
STRATEGIC 
RESEARCH 
AGENDA   
for the national programme 
on working life research



2   Strategic research agenda for the national program on working life research Strategic research agenda for the national programme on working life research   3

Printing: Holmbergs, Malmö 2019
Photography: Scandinav, Astrakan Images AB
Illustration: Rikard Söderström
ISBN: 978-91-88561-16-9

Forte – the Research Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare
Box 894, 101 37 Stockholm
Telephone: +46 (0)8-775 40 70, E-mail: forte@forte.se
www.forte.se

Foreword
Forte is conducting a ten-year national research programme on working 
life research in consultation with AFA Försäkring, Formas, the Swedish 
Research Council and Vinnova. The research programme is part of the 
Swedish Government’s efforts to better meet the major societal challenges 
in working life. 

The roadmap for the research programme is a strategic research agenda. 
The agenda describes the purpose of the programme, it’s objectives, the 
prioritised research areas, types of funding and terms for the programme’s 
research funding calls, and other kinds of activities that are relevant in 
order to achieve the objectives of the programme. This publication is an 
abbreviated version of the strategic research agenda.

Ethel Forsberg
Director-General, Forte

Thomas Jacobsson 
Programme Manager, Forte

The complete strategic 
research agenda can be  
found at www.forte.se
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Why is a programme 
for working life research 
needed?
The way that working life is shaped is crucial for the development 
of society. Therefore, more knowledge is needed to be able to face  
the consequences of globalisation, digitalisation, automation and 
the ongoing restructuring of the economy.

in 2017 the Swedish government decided 
to invest in seven ten-year national research 
programmes to create opportunities for 
research that meets various challenges in 
society. 

The seven programmes are all intended 
to establish synergies between various stake-
holders, interdisciplinary collaborations, and 
to function as a platform for ongoing research. 

the programmes are also intended to form 
a link to international research programmes, 
initiate studies within identified and prioritised 
fields of research, and contribute to increasing 
the impact of research results in practice.  

The research programme on working life  
will help to increase understanding of how a 
well-functioning job market and a sustainable 
working life can be created. 

the efforts will also contribute to 
increased knowledge in several important 
areas, such as the way inclusion and establish-
ment in the job market works.

The programmes will 
initiate research within 

identified and prioritised 
knowledge gaps



6   Strategic research agenda for the national programme on working life research Strategic research agenda for the national programme on working life research   7

What is working life 
research?
Working life research is a broad field without any clear boundaries. 
Relevant research in working life can be found in technology and 
medicine, as well as social sciences and humanities. 

The research that Forte funds within the 
field of working life comprises three main 
areas: labour market, work organisation 
and working environment.

LABOUR MARKET
this area involves studies on  
how the labour market functions 
and is regulated.

This includes research on matching education 
with work, job transition, the roles of social 
partners, employment law, entry into and exit 
from the labour market and obstacles to 
entering the labour market. 

Issues relating to unemployment, working 
capacity and methods for breaking social 
exclusion are also included here. Additionally, 
studies are included on segregation in working 
life, professionalisation, wage formation, pay 
gaps and the development of qualification 
requirements.

WORK ORGANISATION
work organisation involves research 
on organisations, management and 
employees. 

The area includes issues regarding changing 
employment/power relations, governance 
towards innovation and implementation, as 
well as entrepreneurial organisations and new 
professional roles.

Studies on the link between globalisation, digi-
talisation, new distributed work constellations 

and risks of unemployment, job transition, 
employment security, and temporary  
employment also belong here. Research on 
forms of leadership, management, learning  
and governance are included, as are issues 
related to a working life without boundaries.

The area also involves issues relating to 
influence and control in and over work, and 
power relations in the workplace based on sex, 
age, gender and ethnicity.

WORKING ENVIRONMENT
research on physical, chemical and 
biological risk factors in the working 
environment belong in this area.

Repetitive strain injuries and rehabilitation 
are included, along with risks connected with 
chemical products and noise etc. in the 
workplace.

The psychosocial aspect is important for a 
healthy working environment, and research 

on victimisation, stress, sleep, mental illness 
and chronic conditions such as cardiovascular 
disease belong here.

