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1 Introduction: Overview of organisation of training for 

unemployed adults 25-64 (funding, governance, providers) 

Finland has one of the highest overall education levels as well as participation rate in 

adult education in the world (OECD 2012). The total investment in education is above 

OECD average (about 6.4 % of GDP in 2009, OECD 2012). These are reflected in the 

high level achievements in PISA and PIAAC surveys (OECD 2013). The good results 

are added by equality and homogeneity of formal education which are strengths of a 

small country (Pohjonen 2013). Also the correlation between parents’ and children’s 

performance in terms of so called academic skills is quite strong in Finland as well as 

between education level and employment (OECD 2013).  

On the other hand, compared to other Nordic countries, the economic and 

employment situation in Finland remains challenging. An economy highly dependent 

on exports, Finland has suffered from high levels of unemployment since the economic 

recession in the early 1990s. The unemployment rate then exceeded 17 % and high 

structural unemployment levels have remained since. In April 2008 the unemployment 

rate was 6.2 % from there it continued to grow peaking at 8.9 % in October 2014 

(Eurostat). Long-term unemployment and youth unemployment have been a particular 

concern (MEE 2015a) as well as unemployment of those highly educated (TUCAHEP 

2015). 

According to Eurostat (2012), 15 % of people aged 25–64 years in Finland have low 

educational attainment (ISCED of 2 or less) while the average for the EU27 was 25 %. 

In Finland, this largely represents older generations, who are working without formal 

qualifications. 

The Government Programme (2011–2015) focuses on addressing existing educational 

inequalities.  Measures supported through the programme focus on: recognition of 

prior learning at all education levels; increasing the role of societal training on behalf 

of Liberal Adult Education; and funding reform of the vocational competence-based 

qualifications system on the basis of gained qualifications. (GO 2011.) 

The ongoing economic crisis has not radically influenced the upskilling policies in 

Finland but has only called for more efficient implementing of existing measures and 

policies. There have been several concluded and unconcluded reforms going on in the 

central and regional government lately. Hence, the level of basic competences as such 

has not been strongly on the political agenda, despite growing concerns about the 

polarisation of competence basis (e.g. MEC 2014) and growing income and other 

related inequalities. Most concerning is the demographic change, and hence 

deteriorating dependency ratio, which has been addressed through forming municipal 

mergers and partnership areas between social and health sector service providers 

(Moisio 2012). 

The Public Employment Service (PES) was reformed in 2013. The 15 regional centers 

for Economic Development, Transport and the Environment (ELY centres) steer and 

supervise the activities of the Employment and Economic Development Offices (TE 

offices). ELY’s are also responsible for the managing and tendering of labour market 

policy (LMP) measures. The number of TE offices has decreased from 74 to 15 offices 

which implement three service lines: 1) job placement and enterprise services; 2) 

competence development services; and, 3) supported employment services. 

Competence development services include career counselling, preparatory training, 

work experimentation, education and wage subsidy. Initial assessment is undertaken 

at TE offices to determine individual needs and then refer as appropriate to one of the 

three service lines. 
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The education system in Finland has also been undergoing a radical restructure since 

the economic recession of the 1990s. This has focused on increasing cooperation 

between education institutes and working life organisations, and in terms of reforms to 

adult education. The organisation of training for adults is multi-channel in Finland, 

meaning that there are several formal and non-formal education providers and three 

main modes of financing of training: employer-based training, central government 

training managed by the Ministry of Education and Culture and municipalities, and LMP 

training managed by the Ministry of Employment and Economy. Most adult training is 

provided by employers and does not lead to qualifications typically; the training is 

often quite specific and focused on the productivity needs of employers rather than 

providing a broader range of skills (basic or otherwise), competences or qualifications 

for individual employees. The share of ICT training of all adult education was 8 % in 

2012 having decreased 3 % units since 2006. In employer-based training the share of 

ICT training dropped from 14 % to 10 %. About 14 % of participants in adult 

education considered themselves in need of additional ICT training in 2012 while the 

share was 21 % in 2006. (Statistics Finland 2012). 

The vocational qualifications under the governance of the Finnish National Board of 

Education and Ministry of Education and Culture, are divided into three levels: Basic 

Qualifications (ISCED 3); Further Qualifications (ISCED 3); and, Specialist 

Qualifications (ISCED 4). Depending on the field, certain basic literacy, numeracy and 

communication skills are required in order to gain the qualification certificate1. 

