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Purpose: 

 

Digitalization is transforming the labor market, leading to new skill requirements within the 

field of HR. The latest Cranet study shows that Sweden lags in applying digital solutions and 

AI in HR practices. Human resources management (HRM) education programs rarely include 

courses focusing on digitalization or collaboration between people and technology. According 

to experts, this may be one of several reasons Sweden falls behind. Thus, this study explores 

how Swedish Human Resource Management (HRM) education programs address the emerging 

competence demands driven by digitalization. Specifically, the focus is on how education 

coordinators define the mission of academic HRM education in light of the increased demand 

for digital competence among HR professionals, and what consequences this has for HRM 

curricula.  

Theory: Curriculum Theory and Institutional Theory are used in a complementary manner to analyze 

how the content of HRM education is shaped by both structural conditions and institutional 

logics. 

Method: Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with education coordinators at six Swedish 

universities.  

Result: The findings indicate that while digitalization is widely recognized as a significant 

transformation in the labor market, its integration into HRM education remains limited and 

inconsistent. The changing skill requirements of HR professionals are being recognized, but 

the concept of digital competence is seldom explicitly addressed in curricula or internal 

discussions at universities. Institutional autonomy, limited resources, and variations in 

individual educators’ interests contribute to the fragmentation of efforts to adapt educational 

content. Academic ideals emphasize critical thinking, analytical ability, and generic knowledge 

over the development of skills related to technical advancement. Consequently, digitalization 

is treated as a peripheral or cross-cutting theme rather than a central curricular component. 
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1. Introduction 

Digitalization is transforming society and the labor market, offering opportunities to enhance competitiveness, 

innovation capacity, and sustainable development (Government of Sweden, 2021). At the same time, digital 

transformation brings new challenges related to ethics, security, and integrity, which need to be managed with 

professional competence. Recognizing this, the Swedish Agency for Digital Government (Digg) has identified 

digital competence as a prerequisite for realizing the benefits of digitalization and sustaining a competitive 

economy (Digg, 2024; Government Offices of Sweden, 2023). On the European level, digital competence is 

one of the eight key competences for lifelong learning defined by the Council of the European Union (2019), 

considered crucial for employability, social inclusion, and active citizenship. 

Digitalization also affects the education system in various ways. As Digg (2023) emphasizes, the 

development of digital competence should be fostered in education to enable lifelong learning and to prepare 

individuals to navigate rapidly changing competence demands. This shift underscores the need to modernize 

the education system to better support digital competence provision, including the ability to address ethical 

issues related to digital development (Government of Sweden, 2021). However, such a change is associated 

with inherent challenges. Research highlights tensions between academic traditions, organizational stability, 

and the demand for flexibility and responsiveness in higher education (Sahlin & Eriksson-Zetterquist, 2023; 

Lindfors, Pettersson & Olofsson, 2021). 

The field of human resource management (HRM) is no exception to these developments. HR functions 

are increasingly digitalized, with a growing proportion of tasks now handled digitally, with the aid of modern 

tools and technology (Van Beurden et al., 2024). Digitalization is now a key focus in skills management, making 

various skill development initiatives a top priority in many settings (Andersson et al., 2020). Yet, despite these 

transformations, evidence suggests that Sweden lags in adopting digital solutions and AI in HR practices 

compared to other countries (Tengblad & Nordh, 2024). This raises questions about whether HRM education 

in Sweden adequately prepares future HR professionals for the demands of a digitalized HR landscape. Existing 

studies indicate that HRM education programs tend to emphasize behavioral science perspectives and human 

interaction, while issues of technology and digitalization often receive limited attention (Tengblad & Nordh, 

2024). This reflects broader patterns in higher education, where educational programs frequently struggle to 

integrate emerging skill demands into curricula (Geschwind & Östh Gustafsson, 2024). There is still little 

research on how universities in Sweden, including academic HRM programs, address the integration of skills 

and abilities inherent in digital competence into educational content. 

This gap is essential to examine, as academic HRM education plays a vital role in shaping the 

competencies of future HR professionals. What is included or excluded from HRM curricula has significant 

implications for how graduates will navigate the digital transformation as a practicing professional. Building on 

this, the present study aims to analyze how program education coordinators in Swedish HRM education perceive 

and act upon the evolving demand for digital competence. The study contributes to this area of research by 

applying curriculum theory and institutional theory to analyze how underlying values, institutional logics, and 
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organizational factors shape the content of HRM programs. In doing so, it provides a deeper understanding of 

how higher education responds to digital transformation, and what this means for the knowledge, skills, and 

abilities that future HR practitioners acquire. The focus in this paper is on academic HRM programs at the 

bachelor’s level. Alternative paths such as individually designed degrees or vocational certificates fall outside 

the scope of this paper. 

 

 
1.1. Purpose and Research Questions 

This study examines how Swedish HRM education programs address the emerging competence demands driven 

by digitalization. Specifically, the focus is on how education coordinators define the mission of academic HRM 

education in light of the increased demand for digital competence among HR professionals, and what 

consequences this has for the design and content of education.  

1. How do education coordinators in academic HRM programs at Swedish universities perceive and 

discuss the evolving demand for HR professionals’ digital competence in relation to curriculum 

content? 

2. What underlying values and interests shape decisions about the content of HRM education at 

universities, and how are these manifested in curriculum development practices? 
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1.2. Disposition 

The structure of this paper continues with the background, providing relevant context on how higher education 

in Sweden is regulated, what its mission entails, and how it interacts with the labor market. This is followed by 

an overview of HRM education in the Swedish context, along with the emerging demands placed on HR 

professionals as a result of digital transformation. Chapter three explores previous research related to the 

research questions of this paper. Topics include the impact of digitalization on the HR profession, the adaptation 

of higher education to digitalization, and the alignment between HRM curricula and the competence demands 

of the labor market. The theoretical framework is presented in chapter four, combining institutional theory and 

curriculum theory. Chapter five presents the methodology, including data collection, quality considerations, and 

limitations. Chapter six presents the findings in the following order: digitalization and evolving competence 

demands, the mission of HRM education, autonomy and individual interests, and program planning. The 

discussion chapter connects these findings to previous research and theoretical perspectives. Finally, the 

conclusion synthesizes the main contributions of the study, and suggestions for future research are also 

presented. 
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2. Background 

This chapter addresses the concepts of digitalization and digital competence, the mission of higher education, 

and the interaction between universities and the labor market. Thereafter follows a description of HRM 

education in Sweden and how digitalization and technological development place new demands on the 

competence of HR professionals. 

 

2.1. Defining Digitalization and Digital Competence 

Digitalization can be considered one of the most central issues of our time, changing both society as a whole 

and the business landscape (Parviainen, Tihinen, Kääriäinen & Teppola, 2017; Erro-Garcés & Aramendia-

Muneta, 2023). The term refers not only to the integration of digital technologies into organizations and daily 

life, it also includes the broader transformation of structures, behaviors, and cultures (Gray & Rumpe, 2015). In 

other words, parts of social life are being restructured around digital infrastructure and media (Brennen and 

Kreiss, 2016). 

Digital competence is regarded as a complex and evolving concept, currently lacking a universally accepted 

definition (Digg, 2023). In this study, the concept is understood through a synthesis of multiple frameworks. 

The Council of the European Union (2018:20) defines digital competence as one of eight key competencies for 

lifelong learning, involving “the confident, critical and responsible use of, and engagement with, digital 

technologies for learning, at work, and for participation in society”. This understanding is further developed by 

Vuorikari et al. (2022), who emphasize its relevance for lifelong learning and highlight components such as 

digital literacy, problem-solving, and critical thinking. In addition to technical skills, digital competence 

encompasses the ability to locate, evaluate, and create information across different media and contexts 

(Vuorikari et al., 2022). It also involves awareness of risks, opportunities, and ethical considerations related to 

digital transformation (SOU 2015:28; Government of Sweden, 2017). In this study, digital competence is 

therefore conceptualized as the knowledge, skill, ability, and motivation to use digital tools and technologies 

effectively, ethically, and critically, both for professional development and active participation in society. 

 

2.2. The Role and Mission of Higher Education  

In Sweden, there are two primary categories of Higher-Educational Institutions (HEIs). The first category 

comprises universities, which align with the international understanding of the term and are authorized to confer 

degrees at the doctoral level (third cycle). The second category includes what is commonly referred to as 

university colleges (UC) in English. These institutions are generally similar to universities, with the exception 

that they must apply for authorization to confer degrees (Swedish Council for Higher Education [UHR], n. d.). 

Since the distinction between universities and UCs is not central to the research questions, both will be 

collectively referred to as HEIs or universities.  
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In Sweden, tertiary education (universities) is significantly less regulated than education at the primary and 

secondary level. However, this relatively high degree of autonomy, which has existed since the reform in 1993, 

does not mean an absence of regulatory frameworks (Löfgren Cassergren & Agrell, 2024). The Higher 

Education Act (SFS 1992:1434) and the Higher Education Ordinance (SFS 1993:100) are examples of national 

regulations that govern the activities of universities with the state as governing body. Additionally, the Swedish 

Higher Education Authority (UKÄ) is responsible for evaluating the quality of higher education and research 

while ensuring that universities comply with laws and regulations (UKÄ, n.d.). According to the Higher 

Education Act, universities must actively ensure that the knowledge and expertise developed within HEIs 

benefit society (SFS 1992:1434). There should be a clear connection between research and education, and 

academic activities must be structured to maintain high quality in both research and educational programs (SFS 

1992:1434). Furthermore, higher education at the undergraduate level aims to foster the development of various 

skills and abilities, including the capacity to make independent and critical judgments, identify and solve 

problems, and prepare for the dynamics of working life (SFS 1992:1434). The law also stipulates that students 

have the right to influence their education, and that institutions must continuously work to encourage students 

to take an active role in doing so (SFS 1992:1434).   

Within this framework, each university operates with considerable autonomy in designing its educational 

programs according to its academic profile and research strengths. The state provides funding for higher 

education through grants but does not prescribe detailed regulations for program or course content, provided 

that the fundamental requirements are satisfied (UKÄ, 2024). Program curricula and course syllabi are 

developed and approved by the universities’ education boards (SFS 1992:1434). In general, program curricula 

and course syllabi contain broad formulations primarily based on the provisions outlined in the Higher 

Education Act and the Higher Education Ordinance. An analysis of various curricula and syllabi from different 

HRM education programs reveals a consistent structural pattern. Although minor adjustments are occasionally 

made to more explicitly align the focus areas of HRM education with the overarching objectives, they 

predominantly maintain a uniform fundamental structure. 

 

2.3. Interaction with the Labor Market  

According to the Higher Education Act (SFS 1992:1434), universities are tasked with actively engaging with 

society and the labor market to promote mutual exchange. However, the law does not specify what this 

collaboration entails or how educational content should be influenced by such collaboration. This is instead 

guided through different regulations, directives and policies. For example, the Government Directive for the 

Budget Year (Government of Sweden, 2024) provides financial parameters for universities and outlines 

expectations regarding collaboration between higher education and society. Beyond the general goal of aligning 

educational offerings with both student interests and labor market needs, HEIs are obligated to explicitly declare 

the analyses and assessments that underpin decisions on educational provision (Government of Sweden, 2024). 

The directive also states that from 2025 onwards, HEIs are required to report how they work to assess the need 
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for developing their educational offerings related to artificial intelligence (AI) and the measures they take to 

integrate AI elements into relevant programs (Government of Sweden, 2024). Moreover, HEIs are expected to 

demonstrate how educational programs align with societal needs across diverse dimensions.  

A policy memorandum from the Government Offices of Sweden (2023) emphasizes the importance of 

supporting higher education to improve digital competence across all sectors. This is vital to meet the rising 

need for advanced digital expertise in the labor market (Government Offices of Sweden, 2023). Suggested 

actions include fostering EU-level collaboration, increasing exchanges between labor market stakeholders and 

HEIs, and actively encouraging HEIs to develop digital competencies (Government Offices of Sweden, 2023). 

Additionally, the budget directive for universities highlights the importance of enhancing students’ ability to 

understand and adapt to evolving skills demands driven by digitalization.  

 

2.4. Academic HRM Education in Sweden  

The bachelor’s programs currently referred to as Human Resource Management and Labor Relations, Bachelor 

program in Human Resources, and Personnel and Working Life all originate from what is referred to as P-

programs, which were established in the 1980s (National Agency for Higher Education, 2004). These programs 

were initially similar and highly regulated, but began to diverge following the 1993 higher education reform. 

Over time, two main naming conventions emerged: one group retained terms like Personnel and Working Life, 

while another adopted the Human Resource Management and Labor Relations label (National Agency for 

Higher Education, 2010). However, in this study, all included programs will be referred to as HRM programs. 

Today, academic HRM programs are more interconnected through collaborative forums, such as RiksP 

and the Swedish HR Association. The programs maintain a similar overall structure and focus, emphasizing 

personnel management, working life, and understanding of both the labor market and the complexity of 

organizations (National Agency for Higher Education, 2004). The HRM programs are based on an 

interdisciplinary structure (Ulfsdotter Eriksson, 2013), and usually combine research fields such as business 

economics, pedagogy, psychology, sociology, and labor law. Ulfsdotter Eriksson (2013) identifies these as 

foundational disciplines for HR practitioners. HRM education programs today feature various course 

combinations, focusing on different major subjects and whether work placements are included in the curriculum 

(Akademikerförbundet SSR, n.d.).  

