
 
BeFlex Plus case Study  
 

The Lifelong Learning Strategies of Finnish Universities  

Paula Lindroos, Centre for Continuing Education Åbo Akademi University Siru Korkala, University of 
Helsinki, Palmenia Centre for Continuing Education  

1. INTRODUCTION  
At government programme level, the know-how and lifelong learning are seen as premise for Finnish 
prosperity, industrial policy and as a starting point for competing at an international level. The 
development of globalisation has been a strong determining factor with both societal and financial 
implications. The high level of competence of the Finnish population, excellence in know-how and the 
rapid transfer of innovations into the production process are seen as the factors for the Finnish 
competitive edge in the global market. The universities, on the other hand, want to nurture prosperity 
and success in their area of operation and in excellence within their area of specialisation both 
nationally and internationally. The most important success factors highlighted in the analysis of the 
LLL-strategies of 16 universities (the full report is found on www.ucef.fi) is the research-based 
education policy followed by academic principles alongside the equality and provision of quality 
teaching. The academic university principles are examined from three different angles:  
a) The continuing education as part of lifelong learning. 
b) The connection between scientific research and research-based principles. 
c) The connection with societal impact 
 

2. A SUMMARY OF THE LIFELONG LEARNING STRATEGIES  
The universities lifelong learning strategies contain many areas for development, these being common 
for all the universities. The development opportunities and actions are expressed in many different 
ways however the main idea is the same. The following points emerge as areas for development.  
1) Developing the provision of services  
 Recognizing and meeting the educational needs of society and the working sector  
 Clarifying the educational service mix, managing customer lifelong learning needs, visibility  
 Developing teaching and conditions for learning and studying, new methods of studying  
 
2) Collaboration and networking  
 Strengthening the universities´ internal co-operation  
 Strengthening regional co-operation, collaborating with other educational institutes  
 Utilising the professional networks effectively  
 
3) Internationalisation  

• Increasing international operations  
 

 



4) Quality  
• Securing the prerequisites for the implementation of lifelong learning strategies and ensuring 

quality.  
• Research-based: Science-based teaching The main principle is to provide research-based, 

university level education with continuous quality assurance. International activity is an important 
aspect of the training and developmental role of the continuing education sector. Other points 
highlighted in the strategies included developing university services in response to societal changes. 
The Bologna-process is referred to in the strategy of many of the universities. The structural education 
reforms are considered a developmental challenge for the universities. The provision of academic 
continuing education for the working sector is perceived as an important mode of societal interaction. 
The universities endeavour to ensure that their lifelong learning strategies comply with the 
universities` overall strategy. In the documents analysed, one of the main strategic development 
points was the question of internal division of responsibility, functioning of which varies from 
university to university. The development of new innovative learning pathways and staff 
development, especially ensuring the teachers` pedagogic competence – guarantee high quality 
learning services in the universities. Structural development, such as setting up joint units strives for 
cost-efficiency. The universities´ learning services (undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, 
extension studies, Open University education and co-operation with other education providers) ought 
to be seen as a continuum, which is visible and flexible from the customers´ point of view. 
Guaranteeing university level continuing education is the objective each university wants to achieve.  

The content analysis of the strategies provided background on the presence of organisation, tasks, 
objectives, principles and values of lifelong learning as well as the way in which the universities cater 
for lifelong learning in their operations. The key areas for improvement are seen as enabling the 
continuum of lifelong learning and the university opportunities to meet the needs of different learners 
and the students at different stages of their lives. The learning services provided by the universities 
must tie in even closer together and from the individuals´ point of view, to be part of the lifelong 
learning continuum. The competence gained through a university degree will not be lifelong, due to 
the changes in working life, but must be continually updated. This creates expectations both for the 
content of the degree courses and for the opportunity of refreshing skills. The basic education must 
create a sustainable foundation for the lifelong learning of an academic expert and connect to both 
the further and extension studies.  

