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1. National policy background 

Finland has implemented a broad reform of its higher education system, and as a part of the reforms, 

university sector’s role has changed substantially from the beginning of 2010. The reform has seen 

universities ceasing to be part of the state administration, and their autonomous status has been 

strengthened. In the early 1990s, universities began to emphasise performance management, which 

has been a prominent instrument for creating universities’ autonomous status. Governance 

arrangements changed in several ways, and there are now two university models, because 

independent legal entities are either institutions subject to public law or foundations subject to 

private law.  Two of the current 16 universities are foundations subject to private law. 

Higher education policy objectives with the implementation of change were presented devised at the 

beginning of 2008 when the Ministry published a structural development document which was an 

important background report on universities' financial autonomy and administrative status of the 

reform. The chain of reforms is documented in the 2005 Government Decision, the 2006 OECD 

Thematic Review of Tertiary Education on Finland (OECD 2006) recommendations for the 

development of the Finnish higher education system, and a committee proposed a draft Universities 

Act in 2007. 

These reports focused on the issues of procedural autonomy, neglecting the strengthening of 

substantive autonomy. This focus on structural development has had an impact on the entire 

university to implement the law vigorously, since the university reform is the first phase focused 

specifically on procedural questions. These include the governance arrangements of university 

administration and decision making, resource management and the ownership and management of 

university buildings. The Finnish Universities Act (558/2009) has strengthened the universities' 

financial and administrative autonomy and strengthened their role as they ceased to be treated as 

government accounting offices. The aspiration for the Universities Act by the Ministry of Education 

and Culture, was to improve universities’ capacity to:  

 react to changes in the operational environment  

 diversify their funding base  

 compete for international research funding  

 cooperate with foreign universities and research institutes  

 allocate resources to top-level research and their strategic focus areas  

 ensure the quality and effectiveness of their research and teaching  

 strengthen their role within the innovation system 
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An evaluation of Universities Act (2009) commissioned by the Ministry of Education and Culture in 

2012 indicated considerable dissatisfaction among university staff. The Act, however, has no direct 

capacity to influence practices in academic units. 

2. Institutional background 

2.1. A short outline of the history of the University of Helsinki  

The first stage in the history of the University of Helsinki spans from its founding in 1640 until the 

War of Finland in 1808. The University’s name was originally the Royal Academy of Turku, founded in 

Turku on 26 March 1640 as a Swedish national university. The Royal Academy of Turku had four 

faculties and the language of instruction was Latin. The students first attended the Faculty of 

Philosophy, after which they had the option of specialised studies in the Faculty of Theology, Law or 

Medicine. The academic community comprised 11 professors and 250 undergraduates. The primary 

purpose of the Academy was to train clergy, civil servants, physicians and officers to convey and 

utilise the best available knowledge. The University also engaged in research and published the 

results. International cooperation and partnership with other European universities were seen 

important within the Academy and the therefore the students and teachers of the Academy often 

travelled to other European universities to maintain their connections with the latest scholarly trends. 

The second stage of development covers the period from 1809 to 1917 when Finland was a Grand 

Duchy of Russia. In 1809, it was renamed the Imperial Academy of Turku, but in 1828 it was 

transferred to Helsinki and renamed the Imperial Alexander University in Finland. Helsinki was the 

new administrative heart of the Grand Duchy. Tsar Alexander I expanded the University and allocated 

substantial funds to it. In the capital the primary task of the University was to educate the Grand 

Duchy’s civil servants. The new statutes of the University enacted in 1828 defined the responsibility 

of the University as promoting the development of “the Sciences and Humanities within Finland and, 

furthermore, educating the youth for the service of the Tsar and the Fatherland”. 

The third stage as the University of the Finnish Republic began with Finland’s independence in 1917. 

The name was changed again in 1919, this time to the University of Helsinki. Once Finland gained its 

independence in 1917 the University was given a crucial role in building the nation state and welfare 

society. Members of the academic community promoted the international relations of the new state 

and the development of its economic life. Furthermore, they were involved in national politics and 

the struggle for equality. 
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In the 20th century, scholarly research at the University of Helsinki reached the level of the European 

elite in many disciplines. This was manifested, among other things, by the international recognition 

received by its professors, such as the Fields medal received by the mathematician L.V. Ahlfors in 

1936, the Nobel Prize in Chemistry granted to Professor A.I. Virtanen in 1945 and the Nobel Prize in 

Medicine shared by Professor Ragnar Granit in 1967. After World War II, university research focused 

on improving Finnish living conditions and supporting major changes in the structure of society and 

business. The progress of scientific development created many new disciplines and faculties at the 

University of Helsinki.  