Adult vocational education is mainly organised around competence-based 

qualifications system, which does not include any obligatory courses (in principle) but 

is rather based on recognising prior learning. In terms of overall education policies, 

the focus has been less on basic ‘teachable’ competences, (learnt in a class room 

setting) since the competence-based shift towards ‘real-life learning environments’ in 

Finnish education paradigm since mid-90’s, and this has been the case even more 

generally in all the education system later (e.g. Filander 2006). However, in recent 

memo of the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture it has been stated that the 

learning outside the formal education system cannot compensate for the slowing down 

of competence growth in the future, unless it can be somehow controlled for and 

boosted (MEC 2014, 42).  

Formal (qualification oriented) adult education is expected to develop transferable 

competences like learning skills as well as readiness for further studies, and 

significantly contribute to employability. As such it is also one of the main active 

labour market measures supported by the Ministry of Employment and Economy. 

While not all of those that are unemployed are able to participate fully in the 

competence-based qualifications system, there are also partial qualifications available, 

which make it possible to gain full qualifications during longer time than usual. For 

unemployed there have been different measures available which serve as preparatory 

training for competence-based qualifications, but the labels and forms have varied 

from time to time.  

Preparatory training includes guidance and training programmes across a range of 

vocational fields, ICT basic skills training, immigrant courses and language studies 

(MEE 2011, 9). Preparatory training can be more general in content or oriented 

towards a certain occupation consisting of job search training and career training (MEE 

web pages). Hannula (2014, 7) concludes that preparatory training contributes to 

working life readiness, education information and career pathways, ICT skills, social 

                                           
1 According to interview of Markku Virtanen, Ministry of Employment and Economy. 
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skills and life management skills. It is available mostly for young people but also for 

the long-term unemployed or otherwise disadvantaged target groups.  

From the LMP point of view the tailoring and competence assessment method called 

Personalisation of Adult Studies is a significant tool developed by the adult education 

sector (FNBE 2015). As part of this, there are widely developed practices in adult 

education organisations to take learning difficulties into consideration. Largely utilizing 

these methods the Noste Programme (2003–2009) coordinated by the Ministry of 

Education aimed at increasing adult qualifications, especially those employed but 

without formal qualifications, and also those of unemployed persons (ME 2009). The 

PES authorities follow the EU tendering legislation, and the control and quality 

assessment of education providers is organised by the Ministry of Education and 

Culture, but these are not described in more detail here2. 

Recently, in the ongoing Municipality Experiment, the participating (61) municipalities 

have taken more responsibility for long term adult unemployment issues and 

organising rehabilitation, training and employment pathways on their own account 

(see Arnkil et al. 2015 forthcoming). The defining of future responsibilities between 

State Government and Local Government in this regard is currently underway. 

In addition, there is a high participation rate in liberal adult education which is 

subsidised by the state and mentioned as an important agent in the Government 

Programme. Plenty of basic learning takes place along voluntary courses in liberal 

adult education institutes like Folk High Schools. The share of ICT training of all 

voluntary courses was 4 % in 2012 (7 % in 2006). 

2 Targeting provision to specific unemployed groups: detailed 

description of training provision 

The main actors in this field are the Ministry of Education and Culture and the Ministry 

of Employment and Economy. However, especially in the strategic forms of 

cooperation, also other ministries like the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, Ministry 

of Finance, and the Ministry of Defense all participate actively in the development of 

programmes, reforms and basic legislation concerning their own field and 

qualifications. In addition to this, any strategic work concerning learning, 

competences, labour markets and learning environments takes place in tripartite 

collaboration between Central Ministries, Employer and Employee Organisations, as 

well as non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and research organisations.  

There is plenty of cooperation at the Ministerial level, particularly between the Ministry 

of Employment and Economy and the Ministry of Education and Culture. Regional 

cooperation is taking place also relating to PIAAC results in so called ELO groups which 

are coordinated by the Centers for Economic Development, Transport and 

Environment. In addition, there is a Council for Lifelong Learning consisting of 

different stakeholders and research institutes dealing with learning issues. A strong 

effort is taking place in order to improve the guidance and counselling system for 

labour. 