 

2.5. Digitalization Puts New Demands on HR Professionals’ Skills 

Like others, the field of HR is undergoing a transformation due to technological advancements, digitalization, 

and the evolution of AI, which are placing increasing demands on HR practitioners’ digital competence 

(Tengblad & Nordh, 2024; Boglind, Hällsten & Thilander, 2021; Andersson, Crevani, Eriksson-Zetterquist & 

Tengblad, 2020). The union organization Akavia (2024) highlights this shift, reporting that a majority of HR 

professionals anticipate that AI-related competence will become the most in-demand skill within the field in the 

coming years. However, navigating this evolving business landscape can be challenging for HR professionals, 
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as new digital advancements and technological tools are developing at a rapid pace. Many HR professionals 

lack both technical knowledge and strategic understanding required to utilize data effectively and fully harness 

the potential of digitalization (Tengblad & Nordh, 2024).  

Despite the evident potential of advanced HR technology to reduce costs and liberate resources for value-

creating development work, Sweden is lagging in its adoption of this technology within HRM. Tengblad and 

Nordh (2024) identify several reasons for this lag, with the most significant being a lack of digital competence 

within HR, limited educational initiatives on digitalization in HR education, and skepticism or fear of change 

among HR professionals. Therefore, attention has been drawn to the content of HRM education programs, and 

experts argue that HR practitioners often lack the necessary training in digital tools and technologies, making it 

difficult for them to guide organizations through digital transformation (Tengblad & Nordh, 2024). Loutfi 

(2020) also emphasizes the need for Sweden to invest in education on digital tools, such as AI, and the 

appropriate and inappropriate use of these tools in the workplace. Such investments are crucial, not only to fully 

leverage the potential of digitalization but also to build trust in these technologies (Loutfi, 2020).  
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3. Previous Research 

This chapter reviews prior research pertinent to the study’s questions in various respects. There are relatively 

few studies with an identical focus; therefore, studies with a similar emphasis have been included. The included 

studies examine how digitalization influences the HR profession, the effects of external pressures on HRM 

education, and the levels of autonomy and responsiveness in higher education. 

 

3.1. Digitalization is Impacting the HR Profession 

Parviainen et al (2017) identify digitalization as a major trend impacting both business and society, and as 

something that will continue to do so. Within the field of HRM, this transformation is increasingly linked to 

strategic organizational goals and enhanced performance outcomes (Erro-Garcés & Aramendia-Muneta, 2023). 

The authors describe a paradigm shift that involves the interaction and cooperation between “machine and 

humans” (Erro-Garcés & Aramendia-Muneta, 2023:586).  Research emphasizes the potential of technologies to 

relieve HR functions of repetitive tasks, streamline HR processes, improve decision-making, and enhance 

strategic HRM (Ayanponle et al., 2024; Sani et al., 2024; Poulose et al., 2024). However, successful 

implementation requires careful adaptation to specific organizational contexts. Alan (2023) emphasizes the 

critical role of strategic planning and employee training in maximizing the benefits of this digital transformation. 

Thus, digitalization necessitates renewed approaches to organizational structures, management, and 

collaboration within organizations (Björkdahl et al., 2018). Consequently, new demands are being placed on 

HR professionals’ skills and work methods. This underscores the need for HR professionals to develop a deeper 

understanding of technology integration. 

Furthermore, Strohmeier (2020) emphasizes that the terminology within digital HRM remains inconsistent 

and underdeveloped, and that there is a growing need to expand concepts related to the digital and technological 

advancements. It is also essential that HR terminology aligns with the concepts employed by organizations 

within the business landscape to facilitate effective communication and ensure a unified understanding of 

professional concepts. 

 

3.2. Autonomy and Responsiveness Within the Higher Education System 

A study by Geschwind and Östh Gustafsson (2024) examined how the future has been discussed in Swedish 

higher education and research policy and how visions of the future have influenced the role of universities and 

educational content. The findings indicate that the future is often portrayed as uncertain and complex, involving, 

for example, social and technological changes and an accelerated pace of work. Given the unpredictability of 

future developments, the authors argue that universities should continue to be granted considerable autonomy 

and should not be overly constrained by strict governance or limited to serving sector-specific needs (Geschwind 

& Östh Gustafsson, 2024. The authors also draw attention to how universities must constantly balance the 

preservation of academic traditions with demands for responsiveness and renewal. 
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The constant balancing act described above can make the education system seem rigid. This can manifest 

itself in an inherent resistance to change that affects the ability to make changes to educational content. Such 

changes may, for example, involve adjustments based on the skills required in professional roles or the inclusion 

of more career-oriented elements. According to Löfgren Martinsson (2008), allowing for career-oriented 

elements at the expense of reduced research emphasis can be problematic, especially at older universities where 

resistance to such a shift is often present. As a result, discrepancies often arise between the competencies 

demonstrated by graduates and those sought by employers. Evidence of this competence gap has been observed 

in various disciplines, albeit to different degrees (Löfgren Martinsson, 2008).  

Some disciplines appear to be more receptive to implementing adjustments in response to evolving 

competence demand in professional roles. Focusing on teacher education programs, several articles examine 

and highlight the changing competence requirements for teachers concerning their ability to use digital tools 

and systems, and the pedagogical aspect of how digital knowledge is taught and integrated into educational 

content (Lindfors, Pettersson & Olofsson, 2021). Studies with a focus on digital competence also appear to be 

more common within this discipline than in others. One article that addresses digital competence in an 

educational setting is a literature review conducted by Pettersson (2018), focusing on international research. It 

states that although there is a growing body of research on digital competence, most studies have focused on 

the specific competence need of teachers, forgetting the broader educational context (Pettersson, 2018).  

In a Swedish context, Dahlström, Tovatt, Dänsel, and Bandmann (2021) examined how collaboration 

between universities and the labor market is expressed in UKÄs’ evaluations. The authors describe how most 

Swedish universities explicitly reference collaboration with society in various vision and strategy documents, 

including how procedures for such collaboration are integrated into the planning of new educational programs 

and in the evaluation of program relevance (Dahlström et al., 2021). HEIs are tasked with providing high-quality 

education that reflects the demands of the labor market. Due to rapid technological developments, universities 

must expand their collaborations and become more flexible (UKÄ, 2023). A government decision 

commissioned UKÄ (2023) to produce a report on the effects of technological developments on both university 

education and employer requirements. The results show that educational programs should incorporate elements 

related to technological developments, such as AI, to a greater extent. UKÄ (2023) also notes that the capacity 

for change varies among universities and that changes generally occur slowly in this sector. 

 

3.3. Aligning HRM Curricula with Changing Competence Requirements  

To our knowledge, there is a limited number of recognized studies examining how the increasing demand for 

digital competence among HR professionals is discussed and addressed within academic HRM education in 

Sweden. However, there are several theses on bachelor’s and master’s levels that examine the content of HRM 

education in relation to labor market demand. One of these is Enö’s (2018) master’s thesis, which already in 

2018 explored how digitalization has, in various ways, changed the professional role of HR practitioners and 
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how this may be reflected in HRM policy documents. The findings revealed a general absence of explicit 

references to digitalization or digital competence in HRM curricula documents (Enö, 2018).  

A study by Davidson, Tsakissiris, and Guo (2017) explores how HRM education in Australia and China is 

structured and how it responds to the evolving demands of the HR profession. The authors propose a systems 

model that can be used to analyze how various actors, such as labor market stakeholders, academia, and the 

state, shape the content and objectives of HRM education (Davidson, Tsakissiris, & Guo, 2017). While the study 

does not explicitly focus on technological development or digitalization, it emphasizes the importance of 

designing HRM education in close dialogue with professional networks and the labor market. It is also 

highlighted that higher education must provide practically applicable competencies, not only theoretical 

knowledge (Davidson et al., 2017). The results indicate that Australia demonstrates a stronger collaboration 

with the professional field and a greater emphasis on employability, with HRM education being more clearly 

adapted to development within the profession. In contrast, China relies more heavily on centralized control, and 

HRM education tends to follow a more academic structure (Davidson et al., 2017). Although the study does not 

examine how HRM education is explicitly adapted in relation to digitalization, it underscores the importance of 

aligning educational programs with external developments that entail new competence demands for HR 

professionals. 

In a qualitative study by van Beurden et al. (2024), the authors investigate how HRM programs at 

universities in the Netherlands prepare future HR professionals for the impact of technological development on 

working life. The findings reveal significant variation in the extent to which different programs effectively 

integrate technology-related competencies into curricula. According to the study, data literacy, change 

management, and ethical understanding of data collection and usage are central skills that future HR 

professionals need in order to navigate digitalization and automation. While many educational programs do 

mention digitalization and related concepts, these are often framed as contextual factors rather than central 

themes (van Beurden et al., 2024). Only a few programs systematically incorporated technological perspectives 

into their curricula. Program directors also reported that discussions about how technological developments 

impact the HR profession are ongoing, and that some adjustments to educational content have been made to 

reflect this development. However, there appeared to be a desire to address technological change in a more 

strategic and systematic manner (van Beurden et al., 2024).  

 

3.4. Impact of External Pressure on HRM Curricula 

Parks-Leduc, Rutherford, Becker, and Shahzad (2018) examined academic HRM programs in several parts of 

the world. The objective was to understand the extent to which there is a common knowledge base underlying 

the field of HRM and how professional HRM organizations (such as the HR Association) exert external pressure 

and possibly influence HRM curricula offerings to become more similar. A review of HRM course syllabi 

reveals considerable variation in course offerings, indicating a lack of a common knowledge base for HRM. 

Concurrently, it was demonstrated that in regions with robust professional HRM organizations, institutions’ 



   

 

15 

 

HRM curricula tended to exhibit greater similarity, which indicates how external pressure gives rise to 

isomorphism (Parks-Leduc et al., 2018).  

It is asserted that the alignment of universities’ HRM curricula can facilitate the development of a cohesive 

knowledge base within the field. Furthermore, it is essential that the knowledge identified as crucial for future 

HR practitioners is integrated into the design of HRM curricula (van Beurden et al., 2024). Universities and 

professional HR organizations are encouraged to engage in more active collaboration to exchange information 

about different goals and perspectives, which is believed to benefit both parties. Such exchanges can enable 

educational institutions to better understand labor market needs. At the same time, it can provide practitioners 

with “a more rapid adoption of best practices established as a result of academic research” (Parks-Leduc et al., 

2018, p. 235). This cooperation is essential for achieving greater alignment between the professional sector and 

educational programs (van Beurden et al., 2024). Consequently, graduates will be better prepared to meet 

professional standards (Parks-Leduc et al., 2018). Parks-Leduc et al. (2018) suggest that by tailoring educational 

offerings to align with labor market demands more closely, universities can also enhance their value and address 

the challenges arising from increasing competition from for-profit companies.  
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4. Theory 

This chapter details the study’s theoretical framework. The two theoretical perspectives are initially presented 

independently, and subsequently, followed by a brief description of how they complement each other. 

 

4.1. Institutional Theory  

Norbäck and Wedlin (2024) describe the start of the institutionalized view on organizations as dating back to 

an article by Selznick that was written in 1949. According to Norbäck and Welding (2024), this is seen as the 

first time the institutional perspective was used in understanding the specific inner workings of an organization, 

which was described as values being infused in the organization beyond what was technically required. Since 

Selznick's study in the 1950s, the use of the institutional perspective to understand organizations has been 

greatly expanded. What is now known as new institutional theory emerged during the 1970s and 1980s in 

contrast to contemporary theoretical perspectives (Norbäck & Wedlin, 2024). In this paper, the focus mainly 

remains on the organizational new institutional perspective, which has the broadest definition of institution and 

focuses on the taken for granted norms within the organizations (Engdahl & Larsson, 2011).  

Two foundational contributions to this perspective are Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) article 

Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony and DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) 

article The Iron Cage Revisited (Norbäck & Wedlin, 2024). DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) article discusses 

institutional theory from the perspective of organizational homogenization through the concept of isomorphism, 

which means that organizations in similar environments are forced to resemble one another. They also define 

organizational fields as including all the different aspects and actors surrounding an organization which, 

sustains and upholds the structure (Norbäck & Wedlin, 2024). Organizations are thereby guided in how they act 

by these structures, and they compare themselves with others within the organizational field, in this case HEIs 

comparing themselves to other HEIs. Meyer and Rowan (1977) similarly emphasize that organizations are 

structured by institutionalized rules in their environment, leading them to adopt formal structures considered 

legitimate, even when these are decoupled from actual practices. They can then adopt formal structures, at least 

on the surface, that are considered legitimate within their environment and by societal beliefs while continuing 

their operations without having to constantly defend themselves (Norbäck & Wedlin, 2024).  Isomorphism is 

created through three different types of pressures, where the coercive pressure comes from regulation that are 

mostly based on legislation but according to Norbäck and Wedlin (2024), they can as well be informal. 

