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       Figure 2.   The building of the National Board of Occupational Safety and Health in 
                         Solna (north of Stockholm), completed in 1979.  
 
 
 
1980-1992 
 
In 1980, Nils P.V. Lundgren retired and Irma Åstrand became Director of the Research 
Department. She had been a long time collaborator of Nils Lundgren and was an international 
authority in work and clinical physiology.   
 
In the beginning of the 1980´s, musculoskeletal disorders emerged as a primary research area 
within occupational safety and health in Sweden as these disorders caused increasing work 
absenteeism that resulted in large costs to enterprises and society. Such disorders were slowly 
recognised in other industrialised countries, and later in developing countries also. These 
disorders are generally associated with poor, fixed work positions in combination with 
repetitive tasks and a stressful working situation. During the 1980´s another risk factor in 
working life, work with computer systems, was shown to be less severe than earlier feared. 
The risks related to different kinds of radiations were shown to be minor and largely 
preventable. On the other hand, work with computer systems involved other tasks and 
problems related to ergonomics and work organisation. 
 
Under the leadership of Irma Åstrand, increased emphasis was put on the academic 
production of the Institute, namely publications in international journals and the supervision 
of doctoral students. Åke Swensson retired as head of the Occupational Health Unit at the 
Research Department and was succeeded by the occupational epidemiologist Christer 
Hogstedt (who was also chief physician of the Clinic of Occupational Medicine at Karolinska 



70 
 

Hospital). Lennart Lennerlöf retired as head of the Psychosocial Unit and was replaced by 
work psychologist Gunnela Westlander, and work psychologist Gunnar Aronsson also joined 
the unit.  The lung physiologist Per Malmberg joined the Unit of Work Physiology, now 
headed by Åsa Kilbom. Bengt Jonsson left the Institute and Mats Hagberg continued his 
research in ergonomics. 
 
In the mid 1980´s, the Research Department first experienced the demand to downsize as a 
part of the general attempt to reduce, or at least limit the increase, of the public sector. In this 
instance the Research Department decreased resources available for technical hygiene, the 
logic being that less central resources were needed due to the development of such resources 
in the occupational health services, enterprises and organisations. Ulf Ulfvarson left the 
Research Department to become professor at the Royal Institute of Technology, following Ulf 
Åberg. Lennart Strandberg and Lars Olander also left the Research Department. 
 
In 1987 the Research Department of the Board, together with the main part of the Training 
Division, once again became an independent Institute, the National Institute of Occupational 
Health. Anna-Greta Leijon, Ministry of Labour, and Irma Åstrand were the key actors in the 
process that lead to the establishment of the Institute. A contributing factor that might have 
facilitated this change was the retirement of Gunnar Danielson, Director General of the Board, 
in 1987 after 15 years of successful leadership. The main driving force for the change was the  
researchers desire to become organisationally independent of the supervision and control 
authority. Some external actors supported the change believing that the Board’s authority had 
grown too strong as research, training, supervision and legally binding decisions were under 
the same umbrella. The re-established institute had almost 400 employees. 
 
During the 1980´s, the Department/Institute was more active in international collaboration 
than in the 1970´s. Funding from the Nordic Council of Ministers allowed Nordic 
collaboration in both research and training to be developed. The Criteria Group was co-
funded by Nordic money for many years, and many research projects were funded by the 
Council and carried out in collaboration with research groups in different Nordic countries.  
Bengt Knave and his colleagues Gunnar Höglund and Arne Wennberg pioneered research 
related to the health effects of the use of video display units, and organised the first 
international conference on this issue in 1986. The Nordic Institute for Advanced Training in 
Occupational Health (NIVA) was founded in 1982 organising occupational safety and health 
courses for researchers and practitioners in the Nordic countries. The course language was 
(and still is) English, allowing lecturers and trainees from other countries to participate. At the 
end of the 1980´s, Christer Hogstedt and his collaborators established what was to be a long-
term and successful collaboration with research institutions in Costa Rica and Nicaragua. 
 
During the 1980´s the specialist training courses for personnel of occupational health services 
continued to increase in volume (number of participants and length of training).  It was no 
longer possible for the Research Department/Institute to organise all the required courses 
alone so some training courses for occupational health nurses and occupational 
physiotherapists were organised on behalf of the Department/Institute at university 
institutions in Lund and Stockholm. In the early 1980´s, a pilot specialist training course for 
occupational hygienists was developed and conducted by the Research Department 
(coordinated by Ulf Ulfvarson and Bo Dahlner); it was later transferred to the University of 
Lund where it ceased to exist after a few years. 
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At the end of the 1980´s, the Institute was well established. The initial problems of integration 
and collaboration between different research groups and cultures were overcome. The types 
and number of specialists needed for occupational safety and health in Sweden were defined 
and the training organised by the Research Department/Institute was instrumental for the 
development of occupational health services in the country. Research focused on risk 
assessment had gradually been completed through projects that also addressed  practical 
solutions for preventing risks; “intervention studies” started to appear. The collaboration 
between different occupational safety and health specialists was no longer considered to be 
difficult however there were now concerns about how these specialists could cooperate with 
production managers and engineers who had the best possibilities to change working 
conditions and risks for occupational accidents and diseases. 
 