The fourth stage in the history of the University of Helsinki spans from the 1960’s to present. Only 

after the establishment of the number universities in 1960s and 1970 one can even speak of a 

national higher education system in Finland. At present the University comprises 11 faculties and has 

approximately 500 professors and almost 40,000 students. The University has established as its goal 

to be recognised as one of Europe’s top multidisciplinary research universities. 

3. Organisational structure  

University of Helsinki follows a federal principle of grouping separate governing units around a core 

administrative organisation. In this regard, the faculty structure is an administrative unit responsible 

for academic performance including the granting of degrees .  

The University of Helsinki has 11 faculties plus the Swedish School of Social Science. The faculties are 

as follows: 

 Faculty of Agriculture and Forestry( 4 departments) 

 Faculty of Arts (4 departments) 

 Faculty of Behavioral Sciences (2 departments) 

 Faculty of Biological and Environmental Sciences (2 departments) 

 Faculty of Law 

 Faculty of Medicine (5 departments) 

 Faculty of Pharmacy  

 Faculty of Science (5 departments) 

 Faculty of Social Sciences (2 departments) 

 Faculty of Theology 

 Swedish School of Social Sciences 

 Faculty of Veterinary Medicine  
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In addition to these 11 faculties, the University of Helsinki has 20 independent institutes. At the 

university of Helsinki, a faculty may incorporate departments, independent institutes, and joint 

departments and institutes with other faculties. In a faculty there also be research groups, research 

programmes or multidisciplinary research networks as determined by the dean, the head of 

department or institute director. A department or institute may determinate research groups and 

research programmes. 

The organization chart can be found here:   

Since the organisational reform in 2009, according the regulations of University of Helsinki, a faculty 

includes departments, University Consortiums, independent institutes, and joint departments and 

institutes with other faculties as determined by the Board of the University. A faculty or its 

department may be divided into divisions, laboratories and disciplines as determined by the faculty 

council. A faculty may incorporate departments, independent institutes, and joint departments and 

institutes with other faculties as determined by the Board of the University. A faculty or its 

department may be divided into divisions, laboratories and disciplines as determined by the faculty 

council as defined in the regulations of the University of Helsinki. 

Table 1. Key figures on the students at the University of Helsinki 

Students 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Students (FTE)   24 

669 

24 

978 

2575

1 

2574

8 

2528

1 

2348

5 

2368

0 

2421

3 

2376

1 

Student intake     3539 3450 3325 3201 3174 3093 3143 

Number of 

students 

37 

244 

37 

685 

38 

454 

37 

852 

38 

233 

38 

806 

38 

365 

35 

216 

35 

258 

36 

609 

36 

498 

Postgrad. 

students 

    2558 2647 2397 2256 2194 2251 2274 

Internat. 

students 

1 208 1 032 1 100 1 120 1 169 1 233 1 246 1 246 1 333   

Graduates 

(Bachelor) 

952 994 1 159 993 1 073 1 217 1 678 3 905 2 599 2 854 2 911 

http://www.helsinki.fi/inbrief/236732_1_2_organisaatiokaavio_ENG%202011.pdf
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Graduates 

(Masters) 

2 307 2 274 2 349 2 330 2 322 2 358 2 562 4 442 1 561 2 243 2 189 

Graduates 

(PhD) 

362 352 355 395 378 377 445 466 449 434 442 

Graduates 

(Total) 

4 034 4 129 4 299 4 101 4 289 4 300 5 050 9 143 4 902 5 805 5 829 

 

3.1. Governance structure  

 The governance of Finnish Universities by the University Act (Act No 558/2009). regulated the 

governance structure, the governance bodies and their composition and their mandate. With the 

new University act the Universities have had full autonomy to decide upon their governance 

structure. The Governance structure of the University of Helsinki is stipulated in the University of 

Helsinki’s Statute approved by the University Board in 8.10.2009. Support services are organised 

either centrally, on the campuses or on the locations outside Helsinki. 
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The University of Helsinki has a tripartite governance structure. The university level comprises the 

Rector, the Board, the Chancellor, the University Collegium and the central administration.  

