1982 and 2001. 
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Table 7.3 Academic Staff Salaries compared to average wage level for state 
employees 1991 – 2003, in NOK

All salaries and wages are nominal and in NOK, and they are all gross figures, i.e. before deduction 
of taxes.

* The salary levels indicated for academic staff are medians – i.e. not averages,  but rather the most
typical salary level for each category in any given year. 
(Source STS Table 305: distribution according to standard state pay rates (lønnstrinn).

** STS Table 350 indicates average standard monthly wages for all state employees, without supplemen-
tary compensations (bruttoregulativlønn).
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Figure 7.1  The age distribution of academic staff in 1981, 1991 and 2003.

Table 7.5a. Total expenditures for universities, specialised universities and university 
colleges 1995 and 2001 by source of funds.

Table 7.5b. Total expenditures for universities, specialised universities and university 
colleges 1995 and 2001 by source of funds. Fixed 1995 prices.
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Table 7.5c Total expenditures at universities in Norway distributed by General university 
funds (block grants) and external funding in 1995 and 2001*. 
Million NOK. Fixed 1995 prices.

– The table includes all expenditures at the four (pre-2005) universities in Norway. It shows that 82 per
cent of the total were funded by general university funds (GUF) in 1995 and 18 per cent by external fun-
ding. In 2001, 79 per cent were funded by GUF and 21 per cent by direct funding or external funding.
All GUF are financed as a block grant by the Ministry of Education and Research following budgetary
decisions in the Storting. For the external funding more than 60 per cent are funded by the Research
Council of Norway (both years). The rest of the direct funding is money from business enterprises, 
private foundations and from abroad. The data include expenditures for all teaching activities as well as
research, research training, administration and other related activities. Looking at the higher education
sector as a whole, GUF represents a larger share of the funding as most of the external funding goes to
research activities at the universities. The share of research is much lower at the other institutions. For
research activities, only 67 per cent were funded by GUF in 1995. The share decreased to 62 per cent in
2001 and hence 38 per cent from external sources. 

Table 7.6 Budget components for categories of higher education institutions. 
State budget for 2002. In per cent

Table 7.7 Categories and weights of studies in the financing model
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Table 7.8 Categories and weights for the indicators on research 

Student–staff ratio 

Table 7.9 Students per academic staff in the period 1994-2004: 

Inconsistencies with other figures in the report are due to the fact that in this table, research fellows are
counted as academic staff.

In 2001, there were on average 12.7 students per academic staff in Norway, compared to an average of
14.7 in OECD countries42.  (Sweden had 9.3 students per academic staff, Iceland 7.9, the UK 17.6, the
USA 13.5, Germany 12.1, the Netherlands 12.6.) 
Source: Education at Glance 2002, Table D2.2. 

Table 7.10 Student-staff ratio by type of higher education institution in 2001: 

42 Countries in EaG. 
43 Differences with OECD figures are due to differences in definitions. 
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Costs per student in higher education:

As a basis for the calculation of framework allocations to the HEIs (block grants, often referred to as
GUF, General University Funds, in this report) in the funding system for higher education that was
introduced in 2002, study programmes are divided into six funding categories – according to levels and
types of studies concerned, equipment and human resources needed, etc. The idea behind these catego-
ries is to take into account differences in costs per student. 

Table 7.11 below shows the basic component (60 %) and the education component (40 %) combined.
The latter depends on the number of credits produced by the students. The rates were introduced in
2002 and have later been adjusted for inflation. 

Table 7.11 Total of basic and education components for the six funding categories in 
2002 and 2005

Average costs of studies:

To calculate the average cost per student in higher education is quite a complex operation. There are
two reports or studies in which this has been done: one Green Paper from 1998 (kostnads-beregnings-
utvalget, NOU 1998:6) on the average cost per student at the state university colleges and the specialised
university institutions in the period 1992 – 1998, and a study from 2003, made by a working group with
members from the Ministry of Education and Research and the universities, on the average cost per
student at the universities in the period 1998 – 2003. 

In our opinion, these calculations (see Tables 7.12 and 7.13), together with the “rates” per funding cate-
gory of studies mentioned above, give a good impression of the evolution of the cost per student in the
period covered by the report. 
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Table 7.12 Costs per student in 1992 – 1998 in fixed expenses (1992), in 1000 NOK, 
at state university colleges and specialised university institutions:

Table 7.13 Costs per university student in 1998 – 2003 in fixed expenses (1998),
in 1000 NOK 

Annex to Chapter 7.9: The system of financial support for students

The Ministry of Education and Research issues yearly regulations to Act of 26 April 1985 No. 21 with
amendments, on the financial support available for students through the State Educational Loan Fund
(‘Statens lånekasse for utdanning’). The regulations specify the conditions for entitlements and the maxi-
mum rates for the various types of loans and grants. The distribution between loans and grants is thus 
a result of  the maximum amount of grants individual students are entitled to and the total amount of
support they apply for (within the limits set).

The average total amount of loans and grants awarded to students in Norway in the academic year
2003–04 was NOK 70 87244.  

• The average sum borrowed was NOK 50 634. This includes loans for tuition fees and relates to 
loans awarded before the conversion from loans to grants following successful and timely 
completion of studies. 