                                           

2 For further information about quality assurance, see Finnish National Board of Education 
(2014). Quality assurance in vocational education and training in Finland – education providers 
key players. Internet: 
http://www.oph.fi/download/148963_Quality_assurance_in_vocational_education_and_training
_in_Finland.pdf. Read 2.4.2015. 
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There are several LMP measures which indirectly contribute to the upskilling of the 

unemployed, and low educated aged 25–64 years. However, the Finnish system only 

differentiates between service categories like supported employment, vocational 

training, on-the-job training and preparatory training (until 2012). The specific 

training goals are tailored on a case-by-case basis by the labour market services. It is 

the TE offices that do the preliminary service needs assessment, and direct to further 

services if needed.  

Until 2012 there were so called preparatory training measures preceding and leading 

to vocational education and these sometimes included basic ICT training or language 

training. Since the 2013 PES reform, this preparatory training no longer exists and 

there is either vocational training or so called coaching available. Basic skills may still 

be part of these measures, but no data is available at a detailed level3. 

So called preparatory training involved 28 000 people in 2012, and 4 257 (15.2 %) 

were employed in the open labour markets three months later. There was a decrease 

from 2011 (33 866 and 15.8 %) despite an increase in unemployment. Employment 

after the preparatory training has been lowest compared to other measures. The 

participants in this group have been identified to be at most risk of exclusion. There 

are not much transitions between employment statuses in this group. In 2012, only 11 

% were progressing to vocational labour market training. Most of the employed are 

young people and those with higher education or at least upper secondary (high 

school) qualification. (MEE 2014, 5, 7–8, 10.) 

European Social Fund (ESF) funded preparatory training involved 3 124 persons which 

was 12.6 % of all preparatory training clients. No big differences existed between 

national and ESF funded training in terms of employment after measure. (Ibid.) 

Since 2013, training is the closest LMP measure that aims at upskilling as part of the 

case management by TE offices. According to Employment Service Statistics4 the 

share of training is small, less than 2 % of all active measures including monthly 

average of 2 115 participants in 2014 and 1 408 monthly participants in 2013. Before 

that, training was statistically regarded as part of on-the-job training. 

On a more general level, there have been none ‘target-specific upskilling programmes’ 

in recent years. Naturally, the overall quality and effectiveness of measures has been 

under constant development and monitoring (e.g. MEE 2014a). The effectiveness of 

previous preparatory courses on employability has repeatedly reported to be near 

zero, and this has often been misunderstood as proving all active labour market 

political measures as ineffective (see e.g. MEE 2014a, Liikanen 2012). Rather, 

vocational upskilling has been observed to correlate with good employment results 

(MEE 2015c). 

It seems that most of the observed basic skills needs are intertwined with other 

service needs5, and they are handled in the multi-disciplinary services (TYP) under the 

auspices of Municipalities. The principles and division of responsibilities between TYP 

and PES are also currently under restructure.   

Different training and coaching measures are sponsored by the labour administration 

and carried out by adult training institutes and varying consultants. Regional Centres 

for Economic Development, Transport and the Environment (ELYs, 15 overall) in 

cooperation with local PES offices choose the training courses and manage the 

                                           
3 Ibid. 1. 
4 Internet: http://www.tem.fi/files/31891/tilkm2014_en.pdf 
5 According to interview with Maija Lyly-Yrjänäinen, Ministry of Employment and Economy. 
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tendering and control processes, and there are a nation wide client feedback systems 

(like OPAL by Ministry of Employment and Economy and AIPAL by Finnish National 

Board of Education) in use. Qualification oriented forms of adult education, their 

content and processes are steered by Ministry of Education and Culture and Finnish 

National Board of Education in terms of qualifications and certificates. Participants in 

the labour political training measures are entitled to unemployment benefits and 

additional maintenance support. 

Change security is an LMP measure providing vocational training for redundant 

workers.  

While there are several policy initiatives addressing the competencies and basic skills 

of young people, like the Youth Guarantee, the unemployed aged over 25 are mostly 

served through additional vocational education and liberal adult education institutes. 

The funding is state subsidised and allocated via municipalities.  

3 Most Significant Practice 

The study voucher system in liberal adult education funded by the Ministry of 

Education and Economy meets the best definition of upskilling policy in Finland. It is 

described in the case study box below. It is targeted at disadvantaged groups, 

especially seniors, immigrants and the unemployed, who are not entitled to LMP 

measures. It covers part or all of the participation fee for self-motivated studies not 

leading to qualifications. It has been evaluated recently with positive results. It is 

precisely the liberal adult education that operates in the field of basic skills and is one 

of the main advocates for the absolute value of learning in the society. Overall, the 

pedagogic approach by teachers in the liberal adult education is one of its praised 

features by clients. 