At the end of the 1980´s, it was suggested by the Ministry of Labour that the Institute should be 
integrated with the Swedish Centre for Working Life. The Centre was basically a research group 
focused on the role of trade unions in changing working life conditions. Employers were reluctant 
to work through the Centre even though they were represented on the Board of the Centre. The 
response from the Director General of the Institute was harsh: the Institute would welcome the 
posts (and resources) of the Centre but not the personnel. So, there was no integration. 
 
 
1992-1995 
 
Irma Åstrand retired in 1992 and the former Social Democratic Minister of Labour, Anna-Greta 
Leijon, was appointed Director General of the National Institute of Occupational Health. In spite 
of her outstanding political skills and experience, the appointment was met with protests by a 
group of researchers within the Institute who referred to the fact that Anna-Greta Leijon was a 
politician, not a researcher. After a while the protests were replaced by respect and acceptance.   
 
In contrast to many other industrialised countries, occupational health services in Sweden were 
mainly based on agreements between the social partners, not on legislation. Therefore, when the 
employers withdrew from this agreement with the trade unions in 1991, a new situation on the 
provision of occupational health services arose. At about the same time the Swedish government 
(a conservative/liberal government, 1991-1994) decided to withdraw economic subsidies for 
occupational health services. The result was a reduction in the number of occupational safety and 
health specialists employed in occupational health services in many enterprises and organisations. 
Other enterprises and organisations were “outsourced”, i.e.  services were bought by strictly 
commercial occupational health service organisations focusing on medical treatment of employees  
rather than on prevention of occupational injuries and diseases. This had a direct and strong 
influence on the demand for the specialist training courses organised by the Institute. The training 
volume went down over just a few years from approximately 29,000 trainee days a year to about 
6,000 trainee days per year. The new situation related to occupational health services combined 
with continued attempts to downsize the public sector, resulted in reorganisation and further cuts 
in the Institute´s personnel, mostly on the administrative side, at the beginning of the 1990’s.  
 
Starting from 1993, the Institute took up the ergonomics course for technical planners that had 
earlier been conducted at the Research Department of the National Board of Occupational Safety 
and Health.  Under the leadership of Åsa Kilbom and Nils Ocka Petersson it was further 
developed into a Masters course in ergonomics, organised in cooperation between NIWL and the 
Universities in Lund and Linköping. 
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1995-2007 
 
In 1994 Sweden got a new Social Democratic government. The new government gave Anders 
L. Johansson the task to analyse the preconditions and proposal for a new national institute for 
working life issues. Anders L. Johansson had been the Director of the Swedish Centre for 
Working Life since 1991 and that Centre had been transformed into the Swedish Institute for 
Work Life Research in 1993. He was a social scientist (economic history) with close links to 
the Trade Union Confederation. One of his most known works is a biography about the 
former Social Democratic Minister of Finance, Gunnar Sträng. 
 
Anders L. Johansson proposed the integration of the National Institute of Occupational 
Health, the Swedish Institute for Work Life Research, and parts of the Work Environment 
Fund. His original idea was to include the whole Work Environment Fund, and to make the 
new institute responsible for the distribution of research funds. This idea was modified so that 
the new institute only took over the distribution of funds for ‘development of work and 
working conditions’, and the rest of the Work Environment Fund was transferred to the 
Council for Work Life Research (RALF). The funds for ‘development’ were not fully utilized 
and later used to establish a number of regional affiliates to the new institute. 
 
The establishment of the new institute was decided by the Parliament, and it started in 1995 
with Anders L. Johansson appointed as Director General. The Institute was named the 
National Institute for Working Life (NIWL) and had 450 employees; the National Institute of 
Occupational Health contributing with 390, and the Institute for Work Life Research with 60. 
The new Institute was spread over a number of workplaces in the Stockholm area, and in 
Umeå. NIWL belonged under a newly created “super Ministry”, the Ministry of Industry, 
Employment and Communications. 
 
The two institutes that had failed to integrate at the end of the 1980´s now came together with 
the Swedish Institute for Work Life Research having the stronger position. The number of 
employees was to be decreased within the part coming from the National Institute of 
Occupational Health but increased in the Swedish Institute for Work Life Research area. The 
new Institute was to have a broad area of activities: to carry out research, development and 
training on working life issues, thereby contributing to the renewal and development of 
working life issues; to accumulate knowledge and competence over the long term, and to 
reduce risks of ill-health and accidents. The Institute was also expected to carry out research 
and development concerning gender and work, ethnicity and work, labour law, development 
processes, work and culture, small enterprises and growth, and regional development through 
the strengthening of enterprise competence and competitiveness.   
   
The researchers coming from the Work Life Institute were sociologists, economists, 
psychologists, legal experts, political scientists, and historians. Casten von Otter, Yvonne 
Hirdman, Lena Gonäs, Niklas Bruun, Svante Beckman, Peter Docherty, Björn Gustavsen, 
Lars Magnusson, Göran Brulin, Kurt Lundgren, Åke Sandberg and Kaj Frick were the leading 
researchers.   
 