This also includes research on sick leave, 
attending work whilst sick, performance, 
capacity for work, the employer’s responsibility 
relating to rehabilitation, and work/family/
everyday conditions in relation to health and 
quality of life.



What will the 
programme offer? 
The research programme will strengthen all aspects 
of working life research to better meet the societal 
challenges that exist in the area.

Funding from the research programme will 
focus mainly on identified challenges in 
working life, in order to ensure that areas 
with substantial needs are prioritised. 

the identified challenges have been 
formulated broadly and are a result of balan-
cing the issues faced by many different actors. 

The objective is that the funded research  
will contribute to the development of new 
knowledge and innovations.

The efforts of the research programme will 
create added value in relation to Forte’s and 
other research funders regular calls and 
initiatives.

the programme will also promote
improved coordination and knowledge 
throughout the working life field.

We shall:

• Increase knowledge about identified
challenges and solutions in the field of
working life through high-quality and
societally relevant research.

•  Ensure that the research results and
available knowledge are used and come
to benefit working life.

• Improve coordination between research
funders, researchers and other social
actors in the field of working life, through
active and strategic coordination.

The budget set by the 
Swedish parliament for 

the research  
programme was: • 30 million SEK for 2017

• 40 million SEK for 2018
• 60 million SEK for 2019 and onwards
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Inquiry

Invitation
to workshop

Survey
forte.se

How have the challenges 
been identified?  
The challenges presented in the strategic agenda were identified through 
dialogue and broad consultations with researchers and other relevant 
social actors. Texts and results have been developed through 
workshops, consultations and reference groups.  

Workshop
During the meeting, the challenges 
in the field of working life were 
determined and prioritised. Needs 
for action were also discussed.

Forte invited 
representatives 
from educational 
establishments, 
authorities, 
employer’s 
organisations 
and trade unions.

Advisory groups
In dialogue with the reference group and 
the programme committee, the collective 
knowledge was used in identifying and 
prioritising challenges in working life. 

Open consultation
Input was welcomed via an open web 
survey regarding challenges in the field 
of working life and the measures that 
needed to be taken.

The survey was sent especially to the 
management of the country’s universities 
and other educational establishments.

Analysis of  
research applications
To clarify the trends in working life research,  
an analysis was made of ongoing research projects 
and the orientations for which researchers are 
seeking funding for.

The Swedish Research Council, 
Vinnova, Formas, Riksbankens 
Jubileumsfond, AFA Försäkring, 
the Knowledge Foundation and the 
Swedish Competition Authority all 
submitted responses about their 
respective research applications  
for 2017 and ongoing projects 
within the field of working life.

Assessment
An assessment was made of the input 
provided by other entities regarding 
the research policy bill and reports  
from the field of working life.

Review of Forte’s reports
The work was based on Forte’s contribution to 
the “Knowledge in Collaboration” research policy 
bill (2016/17:50) together with other reports.

Challenges in 
working life  

Prioritised challenges within 
the field of working life  
where research needs  

to be strengthened

RESEARCH 
MEETS 
SOCIETY

HEALTH, WORKINGLIFE AND WELFARE

Forte’s proposal to the national research policy  
2017–2027
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What are the challenges 
in working life?
Three main challenges and several sub-challenges 
have been identified in the field of working life.

CHALLENGE 1 

Creating a sustainable and 
inclusive working life
A sustainable working life is one that 
functions in the long term, regardless of 
demographic and structural changes, and 
to prevent workers from wearing out and 
becoming sick. 

An inclusive working life is welcoming to 
people with different backgrounds and 
physical or mental abilities. It is a challenge 
to develop working life in a sustainable and 
inclusive direction.

the following sub- 
challenges have been 
identified in this area:

Adapting working life to demographic changes 
and creating conditions for sustainable labour 
force participation

Increasing the inclusion of under-represented 
groups in the labour market 

Ensuring a well-functioning labour market 
when structural changes occur

Developing a welfare system to support 
a sustainable working life
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CHALLENGE 2 

Promoting good 
working conditions
Certain trends can be seen in the way work-
places are organised with, for example, 
various forms of management and physical 
planning. Technological development creates 
new possibilities for organising and managing 
work. There are several different ways of 
organising and undertaking work, including 
newer ones made possible by digitalisation, 

which can have various consequences on 
working environment, terms, efficiency and 
competitiveness. 