Normative rules are the second pressure that, as the name implies, is based on existing norms and values that 

pictures an ideal for organizations about how they should act. The third pressure described by Norbäck and 

Wedlin (2024) is the mimetic, where organizations mirror or copy others to make sense of uncertainty and can 

make organizations look similar on the surface. Applying the framework of institutional theory to HEIs is not 

an unexplored area as shown by Cai and Mehari (2015). Cai and Mehari (2015) found 83 articles ranging from 

publication years in 1997-2014, that used new institutional theory in studies focusing on higher education. By 

using institutional theory in this study, we can view HEIs as organizations that are impacted by external and 
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internal influences impacting decision-making, especially regarding the choices being made about educational 

content. The perspective of institutional theory will be used to understand the conflicts between ambitions of 

universities and external/internal pressure that could be e.g. resources, ingrained practices or resistance to 

change. Applying these aspects to the environment of HEIs will provide a better understanding of educational 

biases that might exist where legitimacy is prioritized over efficiency in education.  

 

4.2. Curriculum Theory 

Curriculum theory can be characterized as a research field that encompasses a variety of theoretical perspectives 

employed to analyze diverse phenomena, such as how curricula are developed, organized, and its influence on 

both education and society. It also involves examining the components included in education, the rationale 

behind prioritizing certain areas of knowledge, and how learning is structured in various contexts. Beauchamp 

(1982:24) defines curriculum theory as “a set of related statements, or propositions, that gives meaning to the 

phenomena related to the concept of a curriculum, its development, its use, and its evaluation.” This definition 

is rooted in the Anglo-Saxon tradition, wherein the term curriculum encompasses schools’ activities in a very 

broad sense (Abrahamsson, Berg, & Wallin, 1999). However, given that the present study concentrates on a 

Swedish setting, it is hypothesized that a Northern European development of this theoretical perspective would 

be more fitting. Consequently, this study adopts a theoretical perspective grounded in the Swedish tradition of 

curriculum theory, specifically based on frame factor theory, an approach developed by Urban Dahllöf and Ulf 

P. Lundgren (Abrahamsson et al., 1999). According to Abrahamsson et al. (1999), this perspective is macro-

oriented, emphasizing the understanding of how societal interests are articulated and negotiated within the 

organization and content of education. Henceforth, the term curriculum theory refers to this specific theoretical 

perspective. 

In Swedish, the term curriculum is traditionally synonymous with a state-issued policy document that 

governs school activities. However, in its theoretical use, the meaning of the term has been broadened to include 

“the philosophy and beliefs underlying a particular selection and organization of knowledge for education” 

(Lundgren, 2006:60, our translation). According to this conceptualization, the curriculum is seen not only as an 

objective policy document but also as something that represents underlying ideologies and principles about 

education and knowledge. Such underlying principles are called curriculum codes and guide the selection of 

educational content and the formulation of learning outcomes (Lundgren, 1989; Lundgren, 2015). Through the 

concept of curriculum codes, educational content can be understood as a result of societal expectations, 

professional norms, and institutional conditions (Abrahamsson et al., 1999). Lundgren (2006) argues that 

curriculum codes can be understood as a “style of thinking” that guides actions. Frame and frame factors are 

additional terms that are central to the discourse. The basic idea is that frame factors create scope for a process 

and can be described, in this context, as a “thinking tool for educational planning” (Lundgren, 1999:31). Such 

things as policy documents and available resources (e.g., money, time, and equipment) are examples of frame 

factors that govern education and teaching. Ideologies, traditions, and underlying conceptions of what should 
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be given attention in education can also regarded as frame factors (Lindblad, Linde & Naeslund, 1999), albeit 

less visible ones. 

How curricula are formed should also be discussed in relation to the concept of power (Lundgren, 2015). 

In curriculum theory, a distinction is made between decision areas, in which decisions on educational content 

and teaching are made. The formulation arena is the overall level where education politics is exercised and 

decision-making and shaping of education policy (curriculum) takes place (Lindblad et al., 1999; Lundgren, 

2006). In the realization arena, the interpretation and implementation of overall education policy occur within 

a given framework, encompassing planning and decisions on the detailed selection of content (Lundgren 2006). 

Tensions often arise within and between these arenas, making the concept of power an interesting dimension. 

On the one hand, it is about who has the power to define the goals, content, and purposes of curricula in a 

formulation arena where different interests compete (Lundgren, 2015). Furthermore, the power perspective also 

includes the extent to which HEIs and educators in the realization arena have the freedom, and thus the power, 

to interpret and decide on concrete educational content and its implementation.  

The purpose of applying curriculum theory in the present study is to explore the underlying values and 

interests that influence decisions about educational content within Swedish HEIs. This perspective enables 

analysis of how certain knowledge is prioritized while other areas are given less attention, depending on the 

conditions that frame curriculum planning (Abrahamsson et al., 1999). Furthermore, the perspective can be 

applied to identify the actors influencing decisions about the content and focus of HRM education, how digital 

competence is incorporated, or not, into educational content, and how internal and external frame factors (such 

as resource availability, learning objectives, and formal regulations (Abrahamsson et al., 1999)) affect the 

possibilities for change. 

 

4.3. Integrating Curriculum Theory and Institutional Theory 

The two theoretical perspectives presented above are combined in an effort to analyze how both structural 

conditions and institutional logics shape the content of academic HRM programs. This approach is based on the 

proposition by Abrahamsson et al. (1999), who argue that curriculum theory offers a way to understand how 

societal expectations and professional norms are reflected in the content and design of curricula, while 

institutional theory offers a way to explore how structural conditions and external pressures affect the decision-

making processes.  

Cai and Mehari (2015) emphasize that new institutional theory is frequently integrated with supplementary 

theories to develop a comprehensive understanding of higher education. Their study illustrates that institutional 

theory is predominantly employed in analyzing higher education institutions with regard to management and 

policy concerns, yet it can also be applied to other aspects such as course design.  
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5. Method 

This chapter details the methodological considerations and procedures that underpin the study, beginning with 

a presentation of the overall research strategy. It then details the sampling strategy and data collection process, 

followed by an explanation of how the empirical material was analyzed. Additionally, issues concerning data 

quality, limitations, and ethical considerations are addressed. 

 

5.1. Research Strategy 

This research project is designed as a multiple case study including six HEIs. We employed a qualitative method, 

as the objective was to gain a contextual and in-depth understanding of how emerging competence requirements 

due to digitalization are perceived and discussed in conversations about HRM curricula. Semi-structured 

interviews and thematic analysis were identified as the most appropriate approaches for data collection and 

analysis. An abductive research approach was adopted, given the interplay between empirical data and theory 

(Bryman, 2018). The research did not begin with a comprehensive theoretical framework, but rather, it was 

approached with an initial understanding of digitalization and the evolving competence requirements in the HR 

field. As empirical data were collected and analyzed, recurring concepts and notions emerged, leading to the 

development of the theoretical insights. This iterative process enabled a description and understanding of the 

interview participants’ perspectives and views, which could then be explained by using institutional theory and 

curriculum theory as tools for interpretation. 

 

5.2. Sampling Strategy  

In this study, purposive sampling was applied, as the aim was to focus on a specific context without any intention 

of achieving generalizability at the population level. The sampling was carried out at two levels, an approach 

supported by Bryman (2018). The initial stage entailed a purposive selection of universities and programs. The 

selection process was initiated with an inventory and compilation of all existing academic HRM programs. This 

was accomplished through keyword searches across various educational platforms and search engines, including 

Antagning.se, UKÄ’s website, and individual university program catalogs. The following search terms have 

been used: Human Resource Management programs, Human Resources, HR Bachelor’s programs, Personnel 

and Work Life, and Work Science. Throughout this process, the primary selection criteria were identified: 

• Referred to as a Personnel and Work Life or HR/HRM program. 

• Offered at a Swedish university or university college with the state as head authority.  

• Consists of 180 higher education credits (ECTS) and is defined as a bachelor’s program at the 

undergraduate level. 
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• Leads to one of the following degrees: Bachelor of Science (BSc) in Human Resource Management 

and Labor Relations, Work Science, Economics with HR as specialization, Sociology with HR as 

specialization, Pedagogy with HR as specialization, or Psychology with HR as specialization. 

A compilation of education programs that met all the aforementioned criteria resulted in a list of 22 programs 

distributed among 17 HEIs. The programs were sorted by size according to the number of students admitted 

annually, based on admission statistics from UHR. The program with the highest admission capacity was placed 

at the top of the list, followed by the remaining programs in descending order.  

In the following step, six education programs were selected based on the criteria of major and admission 

capacity. The objective of this approach was to obtain a sample that could be regarded as both comprehensive 

(representing HRM education as such) and diverse (representing different majors). The admission capacity 

criterion stipulated that the selected programs must have the capacity to admit at least 80 students per year. 

However, due to a lack of response from some of the selected universities, we were forced to reevaluate and be 

more flexible in terms of the diversity of majors. The new cases added were selected primarily based on size. 

That is to say, the universities with the highest admission capacity were contacted first, and then the list was 

followed in descending order until a sample of six universities was reached. 

In describing this process, it is essential to explain how it is also connected to the subsequent level of 

selection: the level of participant selection (Bryman, 2018). Interviewees were selected based on their specific 

positions within the HRM education programs. Therefore, the selection of cases was, to some extent, impacted 

by the response rate and availability of individuals. This example illustrates how two levels of sampling can be 

closely linked and interdependent. According to the study’s objective and research questions, a careful review 

was conducted to determine the criteria for selecting participants for the interviews. Given the time frame, the 

aim was to conduct interviews with two participants from each of the six universities, resulting in a total of 12 

interviews. Already at an early stage, it was considered essential that at least one interview participant per 

university should hold the position of program coordinator. For the selection of participants outside this specific 

role, the following criteria were specified: 

• Participants shall have (or recently had) a central role in planning and/or designing educational content 

at the program and/or course level within an HRM program. 

• Participants shall also be familiar with how evolving competence demands of the labor market are 

discussed, addressed, and potentially affect educational content at the program or course level. 

To identify relevant individuals, information was sought via the universities’ websites. Thereafter, contact was 

initiated with all program coordinators and at least one additional potential participant per institution. If the 

name and contact information were unavailable on the website, the university’s administrative department was 

contacted for email addresses or asked to forward the information via email. If contact information was provided 

directly on the website, individuals were contacted and provided information about the study via email. If there 

was no response to this first email, a reminder was sent three days later. In the event of nonresponse or if 
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individuals declined to participate, a request was sent to the course coordinator listed next in the sequence. In 

some cases, the program coordinator was asked to forward our request to potential participants within the 

organization. 

 

5.3. Data Collection 

The interview data have been gathered through what Bryman (2018) defines as semi-structured interviews. 

Interviews were conducted in Swedish. An interview guide was used as a starting point, offering a certain degree 

of structure while also allowing flexibility and room for follow-up questions (Arthur and Nazroo, 2014; Bryman, 

2018). The interview guide (Appendix 1) contains a variety of questions, ranging from broader topics to specific 

questions.  Due to the complexity of some of the questions, it was decided that the interview questions would 

be sent to the participants in advance, right before the start of the interview, so that they could follow the 

questions in written text throughout the interview. The objective was to enhance clarity and facilitate the 

interview process. 

The participants were sent the information letter (Appendix 2) along with the consent form (Appendix 3) 

for electronic signature. They were also given the opportunity to ask questions before the interviews began. All 

interviews, with the participants’ permission, were audio recorded. The interviews were conducted digitally 

using Teams or Zoom and lasted between 40 and 60 minutes. The predetermined goal of conducting 12 

interviews was not reached. Instead, the outcome consisted of 10 interviews with participants from six HEIs. 

Two of the included cases were represented by only one interview participant.  

 

Referred to as Role Institution of higher education 

Interview participant 1  Program coordinator/educator HEI 1 

Interview participant 2  Course coordinator/educator HEI 2 

Interview participant 3  Program coordinator/educator HEI 2 

Interview participant 4  Program coordinator/educator HEI 3 

Interview participant 5  Program coordinator/educator HEI 4 

Interview participant 6  Course coordinator/educator HEI 4 

Interview participant 7 Course coordinator/educator HEI 3 

Interview participant 8  Program coordinator/educator HEI 5 

Interview participant 9  Program coordinator/educator HEI 1 

Interview participant 10  Program coordinator/educator HEI 6 

Table 1 – Interview participants 

 

5.4. Data Analysis 

Microsoft’s transcription service was utilized to facilitate transcription of the recorded audio files. The audio 

file was uploaded into Word, and then it was meticulously reviewed to ensure that the transcription was accurate 

and consistent with the original audio. Furthermore, the transcribed interviews were analyzed using thematic 
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analysis, which enabled the identification of patterns in the data. It enabled the identification of not only 

expressed intentions and strategies but also underlying beliefs and norms that may influence the content and 

development of education in various ways.  

The approach employed in the analysis drew inspiration from a framework for thematic analysis developed 

by Braun and Clarke (2006). The initial phase entailed a thorough review of the transcripts, during which no 

markings or notes were made, to acquire an initial understanding of the data material. Subsequent readings 

involved marking pertinent text and taking notes, followed by further development of the codes. The initial 

coring was conducted independently by both researchers, without joint discussions. In the subsequent phase, 

the codes were compared, and in cases where discrepancies or divergent perceptions arose, these were discussed 

and resolved. After resolving discrepancies, the material was reviewed again to ensure that no essential 

information had been overlooked. Thereafter, the codes were classified and categorized into potential themes. 