NIWL had a hectic and short life starting in 1995 and closing in 2007. During these 12 years 
there was always some kind of reorganisation going on and while many new activities were 
developed, many other activities were ended or transferred to other institutions. People were 
employed, fired or given new work tasks and responsibilities. The first years were dominated 
by the creation of a new administrative and management structure and by the establishment of 
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new regional affiliates in Göteborg (focussing on “industry and human resources”, directed by 
Roland Kadefors), Bergslagen (regional development, directed by Casten von Otter), Malmö 
(conditions in human service work, directed by Bo Hagström), Norrköping (work and culture, 
initially directed by Svante Beckman), and Östersund (small enterprises, initially directed by 
Toni Ivergård).   
 
The fanciest organisation of NIWL existed during the period 1998-2002 and is summarised in 
Figure 3. During this period, NIWL had as most more than 500 employees and 80 doctoral 
students (some of whom were employed at the Institute).  Instead of the traditional structure 
of departments, activities and personnel, NIWL was divided into 21 (later 19) different 
research programmes that were intended to exist only for as long as necessary to be replaced 
by other more urgent programmes when so needed.  Most staff would be contracted for a 
limited period of time. The Director General was assisted by an advisory group of three senior 
scientists: Christer Hogstedt, Lars Magnusson and Per Malmberg. In addition to these 
programmes, there were units for administration, training, information, library and 
international affairs. The organisation is best seen as one derived from real and supposed 
necessities, combined with the imaginative and persuasive powers of Anders L Johansson. It 
was never fully implemented but replaced by a more conventional departmental structure.  
The researchers preferred a more stable structure and permanent employment. 
 

   
 
       Figure 3.  The organisation of NIWL, 2001. 
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In 1995, the same year NIWL was established, Sweden became a member of the European 
Union, an event that came to have important implications for NIWL. The government 
requested assistance on issues that emerged from EU membership, e.g. labour law became an 
important issue. SALTSA was a collaborative programme taking a European perspective on 
working life issues. Fields of research included the labour market and employment, the work 
environment and health, and work organisation. It was run by the Institute together with three 
central trade union organisations LO (the Swedish Trade Union Confederation), SACO 
(Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations) and TCO (the Swedish Confederation 
of Professional Employees).  
 
The OSH research related to toxicology, chemistry and technique continued to decline within 
NIWL. This may be explained by a decline of traditional occupational diseases in Sweden 
(silicosis, asbestoses, exposure to lead and cadmium, etc). Ergonomics, allergies and stress-
related diseases came in focus. Towards the beginning of the new millennium, sick leave 
became a great concern in Swedish working life. In spite of good resources devoted to 
occupational safety and health work and generally good work environments, it was found that 
Sweden had higher levels of sick leave than other member countries of the European Union. 
This absence from work was calculated to cause enormous costs to industry and society so the 
lowering sick leave became an important political and societal goal. In the media debate 
NIWL was accused of favouring the opinions of workers and the Social Democratic 
government that related the high sick-leave level to increased stress in working life. On the 
other hand, employers and the Conservative and Liberal parties related the increase in sick-
leave to factors that could not be controlled by the employers, such as generous rules for 
compensation for loss of earnings. Staffan Marklund and his colleagues at the Institute 
together with the National Institute of Public Health (re-established in 1991) and social 
insurance agencies were involved in fact finding and analyses. After some years sick-leave 
was reduced to more acceptable levels through tighter applications of the rules, by the 
concerned authorities. 
 
NIWL was active in international collaboration. In 1996 the 25th World Congress of the 
International Commission of Occupational Health (ICOH) was organised in Stockholm under 
the leadership of Bengt Knave. In 2000-2003 he was the President of the Commission. Since 
1999 the Institute was a collaborating institute with the World Health Organisation and a 
member of its Advisory Group on Occupational Health. During the Swedish presidency of the 
European Union, in 2001, NIWL organised a European conference on working life issues 
under the leadership of Bengt Knave. The conference involved 64 preparatory workshops to 
define the state of working life issues in many European countries. Richard Ennals played a 
key role in the documentation of these workshops. NIWL continued some international 
collaborative programs initiated by the National Institute of Occupational Health: two three-
year technical collaboration projects with the Central Institute for Labour Protection in 
Poland, and international training programmes for occupational safety and health experts in 
developing countries in Africa, Latin America, Asia and Central and East Europe. The 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) was the main sponsor of 
these programmes. In 2002 the third International Conference on “Women, Work and Health” 
was organised in Stockholm, coordinated by Carina Bildt. Two long-term collaboration 
programmes with Central America and Southern Africa started in 2003 (SALTRA, Salud y 
Trabajo en Centroamérica) and 2004 (WAHSA, Work and Health in Southern Africa). Sida 
sponsored the SALTRA and WAHSA programmes, which had three main components: 
research, training and actions for change. 
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The specialist training courses for personnel in occupational health services continued. While 
the volume increased from the low level of the beginning of the 1990´s, it never returned to 
the volumes of the 1980´s. The occupational safety and health research personnel still had to 
do all the teaching and this caused an increased burden on staff whose numbers had 
continuously decreased since the beginning of the 1990´s. The social scientists from the 
former Institute for Work Life Research were not much engaged in these training courses, 
with Kaj Frick being one of the few positive exceptions. Many of them had the peculiar idea 
that more extensive training courses were less efficient instruments for learning than shorter 
workshops, more attuned to the conditions in a specific enterprise.   
 