The faculties and independent institutes form the second level, and the departments of the faculties 

and independent institutes the third. In addition, a range of networks and campus units operate 

within the University. 

3.1.1. The University Collegium 

The University Collegium has 50 members: 20 professors, 15 education and research staff,15 other 

staff, and 15 students. The term of the University Collegium is four years, but student members are 

chosen for a two-year term. Provisions on the election of the members of the University Collegium 

are laid down in the election statutes. 

The University Collegium decides on the number of Board members, and the term of office duration 

of the Board and its members and it appoints the members from outside the university community 

to the university Board. The University Collegium appoints the University’s auditors and confirms the 

university’s financial statements and annual report, as well as making decisions about granting Board 

members and the Rector with a discharge from liability. 

3.1.2. The University Board 

At the institution level, the Board is the supreme decision-making body of the University of Helsinki. 

The University Board makes decisions on the central objectives of the university’s operations and 

finances, the strategy and management principles, the university's operational and financial planning 

as well as on the budget. On behalf of the University, the University Board approves performance 

agreements with the Ministry of Education. The University Board is in charge of organising 

accounting and asset management monitoring as well as controlling the University’s asset 

management. The Board approves the University Statutes and internal rules of procedure as well as 

appoints the Rector(s). In academic matters the Faculties have internal autonomy. However the 

University Board has decision-making power on proposals to the Ministry of Education on changing 

the university's educational responsibility as well as on decisions about the number of students 

accepted to study at the University. 

The Rector is responsible for the preparation, presentation and implementation of matters 

processed by the Board. The existing Board of the University of Helsinki consists of 13 members: 

seven from the academic community and six from outside the University.  
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3.1.3. Chancellor 

The responsibilities of the Chancellor of the University of Helsinki are predominantly ceremonial. 

However the Chancellor has also formal decision-making power on the filling of professorial posts in 

a manner stipulated by the University Statutes and awarding the honorary titles of professor and 

docent. The Chancellor is responsible for the organisation of the internal audit of the University and 

leads investigations into matters infringing against good scholarly practices. The Chancellor grants 

permission for organising conferment ceremonies.  

Traditionally the persons who have been elected as chancellors have been former rectors of the 

University of Helsinki. The University Collegium elects the Chancellor for a term of office of up to five 

years. 

 

3.2. Administrative structure  

The administrative structure of the University of Helsinki contains two levels: the central 

administration and the faculty/department administration. The central administration of the 

University of Helsinki comprises the Rector’s Office and University Services. Central Administration is 

divided into the following sections: Human Resources and Legal Affairs, Education Affairs, Strategic 

Planning and Quality Assurance, Finance, Research Affairs, Communications and Community 

Relations and Administrative Affairs. 

The Rector’s Office supervises the administrative sections and their strategic activities. It supports 

the Rector in meeting of the University’s responsibilities, and the vice-rectors in the preparation and 

undertaking matters related to their duties. The Rector’s Office is also responsible for preparing the 

Board’s and the Rector’s decisions as well as for implementing them. The Rector’s Office comprises 

seven units mentioned above. In addition, some units are formally under the Director of 

Development. These units include International Affairs, Swedish Language Affairs and Quality 

Assurance.  

University Services provides diverse services to faculties/departments, staff and students. Such 

services are offered in campus service centres, on a centralised basis or through a network of 

services. University Services comprises the following units: Personnel Services, Education Services, 

Financial Services, Research and Innovation Services, and the University Museum 
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3.3. Personnel policies 

The University of Helsinki is one single employer, and its personnel includes all those employed by 

the University, regardless of the funding source.  

The University of Helsinki emphasizes the recruitment of international staff and has established an 

International Staff Services unit to serve both incoming staff members as well as outgoing staff in 

matters related to their employment and stay.  

Until 1.1.2012 all staff members in Finnish Universities were state employees. With the University Act 

reform University staff was longer employed by the State. Civil-service employment relationships 

became contractual employment relationships. To have a collective representation in labour 

condition agreement negotiation, the universities in Finland formed an employer organisation in 

January 2009 which later joined a employer union, called Sivistystyönantajat.  