This example also represents the strict division between qualification oriented, formal 

education and employability oriented LMP training on the other hand and self-

motivated, non-formal training on the other hand in Finland.  

CASE STUDY BOX 6 

Country: Finland 

Name of training programme: Voucher for Self-Motivated Studies in Liberal 

Adult Education 

Short description and aims of the training programme: This scheme 

contributes to increasing participation rate to adult education in disadvantaged 

groups like unemployed and immigrants. It also aims at reducing regional 

differences in availability of education. The support is intended for self-motivated 

studies often related to language skills or ICT skills, and it covers all or part of the 

participation fee according to education provider’s assessment. 

Target group: Disadvantaged groups: immigrants, unemployed, NEETs, seniors, 

drop-outs and those with learning difficulties. 

Number of participants: 80 000 in 2010 and 2011, of which about 10 % 

unemployed 

Duration of programme for the beneficiary (and amount of subsidy 

beneficiaries receive, if applicable): According to training course; from few 

                                           
6 FNBE (2015). Call for Applications. Liberal Adult Education Voucher Scheme. Finnish National 
Board of Education 19.1.2015. 
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hours’ lectures to a year, all or part of the participation fee. Up to 15 % or EUR 1 

000 for training provider’s special expenses.  

Target group or educational level targeted: Those not entitled to e.g. LMP 

training and other self-motivated studies 

Eligibility Criteria: Eligible for all, managed by Liberal Adult Education Institutes 

Funding source and total budget (share of EU funding, if applicable): 

Ministry of Education and Culture, EUR 2 000 000 in 2015.  

Types of skills (or qualification if relevant) delivered: Only non-qualification 

oriented training, e.g. information society related skills, language skills, EU 

information, history, mathematics, self-awareness skills, practical skills, art and 

culture 

Actors involved in the provision of training and their role: Ministry of 

Education and Culture and National Board of Education manage the grant for 

Liberal adult education institutes in total 312. 

Summary of evaluation findings: No counterfactual research exists on the 

effectiveness of the voucher scheme. According to recent qualitative studies, the 

scheme has appeared effective.  At an individual (subjective) level, the scheme 

has provided positive effects on social and learning related experiences. 

Beneficiaries reported positive effects that the training had on their information 

search and problem-solving skills. At a policy level, the scheme has increased 

participation of disadvantaged groups in adult education, in particular those with 

an immigrant background and those unemployed, and provided opportunities for 

further participation in education.  

Policy lessons: The voucher scheme is claimed to have achieved its education 

political aims. It has contributed to educational equality and cherished humane 

and pedagogic values. The main problem is the lack of general awareness of the 

scheme and its benefits. Also the administrative burden has been somewhat heavy 

on the managing education providers.  

References (including weblinks to published evaluation studies): 

Pätäri, J., Research report on the benefits of study vouchers in Finnish liberal adult 

education [Selvitys vapaan sivistystyön opintosetelikurssien hyödyistä ja 

vaikutuksista.] Vapaa Sivistystyö ry.  (English summary), 2015. 

Saloheimo, L., The use of study vouchers in Finnish liberal adult education. Years 

2010 and 2011. [Vapaan sivistystyön opintoseteliavustuksen käyttö. Vuosina 2010 

ja 2011 myönnetyt avustukset]. Reports and studies 2014: 10. Helsinki: FNBE (In 

Finnish), 2014. 

4 Conclusion 

In Finland, there is a wide variety of programmes and mainstream policies and 

institutional practices which address the upskilling issue. In the Finnish context 

characteristic of high education level of the population, intensive development and 

utilisation of information, and the aim at even higher level skills and vaster intellectual 

capital, it is more accurate to talk about the totality of multi-sectoral policies 

addressing the learning of any, including disadvantaged groups. 
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The results of this system are quite impressive in terms of learning results according 

to both PISA and PIAAC assessments. They have a lot to do with regional equality and 

homogeneity of formal education. 

In addition there is plenty of cooperation at the Ministerial level, for example, between 

the Ministry of Employment and Economy and Ministry of Education and Culture, as 

well as at the regional level. 