NIWL had three Director Generals during its 12 years of existence. Anders L. Johansson was 
appointed Director General of the National Labour Market Board in 1999. He was replaced as 
Director General of NIWL by Inger Ohlsson, President of the Swedish Confederation of 
Professional Employees (TCO). During her period at NIWL, which ended in 2005, all parts of 
the headquarters that were located at various places in the Stockholm area were moved to one 
building in the central part of Stockholm. Inger Ohlsson was replaced by Mikael Sjöberg who 
had  been the Undersecretary of State at different Ministries (the latest being the Ministry of 
Health and Social Insurance) under Social Democratic governments for the previous eight 
years.   
 
Björn Gustavsen only spent a few years at NIWL. After having finished an extensive 
evaluation of the activities and results of the Swedish Working Life Fund he returned to his 
home country, Norway. Gunnela Westlander retired and Gunnar Aronsson became head of 
the Psychosocial Research Unit. Christer Hogstedt left the Institute after being appointed 
Research Director of the National Institute of Public Health. Roland Kadefors retired and was 
replaced by Marianne Törner as head of the affiliate in Göteborg. Jan Wahlberg, Bengt 
Knave, Per Malmberg and Casten von Otter retired. Lars Magnusson left the Institute to 
become Vice Rector of Uppsala University. Several occupational safety and health research 
activities and groups were separated from the Institute into other institutions, but generally 
financed from the Institute for a period of time. Many medical research activities and 
researchers were transferred to the Karolinska Institute and Karolinska Hospital, from the mid 
1990´s. This was also the case for the Criteria Group lead by Gunnar Johansson, which was 
located to the Karolinska Institute.  Håkan Johansson´s research group in Umeå was 
transferred to Gävle University, and Jan-Olov Levin became the head of NIWL´s affiliate in 
Umeå.  
  
 
NIWL is closed down 
 
In September 2006 a new Swedish government was elected composed of an alliance between 
four conservative and liberal parties1, replacing the former Social Democratic government. 
NIWL came under the re-established Ministry of Labour. In October, the government 
declared its intention to close NIWL. 
 
The government´s intention to close NIWL naturally caused a number of protests. The 
protests from within the country were relatively few, possibly because at the time the new  
government also announced other changes that got more attention. (One such change was 
                                                 
1 The four parties are the Conservative ”Moderaterna”, the Centre Party, the Christian Democrats and the Liberal  
   Party.  In this article, their Alliance is summarized as a Conservative and Liberal alliance and the parties as 
   Conservative and Liberal parties. 
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related to the unemployment insurance system, a change seen by the Social Democrats and 
the trade unions to weaken the motivation of employees to be trade union members).  
However, there were many protests from institutes, universities and other organisations 
outside Sweden that were worried about the loss of international prestige and the role played 
by NIWL during many years. It was suggested or requested that the Minister of Labour 
should reconsider the plan and allow NIWL a continued existence. The plan was not 
reconsidered, and in December 2006 the Parliament decided to close NIWL. The Institute 
ceased to exist on first of July 2007 by which time the 430 employees had moved to other 
jobs, retired or became unemployed.   
 
 
Why was NIWL closed down? 
 
The government declared that this type of research should be carried out at universities, not in 
government agencies.  It was also claimed that the work environment in Swedish enterprises 
is of a high standard and therefore the Institute was no longer needed. When reference was 
made to the many protests from institutions in other countries, the Undersecretary of State at 
the Ministry of Labour responded that “If the research carried out at NIWL really is as 
valuable and important /as expressed in the international protests/ NIWL´s researchers should 
have no problems to establish this research within the universities”. The haste with which the 
closing was performed, and the fact that no measures were taken to stimulate the universities 
to take up corresponding research activities, resulted in doubts and questions about the 
government’s statements and explanations. Only in the case of the specialist training courses 
for personnel in occupational health services did the government take measures intended to 
secure continued activities at the universities. 
 
So, how can the closure of NIWL be explained, if the declarations of the government are not 
understood, not accepted or not considered to be sufficient?  An easy way out may be to say 
that NIWL had not been able to convince the value of its research to policy makers, however, 
such a statement merely generates new questions. Why were they unable to convince policy 
makers?  What were the real problems?  
 
It should be noted that members of Parliament from three of the four parties that later became 
the Alliance government, in 1995 had voted against the government´s proposal to integrate 
the National Institute of Occupational Health with the Swedish Institute of Work Life 
Research. It may also be said that the two cultures of occupational health research and social 
science that were supposed to be integrated through the creation of NIWL never did so 
successfully, in spite of, and/or because of, continuous reorganizations and changes of 
leadership during NIWL´s existence. 
  
Reasons for the closing down of NIWL may be found in the political discussions that took 
place during the years prior to the closure decision. When in opposition, the Conservative and 
Liberal parties had declared that the practice of the Social Democratic government to appoint 
politicians (especially Social Democratic politicians), to head governmental agencies should 
be changed. They claimed that more such posts should be given to technical experts 
experienced in the specific work of an agency. They also thought that there should be an open 
process of recruitment that would permit interested persons to apply for posts. During the first 
two years in power, the Alliance government has taken some steps to establish a new order in 
relation to the appointment of heads of governmental agencies. 
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Table 2 summarises the professional backgrounds of the heads of NIWL and its predecessors 
in the occupational health area. The three Director Generals during 1966-1992 were highly 
qualified researchers in occupational safety and health, while the common characteristic of the 
four Director Generals during 1992-2007 was their close links to the trade unions and the 
Social Democratic party. 
 
