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Breakthroughs for life: a fundraising campaign 
at the Karolinska Institutet (2005-2010)

Philip von Segebaden

The Karolinska Institutet, the largest center for 
medical education and research in Sweden, is 
one of the world’s foremost medical universities 
and is responsible for selecting the Nobel laure-
ates in physiology. 

The establishment of the modern Swedish 
welfare state in the 1930s superseded an earlier 
tradition where local patrons and family founda-
tions were the main sponsors of social welfare. 
In this new model, the so-called Nordic model, 
the people of Sweden paid very high taxes and 
thereby enjoyed access to services such as edu-
cation and healthcare as well as the benefits of 
a tight-knit safety net such as poverty relief, un-
employment compensation, and retirement pen-
sions. Medical education and research, like other 
components of the welfare state, were funded 
almost in their entirety by the government with 
funds collected through taxation. Through the 
years, heavy state funding led to a declining 
sense of responsibility for all welfare and a sense 
of skepticism toward donations. 

 With time, however, demand started to out-
grow supply. At the turn of the millennium, the 
cost of the welfare state surpassed the gov-
ernment’s capacity to finance it. Taxes were al-
ready extremely high, so it was not feasible to 
raise them further. In parallel to this trend, some 
Swedes had managed to build up considerable 
wealth. Not only were many of these people con-
tent to remain in the country and pay a large per-
centage of their income in taxes, many of them 
were also interested in giving back to the nation 
that had helped them acquire their wealth and in 
actively participating in building a better society. 
This was accompanied by a cultural change in 

which the media started to take a greater interest 
in donors and to give them the opportunity to tell 
others about the reasons for their philanthropy, 
with the result that these influential people end 
up inspiring others.

There is no tax deductibility for donations to 
charity in Sweden. Nevertheless, there were a 
few successful fundraising campaigns in other 
areas, and Swedes have always been generous 
to charities such as the Red Cross, cancer funds, 
and heart associations. On the other hand, high-
er education rarely benefited from charitable con-
tributions, and all donations received had been 
unsolicited. There was no tradition of alumni giv-
ing, and there were no proactive efforts to raise 
funds for universities. Vice-chancellor Harriet 
Wallberg-Henriksson sought to change that with 
the Breakthroughs for Life campaign.

Before being elected Vice-chancellor, Dr. Wall-
berg-Henriksson had served as dean of research. 
Her experience in national research boards and 
meetings on a European level convinced her that 
Europe was lagging behind the United States 
because we were heavily dependent on state 
funding. Although the European Union’s Lisbon 
Strategy in 2000 set a goal of all countries invest-
ing 3% in research and development by 2010, it 
seemed unlikely that that was going to happen 
(and in fact it did not). Therefore, if we wanted to 
keep up, we would have to change our funding 
models. To compete with universities in America, 
we would need access to different funds, and to 
more unrestricted funds, as well. 

The upcoming bicentennial of the Karolinska 
Institutet’s founding (2010) tied in nicely with the 
idea of a five-year initiative to raise one billion 
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Swedish crowns (slightly more than €100 million). 
In 2004, a UK fundraising consultant (Brakeley) 
did a pre-campaign SWOT analysis to see if this 
project would be viable. Among the noteworthy 
strengths, they identified were the Karolinska’s 
highly renowned brand and its role in awarding 
the Nobel Prize for physiology, which was con-
sidered especially important if the campaign was 
to go international. The most important weak-
ness identified was the university’s lack of a clear 
mission. Universities are complex, multifarious 
institutions where a large set of diverse players 
with variegated wills and often disparate goals 
find it difficult to agree on what is best for the 
entire collective. Many top researchers were not 
really concerned about the collective. Neverthe-
less, the general conclusion of the analysis was 
that the campaign could be feasible. 

The vice-chancellor set out to create inter-
nal awareness of the need for fundraising and 
to garner support for this initiative. She wisely 
insisted on a unanimous board decision as a 
precondition for undertaking the project, but 
she did not stop there. She met with each of 
the 22 heads of departments and demanded 
their full support. After all, the campaign was 
going to cost 40 million Swedish crowns, and 
investing this money in fundraising involved 
the risk of losing it all. To ensure success, the 
mission would require the concerted efforts of 
the board, deans, and heads of departments. 
Firmly anchoring the project within the institu-
tion proved to be one of the key factors in the 
project’s eventual achievements.

A small back office was established to cover 
development, fundraising, and alumni relations. 
In retrospect, this three-person team was proba-
bly too small. Our team consisted of a campaign 
manager to hold things together, an administra-
tive person capable of dealing with all sorts of 
things that come up, and a third person devot-
ed mostly to prospect research, which involved 
analyzing the university’s networks and how 
they linked to society. It was important to have 
a good understanding of what research areas 
were strong and what we could do with those 
areas. We needed to find champions who could 
attest to those strengths and translate them to 

potential donors. Matching these strengths and 
people with targets and goals through our net-
works involved a great deal of desktop work and 
actually took several years to complete. With help 
from other resources in the university, this small 
team of full-time employees was able to make a 
tremendous difference because we were able to 
focus 100% on the campaign. We took the steps 
to set up a system that would last long after the 
original team members moved on, and the uni-
versity continues to benefit from this system. As-
signing the responsibility for fundraising to some-
one who is focused on other projects could never 
be as effective. 