The classification was evaluated and refined throughout the work process, ultimately resulting in defined and 

named themes relevant to the study’s research questions. Table 2 presents an example of initial codes and shows 

how these were collated into themes, which were then organized into overarching themes, following Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) approach. 

 

Initial codes Themes Overarching themes 

“Employability is important” / “We must 

prepare students for the labor market” 
 

Responsiveness to labor market 

needs Educators’ views on digital 

competence  
“Students already know digital tools” / “Young 

people are good with IT” 

Perceptions of students’ digital 

skills 

“Digitalization is important but not really written 

in the curriculum” / “The term digital competence 

is rarely used” 

Digital competence not 

explicitly addressed  Terminology and Conceptual 

Ambiguity 
“Digital competence is a vague concept”/ “The 

concept itself is not central to discussions” 

Ambiguity around digital 

competence 

“It is up to the course coordinators” Individual interest  

Priorities in HRM education “No clear internal governance” Lack of clear policy guidance 

“We look at what other universities are doing” Following other universities 

“Teachers can adapt content themselves” / “There 

is freedom for teachers to choose” 
Course coordinator autonomy 

Educational values 
“We are a university, we must focus on research” 

/ “The academic side comes first” 
Academic focus and legitimacy 

“We teach you to learn quickly and to relate to 

knowledge” 
Critical and analytical ability 

“We talked about including another course, but 

instead we work with it as a thread” 
Balancing theory and practice 

Curriculum shaping factors 
“We don’t have time” / “Changing courses takes a 

lot of resources” 
Resource constraints 

Table 2 – Themes 
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5.5. Data Quality 

The criteria developed by Yvonna Lincoln and Egon Guba are widely used to assess the quality of qualitative 

research through the aspect of trustworthiness, comprising four key dimensions: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003; Bryman, 2018).  

The dimension of credibility refers to the extent to which the findings accurately represent the participants’ 

perspectives and experiences (Bryman, 2018). In this study, the use of semi-structured interviews strengthened 

consistency by ensuring the same topics were covered in all interviews while allowing interviewees to describe 

social reality from their perspective without being constrained by overly specific questions. When necessary, 

follow-up questions or control questions were asked to ensure that we, as researchers, had understood the 

participant’s perception correctly. To strengthen the trustworthiness of both the coding and the results, thorough 

transcription and thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) were employed.  

The dimension of transferability refers to the extent to which findings can be applied in other contexts 

(Bryman, 2018). Rather than aiming for generalization, the objective of this study was thus to provide a thorough 

and detailed description of a specific context, namely, the discussions and decision-making processes 

concerning the content of HR education in Swedish higher education. However, it is hoped that the results of 

this study can be considered substantial enough to be useful in one way or another for those interested in 

investigating similar issues in other contexts, or alternatively, serve as a valuable basis for those interested in 

further investigating similar contexts.  

The third dimension, dependability, concerns the consistency and transparency of the study’s research 

process (Bryman, 2018). An effort has been made to describe all phases of the research process thoroughly with 

complete transparency, and the study has undergone several rounds of peer feedback to assess the quality of the 

procedures chosen.  

The last of the four dimensions, confirmability, refers to the extent to which findings can be traced back to 

the data rather than being shaped by researcher bias or theoretical predispositions (Bryman, 2018). To promote 

confirmability, the participants’ narratives are illustrated through quotations. Efforts have been made to ensure 

that the narratives of all participants are accorded equal representation. Two mechanisms promoted objectivity 

in this study. First, separate coding was used. Second, opposing perspectives were openly discussed. Two 

mechanisms promoted objectivity in the data analysis. First, the coding was performed independently. Second, 

conflicting perspectives were openly discussed and resolved. These mechanisms allowed for careful 

consideration and, to the greatest extent possible, avoidance of bias. 

 

5.6. Limitations 

One limitation of this study concerns the scope of data collection and the sampling process. The study is based 

on a limited number of interviews, and the final selection was, to some extent, shaped by the availability of 

participants. The aim was to conduct a total of 12 interviews with two individuals from each HEI. However, 

problems were faced in finding a second interview participant at two of the universities. Due to time constraints, 
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several of those who were asked were unable to participate. In other cases, there was no response at all. The fact 

that two of the cases are represented by only one interview participant may indicate that relevant experiences 

and perspectives have been omitted, with a potentially less nuanced result as a consequence. However, the final 

selection of case organizations can be characterized as relatively homogeneous, and therefore, the inclusion of 

two additional interviewees would not necessarily skew the results in an alternative direction. Additionally, 

potential participants were identified via information available on university websites. Consequently, we cannot 

guarantee that the individuals contacted were always the most suitable or best informed to represent the full 

scope of program design and development.  

Interviews were primarily conducted via digital meeting platforms such as Zoom and Teams. While this 

facilitated access across geographical locations, it may have affected social interaction, particularly in 

establishing rapport and observing non-verbal cues. There were also minor technical issues in some cases, which 

did not disrupt the interviews themselves but did affect the efficiency of transcription. These factors may have 

influenced the depth and completeness of the data. 

 

5.7. Ethical Considerations  

The concept of “an ethical mindset” by ALLEA (2023) has been at the forefront in all aspects of this research 

project. The ethical considerations are grounded in the principles articulated by Bryman (2018), including the 

requirement of information, consent, confidentiality, and utility. These have guided the practical aspects of 

participant recruitment, data handling, and communication throughout the study.  The requirement of 

information has been met by providing clear and comprehensive information prior to participation. In line with 

the consent requirement, potential participants were informed that participation is voluntary. The ones who 

chose to participate signed a consent form before the interview, confirming that they had received 

comprehensive information and had the opportunity to ask questions in advance. To fulfill the confidentiality 

requirement, potential interview participants were also informed that their names and personal information 

would be kept confidential. The participants’ responses and narratives have been managed in a manner that 

prevents unauthorized access. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of participants, their names and 

organizational affiliations have been replaced with numbers. This protocol was implemented to prevent the 

association of individuals with specific organizations. The utility requirement is fulfilled since the data has been 

gathered for research purposes within the limits of this thesis only, as explicitly stated in the information letter. 

The research process has been informed by the four principles of the ALLEA (2023) European Code of 

Conduct for Research Integrity: reliability, honesty, respect, and accountability. Reliability has been ensured 

through methodological transparency; honesty has been maintained by openly communicating intentions and 

limitations; respect has guided the participant interaction; and accountability has been exercised throughout the 

research process. The study also acknowledges the role of ethical reflexivity emphasized by Ritchie and Lewis 

(2003). This included an awareness of how our background as students in HRM education programs potentially 

influences the research process. Given our established knowledge of the educational content and previous 
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experience with internal discussions regarding digitization and its impact on the professional role, our 

assumptions may influence aspects such as analysis and interpretation. To limit such influence, we have adopted 

a neutral stance in interviews and continuously reflected on how our assumptions might affect the analysis 

process. Throughout our work, we have also created opportunities to discuss how preconceptions may bias the 

interpretation of the results. 

Throughout the writing process, AI tools have been used to enhance language and readability. 

Additionally, some parts of the text were initially written in Swedish. In these cases, AI has been used as a tool 

to assist with translation into English, always acknowledging the guidelines provided by Gothenburg University 

(Gothenburg University, 2023). 
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6. Results 

This chapter presents the study’s empirical findings. The result is structured thematically, reflecting key patterns 

that emerged during the analysis. To maintain the depth and richness of the data, illustrative quotations from 

the interviews are included throughout the chapter.  

 

6.1. Educators’ Perspectives on Changing Competence Demands 

 

6.1.1. Dialogue and Labor Market Input 

Several interview participants describe how the universities engage with the surrounding labor market through 

program councils and/or industry advisory boards. This is described as a systematic, organized way of gathering 

information from various actors in the labor market to identify the skills and abilities currently in demand. One 

participant explains that representatives from the private sector, as well as from local municipalities, participate 

in these council meetings, and the various representatives are given the opportunity to share what is currently 

happening in their professional field. Students also participate and are given the chance to ask questions. When 

asked whether digitization and its impact on the professional role of HR practitioners are discussed in these 

conversations, the interview participant responded as follows: 

Yes. They get to share, and we rarely even have to ask because they tell us anyway, since it is so relevant 

and so current for them. At the latest meeting, […] we had it as a bit of a discussion theme. What do you see 

as practitioners? What kind of skills do you require? What qualities should students have when they 

graduate? So, we bring it up. […] So far, I would not say that practitioners are dissatisfied, because they 

understand the challenge we are facing. (IP2) 

The stakeholders participating in the program councils are not described as having particularly strong opinions 

regarding the need for radical changes in HRM education in response to the evolving demand for digital 

competence. Another interview participant provides a similar description, explaining that the digital skills 

essential for HR professionals are often associated with the particular digital tools that organizations utilize or 

the unique business processes. Responsibility for developing such specific knowledge is usually considered to 

fall on organizations, and therefore, it does not require significant changes in the overall focus of academic 

HRM education programs. It is further explained that many parties demonstrate an understanding and 

acceptance of the limitations of academic education in rapidly adapting educational content to trends or sudden 

shifts in the labor market. 

Another participant mentioned that discussions have been held within their program about establishing 

an industry advisory board as a forum to identify and discuss the skills that labor market actors consider 

necessary to include in HRM education. At the same time, he stressed the importance of being mindful when 

considering such a forum. There is a possibility that specific sectors may be disproportionately represented, 

thereby resulting in an imbalanced perspective: 
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And that is a bit problematic, because the HR program is also quite a generalist program... And if we were 

to include some people from specific industries, then there is a risk that their perspective might dominate the 

discussion. (IP9) 

The quotation highlights a potential risk that specific labor market sectors may gain disproportionate influence 

in discussions, thereby exerting a more significant impact on educational content. The participant stresses that 

HRM education is a generalist program, which emphasizes the importance of ensuring a diversity of 

perspectives in curriculum discussions. Furthermore, the participant describes a shared sense among the 

teaching team involved in the program that they already have a solid understanding of which skills and 

knowledge areas are currently in demand and should be included in the program.  

Several of the participants emphasize that their primary means of staying informed about evolving labor 

market needs is through workplace contacts or professional networks. The Swedish HR Association is 

mentioned as one example. Another example demonstrates that exchanges also occur between university 

program coordinators at the national level:  

When I think about this question of digitalization and specifically the HR program, I think more about these 

discussions that we have had internally here with teachers in the program, but also nationally, like with 

program coordinators at other universities and how they work with digitalization. (IP6) 

The potential impact of digitization on educational content is discussed both internally and with external parties, 

such as other program coordinators, to understand how HRM programs at other universities in the country 

address these issues. Furthermore, three interview participants explained that valuable input is also gathered 

through interactions with current students within the HRM program, who contribute ideas and suggestions for 

curriculum development. Several interview participants also mention that their institution actively leverages 

alumni networks. Additionally, one program coordinator claims that departmental research helps identify key 

knowledge and skills, guiding the content of the HRM program. 

 

6.1.2. Terminology and Conceptual Ambiguity 

Two things emerged when participants were asked to what extent the term digital competence is used in 

curriculum discussions. The term is used, to some extent, by external actors in conversations about evolving 

competence requirements for HR professionals. Conversely, the term digital competence is seldom, if ever, used 

in universities’ internal discussions concerning the content of HRM education. Conversations among educators 

tend to be framed differently, focusing on terms such as knowledge, skills, and abilities. One program 

coordinator explained: 

What we have discussed in the program council and the alterations already made can, in a way, be said 

to aim at increasing the students’ digital competence, but I cannot claim that the concept itself is central 

to the discussions. However, I imagine those more versed in the issue use this concept when discussing 

it. (IP3) 
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The statement indicates that the term digital competence is seldom employed in the university’s internal 

discussions concerning the educational content of the HRM program. Simultaneously, the participant notes that 

the discourse surrounding potential modifications and numerous curricular changes implemented seems to be 

aimed at improving digital competence. However, the participant was unable to recall any specific concept that 

had been adopted as a substitute during these discussions. Several interview participants concur and report that 

the term digital competence is not employed in internal discussions regarding potential modifications to the 

educational content. One participant responded: 

To be honest, no. [...] We have a general approach, meaning that our students shall develop a certain 

degree of digital competence, but it is more about digital awareness and preparation. They will be 

provided examples of how different companies work, but that is not the same as developing technical 

skills. (IP1) 

This quotation underscores an expectation that students should develop some skills and abilities intrinsic to 

digital competence, despite the term digital competence not being explicitly employed. Another interview 

participant stated, “I think people discuss it more in terms of generic knowledge, but that also includes digital 

competence in a way” (IP7). This statement affirms the absence of the term digital competence in internal 

discussions. Instead, there is an emphasis on generic knowledge. Nonetheless, the participant indicates that 

digital competence may still be regarded as a component of such knowledge. One participant stated that digital 

competence has been addressed in internal discussions, albeit in terms of specific abilities and skills that can be 

considered components of digital competence. Another proffered a similar explanation and further noted that 

the term “attitudes” is a recurring theme in these discussions. This is said to concern attitudes toward digitization 

and the use of digital tools.  

Digitalization, as a broader phenomenon, is by many described as constantly present and influencing matters 

such as teaching and organizational processes in general. Nevertheless, when asked if they have defined digital 

competence in the context of HRM and its meaning for HR practitioners within their programs, interview 

participants unanimously answered “no”. 

