Lund Joins the Club
Now Lund has gotten its science scandal. It is not as outrageous as the scandal in South Korea where the country’s most famous and well-paid scientist, who had carried out research about human cloning, was found to be lying about his research results. And it probably isn’t illegal as was the scandal in Gothenburg where laboratory records were destroyed so that there would be no evidence of how research about hyperactive children had been carried out.

No, the scandal in Lund is neither outrageous nor illegal. It is on the contrary all too mundane. But in many respects it is more distasteful, since it is so obviously a case of “business as usual,” just one more ambitious, clever scientist doing what he had to do to get ahead. He just happened to get caught.  

But everyone who has worked at a university for any length of time knows that there is something fundamentally wrong with the ways in which scientific research is financed. 

Until fairly recently scientists in most departments in most universities in most countries could more or less decide for themselves what kind of research they would carry out. The main exceptions involved research that required particularly expensive equipment, in which case there were particular places to which scientists had to apply in order to obtain that equipment. And there were research councils to which one could apply for funding if one wanted to have more time for research rather than teaching. But generally speaking, university scientists were expected to be able to carry out research as a normal part of their job. The idea was that teaching and research should complement each other, that you were a better teacher if you did research and that you were a better researcher if you taught.

But then in the 1980s there came a new research policy doctrine. What had been the exception now became the rule. Instead of only applying for external support in exceptional cases, it now became standard operating procedure for scientists to have to apply for funding to do any research at all. In most departments, the amount of teaching that was required was substantially increased which meant that scientists were forced to “buy themselves” free from teaching by getting money, either from a government agency or from a private company – or for some sort of combination of the two, the kinds of institutions that are called stiftelser in Sweden.        

As could have been expected some scientists became quite successful in getting money for their research and some were less successful. And this created competition, jealousy and an overall decline in community spirit among scientists. Even more seriously, however, it led certain scientists to do things that they knew were wrong, so that they could earn more money. 

The problem is not that certain scientists cheat or lie, or, as in the case in Lund, get paid by another university at the same time as they are paid by Lund University. The real problem is that the findings of science that are produced in such a system can no longer be trusted. And that is pretty serious.
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