It is a challenge to promote good conditions 
and terms for everyone who is involved in 
work.

the following sub- 
challenges have been 
identified in this area:

Improving the prerequisites and conditions for 
organising and undertaking work considering 
different forms of employment

Developing organisation and management 
with the aim of improving working conditions 
and efficiency

Developing and adapting digital technology for 
an efficient and flexible working life adapted to 
the needs and conditions of the people

CHALLENGE 3 

Achieving a working life 
that promotes health
Creating a working life that promotes health 
across a person’s entire career is becoming a 
central concern and an important area of 
knowledge. The reason for this is not least 
because of current demographic changes, the 
expectations of a longer working life and 
developments in sick leave. 

It is a challenge to achieve a working life 
that promotes health.

the following sub- 
challenges have been 
identified in this area:

Creating opportunities for people to be able 
to work for their entire professional career

Reducing the occurrence of intimidation, 
violence and harassment in the workplace

Decreasing the level of damaging physical 
burdens and chemical exposure in the 
working environment

Reducing psychosocial risks in 
the working environment  

Ensuring the effective implementation of 
knowledge about the working environment
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Sweden’s current 
research in the area
To get a picture of the trends in working life research and the 
orientation of ongoing research, an assessment was made of 
the working life related applications sent to research funders 
in 2017. Ongoing research projects were also studied.

the assessment provides a picture of 
the trends in working life research as well as 
the orientation of ongoing research. In total, 
1,055 research applications were received by 
the participating funders in 2017. There are 
531 ongoing research projects (all types of 
funding) that have been granted a total of 
1.89 million SEK.

The assessment shows that many of the 
project leaders who apply for and have been 
granted funding received their doctorate 
within the last 15 years. 

Women are in majority amongst those who 
apply for and are granted research funds. 

the largest research discipline in  
the field of working life is social sciences, 
followed by medicine and health sciences. 

The assessment also shows that the amount 
of research applications in 2017 was relatively 
evenly distributed between the three main 
areas of working environment, job market, 
and work organisation. Working environment 
is the main area with the most ongoing 
projects, followed closely by work organisation 
and labour market.

the relatively even distribution
indicates that there are active researchers in 
the entire research field of work science.

The largest research 
discipline in the field of 

working life is social 
sciences

Research on the 
challenges 
Forte has also examined how ongoing research projects 
and the research applications made during 2017 link with 
the challenges listed above. In this way, special efforts 
can be made for research with a clear added value.

Prioritised challenges in working life 
where more research is needed include:

• Improving conditions and terms for
organising and carrying out various
forms of employment and work.

• Reducing occurrences of threats,
violence and harassment in working life.

• Adapting working life to demographic
changes and create conditions for
sustainable job market participation.

• Improving inclusiveness for groups that
are under-represented in working life,
with a focus on places of work and the
role of the employer.
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What the programme 
will offer
Research funded by the programme is intended to generate 
knowledge and innovations that can be used to successfully 
meet and solve the challenges in the area.

in order to strengthen the research
and build up research environments in the 
areas where a limited amount of research 
is conducted, programme grants will be 
announced.

Project grants will be announced to support 
development in the area where capacity is 
assessed to be lower, and to diversify and 
spread research opportunities across different 
educational establishments and researchers.

Network grants will be used to improve 
coordination within the field and stimulate 
internationalisation. Networks serve as 
meeting places for both well-established and 
less-established researchers, and will promote 
collaboration within the relevant areas.

Other types of funding may be relevant in 
areas with special circumstances and with 
an orientation different to what is common 
at Forte.

cross-disciplinarity and 
multidisciplinarity are requirements  
that will be highlighted in the programme’s 
research funding calls, along with internation-
alisation and the transfer of skills between 
established and less-established researchers. 
Another requirement is that research results 
are disseminated and put into practice. 

forte will work actively in 
communicating and highlighting the research 
results generated as part of the programme. 
This will be accomplished in part by means 
of communication efforts in the form of 
workshops, surveys, interviews, seminars  
and dialogue meetings with key individuals 
in the field.

Forte will also promote extra dialogue 
between researchers, educational  
establishments and social partners.

Cross-disciplinarity 
and multidisciplinarity  

are requirements that will be 
highlighted in the programme’s 

research funding calls
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