 

6.1.3. Educators’ Interest in Digitalization is a Determining Factor 

The majority of interview participants concur that the labor market is experiencing substantial transformation 

due to digitalization and advancements in digital technology, and that these developments impose new 

requirements on the expertise of Human Resources professionals. Nevertheless, notable disparities seem to exist 

regarding how this transformation is discussed in relation to a potential revision of the HRM curricula. Some 

believe that adjustments are necessary due to this transformation, while others see little or no reason to revise 

educational content. Individual interests and commitment are said to be influential factors in matters concerning 

the adaptation of educational content based on labor market needs. Several interview participants emphasize 

that if there is a lack of interest in digitalization as a phenomenon or in how digital transformation is reshaping 

conditions for HR professionals, then these topics are unlikely to receive attention in discussions regarding 



   

 

29 

 

curriculum development. Interest in digital competence, as well as the necessity for these competencies among 

HR professionals, is reported to be relatively low. Instead, other topics such as leadership development, conflict 

management, and labor law tend to dominate these discussions. 

Furthermore, the influence of individuals’ levels of interest extends beyond curriculum discussions alone. 

Several interview participants articulate that a high degree of autonomy renders the interest and willingness of 

individual educators as critical factors in shaping the actual course content. The authority vested in course 

coordinators to determine the content of their respective courses is emphasized. One program coordinator 

described the internal structure and the process by which decisions regarding course content are made within 

the program: 

It is, in some way, up to the course coordinators who design the course, depending on how much time 

they have and what interests they have. […] We have talked a bit about that when it comes to AI, that 

even the HR profession is becoming more influenced by it in different ways. How can we include it in 

the program? But in the end, it is very much up to the course coordinators how they want to structure 

their course. (IP5) 

Most interview participants report similar perspectives, explaining that individual educators independently set 

the structure and content of their courses without obligation to adhere strictly to external directives or 

institutional expectations. Several participants also highlight notable differences in how educators and 

universities engage with digitalization and digital tools, and explain how these attitudes can directly influence 

educational content and whether content related to digitization and digital competence is prioritized or not. For 

example, one participant noted that while the University may be encouraging, the content of the program and 

its courses is often still determined by the interests of program and course coordinators. Another interview 

participant concurs, explaining that, while internal discussions regarding the impact of digitalization on the HR 

profession are ongoing, the course coordinator maintains the authority to determine any modifications or 

adaptations to the course content: 

It is actually discussed a lot in all courses […], but it very much comes down to who is responsible for 

a certain course and who has a certain background and is familiar with certain things. […] Some people 

just keep doing what they have always done, in a way. They run the courses the way they have always 

done. Others might be more open and notice what is coming and include new elements. (IP1) 

The quotation illustrates the considerable decision-making authority vested in individual educators and how 

their professional backgrounds and personal interests can influence curriculum content. Some educators are 

characterized as being receptive to incorporating new elements into their courses, while others tend to adhere 

to traditional methods and subjects. One participant suggests that there are significant differences in the extent 

to which teachers engage with the labor market. It was explained that when educators lack personal interest in 

engaging with the business community, the needs of the labor market often receive limited consideration in 

curriculum discussions. Another participant noted that individuals with professional backgrounds in applied 
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practice tend to be more inclined to interact with industry stakeholders and contribute to course development 

by aligning content with labor market requirements. Conversely, some focus predominantly on their specific 

research areas, which, as noted by the participant, becomes evident in discussions about educational content. 

The structure of incentives is also recognized as a factor potentially influencing development initiatives: 

The incentives in some academic systems are such that you, as a researcher, can kind of ‘do your own 

thing’ and avoid having to deal with things related to program development and so on. […] There has to 

be structural guidance when it comes to these things, and I think that is sometimes missing. (IP1) 

It is asserted that incentive structures within the academic system, coupled with a deficiency in structural 

governance, may adversely affect the development activities conducted within the program and its various 

courses. According to the interview participant, this framework incentivizes researchers to prioritize research 

projects over program and course development. 

 

6.1.4.  Absence of Institutional Guidance 

As previously noted, there is a general awareness that digitalization is transforming both organizations and 

professional roles. However, perspectives vary somewhat regarding how academic HRM education should 

respond to this development. Several interview participants described considerable variation in how individual 

educators approach the issue. One interview participant explained that there is a shared understanding that 

change is occurring and that it necessitates attention. However, it was noted that discussions at the program 

level seldom translate into tangible actions. The participant characterized this stage as an awakening phase: 

I would say that we are kind of in a phase now where more of my colleagues are starting to realize that 

something is happening, and that we must respond to it. But it has not come any further than that. It is 

basically some kind of awakening phase. (IP9) 

Another interview participant noted differing opinions regarding the topics to be included in HR education. 

Several others expressed similar experiences and highlighted the challenge of prioritizing among competing 

perspectives or disciplines, which complicates the discussions about where to incorporate content related to 

digitalization. One program coordinator explained that accommodating all opinions while making strategic 

decisions about curriculum development is among the most challenging aspects of program management. The 

difficulty lies in designing the program so that courses do not require annual modifications.  

Many participants noted a lack of institutional guidance on how to address the increasing demand for 

digital competence. However, one participant stated that their institution promotes the use of technology in 

education, although this encouragement is generally broad, somewhat vague, and allows considerable room for 

interpretation: 



   

 

31 

 

I would not say that there is any clear internal governance, but rather a strong encouragement to use the 

technology, sensibly, of course. At the same time, you do not want to take away the power from the 

course coordinator and the examiner to decide what fits each course and program. (IP2) 

The quotation demonstrates that, although an overarching encouragement exists, the ultimate decision resides 

with course coordinators. It also exemplifies how a recommendation issued by the institution may, in practice, 

be subordinated to the autonomy of program and course coordinators.  Additionally, one participant pointed out 

that slow institutional change processes at universities may hinder the implementation of digital tools and AI. 

It was also mentioned that some course coordinators feel they lack competence in this area, which makes it 

difficult for educators to stay current. In several instances, universities also lack an articulated strategy for 

developing educators’ digital competence.  

 

 

6.2. Values and Interests Shaping Curriculum Content 

 

6.2.1. Autonomy as An Influencing Factor  

All participants explained how the Higher Education Act and the Higher Education Ordinance regulate the 

operations and activities of HEIs. These are characterized as comprehensive guidelines outlining the 

requirements that a program must fulfill to confer a bachelor’s degree. However, it was emphasized that program 

and course coordinators retain considerable autonomy in designing their HRM programs, both concerning the 

overarching program structure and the courses. Several interview participants noted that the governing 

documents lack specific directives on how digitization or skills inherent in digital competence should be 

incorporated into the educational content. Some also asserted that, to their knowledge, no directives concerning 

digitalization explicitly influence curricular development at either the program or course level. One participant 

articulated: 

The Higher Education Act governs higher education, and we, as a university, is a government agency. 

We are, in that sense, subject to laws and regulations but there is nothing specific that governs 

digitalization and AI as far as I know, […]. There are recommendations that apply to the entire public 

sector, and thereby also to universities, but it is up to each university to decide for itself. (IP2) 

The quotation reveals that universities possess significant autonomy, and it is each HEI’s responsibility to 

determine how to address the changes driven by digitalization, including the increasing demand for digital 

competence. Currently, there are no specific regulations or guidelines requiring revisions or updates to 

educational content in response to these developments. However, multiple interview participants reported that 

guidelines have been established to address administrative and security concerns. One participant noted that 

these guidelines pertain to the handling and storage of personal data, ensuring digital accessibility, and 

maintaining legal certainty in examination procedures.  
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It is articulated that HRM curricula are drafted in broad terms and encompass only general objectives, which 

generally reflect the language found in the Higher Education Act. Similar to the legislation, these documents do 

not explicitly specify educational content related to digitalization or digital transformation. One interview 

participant indicates that there are ongoing discussions at the institutional level concerning the broader 

implications of digitalization. Concurrently, it is confirmed that no directives are in place that regulate the 

content of the HRM program in any manner. Two additional participants similarly state that digitalization is a 

topic of discussion within their respective institutions. They describe an overarching encouragement from 

university leadership to remain informed about digital advancements and to integrate digital tools into their 

work. Nevertheless, this encouragement does not include incentives to reform the HRM curriculum. One 

participant notes the lack of formal guidelines and explained how their program has been, at least in part, 

structured based on the framework and content of other Swedish HRM programs. 

You could say that the content of our HR program is partly based on the structure and content of other 

HR programs. We have kind of seen what others have done, and then there is a certain structure, certain 

courses that are usually included. And we have, more or less, followed these examples. (IP9) 

The participant further clarifies that this, along with internal competencies, institutional profile, and areas of 

interest, has established the foundation for the development of their HRM program. One interview participant 

noted that there is often a tendency to follow a standard approach in the design process, yet the content must be 

tailored to the specific expertise present within the institution. Several other participants concur, highlighting 

that the expertise available at the HEIs is a crucial factor in shaping course and program content.  

There are formal regulations stipulating that activities and education provided by universities shall serve 

the benefit of society. Consequently, this dynamic imposes specific requirements on collaborative endeavors 

between universities and the labor market. An interview participant provided insights into their institution’s 

endeavors in this context, explaining how the organization proactively seeks to identify the type of knowledge 

and skills considered essential for HR professionals. This process involves dialogue with students, alumni, 

researchers, and labor market stakeholders. These diverse perspectives are then considered in the planning of 

educational content. However, it is clarified that while such input is regarded as valuable, it does not serve as a 

binding directive in curriculum development. As one educator stated: “We ultimately make those decisions 

ourselves. In the end, no one else determines the content of the program” (IP8). These decisions are often 

influenced by factors such as the available expertise and the university’s assessment of which knowledge should 

be prioritized. 

 

6.2.2. Academic Ideals and Curriculum Philosophy 

Several interview participants emphasize the importance of theoretically grounded HRM education, aimed at 

providing generic knowledge and helping students develop critical thinking and analytical ability. One 

participant illustrates this by stating that academic HRM education “is not a vocational education” (IP4), and 
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another adds that “our focus is not on the development of technical skills” (IP1). A third participant expresses 

a similar perspective: 

We do not teach specific systems. Instead, we show the diversity and how to think critically. I mean, it 

is a theoretical education. […] We teach you to learn quickly and to relate to knowledge, […] there is 

really not much of a point in spending time on specific systems in this education. But sure, we do talk 

about these digital systems and show different ones, but we do not focus on students getting certified in 

certain systems. (IP2) 

The participant explained that the primary objective of academic HRM education is to cultivate critically 

reflective individuals capable of navigating knowledge rooted in a robust theoretical foundation. The perception 

that the program does not serve as vocational training emerges consistently across nearly all interviews. One 

participant articulates that it is not meaningful for HRM education to focus on teaching specific systems, as 

such knowledge rapidly becomes outdated. Several participants concur, asserting that instructing students in 

particular systems or tools would be inefficient. The rapid pace of change is characterized as so swift that 

system-specific knowledge risks becoming irrelevant or even outdated before students complete their studies.  

Some participants observe that external stakeholders occasionally question why HRM curricula do not 

adapt more swiftly to the evolving demands of the professional environment. One program coordinator noted 

the importance of clarifying the fundamental mission of HRM education in such circumstances: 

Most HR programs in Sweden are quite traditionally academic. The foundation is fact-based, evidence-

based practice, but it is also supposed to be built on a lot of reflection and critical thinking. You are 

supposed to become someone who can understand gray areas and nuances in an organization and be able 

to navigate many different roles. […] We must educate people who have the ‘capacity and mental height’ 

for it. (IP2) 

The interview participant reflects on the core purpose of academic education. It is particularly stressed that 

students should be equipped to take on various HR roles and navigate diverse responsibilities successfully. 

Another participant explains that academic education should primarily provide generic knowledge, rather than 

training students in specific technical skills: 

A discussion can be about the extent to which we should provide, for example, all the technical skills 

involved in working with HR analytics and such. That is not really something we have seen that we are 

able to do. We do have that kind of competence at the university, but not within the HRM program. 

However, we do try to prepare the students for this in other ways. (IP1) 

It is explained that the HRM program does not view technical training as part of its mission. Instead, efforts are 

made to prepare students in other ways. Several participants emphasized that the program is designed to offer 

cross-disciplinary skills that remain relevant over an extended period and prepare students to handle a wide 

range of changes in their future professional roles, regardless of the specific nature of those changes. One 



   

 

34 

 

participant provided the following reflection concerning adaptability in relation to the changes brought about 

by digitalization: 

We do need to strengthen it because we need to talk about it, because completely different questions are 

being asked on the labor market today due to digitalization, while at the same time, we cannot become 

a digitalization program just because this is big and ‘hot’ right now. […] We might make changes, but 

we are not going to become a different kind of education because of it. (IP3) 

A majority of interview participants elaborated on how academic education supplies a fundamental basis for 

graduates to address transformations within the labor market. While familiarity with contemporary systems 

remains significant, greater importance is attributed to reflective practice and knowledge concerning their 

application, including potential risks. For instance, students are expected to develop an understanding of ethical 

dilemmas that may arise when engaging with various digital tools.  