 
Table 2.    Directors of NIWL and its preceding occupational safety and health institutes. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1966-1972 Professor Sven Forssman was the Director of the National Institute of Occupational Medicine.  
  He was an occupational medicine expert, earlier Head of the Occupational Health Unit of the 
   World Health Organisation, Geneva. 
 
1972-1980 Professor Nils P.V. Lundgren was the Head of the Research Department of the National Board 
  of Occupational Safety and Health.  He was a work physiologist and ergonomist, earlier  
  Director of the Institute for Work Physiology, Stockholm. 
 
1980-1992  Professor Irma Åstrand was the Head of the Research Department of the National Board of 
   Occupational Safety and Health, 1980-1987, and the Director General of the National Institute 
    of Occupational Health, 1987-1992.  She was a clinical and work physiologist. 
 
1992-1995 Ms. Anna-Greta Leijon was the Director General of the National Institute of Occupational 
    Health.  She was a politician representing the Social Democratic Party, earlier Minister of 
    Justice and Minister of Labour and Social Affairs. 
 
1995-1999  Dr. Anders L. Johansson was the Director General of the National Institute for Working Life.  
  He was a social scientist (economic history), earlier employed at the Trade Union Confederation 
    and Director of the Swedish Institute for Work Life Research. 
 
1999-2005  Ms. Inger Ohlsson was the Director General of the National Institute for Working Life.   
   She was earlier President of the Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees. 
 
2005-2007  Mr. Mikael Sjöberg was the Director General of the National Institute for Working Life.  He 
   had earlier been the Undersecretary of State at different ministries under Social Democratic 
    governments.  He has been the Director General of the Swedish Work Environment Authority 
    since September 2007. 
 
 
 
During the years prior to the closing down of NIWL there was also discussion about what the 
Conservative and Liberal parties called “propaganda agencies”. It was said that a number of 
agencies including NIWL, the National Institute of Public Health and several others, were 
more concerned with disseminating political messages for the Social Democratic government 
than in providing scientifically correct information. The Alliance government did not refer to 
any such reasons for closing NIWL only saying that its research should now be carried out 
within the universities. There was, however, among the personnel of NIWL, a feeling that 
NIWL had come to be seen as a Social Democratic stronghold by the Conservative and 
Liberal parties. On the other hand, many of the social scientists at NIWL were promoting a 
critical and radical reform agenda, in conflict with established Social Democratic policies.  
 
Two players in the public arena were very active in promoting the closing of NIWL. The neo-
conservative think tank “Timbro” and the daily paper “Dagens Nyheter” both accused NIWL 
of social democratic propaganda and low quality research. (On the contrary, several 
independent national and international evaluations over the years had shown that NIWL and 
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its predecessors had produced high quality and highly relevant research). A leading journalist 
at Dagens Nyheter congratulated the government on the closing of NIWL: “In the short run it 
is not of much importance, but after some years research and public debate will be changed”. 
And, contrary to the government line, the Minister for Higher Education and Research said in 
an interview on public radio that NIWL was closed for “political reasons”. 
 
Evidently, if a government closes a research institute stating that such research should be 
carried out at universities, but fails to allocate any resources for this research to be carried out 
at the universities, it appears that this research is not wanted by the government. 
 
The Conservative party, the most influential of the Alliance parties, labelled itself “the new 
workers´ party” alluding to the Social Democrats being “the workers´ party”. More people 
should work and people should work more. In the light of this ambition the closure of NIWL 
might be understood as a measure to move societal focus from working conditions to the 
creation of new jobs. Without making further comparisons, it is interesting to note that this 
was the reason why General Pinochet in the 1970´s closed down the Chilean Occupational 
Health Institute (Instituto de Higiene del Trabajo y Contaminación Atmosférica). 
 
Some or all of the above declared or suggested reasons for the closing down of NIWL may 
have been at hand and brought into a decision during a meeting at the Ministry of Finance  
-  some time in October 2006 -  when the ministry was confronted with the need to reduce the 
yearly budget of the Ministry of Labour by a few hundred million SEKs. 
 
 
    Kaj Elgstrand 
      Department of Industrial Ecology 
    Royal Institute of Technology 
    Stockholm, Sweden 
    kajelg@kth.se   
 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
 
The author has worked at NIWL and its predecessors from 1964 to 2007. 1964-67: Research assistant at the 
Institute for Work Physiology, Stockholm.  1968-70: Associate expert in ergonomics at the University of Cauca, 
Popayan, Colombia.  1971-1988 and 1992-95: Director of Education and Training at the National Institute of 
Occupational Medicine, the National Board of Occupational Safety and Health, and the National Institute of 
Occupational Health, Stockholm.  1988-1992: Director of the Nordic Institute for Advanced Training in 
Occupational Health (NIVA), Helsinki, Finland.  1995-2000: Director of international training programmes at 
the National Institute for Working Life (NIWL), Stockholm.  2001-2006: Head of the International secretariat of 
NIWL.  Since 2007: Project manager at the Department of Industrial Ecology, Royal Institute of Technology, 
Stockholm.  
 