2.1. Main aspects highlighted in the LLL-strategies.  

-CCE as part of the university profiling. The lifelong learning strategies highlight the importance of 
internationalization, the regional role, the opportunities for Open University education, 
supplementary training and education, the professional development and the developmental role of 
the university. the University of Helsinki states that it will meet the needs of lifelong learning in all the 
fields in which undergraduate education is provided.  
-CCE as part of the lifelong learning entity. Lifelong learning has increasingly become an integral part 
of the university operations. According to the strategies, university lifelong learning can be: 1) full-
time undergraduate education leading to a degree, 2) part-time undergraduate education leading to a 
degree 3) science-based post-graduate degree education, 4) open university degree studies (incl. 
University of the Third Age) 5) extension studies (incl. specialisation studies) and 6) co-operation with 
the providers of primary and secondary education.  

 
- CCE in university innovative learning pathways to be developed  

There were several suggestions for developing the study methods, such as:  



- The Open University as a broad-based study system. 
- Supplementary Education and specialisation studies organised as extension studies.  
- The Masters Programmes and science-based extension studies  
- Recognizing prior learning and on-the-job learning  

 
- Developing the model for financing continuing education  
In international education policy, strengthening the role of the state in adult education has been 
emphasised in several studies and reports. The financing model for adult continuing education is to be 
developed to meet the needs of the European lifelong learning principles. The university strategies 
also highlight the management of resources in such a way that those units and institutions which 
provide lifelong learning are to receive adequate resources for their operations.  

 
- The co-operation between the universities and the polytechnics/ universities of applied sciences. 

The co-operation and division of responsibilities between the universities and the polytechnics is being 
developed predominantly by providing continuing education which complement each other. The 
objective of this co-operation is to set up clear responsibilities for provision of lifelong learning 
services with the universities of applied sciences using the dual model format.  

 
- Internationalism and export of continuing education. The opportunities for the internationalization 
of education through export have improved since these strategies under analysis were completed. The 

change in law took effect from 1
st 

January 2008, allowing the universities (and universities of applied 
sciences) to provide training on demand leading to a degree for the non EEA citizens.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Lifelong learning is defined as one of the guiding principles in Finnish Education policy. At the same 
time knowledge, skills and the opportunity for acquiring them and staying up-to-date has become one 
of the main issues both in succeeding in working life and in active societal participation. In 2002 the 
Finnish Parliamentary Committee on Adult Education raised the issue of having opportunities for 
developing and updating the knowledge and skills of the academically educated. For the highly 
educated to gain equal training opportunities to those educated at lower levels was emphasised in 
particular.  

In 2005 the Finnish Ministry of Education’s Committee for Lifelong learning in universities published a 
memorandum which focuses on the University Continuing Education and its development. In this 
memorandum the universities are recommended to review and revise their Continuing Education 
Strategy, taking into account education leading to a degree, Open University education and extension 
studies. The Ministry of Education requested that the Universities formulate their lifelong learning 
strategy as part of the review of their 2007 operations.  

This analysis of lifelong learning in the universities was completed based on the data provided by the 
universities to the Finnish Ministry of Education in February 2007. The Strategies on lifelong learning 
by 16 different universities were analysed. The analysis has taken into account the current 



governmental programme referring to university level continuing education, the draft proposal 
regarding the national Development Plan for Education and Research and as applicable the planned 
changes in university legislation.  

This analysis, completed during autumn 2007, was a project requested and financed by the Finnish 
Ministry of Education and was carried out in mutual co-operation by The University of Helsinki, 
Palmenia Centre for Continuing Education and Åbo Akademi University, Centre for Continuing 
Education. The process of strategy analysis was co-ordinated by an advisory group which had 
representatives from the Finnish Council of University Rectors and the Continuing Education Network 
in Finland.  

1.1. Current Finnish adult education policy development  

At government programme level, the know-how and lifelong learning are seen as premise for Finnish 
prosperity, industrial policy and as a starting point for competing at an international level. The 
development of globalisation has been a strong determining factor with both societal and financial 
implications. The high level of competence of the Finnish population, excellence in knowhow and the 
rapid transfer of innovations into the production process are seen as the factors for the Finnish 
competitive edge in the global market.  

The draft national Development Plan for Education and Research (2007-2012) by the Finnish Ministry 
of Education highlights adult education as one of the key areas for development. The Plan includes 
suggestions for the complete reform of vocational and professional adult education, including the 
opening of new opportunities for adult learners and a more flexible recognition of internationally 
gained prior learning.  