The weakness of the Finnish system, as expressed in the official interviews and 

supported by document analysis, is that challenges relating to basic skills and 

increasingly widening skills gaps between different groups are not yet seriously 

acknowledged. This is perhaps understandable against the backdrop of aggressive 

fostering of liberal practices in the private and public sector and decreasing 

government investments to the education system. While undermining both central 

government’s and tripartite traditions’ power, concentrating on competitiveness, 

efficiency, innovations and the “high road” strategy, there is hardly living space for 

basic skills related discourses at the moment. 

On the other hand due to sinking economy there are plenty of other more urgent 

problems to cope with, like accelerating unemployment and related social, health and 

living problems. The message from Finland might be, that in the mid of several 

unconcluded structural reforms the most beneficial strategy to upskilling of adult 

population would be to utilize the existing service need assessments in the PES and 

collaboration networks with municipalities, education institutions and rehabilitation 

actors. The basic skills gaps would be addressed accordingly. Terms and the funding of 

these kinds of non-qualification oriented measures would need some multi-ministerial 

clearing up, too, as part of the going-on multi-sector service system reforms. 
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Annex 1: Measure Description Table  

Main training programmes in FINLAND 

Name of 
training 
programm
e 

LMP 
measure:  
the name 
and number 
of the 
relevant LMP 
measure, 

based on the 
list of LMP 
measures in 
the 
qualitative 
LMP report 

(if possible 

to attribute 
the training 
programme 
to the LMP 
measure) 

Short description and aims of the  
training programme: e.g. basic 
skills(literacy, numeracy, ICT, other 
skills); general work experience and 
employability skills; initial 
vocational training oriented to a 
specific job; continuing training  to 

up/re-skill in own 
occupation/sector; validation of 
prior learning and experience; 
tertiary education; preparation to 
start own business, etc. 

No. of 
participant
s 

Duration of 
programme for 
the beneficiary 
(and amount of 
subsidy, if 
applicable)  

Target group 
or 
educational 
level 
targeted  

Criteria for 
accessing the 
programme 

Funding 
source and 
total 
budget 

Types of 
skills (or 
qualification 
if relevant) 
delivered 

Actors 
involved in 
training 
provision 
and their 
role 

Evaluation 
results available 
(here, please 
provide detail on 
the method 
used, on the 
coverage, and 

on the 
evaluation 
findings) 

If no 
evaluation is 
available, 
what is the 
expert’s 
assessment 
of the impact 

of the 
measure? 

Liberal 

adult 
education 
voucher 
scheme 

No LMP 

measure 

Voucher aimed at increasing 

participation to self-motivated studies of 
disadvantaged groups  

80 000 

annually 

From 8 weeks to 

one year, subsidy 
covers part or all 
of the study fee + 
up to 15% 
education 
provider’s 
expenses 

Seniors, low 

skilled, 
unemployed, 
immigrants, 
those with 
learning 
difficulties 

Assessed by 

education 
providers 

Ministry of 

Education 
and Culture, 
EUR 2 000 
000 in 2015 

Information 

society skills, 
languages, 
problem 
solving, self-
awareness 
etc. 

312 liberal 

adult 
education 
institutes with 
different 
emphasis 

Pättäri (2015) 

Qualitatively 
effective measure 

- 

Noste 
programm

e 

No LMP In 2003-2009, funding for studies of 
adults without forma qualifications, 

employed or unemployed 

25 000, 10% 
unemployed 

State subsidy for 
training 

Over 25, 
without 

vocational 
qualifications 
or high school 

diploma 

- - 1/3 ICT skills - MEE (2009). 
Increased 

participation to 
formal education 

 

Training Category 2 Individual skills needs and trainings 2 100 / 
monthly 
average 

Duration varies, 
unemployment 
benefit 

Disadvantaged Case wise 
assessment 

n/a Varies - - Minor 
measures  

Change 

security  

 Vocational training and counselling for 

to-be-redundant workers 

n/a Unemployment 

benefit 

Redundant 

workers 

Redundancy n/a Qualification 

oriented 

PES’s network Arnkil ym. (2007) 

Qualitatively and 
statistically 
effective measure 

- 

Youth 
guarantee 

 Services for young unemployed n/a Unemployment 
benefit 

Under 25 - - Varies - Tuusa ym. (2014). 
Better services for 

young 

- 

Municipali
ty 
experime
nt 

No LMP Municipality driven services for long term 
unemployed 

n/a Unemployment 
benefit or other 
social benefit 

Over 300 days 
unemployed 

Assessed by 
PES 

- Varies - Arnkil (2015 
forthcoming) 
Employment 
effective 
experiment 

- 
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