The following friends and colleagues from NIWL and its preceding institutes have read and commented on 
earlier versions of this article: Christer Hogstedt, Bengt Knave, Jan-Olof Levin, Per Malmberg, Gun Nise, 
Casten von Otter, Nils Ocka Petersson, Carin Sundström-Frisk, Annette Thörnquist, Ulf Ulfvarson, and Bengt 
Åkermalm.  Gunnar Danielson and Bertil Remaeus, the National Board of Occupational Safety and 
Health/SWEA, have also kindly read and commented on the article.  I am grateful to them all. Naturally, they are 
not in any way responsible for the contents of this final version of the article.   
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WHAT HAPPENS AFTER NIWL? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
OSH & Development, October 2008                                Kaj Elgstrand & Nils Ocka Petersson 
 
 
NIWL staff   
 
When the decision to close NIWL was taken in 2006 there were about 430 employees. Some had 
temporary positions that were not renewed, and some managed to find new positions. At the 
official closure on June 30, 2007, NIWL had 271 employees. 
 
In March 2008, 47 persons were still employed by the ‘NIWL phasing out authority’. Among the 
remaining 224, 24 were unemployed, 52 were retired or had taken early retirement, 53 were 
working at a university with economic support from NIWL for a fixed term, and 6 were working 
at a university without any NIWL support. The remaining 85 had either found new jobs without 
assistance or started a private enterprise. The main institutions which employed ex NIWL 
researchers in Stockholm, are the Karolinska Institute, Stockholm University, Uppsala University 
and the Mälardalen University. Several of those who worked at the NIWL regional department in 
Gothenburg have found new positions at the Chalmers Technical University or at the Department 
of Occupational and Environmental Medicine at Sahlgrenska Hospital. Some of those who 
worked in Umeå have moved to the University of Umeå. 70% of those NIWL researchers with a 
PhD were still actively working in research on working life issues in June 2008.  Of the 
researchers without a PhD, only 20% were active within working life issues. 
 
Just before the NIWL closure the government decided that the Criteria Group (working with 
occupational exposure limits in Swedish and the other Nordic countries) should be transferred to 
the Swedish Work Environment Authority (SWEA). This group was comprised of five persons, 
coordinated by Anders Iregren. This transfer was quite rational as the work of the group was 
mainly  directed towards assisting SWEA. However, the government not only closed NIWL and 
some other national agencies, but also reduced financial support to several other agencies, 
including SWEA who suffered a 35% reduction of its yearly budget and staff1. This reduction of 
SWEA led to special funding for the Criteria Group until the end of 2009, but no decisions on 
further economic support has yet been taken. 
  
 
National activities 
 
Research 
 
NIWL was a national agency that received the main part of its annual budget directly from the 
government.  This created a relatively stable basis that allowed the long-term development of 
competence in research and teaching in occupational safety and health for 40 years.  As NIWL 
was the only national research institute in occupational safety and health in Sweden, it was also 

                                                 
1 In September 2008, less than one year after the reduction of SWEA´s budget and staff, the government increased 
  the yearly budget with 33 million SEK thereby reducing the reduction to 28%. 
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very involved in many international collaboration projects but after NIWL’s demise most of this 
work has stopped. 
 
A large and efficient work science library was established during the years of NIWL and its 
predecessors. When NIWL was closed the contents of this library were transferred to Stockholm 
University, and the books, journals and data systems are now integrated into the structure of that 
library. Except for the temporary employment of Bengt Åkermalm, no personnel were transferred 
from NIWL to Stockholm University. The bibliographic database “Arbline”, with 80,000 items, 
will be transferred to the Work Environment College at Lund University before the end of 2008.  
This database will be accessible via the internet some time in the future.      
 
The research staff from NIWL who have found other employment are located at smaller 
institutions, mostly within universities. Some have permanent positions, however, most have 
temporary employment that will end when their current research projects finish if they have not 
been able to raise new funding for their research. This is the case for most of the NIWL 
researchers now working in other institutions in Stockholm.  The institutions that employed 
researchers from NIWL after the closure received temporary funding of totally SEK70 million  
(compared with NIWLs annual budget of SEK330 million). 
 
Currently, most competence for research and teaching in occupational safety and health in 
Sweden is found at occupational and environmental health clinics.  There are about ten such 
clinics in different parts of Sweden, each with 10-80 employees; the largest in Gothenburg, Lund, 
Stockholm, Uppsala and Örebro.  During the last 10-15 years, when the occupational safety and 
health resources at NIWL were gradually reduced, the total number of researchers at these clinics 
increased from about 200 to more than 300. 
 
 
Education and training 
 
NIWL was responsible for the specialist training of occupational safety and health personnel. 
When NIWL closed down the ongoing training programmes were spread to nine different 
institutions. There are now about 270 course participants in total, with an averaging of 30 
participants in each programme. In fact while there are more people trained now than during the 
last years of NIWL, there are many fewer trainees than during the 1980s. Occupational health 
physicians are trained at the occupational and environmental health clinics in Uppsala and 
Gothenburg. Nurses are trained at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, at the University of 
Örebro and at the clinic of Occupational and Environmental Medicine in Lund together with 
University of Lund. Work environment engineers are trained at  Umeå University. 
Physiotherapists/ergonomists are trained at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, and at the 
University of Lund. Behavioural scientists are trained in the University of Mälardalen. 
 