 
6.2.3. Core Educational Values and Learning Outcomes 

Analytical ability, critical thinking, and ethical reflection are highlighted by nearly all interview participants. 

One underscores the significance of the capacity to critically evaluate digital tools and information and argues 

that academic education has much to offer in cultivating these abilities: 

We use digital tools like the internet and AI a lot, and it can be super helpful in many ways. And I do 

not see it as something negative at all, […] we should use it and it is great and often very time-saving, 

but then you also have to bring that critical perspective and analytical thinking. You need to understand 

how the data is produced, or how knowledge is produced, from where it comes. Here, it is about some 

kind of basic mindset, perspective, and approach. That is what I really think we can offer. (IP3) 

It is perceived that technological advancements have enhanced the accessibility of information. The participant 

thus emphasizes the importance of developing an analytical mindset and the ability to critically assess 

information and data, including their sources, in the acquisition of knowledge. Another indicated that AI-related 

content is currently under discussion within their program, and that multiple dimensions of this subject are 

deemed significant for future HR professionals. However, these discussions have yet to result in tangible 

modifications to program or course content. One interview participant described similar discussions and 

clarified that additions to course content might include, for instance, opportunities for students to critically 

reflect on the underlying mechanisms of digital and AI-based tools.  

When asked about the fundamental components necessary for adequately preparing students for their 

future professional roles, a course coordinator reflected upon the challenge of maintaining a delicate balance 

between the core principles of academic education and more vocational aspects: 

Students often point out that when you teach theoretical perspectives and talk about Marx, Weber, and 

so on, […] it is usually not considered relevant for their future professional role. So, there is a balancing 
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act in how much of that you should focus on. It is also about an ideal image, that higher education should 

provide something beyond just vocational preparation. Through generic knowledge, students should be 

able to take on various issues using different theoretical perspectives. (IP7) 

The participant discussed an ideal image of higher education. Academic education is designed to provide more 

than mere vocational training; it aims to equip students with the capacity for reflection and reasoning through 

the application of theoretical perspectives. The issue of balance is central. While many students, as indicated by 

several interview participants, advocate for a more practically oriented and vocational approach, this must be 

carefully balanced against the academic standards and learning objectives required for awarding a bachelor’s 

degree. Another participant advocated that, due to rapid changes driven by digitalization, it is becoming even 

more crucial to focus on students’ ability to think critically, solve problems, and make decisions in complex 

situations. In this context, well-founded theoretical knowledge is considered essential. One interview participant 

discusses the mission of academic HRM education in relation to shifting competence demands in a dynamic 

labor market: 

We talk a lot about that challenge, that the process is so fast. We will not be able to be completely up to 

date. Instead, we need to support the students in becoming knowledge-seeking themselves and to be able 

to identify their own competence needs, and think critically about that. […] So that they do not blindly 

follow trends without stopping to reflect. Here, it is also about us recognizing our weakness in this, that 

we may not always be able to offer the most current or ‘trendy’ skills, so to say. (IP5) 

The interview participant explains that it is impossible to update educational content at the same pace as changes 

in the professional environment occur and that this is often seen as a shortcoming. At the same time, the 

participant explained that the focus of education is on developing students’ ability to identify their own 

competence needs and continuously seek competence development accordingly. The importance of students 

developing a reflective approach to the change that technological development brings is also emphasized. 

 

6.2.4. Balancing Theory and Practice in Curriculum Decisions 

The balance between providing students with theoretical knowledge and an understanding of how this 

knowledge can be applied in practice is raised by several participants, particularly with reference to changing 

skill requirements due to digitalization. Several interview participants stated that they have engaged in 

discussions regarding the potential need to develop an entirely new course focused explicitly on digitalization, 

or to revise an existing course to accommodate such content. However, the more common approach appears to 

be to incorporate digitalization as a recurring theme throughout their programs. One participant explained: 

We talked about it: could we squeeze in another course somewhere? But the space is very limited. It 

would affect the existing courses quite a lot, and we think that the courses we already have are relevant. 

So, instead, we work with it as a thread, a recurring theme, in several courses, related to the specific 

content of the respective courses. (IP5) 
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Most participants believe that minor adjustments to several courses are the most appropriate approach, as it 

allows the integration of digitalization-related elements without requiring a complete course redesign. Course 

coordinators are given the opportunity and responsibility to make relevant connections between such elements 

and their specific course content. For example, one participant describes how “the impact of digitalization on 

the HR profession” (IP5) has been added as a theme in the program’s introductory course. 

One interview participant asserted that, within their program, the list of course literature has been 

updated to reflect developments in the labor market. This is described as a concrete example of how changing 

external demands are reflected in the educational content. Another effort to incorporate relevant content in 

response to the rising demand for digital competence involves utilizing case-based learning with an emphasis 

on digitalization and AI. Two interview participants noted that these cases are often developed in collaboration 

with practitioners and organizational representatives. Another explained that the cases include reflective 

components, encouraging students to consider the implications of using tools such as AI: 

We use case-based learning in several courses. For example, students may work with AI and critically reflect 

on it as part of a concrete assignment. Like: could AI be used in this case? What are the risks and benefits of 

that? So, it can be a reflection assignment based on an actual case. (IP5) 

One interview participant also mentioned that case-based approaches are used in their HRM program, allowing 

students to apply their knowledge to practical scenarios and engage in critical reflection. The same participant 

emphasizes the importance of assigning course literature on digitalization that adopts a critical perspective, 

noting that their institution could improve in this area. Another commonly mentioned approach for incorporating 

content relating to digitalization and the utilization of digital technology is to invite guest lecturers and guest 

companies. One participant said: 

We have had guest companies visiting us, focusing on areas such as recruitment and competence 

development, and so on. For example, they talk about the software they work with and things like that. So, 

well, we try to include such elements in various courses. (IP1) 

It is described that these elements are intentionally incorporated into the educational content in response to the 

changing demands of the labor market and to facilitate opportunities for critical reflection. The practical insights 

offered by guest lecturers and corporate representatives are considered valuable in preparing students for a 

continuously evolving professional environment. Two other participants also point out that these occasions often 

encourage ethical reasoning, which is highlighted as necessary in future professional practice.  

 

6.2.5. Navigating Resource Constraints in Program Development 

Program and course development is considered essential to stay relevant and attractive. However, several 

interview participants describe development as a challenge, largely due to limited resources. One reflects on the 

issue by stating that it is financially challenging to align all aspects of the program to meet the evolving demand 
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for digital competence. Another shared a similar view, explaining that although they initially allocated resources 

to include content focusing on digitalization and AI in an introductory lecture, they later had to put this 

development initiative on hold due to budget constraints. One participant explains that the lack of resources has 

led to development work depending on individual educators’ interest in pursuing it. This view is mirrored by 

another participant who describes how educators sometimes are expected to carry out development work in their 

spare time, or by giving up other tasks to free up capacity for development work. One participant expressed the 

following: 

There is too little money and resources, and I would really like to see an increase. I see that we have eroded 

the teachers’ hours quite a lot. There is a lot more administration these days. That has changed across the 

whole university. […] More resources would mean that I, as a teacher, could spend more time on the core, 

that is, being in the classroom. (IP2) 

When discussing resources, several interview participants referred not only to budget allocations but also to 

disparities in teaching hours and access to activities. One participant noted that all development must be carried 

out within the constraints of a very tight budget, necessitating careful choices about which development areas 

to prioritize. This is echoed by another interview participant, saying that if several courses need to be updated, 

priorities must be set among them. There are not enough resources to do everything. Although digitalization 

and the evolving demand for digital competence are considered relevant, development with such a focus is 

sometimes set aside to make room for other priorities. One participant describes this conundrum as a broader 

issue of “perspective overload” (IP1), in which numerous, often conflicting, ideas about what should be included 

in HRM education compete for space and resources. Perspectives differ on which development areas are 

considered most urgent. It was also stated that words and actions do not always align: 

When it comes to what you actually want, in my world, when I think: how does it show, what do you want? 

Well, it shows in whether you invest. If you invest resources into something, then you want it. Then it is not 

just words. […] It is often a perspective overload, with many perspectives to consider. It can become all talk 

and no action. (IP1) 

It is explained how limited resources force a narrowing of priorities. The participant noted that when multiple 

perspectives must coexist, the allocation of resources reflects which initiatives are truly prioritized.  

Some interview participants report the necessity of making active decisions to de-prioritize certain areas to 

free up resources for program or course development. One participant observed that intentional and strategic 

measures are undertaken to allocate resources toward targeted development, particularly for incorporating 

digital content in their HRM education, given its recognized importance. Nevertheless, it is noted that this 

initiative is primarily driven by the program coordinator and enabled by strategic priorities rather than generous 

allocation of resources. 
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7. Discussion 

In this chapter, the findings are analyzed through the application of the selected theories and discussed in relation 

to the previous research presented. 

 

7.1. Digitalization as a Peripheral but Present Factor 

The results show that digitalization is perceived as a central force transforming the labor market and its need 

for specific skills and abilities. However, within academic HRM education, it is mainly addressed indirectly. 

The term digital competence is rarely used in curricula discussions. Even if there is an awareness that future HR 

professionals need various digital skills and abilities, the concept of digital competence does not seem to be part 

of the educational language, which indicates conceptual ambiguity. This is in line with literature that describes 

the terminology of digital HRM as underdeveloped and inconsequent (Strohmeier, 2020), complicating the 

transition between education and professional roles. When digitalization is mentioned, it is often through 

examples or as a background factor rather than as an explicit area of knowledge. Instead, education coordinators 

emphasize generic knowledge, skills, and abilities such as critical thinking and analytical ability, while 

digitalization is given a more peripheral role in the educational content.  

From a curriculum theory perspective, and through the concept of curriculum codes (Lundgren, 2006), it 

becomes clear that the knowledge areas prioritized in academic HRM programs are primarily those stemming 

from academic ideals which strengthen the focus on theoretical breadth and critical analysis. Digital competence 

appears to fall outside the system, or mindset, defining core knowledge in education. This can be seen as an 

expression of the fact that digitalization and digital competence is not yet part of the legitimate knowledge base 

of HRM education, which results in it being only marginally included in curricula discussions and educational 

content. This picture is in line with previous research. For example, studies conducted by Enö (2018) and van 

Beurden et al. (2024) have shown that digitalization is often treated as a contextual factor in HRM education 

rather than as a central part of the educational content. Van Beurden et al. (2024) note that several HRM 

programs in the Netherlands mention digitalization but rarely integrate it systematically into the curriculum. 

Similar trends have also been noted in Sweden (Tengblad & Nordh, 2024), where digitalization or skills and 

abilities intrinsic to digital competence are rarely given space in HRM education despite the evolving demand 

for digital competence. Instead, the importance of developing analytical skills is emphasized and is considered 

to be what makes it possible to understand and problematize changes in working life. Digitalization appears to 

be primarily viewed as a context where these generic skills can be applied. This means that digital competence 

is not perceived as a separate category of knowledge but rather as an area of application. Similar tendencies are 

seen in international research, where HRM education often emphasizes generic academic skills over technical 

ones (van Beurden et al., 2024). 

This cannot be understood in isolation from the broader institutional context in which HRM education is 

embedded. Changes in the contextual environment impact several aspects of HRM education. Within the 
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organizational field of HEIs, digitalization has both influenced and continues to reshape the structures in which 

universities operate. As described by DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) the organizational field provides stability 

while at the same time enabling organizational action. The dual function shapes how changes related to 

educational content and digital competence are discussed within HEIs and in different forums. In this context, 

actors such as students, alumni, labor market representatives, and professional associations are described as 

holding and presenting differing perspectives on how universities should adapt to digitalization.  

The evolving demand for digital competence tends to be perceived and discussed through the logic and 

traditions that already exist within the academic sphere. This demonstrates how underlying value bases and 

prevailing mindsets (i.e., curriculum code) can act as a filter. External trends, such as the emerging demand for 

digital skills in the labor market, are filtered through existing notions of what constitutes legitimate educational 

knowledge. As HEIs are organizations with longstanding traditions and well-established informal rules, it is 

understandable that the academic tradition and legitimacy in the academic sphere is prioritized to new thinking 

and contemporary ideas. This reliance on tradition also reflects what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe as 

institutional isomorphism, where organizations align with established norms to maintain legitimacy within their 

field. Thus, the peripheral position that digitalization and digital competence have in academic HRM education 

is not a coincidence, but a consequence of both institutional logic and established curriculum codes. The 

educational content appears to be shaped more by tradition and academic ideals than by a direct adaptation to 

changes taking place in the labor market. The question is therefore not only whether digital competence is 

perceived as important by individual educators, but whether it is considered a part of the knowledge base that 

academic HRM education should offer. Even if digital competence and adaptation to the needs of the labor 

market are considered important by individual educators, the education system as such may have an inherent 

resistance to such change. 