Fundraising is totally different from other ac-
tivities that people at universities focus on, so 
when you start doing fundraising at a university, 
you need to address different sources of friction 
and deal with conflicts that will inevitably arise. 
Introducing fundraising represents a fundamental 
cultural change both inside and outside the insti-
tution. The success of the venture depends on 
your ability to forge long-term relationships. We 
had the privilege of working together with donors 
who not only sought to make an impact on our 
university, but also wanted to bring about a long-
term cultural change in which philanthropy would 
spread throughout society. 

It is crucial to define the role and goals of fun-
draising in the university. If you ask people within 
the organization about their ideas about what the 
project is and their expectations, you will receive 
a wide range of very different opinions. It can be 
very complex to arrive at common goals within 
diverse organizations like the university. Everyone 
agrees that they want more money, but you need 
to define the right cases for support. Dr.  Wall-
berg-Henriksson realized that it would take over 
four years to achieve this through a bottom-up 
process, so she bravely decided to use a top-
down approach where she designated focus 
areas (i.e., cases) that were being developed by 
people she believed in. It took great efforts to 
communicate this within the organization, so that 
people could understand why some areas were 
chosen and not others and therefore continue to 
support the project even though they would not 
immediately benefit.
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The Breakthroughs for Life campaign select-
ed areas that were already doing excellent work 
where the extra boost from donors’ contributions 
could lead to a breakthrough. Obviously, the ma-
terial had to be world-class research. Less ob-
viously perhaps, the leaders of those research 
teams had to be willing to work with fundraising 
in the way that we wanted them to. We needed 
champions whose communication skills go be-
yond persuading other scientists in grant applica-
tions and scientific communications. We needed 
researchers who were also capable of repack-
aging their messages to engage private donors, 
people who could be visionary and straight to the 
point at the same time. Champions need to un-
derstand what appeals to donors. Leaders of 
research teams will tell you that they need bet-
ter facilities and equipment, and more research-
ers. But donors are not very convinced by this 
approach. Donors want to know what the team 
will be able to accomplish with these tools in 15 
years. Researchers are not accustomed to think-
ing along these lines. 

From its conception, rather than appealing 
to the masses for many smaller donations the 
Breakthroughs for Life campaign sought to begin 
with very large gifts from a few wealthy individu-
als and then work our way down the pyramid to 
more and more modest contributions. Sweden is 
a small country where philanthropy is something 
new. We strived to bring on board very influential 
people who have private family foundations or 
large companies. We learned from the Americans 
that we needed a strong external advisory board 
(campaign committee), incorporating our top do-
nors and friends —the idea was to bring them on 
the inside and make them part of the process. 
Princess Kristina, the king’s sister, headed the 
board and she was extremely helpful and influen-
tial at bringing others to the project. 

The external advisory board has several func-
tions. The most important of these is not the large 
donations that its members normally make to the 
campaign. That is an important aspect, but what 
is even more important is the board members’ 
networking capacity. These individuals can open 
doors because they are respected members 
of society who know your prospects. They are 

good ambassadors, and when they deliver your 
message about the need for research, it is much 
more effective because it resonates with the tar-
get audience. When the famous chairman of one 
the country’s top brands tells the media that we 
are losing ground against the American institu-
tions and that this situation can cast a shadow 
across the Nobel committee and indeed across 
the nation itself, the impact is far greater than if a 
representative of the university pushes the cause.

Another strategy used by most successful 
campaigns in the United States that we adopted 
was to start out with a silent phase in which we 
did not communicate our goals to the general 
public or to most potential donors. In this phase, 
we obtained very large donations from board 
members and from a very few prominent com-
munity members, so when we went public at the 
beginning of 2008, we had already reached 60% 
of our goal. When others saw, we had already 
raised 600 million crowns, many of the other peo-
ple we were building relationships with also came 
forward and committed funds. 

The Breakthroughs for Life campaign is the 
most successful campaign in Sweden to date. It 
is still one of the most successful academic cam-
paigns in continental Europe. As far as fundrais-
ing goes, Europe as a whole is lagging behind the 
United Kingdom and is still light-years away from 
the United States, but we are learning.

It is very important to understand that fund-
raising is not about obtaining money. Money is 
the outcome of successful fundraising, but fund-
raising is really about building and strengthening 
relationships —friendraising rather than fundrais-
ing. Who would give money to someone they 
did not know and trust? Who would give money 
for a cause they did not understand? Use your 
networks to build central intelligence and bring in 
new potential donors. Networks grow new net-
works, and this ongoing prospecting never ends. 
Invite people in to learn about your organization 
and your projects. Share your vision and show 
them why you are unique. Understand how you 
link to specific donors and what could motivate 
them to support your research.

Even in countries where universities receive 
very strong funding from the government, uni-
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versities are already becoming dependent on 
donations, especially for research. Every univer-
sity needs to come up with a strategy to raise 
funds from other sources. State funding shifts 
over time, and it can be difficult to predict what 
areas will be prioritized. Yet the university needs 
to be able to set its own priorities and long-term 
goals. Increasing philanthropy has many posi-
tive effects. The United States leads the world in 

philanthropy, and that is reflected in their results 
—the United States also leads the world in the 
number of Nobel Prizes. Philanthropists inspire 
others and more resources become available; 
more funding for one project does not have to 
mean less funding for another. As philanthropy 
grows, more funds become available across the 
board, fostering the diversity that makes univer-
sity systems strong.