It has been decided to organise two more training programmes for occupational physicians and 
two more for physiotherapists after the ongoing courses finish. There is a proposal that the 
specialist training of occupational health service personnel be organised as regular university 
courses to be fully implemented in 2015. This decision is expected to be taken by the government 
before the end of 2009.  
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International activities 
 
SALTSA 
 
SALTSA is the abbreviation of “Samverkansprogram mellan Arbetslivsinstitutet LO, TCO och 
SACO”, a cooperation programme on working life issues between NIWL and the three major 
trade union confederations in Sweden. When NIWL was closed, all contracts on the 25 SALTSA 
projects currently running were cancelled, however some projects continued with support from 
other institutions. The SALTSA programme, along with funds for the half time employment of 
one person until May 2010, was given to the Uppsala University. SALTSA was placed at the 
Department for Economic History of Uppsala University resulting in a more academic approach 
to working life issues, although the three trade unions are still among the stakeholders. 
 
Bo Johansson works halftime at Uppsala University with SALTSA, supported occasionally by 
Lars Magnusson (professor at the department for Economic History) and Jan Ottosson, both 
former NIWL employees. 
 
No new projects have started since NIWL closed but two new applications have been prepared 
and delivered, one to the EU and the other to the Nordic Council of Ministers. Some funding has 
been provided for networking by the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research, and 
there will be networking meetings for researchers and trade unionists to be held in Brussels. 
SALTSA is the Swedish member of the European Network for Work Life Research (TURI - 
Trade Union Related Institutes), initiated by the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC).  
Most SALTRA activities currently undertaken are directed towards fundraising. 
 
A new SALTSA webpage will be launched before the end of 2008. 
 
 
SALTRA and WAHSA 

In November 2003, Sida and NIWL signed the contract for the first four-year phase of a Swedish-
Central American twelve year collaboration programme: SALTRA, Salud y Trabajo en 
Centroamérica (Health and Work in Central America). After the launching of SALTRA in Costa 
Rica in November 2003, the programme infrastructure was established in the region and activities 
carried out according to the programme plan. The projects emphasized the prevention of work-
related accidents and diseases and the promotion of workers´ health making use of research, 
training activities and direct action for change of work and working conditions in priority sectors 
in the seven participating countries (Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, and Panama). Catharina Wesseling from the National University in Heredia, Costa 
Rica, was appointed as Regional Programme Director. The main actors on the Swedish side were 
Kaj Elgstrand, Nils Ocka Petersson and Bo Johansson, NIWL, together with Christer Hogstedt 
and Tord Kjellström, Swedish National Institute of Public Health. During 2007, the first four-
year phase of SALTRA was evaluated very positively by external evaluators who were satisfied 
that the objectives of the first phase had been met, i.e. a sound and operational basis  for a long-
term action program in occupational safety and health, and health promotion work had been 
established. After NIWL´s closure its role as the main Swedish partner was taken over by the 
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National Institute of Public Health (NIPH) from March 2007 and the Royal Institute of 
Technology (KTH) entered as a new Swedish partner. In September 2007 an application for the 
financing of the second four-year phase was submitted to Sida. Simultaneously the Swedish 
government decided upon a new policy for development cooperation with Latin America that 
restricts development cooperation to only one country, Guatemala, so no financial support was 
given to SALTRA for a second phase. In October 2008 a “phase-out budget” has been granted by 
Sida to finance activities for one year in order to reduce the damage caused by the scrapping of 
the programme and to seek new sponsors to continue the most important activities.  More 
information in Spanish and English can be found on www.saltra.info.  

The contract for the first four-year phase of a Swedish-Southern Africa collaboration programme 
was signed by Sida and NIWL in October 2004: WAHSA, Work and Health in Southern Africa. 
The programme was launched during a ceremony in Botswana in October 2004. Amanda Ryan 
and Rajen Naidoo, University of Kwa-Zulu Natal, Durban, South Africa, were appointed as 
Regional Programme Directors.  As their appointment could not be effected until almost a year 
after the launch of the program, establishment of the programme infrastructure did not start until 
then. On the Swedish side Christer Hogstedt and Cristina Mattsson, National Institute of Public 
Health, have been the main actors together with Nils Ocka Petersson and Kaj Elgstrand, NIWL. 
The programme has now run for four years. Institutions in South Africa have played a key role in 
the planning and execution of the programme activities, most of which have been carried out in 
Tanzania, Mozambique and Zambia. In addition to projects on building infrastructure on different 
levels, there are three major, action oriented projects focused on silicosis, pesticides and small 
enterprises in the informal economy. NIWL´s role as the main Swedish partner was taken over by 
NIPH from March 2007 and the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) became a new Swedish 
partner. An external evaluation of the first four-year phase has been carried out, and recommend-
dations have been given for the second four-year phase. A booklet containing the major findings 
and outputs of WAHSA during the first four years has been published. An application for 
economic support for a second four-year phase is under preparation but it appears unlikely that 
Sida will support WAHSA for the next phases. Sida has given two reasons  for their possible 
refusal : 1) that regional programmes will  be supported only when they are proven to have an 
‘added-value’ in addition to bilateral support, and 2) that health is not a Sida priority issue for 
most of the participating WAHSA countries. Unfortunately Sida’s new policies for Africa will 
mean that the most probable outcome for WAHSA will be (as for SALTRA) the end of the 
programme after a phase out period.  More information can be found at www.wahsa.net.  