Table 2. Key figures on the staff of the university of Helsinki 

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Staff, total  6842 7124 7210 7229 7403 7364 7429 7599 7812 8618 

Academic 

staff 

3323 3502 3550 3587 3677 3706 3719 3807 3826 4354 

Referred 

articles 

5289 5519 5671 6500 5830 6426 6581 6426 6111 6006 

 

3.4. Budgets and allocation mechanisms 

During the last 20 years, universities in Finland have transferred from line item budgeting to a lump-

sum budgeting and from history-based to formula-based funding. The direct national funding 

increased between 2000-2011 from €1016 m. in 2000 to €1838 m.in 2011.  

The funding mechanism is now more complicated than before, including transferable allocations and 

VAT compensation, among other things. In all, the direct government funding covers almost two-

thirds of the university budgets. According to Helsinki University’s annual accounts the direct 

government funding for the University was €252 m. in 2000 and  €387 m. in 2011.  In 2011, direct 

government funding for the Unversity of Helsinki is about 60% of total funding The Technology Policy 

Council of Finland, the Academy of Finland, the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and 
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Innovation (TEKES), the Technical Research Centre of Finland (VTT) and the European Union are the 

most important external sources of income..  

The strategy for 2013-2016 has determined that external funding should be increased in coming 

years, as there is no guarantee that universities can rely on the stability of public funding. The threats 

from the funding situation is under severe pressure and cuts at the Academy of Finland are a cause 

for concern while European Union’s funding will increase and will be exploited more extensively than 

before. Finland is one of the few countries in Europe that guarantees in its legislation that European 

degree students in higher education continue to study free of charge. However, during the period of 

2010-2014 there is an experiment concerning the charging of fees for non EU / EEA students in 

certain circumstances. 

There is no uniform practice for allocating funds internally in Finland. Some  

universities follow the model used by the education ministry to distribute funds to  

universities, following the annual discussions between the ministry and each university. Therefore, 

universities tend to distribute funds according to their internal policies and strategies. These 

statements relate to what is described in Finland as ‘base funding’. Some universities have access to 

more ‘external funding’ than others; that is, competitive funding for research from government and 

other sources, bequests, and other private funds. 

The University of Helsinki’s the internal allocation of funds is based on a model built on its own 

objectives, and therefore it does not follow formulation used in the negotiations between the 

University and the ministry. Under its internal allocation process, the funding is provided to faculties, 

independent research institutes and the central administration. Faculties then distribute funds to 

academic departments. Departments and other academic units are involved in the budget-setting 

process within their faculty. 

Specific internal programmes (for strategic initiatives, etc.) are funded (through  

faculties and independent research institutes) from allocations made by the Rector. Other earmarked 

funding (for specific purposes, from the ministry or external resources) is redirected to the specific 

faculty or institute. 
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3.5. University strategic planning and leadership 

During the timeframe covered by the Flagship study, the University of Helsinki has had five strategic 

plans. The timeframe of each has been three years, covering 2001-2003, 2004-2006, 2007-2009 and 

2010-2012. 

The latest strategic plan for 2013-2016 was published in early 2012. The strategic plan of the 

University of Helsinki for the years 2013-2016 is titled “The best for the world”.  In the Strategy, the 

University declares concrete aims such as its aspiration “to be among the top 50 universities in the 

world”, but it also emphasises the University’s role in societal interaction by referring to its 

“responsibility to the society” and “promoting well-being and justice”. The University of Helsinki 

therefore aims to improve its position in international university rankings.  

 

3.6. The relationship between the university and the Ministry  

Universities became independent legal entities and ceased to be formal parts of state structures 

from January 2010. The major control mechanisms are legislation including statutes, budgeting, and 

information. 

The government has persistently called for universities to develop activities for the disciplines, so 

that universities will be better able to respond to a changing environment. Universities are asked to 

define their public role and in this sense, to improve their strategic focus areas. The Ministry has 

encouraged universities to diversify their funding base. In addition, in common with mostly publicly 

funded organisations, universities are   required to promote an increased role for all stakeholders 

within the decision-making. All this should be reflected in the quality and effectiveness of research 

and teaching as well as in the dynamics of the higher education system and the institutions’ 

performance.   
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