 

7.2. Autonomy and Individual Interests as Determining Factors 

The results show that course and program coordinators have a great deal of freedom to determine the content of 

the program and its courses. This means that the interest and commitment of individual teachers become 

significant in whether skills and abilities inherent in digital competence are included in the educational content 

or not. Some educators are described as curious and open to integrating digital perspectives, while others 

continue to focus on more traditional subject areas. The lack of clear guidelines or governance seems to reinforce 

this pattern, leading to a fragmented integration of such educational elements in HRM education. Connecting 

this to isomorphism through normative pressures, as described by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), can be 

connected to the academic norms that shape both the field of HRM and the broader academic sphere that 

influences education. At some HEIs, a shared understanding exists regarding how HRM education should be 

structured as well as what content it should include. As an example, critical thinking and analytical ability are 

described as a fundamental part of academic education. Researchers and educators are, to some extent, regulated 

by these norms not only within their own institutions but also within professional and academic networks. 
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Adhering to these norms can be seen as a way to maintain legitimacy in relation to colleagues, institutions, and 

society at large (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). As described in the result, several interviewees noted that many 

practices remain unchanged simply because “this is how it has always been done.” This tendency to follow 

established routines makes it difficult for universities to adapt to societal changes. 

On the other hand, applying curriculum theory, this can be understood through the concepts of formulation 

arena and realization arenas (Lundgren, 2006). No overarching national guidelines exist that explicitly address 

the development of knowledge, skills, and abilities in response to digitalization and evolving demand for digital 

competence. The findings suggest that the formulation arena, in this regard, provides only vague direction, while 

the realization arena dominates. Individual institutions and educators are thus granted considerable freedom to 

interpret their mission and define their educational approaches to these issues. In the absence of clear guidelines 

and signals from the formulation arena, it is in practice the interest, background, and time available of individual 

educators that largely influence which areas of knowledge are given space and attention. These individual 

preferences function as frame factors (Lindblad et al., 1999) that set the framework for the content of the 

education. In this way, digitalization and the inclusion of digital competence do not become a question of overall 

strategy, but of the willingness and ability of individual actors to incorporate new themes into educational 

content. 

Previous research by Löfgren Martinsson (2008) can be said to confirm this. It is explained that academic 

autonomy can create resistance to change, especially when new competence requirements require space and 

change that risks infringing on traditional educational ideals. The higher education system seems to represent a 

paradoxical situation in that the autonomy that grants universities their academic freedom and legitimacy, and 

which is, to some extent, intended to facilitate flexibility, simultaneously complicates the integration of new 

educational components. The absence of unified guidelines within HRM education implies that digitalization 

may remain a peripheral option rather than an integral aspect of the curriculum. 

 

7.3. Legitimacy and Labor Market Fit 

The results clearly show that the labor market’s evolving demand for digital competence is recognized, but that 

this rarely leads to concrete changes in the content of HRM education. Education with a focus on digital skills 

is often seen as something that organizations themselves should handle internally, rather than as an area that 

academic education should convey. This illustrates the balance between academic ideals and labor market 

adaptation that several interview participants describe when talking about the core mission of HRM education. 

From an institutional perspective, this can be understood as a tension between different logics. The academic 

logic emphasizes legitimacy through research, theoretical anchoring, and critical thinking, while the 

professional logic is based on the fact that education should prepare students for the needs of working life. As 

Meyer and Rowan (1977) argue, organizations frequently adopt institutionalized practices to secure legitimacy, 

even when these are only loosely coupled to practical demands. The results indicate that academic logic 

currently has precedence, which means that labor market demands have less impact. This can also be understood 
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in the light of isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Although the government and UKÄ signal the need 

for digital competence, there are no specific regulations that force higher education institutions to adapt 

educational content, which makes the pressure weaker. Previous research further supports this interpretation. 

The study by Parks-Leduc et al. (2018) shows that strong professional organizations can create pressure towards 

greater adaptation to labor market needs. However, in the Swedish HRM field, this pressure seems to be weaker. 

At the same time, UKÄ (2023) shows that digitalization and AI are highlighted as important future areas, but 

that implementation in higher education is slow, which is reflected in the results of this study, where labor 

market demands are recognized but not prioritized in the core of the education. It is evident that HRM education 

does not deny the existence and importance of changing competence needs, but that through their choices, they 

prioritize legitimacy within the academic logic over labor market adaptation. In the long term, this can create 

or increase a gap between the content of the education and the skills that working life demands.  

Previous research shows clear parallels. Davidson et al. (2017) emphasize the importance of HRM programs 

being designed in dialogue with the labor market and that practically applicable skills are integrated. Van 

Beurden et al. (2024) also highlight that data literacy, change management, and ethical perspectives on 

digitalization are key skills that are often missing in current educational programs. Against this background, the 

results of the present study point to a risk: that Swedish HRM students graduate from the program without the 

digital competencies required to navigate a rapidly changing labor market. Although digital themes are not 

specified in the overall goals of higher education, it is specified that the program should provide students with 

tools to navigate the profession in a dynamic labor market (SFS 1992:1434).  Hence, it is essential to consider 

the duration required for digital competence to transition from merely being regarded as an external demand to 

becoming an intrinsic component of the objectives in academic HRM education. Curriculum theory underscores 

the potential risk that digital competence may remain unexpressed within the curriculum. Absent explicit 

inclusion in the formulation phase, digitalization becomes concealed during implementation, resulting in 

students not acquiring a standardized foundational knowledge in this domain. 

The results of the present study reveal other interesting dimensions. It appears that despite the collection of 

information regarding labor market needs, the content of education tends to be guided primarily by professional 

norms and academic traditions, rather than by the demands of external actors. Through the lens of institutional 

theory, the interaction between universities and their surroundings, in this case labor market actors, can be 

attributed a purpose other than serving as a basis for planning and developing educational content. The fact that 

universities engage in such work may also influence the surrounding community’s perception of the university 

and HRM education as such. As Meyer and Rowan (1977) argue, these processes may function as “myths and 

ceremonies” that signal responsiveness, thereby reinforcing legitimacy, rather than producing substantive 

changes within the HEIs. Taking into account both research and labor market needs in education-related 

decisions can be considered evidence-based practice and thus give universities legitimacy in relation to the 

development of HRM education, as this appears to be in line with the needs of future HR practitioners. 

In the context of HEIs and HRM education, legitimacy can be divided into two: legitimacy within the 

academic sphere and legitimacy in the eyes of society. In relation to society, HEIs are dependent on their status 



   

 

42 

 

and on being perceived as providing a good and relevant education that is attractive and valuable to both future 

employers and students. As described in the results, collaboration with the labor market is considered important. 

It occurs in various ways, such as program boards, case-based teaching drawn from organizational practice, and 

guest lectures. These changes or additions to the HRM education could also be seen as a way to remain 

legitimate. However, as Meyer and Rowan (1977) argue, such practices can function less as substantive change 

and more as symbolic displays intended to preserve legitimacy while protecting the organization’s “core 

workings.” This illustrates a form of decoupling, where formal structures and visible activities signal 

responsiveness to external demands, while the core academic practices remain relatively unchanged. In this 

sense, HEIs may strategically portray responsiveness to societal expectations while simultaneously 

safeguarding traditional academic values. Meyer and Rowan (1977) further note that organizations may sacrifice 

efficiency to maintain legitimacy, which we can see in how HEIs work hard on balancing the academic traditions 

and external demands. 

The interdisciplinary nature of HRM education, as described by Ulvsdotter-Eriksson (2013), further 

complicates the dynamics as multiple departments and disciplines are involved in program design. Interview 

participants noted that their own academic background impacted their opinions about curricula design. As an 

example, sociological perspectives are described as being prioritized by sociologists, whereas pedagogical 

approaches are emphasized by educators with a background in pedagogy. This results in competing norms from 

different academic traditions as well as differing views regarding what is seen to provide legitimacy. These 

conflicting views became particularly visible when interview participants were asked what they would remove 

from the HRM curriculum to make room for a new course on digitalization. Their contradictory responses 

revealed diverging opinions. 

Mimetic isomorphism can often arise during uncertain times where organizations imitate others to seem 

successful, relevant, and legitimate (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). In relation to HRM education, this dynamic 

can be observed when programs prioritize alignment with academic peers rather than labor market demands. 

For instance, if one HEI integrates digitalization through a new course or by involving IT faculties, other HRM 

programs may feel compelled to follow. Such imitation serves to maintain legitimacy within the academic field 

as well as to be seen as attractive by students in relation to other programs or HEIs. 

 

7.4. The Dual Mission of HRM Education 

The results of the present study indicate that program coordinators experience a challenge in balancing input 

from different stakeholders when designing educational content. This may involve external pressures, such as 

the labor market’s increasing demand for digital competence, but it also includes the diverse opinions of 

students. It was mentioned that some students feel that the proportion of practical, career-oriented elements 

should be increased. According to the program coordinators, they often find themselves “caught in the middle” 

between, on the one hand, pressure from the labor market and, on the other hand, the core purpose of academic 

education. This tension can be understood as part of institutional pressures, where different logics of legitimacy 
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compete within the organizational field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). It also mirrors what Meyer and Rowan 

(1977:357) describe as “decoupling, where formal structures provide legitimacy but remain loosely coupled 

with day-to-day practices”. Several interview participants expressed a desire to address all these differing needs 

but noted that there is no formal guidance to rely on. The regulations framing the work of HEIs were described 

as lacking instructions on how to respond to changing competence requirements driven by digitalization and the 

increased use of digital tools. This can be connected to the conceptual ambiguity surrounding digital HRM as 

described by Strohmeier (2020). 

The results indicate a perceived necessity to implement changes in program or course content to maintain 

alignment with developments. However, the absence of guidance creates uncertainty about how to handle the 

issue and establish priorities. The competence of program and course coordinators is also highlighted in this 

context. The absence of clear guidance, along with a shortage of expertise in the area of digitization and digital 

tools, could contribute to a lag in implementing change initiatives. The internal structure of universities also 

seems to contribute to a situation in which program coordinators attempt to balance the expectations of various 

stakeholders, while lacking the authority to influence individual educators’ decisions regarding course content. 

This provides an example of how tensions may arise within what Lundgren (2015) refers to as the realization 

arena. 

This impacts the design of program curricula and course syllabi can be said to reflect the knowledge 

considered relevant in academic HRM education. This could be based on the perspectives described by the 

participants as the more general knowledge that has been the focus in academic norms.  The absence of elements 

such as digitalization in HRM curricula could imply that knowledge related to this area is considered less 

relevant or important than knowledge related to other areas. Conversely, the absence of specific elements in 

curricula may also be due to established structures and norms whereby course coordinators are not to be deprived 

of the power to determine course content. As one program coordinator explicitly said that education is not 

merely a response to the latest trends in the professional arena; it is an investment in developing a range of skills 

that will ensure long-term success. In this case, the training should equip future HR practitioners with the ability 

to make informed decisions and avoid uncritical adherence to trends. This shows that while traditional values 

and norms exist, there is a focus on providing a relevant and long term HRM education that remains in line with 

the changing societal needs. As described in the result the most common way to implement digital content into 

HRM education is through implementing it as a thread throughout the different courses or main topics. This is 

done instead of removing a course and creating a new one based on the topic of digitalization and is expressed 

as an easier strategy by some participants. This approach promotes the development of knowledge and critical 

reasoning regarding digitalization from an HR perspective and is more common than students getting to interact, 

in a practical sense, with digital tools. As some interview participants describe the HRM educations multi-

disciplinary nature as further complicating the perspective overload. 

Taken together, these external pressures and internal structures highlight how formal regulations, 

academic traditions, societal relevance, and labor market demands are all factors influencing the structure and 

content of higher education. For universities, this results in an ongoing balancing act in the planning and 
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evaluation of education, between the requirement for strong research integration and the expectation that 

education should also be sufficiently career oriented. 

 

7.5. Institutional Logic and Professional Freedom 

Guidelines and recommendations do exist at an EU level where digital competence is described as a key 

competence for all citizens and is described as immensely important to implement throughout education 

(European Council, 2018). As HEIs are organizations with longstanding traditions and well-established informal 

rules, it is understandable that the academic tradition and legitimacy in the academic sphere is prioritized to new 

thinking and contemporary ideas. This reliance on tradition also reflects what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 

describe as institutional isomorphism, where organizations align with established norms to maintain legitimacy 

within their field. From this traditional perspective, it may be difficult to keep up with ongoing developments 

and it is understandable that a lot of the focus within HEIs remains on preventing cheating and retain legal 

certainty in examinations. Because HEIs enjoy considerable autonomy, the direct impact of coercion is limited, 

though not absent. HEIs must still comply with the Higher Education Act and the Higher Education Ordinance 

that provides a legal framework and as their budgets are allocated by the government it could also be seen as a 

possible coercive mechanism. Beyond these formal constraints, societal expectations also operate as a form of 

indirect coercion (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) where societies view of the relevance and importance of a certain 

HEIs HRM education acts as pressure. 

This dynamic can also be understood through the lens of power. On the formulation arena, power is 

exercised through legislation and regulation that set the general framework for higher education. Within that 

framework, universities and by extension, program coordinators, hold the authority to independently design 

HRM programs, both structurally and in terms of content. However, the findings also reveal significant 

autonomy within institutions. Course coordinators, situated in the realization arena, retain considerable 

influence over the design and content of their individual courses. This is enabled by broadly formulated program 

curricula, which are primarily aligned with the general objectives stated in the Higher Education Act.  