 
International training programmes 
 
Since 1993 the National Institute of Occupational Health/NIWL has arranged international 
training programmes with funding from Sida. The six first programmes were for one year, and the 
following five were for two years. The programmes were organised for occupational safety and 
health specialists in developing countries, and a total of 275 participants have attended. 
 
The training programmes consisted of a course period in Sweden, followed by one or two periods 
in participating countries. The scheduled periods comprised a total of 5-8 weeks of seminars, 
workshops, factory visits, practical cases and group discussions. Each trainee was required to plan, 
carry out, and report the results of an individual project during the course period.  Basically, the 
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project was planned in Sweden then carried out in the interval between the scheduled course 
periods, discussed at mid-term seminars, and finally reported during the last course period. The 
completed project documented the trainee´s ability to plan, carry out and report an action for 
change, or the prevention of occupational accidents and/or diseases. The training programmes 
have been organised for the following regions: 
 
 1993-1994 Africa 
 1994-1995 Latin America 
 1996-1996 Eastern and Central Europe 
 1997-1998 Asia 
 1997-1998 Eastern and Central Europe 
 1998-1999 Africa 
      1998-2000 Latin America 
 1999-2001 Africa 
 2001-2003 Middle East, Northern Africa & Iran 
 2002-2004 Asia 
 2006-2008 Latin America. 
 
Sida contracted an evaluator who studied the first ten training programmes. The evaluation 
report, published in 2004, stated that the training programmes had been and continued to be 
relevant in relation to needs in occupational safety and health in low- and middle-income 
countries. Sida was recommended to continue supporting training programmes in occupational 
safety and health “with the same high ambitions regarding training methodology, supervision and 
implementation of projects for action and change”. Based upon this evaluation, Sida decided to 
support three more training programmes (in Latin America, Africa and Asia), with an option for 
NIWL to conduct two additional programmes. When the closure of NIWL occurred, the Latin 
American programme had just started and Sida was interested to support the programme until its 
conclusion. However, while Sida accepted that KTH took over the responsibility from NIWL for 
that course, it was not interested in supporting the two remaining programmes for Africa and 
Asia. Although KTH has proposed that Sida support two more courses, Sida has said no for two 
reasons, namely that the possibilities for cooperation with NIWL no longer exist, and because 
occupational safety and health is currently not a priority area for Sida´s international training 
programmes.  
 
The authors of this article have a strong impression that the closure of NIWL has influenced Sida, 
and strongly contributed to their unwillingness to support the continuation of three successful 
programmes in occupational safety and health: SALTRA, WAHSA and the international training 
programmes “Occupational Safety and Health & Development”. This is unfortunate. The need 
for assistance in occupational safety and health to developing countries has never been as great as 
it is now with ongoing globalization of production and work including the exportation of 
technology, the privatization of production and employment, downsizing, subcontracting, and 
outsourcing.  
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The Book 
 
Participants, organisers and teachers involved in the international training programmes have long 
expressed the need for a textbook specifically written to support the orientation of the training 
programmes. There has been major concern about the amount of work required to write, edit and 
produce an extensive textbook but the project began five years ago. The progress of the textbook 
has been obstructed by the closure of NIWL, but these difficulties have now been overcome and 
the book will be published during the first half of 2009. The book is in English and will have 
approximately 50 chapters and 700 pages, edited by the authors of this article. The chapters are 
organised into the following 14 sections: Introduction; History and future; Manual work; 
Prevention of physical risks; Prevention of chemical risks; Prevention of biological risks; 
Prevention of psychosocial risks; Development of work and enterprise survival; Age, gender and 
migration; OSH at the enterprise; National planning of OSH; OSH from a global perspective; 
Actions for change. 
 
The book´s primary focus is on the prevention of occupational safety and health risks rather than 
on medicine, health care, first aid or personal protective equipment. The highest priority is on 
actions and developmental processes at enterprises and workplaces. Examples of activities at  
national and global levels are also included. 
 
Most of the authors are Swedes but there are also authors from other European countries, Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America. The authors give examples of how basic knowledge can be used for 
practical evaluation and action. We hope that the book will stimulate the interested reader to find 
their own practical solutions to problems in working life.   
 
   
OSH & Development Journal 
 
This article appears in no. 9 of the Journal “OSH & Development”. The journal has been 
published approximately once per year since 1999. The first eight issues contained a total of 130 
articles on: occupational safety and health (OSH) in Asia, Africa, Latin America; development 
cooperation & OSH; training programmes; conference reports; summaries of doctoral theses and 
presentation of books. The publication of this journal has relied on NIWL support and since the 
closure of NIWL, the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research (FAS) has 
provided funds for the printing of two additional issues, no. 9 and 10. From 2010, “OSH & 
Development” is planned to be published by the Indian Association of Occupational Health, in 
cooperation with the Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, and the Swedish Association of 
Occupational and Environmental Health & Development (UFA).  
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