The forthcoming Professional Continuing Education reform starts from the premise that the 
opportunity of updating the knowledge of the academically educated would be equal to those 
educated at other levels. The financing opportunities of university continuing education are in a 
pivotal position with regard to the university legal entity reform. For example, the financing models 
and opportunities in extension studies and projects are currently under review.  

The short-term challenges for the universities, amongst others, are the opportunities to respond to 
the changing needs of working life, the diverse learners and the needs of the students in different 
phases of their life. These issues are highlighted in the national education policy even more than they 
were at the time when the universities formulated their strategies for lifelong learning. As an example, 
in spring 2007 the government programme highlighted a proposal for apprenticeship type education 
at university level extension studies.  

2. THE CONTENT ANALYSIS OF THE LIFELONG LEARNING STRATEGIES  

The content analysis of the strategy of university lifelong learning has been completed based on the 
material and documents provided by the universities to the Finnish Ministry of Education. The 
following documents, delivered to the Finnish Ministry of Education in February 2007, were analysed:  

• University of Turku Strategic and Financial Plan 2008 -2011  
• Helsinki School of Economics Strategic and Financial Plan 2007 – 2010  
• Lappeenranta University of Technology Lifelong Learning Strategy  
• Turku School of Economics Strategic and Financial Plan 2008 – 2011,  



• attachment Lifelong Learning Strategy 2007 -2011  
• University of Oulu, Lifelong Learning Strategy 2007 – 2010  
• The Swedish School of Economics and Business Administration Strategic and Financial plan  
        2008 – 2011  
• The Sibelius Academy Continuing Education Policy Guidelines 2004  
• The Åbo Akademi University Strategy for Lifelong Learning 2007 – 2011  
• University of Joensuu , Lifelong Learning Strategy 2007 – 2011  
• University of Vaasa, The strategy implementation plan for 2008 – 2011, attachment Lifelong 

Learning Strategy  
• University of Kuopio, Lifelong Learning Development Programme 2007 – 2010  
• University of Helsinki, The draft proposal for the University Lifelong Learning Plan 2007 – 2009  
• University of Jyväskylä, Lifelong Learning Strategy  
• Helsinki University of Technology, Lifelong Learning Strategy  
• Tampere University of Technology Strategic and Financial Plan 2008 – 2011 
• University of Art and Design Helsinki, The draft proposal for the University Lifelong Learning  
        Strategy  

The majority of the universities under review have compiled a separate lifelong learning strategy, in 
addition to their overall university strategy. Three of the universities under review have covered the 
university lifelong learning strategy as part of their strategic and financial plan. The Helsinki School of 
Economics and the Swedish School of Economics and Business Administration deal with the matter 
under the chapter on societal interaction within the strategic and financial plan. The University of 
Turku and the Tampere University of Technology include a separate chapter on lifelong learning and 
continuing education within their strategic and financial plan. The rest of the universities have 
compiled a separate lifelong learning strategy.  

The common goal for all the universities is the continual development and maintenance of lifelong 
learning as part of the overall strategy. The promotion of lifelong learning is mentioned in the 
university strategy, whether the university has compiled a separate strategy or the subject matter is 
dealt with as part of the overall strategic and financial plan. The universities highlight their profile as 
providers of lifelong learning services, where linking the studies such as Open University learning, 
studying towards a degree and post-graduate extension studies are possible. The Open University also 
holds an important role as a provider of studies suitable for achieving students´ personal goals.  
In addition the universities emphasise in their strategies the significance of local research and 
development activity as part of university profiling. The societal impact of the universities and the role 
of the active debater in their specialist field are considered part of the key activities of the 
organisation.  

The analysis was not compiled using the traditional method of classification and quantifying the 
occurrences of specific events, instead the approach was based on themes and direct questions. Thus 
the aim of the analysis was not to differentiate between the universities, instead to highlight the 
similar approaches to promoting lifelong learning.  

2.1 The tasks, aims and short-term plans of the universities  

The basic role of the universities is to provide quality research and research-based teaching. The 
concept of lifelong learning is promoted by providing continuing education in their specialist fields and 



local research and development activity. The role of the university is to provide flexible and high 
quality study opportunities to students of varying ages and in different life situations and to serve the 
needs of the working life in a changing society. In addition the role of the university is to create the 
conditions for setting up and developing research and educational networks. The main actions, as 
listed in the university strategic plans do not significantly differ from each other. The universities want 
to nurture prosperity and success in their area of operation and in excellence within their area of 
specialisation both nationally and internationally.  