• The average grant awarded (all types) amounts to NOK 21 469 before any possible conversion 
to loans takes place. (If the Loan Fund discovers that the student has received grants on false 
premises, the grant is converted to a loan, or the student is required to pay back the amount 
unlawfully received immediately.)

• The average educational grant awarded was NOK 17 617. This amounts to 25 per cent of the 
average total amount of loans and grants awarded. Conversion of loans to grants will increase 
the average grant received with about NOK 10 570, so that the total average grant will be NOK 
28 187 for a student that completes his/her education according to schedule.

• The average travel grant awarded for travels within Norway was NOK 2 124.

44 Students included in the numbers below have received support for 3-12 months in the academic year 2003-2004.
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Academic progression:

• About 17 per cent of the students who had employment income exceeding the limit did not get 
their loans converted to grants as a result of unsatisfactory academic progression. There is no 
difference between the students that earned less and those who earned more than the 
maximum amount in this context.

Repayment:

• In 2004, the Loan Fund had 476 130 customers who were repaying their loans, and their 
average debt was NOK 124 000.

• The average payment throughout the year was NOK 12 500. This includes instalments, 
interests, fees, expenses and extraordinary payments.

Students’ employment income:

• The Loan Fund’s statistics do not include information relating to the average income from 
employment for all students or workers. 

• The Loan Fund’s statistics on student income are limited to those whose income exceeds the 
amount students are entitled to earn per year without having their grants reduced45. 

• In 2003, 16 341 of the students receiving financial support from the Loan Fund throughout the 
year had an income exceeding the sum they were entitled to earn without a grant reduction. 
In 2003, the average income from employment was NOK 157 465 for this group.

The numbers above include only students with income from work. Students who receive national 
insurance benefit are not included in these numbers.

45 Students could earn up to NOK 100 000 in 2003, NOK 104 500 in 2004 and 108 680 in 2005 without having their grants reduced. 
However, when the amount earned exceeds this sum, the grant will be reduced.  The Loan Fund gets information regarding 
students’ income through tax assessments.
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Table 10.1 Number of Norwegian full degree students abroad with financial support from
the State Educational Loan Fund (i.e. not including students on exchanges 
and mobility programmes)*

Table 10.2 Number of incoming and outgoing students within formal stu
dent exchange programmes 2003. (private HEIs included)*
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Table 10.3 Number of Erasmus students to and from Norway 

Table 10.4 Number of Erasmus teacher exchanges to and from Norway
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Abbreviations / Key terms
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Abbreviations

DBH Database for Higher Education 

ECTS European Credit Transfer System
ERA European Research Area

FTE Full Time Equivalent

GATS General Agreement on Trade and services
GUF General University Funds

HEI Higher education institution

ICT Information and Communication Technology
IPR Intellectual Property Right
ISCED International Standard Classification of Education

KUF Ministry of Education, Research and Church Affairs (name of ministry 1991–2001) 
LFS Norwegian Labour Force Survey

NIFU STEP Norwegian Institute for Studies in Research and Higher Education - Centre for 
Innovation Studies.

NOK Norwegian kroner (8 NOK is about 1 EURO)
NOKUT Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education
NORAD Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation
NOU Green Paper (‘Norsk offentlig utredning’)

R&D Research and Development
RCN Research Council of Norway

SIU Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation in Higher Education
SSB Statistics Norway
St.meld. White paper
St.prp. Proposition to the Storting (national assembly); often concern budgets

TTO Technology Transfer Office

UCAS Universities and Colleges Admission Service
UFD Ministry of Education and Research
UHR Norwegian Council for Higher Education
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Key terms

Competence Reform Reform aimed at documenting and valuing non-formal 
and informal competence with legitimacy both within the 
educational system and the labour market  

Quality Reform Reform of Norwegian higher education  2001–05 
responding to the Bologna Process and national needs 

Norwegian Centre for International
Cooperation in Higher Education (SIU) Government agency to promote internationalisation of 

higher education, and to run various international 
programmes in education and research

Norwegian Council for Higher Education The interest organisation for public higher education 
institutions (equivalent to the Rector’s conference in 
other countries)

Norwegian Agency for Quality 
Assurance in Education (NOKUT) Government agency for the evaluation and accreditation 

of tertiary education, and the recognition of international 
higher education qualifications

Research Council of Norway Governmental agency for the funding and evaluation of 
research in higher education and the institute sector

Sámi An indigenous population in Norway (sometimes 
incorrectly referred to as ‘Laplanders’)  

Specialized university institutions Higher education institutions at university level 
– including the right to award doctoral degrees – in 
one particular field of science (e.g. architecture, 
veterinary science, etc.).

Storting The Norwegian national assembly (‘Parliament’).

University colleges Higher education institutions mostly offering studies at 
bachelor level (e.g. in teacher education, engineering, 
nursing, business administration), but with an increasing 
number of master’s (and even ph.d) studies.

Universities Higher education institutions offering ph.d studies in a 
number of scientific areas

Technology Transfer Offices Owned by higher education institutions to assist in 
converting scientific ideas into industry products, 
patents, etc. 

Vocational College Education Tertiary (ISCED 4) education outside higher education 
institutions within areas such as naval education, 
technical education, etc.
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