The results highlight a tension between centrally articulated goals and locally enacted practice. The power 

relationship between and within the arenas appears asymmetrical, potentially giving rise to conflict, an outcome 

Lundgren (2015) notes is common. Through the Higher Education Act and Ordinance, policymakers maintain 

a degree of structural control over universities. For example, the Act states that the knowledge generated within 

higher education should benefit society. Yet without clearer specification of what kind of knowledge this entails, 

extensive interpretive authority is left to individual institutions and educators. This also allows for local 

adaptation. This includes aspects such as available expertise, the interests of those responsible for education, 

and the approach to scientific education. Thus, the question is not only who designs the curriculum, but also 

who defines what is considered as relevant knowledge. If neither national policy documents nor program 

curricula explicitly address knowledge, skills, or abilities related to digitalization or digital technologies, one 

may conclude that such decisions fall largely to individual educators. Accordingly, the structure of Swedish 
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higher education appears to generate more tension within the realization arena than between the arenas of 

formulation and realization. 

 

7.6. Traditional Values  

The Higher Education Act governing Swedish universities appears to be designed in a way that supports 

traditional university values and, to a lesser extent, aligns with the interests of employers and professional 

representatives. The emphasis is not on employability or practical applications, but rather on academic rigor. 

Subsequently, program curricula are developed in a manner that aligns with the stipulated criteria outlined in 

the Higher Education Act and Higher Education, with only smaller adaptations to delineate the specific 

educational content of each program in question. In this context, the Higher Education Act can be regarded as 

an overarching ideology and conception of what higher education should stand for. At the subsequent level, 

program coordinators are tasked with interpreting and implementing the mission of higher education. This 

interpretation is manifested through the design of an HRM curriculum at the program level. 

The results of this study emphasize generic knowledge as an overarching ideal. Theoretical knowledge, 

critical thinking, and analytical skills are prioritized over technical skills and training in specific digital systems. 

This suggests a fundamental ideology where the purpose of higher education is to shape reflective, critically 

thinking individuals rather than to respond directly to rapid changes in the labor market.  

While individuals may be open-minded and willing to adjust educational content in favor of elements 

related to digitization, universities are institutions with established norms for action. If an initiated change or 

adaptation exceeds, it indicates that educators are aware of the increasing demand for digital competence and 

recognize that these developments have been progressing over an extended period. Attitudes range from 

enthusiasm about new opportunities to concerns and resistance concerning the rapidity of change. However, 

despite ongoing discussions about digitalization, it remains ambiguous to what extent these debates result in 

tangible curricular modifications. Educators rarely employ the term “digital competence” explicitly and instead 

refer to related but broader categories such as technological knowledge or adaptability to new tools. This lack 

of conceptual precision risks reinforcing a disconnect between the depiction of digitalization within academia 

and its framing within the labor market. Bridging this divide, both in theory and practice, appears to be a crucial 

step toward aligning educational objectives with the evolving demands of the professional environments, which 

has implications for curriculum design and content. 
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8. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to investigate how Swedish HRM education programs address the emerging 

competence demands driven by digitalization. Specifically, the focus was on how program coordinators and 

educators define the mission of academic HRM education in light of the increasing demand for digital 

competence among HR professionals, and what consequences this has for curriculum design and content. 

 

1) How do educators in HRM programs at Swedish universities perceive and discuss the emerging demand 

for digital competence in the labor market in relation to curriculum content?  

 
The findings suggest that educators are aware of the growing demand for digital competence and acknowledge 

that these changes have been unfolding for some time. Perceptions vary from enthusiasm about new 

opportunities to concern and resistance regarding the pace of change. However, despite ongoing discussions of 

digitalization, it remains unclear to what extent these discussions translate into concrete curricular 

modifications. Educators seldom use the term digital competence explicitly, instead referring to related but 

broader categories such as knowledge of technology or adaptability to new tools. This lack of conceptual clarity 

risks reinforcing a gap between how digitalization is articulated in an educational context and how it is framed 

in the labor market. Bridging this gap, both conceptually and practically, emerges as a critical step in aligning 

educational content with evolving professional demands. 

 

 

 

2) What underlying values and interests shape decisions about the content of HRM education at 

universities, and how are these manifested in curriculum development practices? 

 

The study highlights the role of multiple, and at times competing, values and interests in shaping HRM curricula. 

Academic values, both in general and in the sense of disciplinary traditions represented in HRM programs, play 

a central role. Educators’ individual academic backgrounds shape the experience of what knowledge and which 

areas are most relevant and important to include in the educational content. 

External stakeholders also exert influence, including labor market representatives through advisory 

boards, alumni feedback, and student evaluations. At the institutional level, universities retain significant 

autonomy but remain subject to strategic priorities and budgetary constraints, which indirectly shape curriculum 

decisions. For program coordinators, this creates a balancing act between academic traditions, labor market 

expectations, student demands, and institutional strategies, while also respecting the autonomy of individual 

educators. Importantly, the mission of HRM education is not to follow every trend but to provide a robust 

academic foundation that equips graduates to adapt and continue learning throughout their professional careers. 
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8.1. Research Implications  

This study contributes to research on academic HRM education by showing how digitalization interacts with 

institutional norms, academic values, and curriculum design. By applying curriculum theory, the analysis 

demonstrates how underlying assumptions about knowledge shape what is included or excluded from HRM 

curricula. Institutional theory further clarifies how organizational autonomy, professional logics, and external 

pressures intersect in shaping curricula discussions and educational priorities. Together, these perspectives 

reveal the complexity of aligning higher education with labor market demands, particularly in fields 

characterized by multiple academic traditions and competing institutional logics. 

 

 

8.2. Practical Implications 

From a practical perspective, the findings suggest that digitalization in HRM education should not be understood 

as requiring graduates to become technology specialists. Rather, HR professionals need the competence to 

understand, evaluate, and use digital tools in their daily work. Currently, integration of digital competence into 

HRM curricula is fragmented, with each institution developing its own approach. On the one hand, a more 

unified national or cross-institutional strategy could foster greater consistency and ensure that all graduates are 

adequately prepared. On the other hand, allowing institutions to cultivate distinct profiles may enable 

differentiation and innovation. Regardless of approach, the absence of systematic integration of digital 

competence risks leaving students underprepared for a digitalized labor market and may exacerbate a growing 

skills gap between education and practice. 

 

 

8.3. Suggestions for Further Research  

Future research could expand on these findings in several directions. First, applying digital maturity frameworks 

to HRM programs and higher education institutions could provide systematic insights into the extent of 

integration of digital competence. Second, longitudinal studies of practicing HR professionals could shed light 

on how digital skills are acquired and updated after graduation, offering perspectives on lifelong learning in the 

profession. Third, comparative studies across different educational fields could reveal whether some programs 

have found successful ways to reconcile academic independence with responsiveness to societal demands, 

providing potential guidance for HRM education. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview Guide  

Background Questions 

1. Can you start by describing your position within the organization and your bachelor's program in 

human resource management (HRM)? 

 

2. What are your specific areas of interest or research focus? 

 

 

Analytical Questions 

Questions exploring the impact of strategies and guidelines on HRM program design. 

3. Are there any national strategies or guidelines related to digitalization that you must consider when 

designing program or course content? 

 

4. Are there any other external policy documents regarding digitalization that you need to consider when 

shaping the content of HRM education? If so, which? 

 

5. How is the work of designing program and/or course content influenced by internal digitalization 

strategies or similar documents? Are there specific considerations that must be taken into account? 

 

 

Questions investigating how universities identify, prioritize, and reflect on key knowledge and evolving 

competence needs in a digitalized labor market. 

6. Can you describe how you and your colleagues work to identify relevant knowledge for HR 

practitioners in the labor market? 

 

7. What is the process for determining which knowledge and skills best prepare students for their future 

professional roles? 

 

8. Are there any discussions within your program council (or equivalent) about how digitalization 

impacts the HR profession? 

 

9. How do you reflect on the role of HRM education in addressing evolving competence needs due to 

increasing digitalization in the profession? 

 

10. How is course and program development discussed in light of changing labor market demands due to 

digitalization? 

 

11. Can you tell us about any elements in the current program that aim to prepare students for an 

increasingly digitalized professional role? 

- If yes, which ones and why were they selected?  

- If no, what are the reasons? 

 

12. Are you planning, or currently implementing, any changes to educational content (program or course 

level) in order to meet the evolving competence requirements caused by digitalization? 

- If so, how far have you progressed in this work? 

- Which aspects are prioritized? 
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Questions addressing terminology used when discussing competence needs related to digitalization and how 

program development is framed. 

13. Is the term "digital competence" used in discussions within the program council (or equivalent)? Have 

you established a definition of "digital competence" in relation to HR practices?  

 

14. What other terms do you use when discussing changing competence needs due to digitalization? If 

any, which? 

- If specific terms are mentioned, ask for definitions. 

15. As a program/course coordinator, what knowledge and skills do you believe are essential to 

incorporate into HRM education moving forward? Why? 

 

16. How do you approach discussions about possibly removing or de-emphasizing certain content to 

make space for elements that aim to increase digital competence? 

 

17. What resources are available to support the development of educational content? If any, which area of 

development is prioritized? 

 

18. Do you find that various stakeholders often express opinions or expectations about what should be 

included in academic HRM education (e.g., in regard to digitalization)? 

- How would you respond and explain the mission of academic education to these stakeholders? 
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Appendix 2 – Information Letter to Interview Participant  

 
  

Department of Sociology and Work Science 

University of Gothenburg 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Master’s Thesis – A study on how evolving competence demands due to 

digitalization influence HRM curricula 

 

Dear Program/Course Coordinator at XXX University, 

We are two master's students studying Strategic Human Resource Management and Labor Relations at the 

University of Gothenburg. Below, you will find information about our ongoing research project. 

The study is conducted by us, Caroline Boström and Tove Emanuel, at the Department of Sociology and 

Work Science, under the supervision of Professor Stefan Tengblad. The study aims to examine how evolving 

competence demands in the labor market due to digitalization influence the content of academic HRM 

education. We are reaching out to ask if you are willing to participate in an interview. 

 

What is the study about, and what does participation involve? 

This study explores how Swedish HRM education programs address the emerging competence demands 

driven by digitalization. Specifically, the focus is on how education coordinators define the mission of 

HRM education in light of the increased demand for digital competence among HR professionals and how this 

influences the design and content of education. 

The study employs a qualitative research method, and the data is collected through semi-structured interviews. 

The interviews will be conducted digitally and will last approximately 45 minutes. We are particularly 

interested in your experiences with planning and designing educational content. The interview questions cover 

topics such as: 

• Presence and impact of strategies and regulations on HRM program design. 

• Approaches to evolving competence needs in a digitalized labor market. 

• The mission of academic education.  

 

Why have I been asked to participate? 

The aim is to interview program and course coordinators at Swedish universities offering bachelor’s degree 

programs in HRM. As participants, you should currently have (or recently had) a central role in planning 

and/or designing educational content and knowledge of how changing competence demands due to 

digitalization in the workplace are addressed, prioritized, and may affect the design and content of academic 

HRM education.  
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Do I have to participate? 

Participation is voluntary. If you choose to participate, you will be asked to provide written consent prior to 

the interview. As a participant, you are free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason. If 

there are subjects you would prefer not to discuss, you are welcome to decline answering without providing 

justification. 

 

How will the information I provide be handled? 

Your name and personal details will be treated confidentially and will not be included in any written or oral 

presentations of the study. The results will be presented in our master’s thesis, which is expected to be 

completed in June. All responses will be processed in a way that ensures anonymity. With your consent, the 

interview will be audio recorded, and brief notes may be taken during the conversation. The recording will be 

stored on a password-protected computer. Your name will not appear in any files—only a code that ensures 

anonymity will be used. 

No information from the interviews will be presented in a way that reveals your or your institution’s identity. 

All recordings will be deleted once the thesis is submitted and assessed. Collected data will be used solely for 

research purposes. The final thesis will be published electronically at GUPEA. 

 

What should I do next? 

If you are interested in participating in the study, please send an email to Guswallgca@student.gu.se or 

Gustoveem@student.gu.se. Feel free to contact us if you have any questions. 

 

Thank you in advance for your participation! 

  

 

 

 

  

 

Caroline Boström  

Guswallgca@student.gu.se  

 

  
Tove Emanuel 

Gustoveem@student.gu.se  
 

  
Supervisor: Stefan Tengblad  
Stefan.tengblad@gu.se 

  

mailto:Guswallgca@student.gu.se
mailto:Gustoveem@student.gu.se
mailto:Guswallgca@student.gu.se
mailto:Gustoveem@student.gu.se
mailto:Stefan.tengblad@gu.se
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Appendix 3 – Consent Form  

  

 

Department of Sociology and Work Science 

University of Gothenburg 

  

 

 

 

 

  

Master’s Thesis – A study on how evolving competence demands due to 

digitalization influence HRM curricula 

 

  
  
Consent Form 

I hereby confirm that I have received comprehensive information regarding the study. I have also been 

informed that participation is voluntary, that I may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a 

reason, and that the information I share will be anonymized and treated confidentially. 

I have been informed that the interview will be recorded and that minor notes will be taken during the 

interview. I also confirm that I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 

  
  

I agree to participate in the study                                                                                      
 

I agree to the interview being recorded                                                                             
 

I agree that the information I provide will be processed as described above                    
  

  

  
Name of interview participant                                      

Signature                                                       

Date  

 

   

  
Name of student 1                        

Signature                                                       

Date                                 

  
  

  
Name of student 2                        

Signature                                                       

Date  