The most important success factors highlighted in the continuing education are research-based 
education policies followed by academic principles alongside the equality and provision of quality 
teaching. The academic university principles are examined from three different angles:  

 
a) The Continuing education as part of lifelong learning.  
Among others the University of Joensuu and the Lappeenranta University of Technology state in their 
strategy, that the studies are closely linked to the undergraduate degrees, the teachers are principally 
academic university teachers and the target groups are the academically educated.  

 
b) The connection between scientific research and research-based principles.  
At the University of Turku the connection to scientific research is a characteristic of continuing 

education, accordingly the learning experiences are science-based and the studies include a critical 
approach and the search for something new. The University of Technology in Helsinki state that 
extension studies are at an academic level, which is characterised by continual regeneration and active 
participation in national and international co-operation such as research and education networks, the 
EU programmes and co-operation with the national centres and clusters of excellence.  

c) The connection with societal impact For example, at the University of Vaasa lifelong learning 
supports the societal impact by improving the regional accessibility.  

The university definition on lifelong learning conforms to the European Commission definition, 
according to which the lifelong learning includes ”all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with 

the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competence, within a personal, civic, social and /or 

employment-related perspective.”  

3. A SUMMARY OF THE LIFELONG LEARNING STRATEGIES  

The universities lifelong learning strategies contain many areas for development, these being common 
for all the universities. The development opportunities and actions are expressed in many different 
ways however the main idea is the same. The following points emerge as areas for development.  
1) Developing the provision of services  
 Recognizing and meeting the educational needs of society and the working sector  
 Clarifying the educational service mix, managing customer lifelong learning needs, visibility  
 Developing teaching and conditions for learning and studying, new methods of studying  
 
2) Collaboration and networking  

• Strengthening the universities´ internal co-operation  
• Strengthening regional co-operation, collaborating with other educational institutes  
• Utilising the professional networks effectively  

 



3) Internationalisation  
• Increasing international operations  

4) Quality  
 Securing the prerequisites for the implementation of lifelong learning strategies and ensuring 
quality.  
 Research-based: Science-based teaching  
 
The Bologna-process is referred to in the strategy of many of the universities. The structural education 
reforms are considered a developmental challenge for the universities. The provision of academic 
continuing education for the working sector is perceived as an important mode of societal interaction. 
The universities endeavour to ensure that their lifelong learning strategies comply with the 
universities` overall strategy. In the documents analysed, one of the main strategic development 
points was the question of internal division of responsibility, functioning of which varies from 
university to university. The development of new innovative learning pathways and staff 
development, especially ensuring the teachers` pedagogic competence – guarantee high quality 
learning services in the universities. Structural development, such as setting up joint units strives for 
cost-efficiency. The universities´ learning services (undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, 
extension studies, Open University education and co-operation with other education providers) ought 
to be seen as a continuum, which is visible and flexible from the customers´ point of view. 
Guaranteeing university level continuing education is the objective each university wants to achieve.  

3.1 The status of continuing education in the university entity  

The content analysis of the strategies provided background on the presence of organisation, tasks, 
objectives, principles and values of lifelong learning as well as the way in which the universities cater 
for lifelong learning in their operations.  

The key areas for improvement are seen as enabling the continuum of lifelong learning and the 
university opportunities to meet the needs of different learners and the students at different stages of 
their lives. The learning services provided by the universities must tie in even closer together and from 
the individuals´ point of view, to be part of the lifelong learning continuum. The competence gained 
through a university degree will not be life-long, due to the changes in working life, but must be 
continually updated. This creates expectations both for the content of the degree courses and for the 
opportunity of refreshing skills. The basic education must create a sustainable foundation for the 
lifelong learning of an academic expert and connect to both the further and extension studies.  

The principle is to provide research-based, university level education with continuous quality 
assurance. International activity is an important aspect of the training and developmental role of the 
continuing education sector. Other points highlighted in the strategies included developing university 
services in response to societal changes.  

3.2 The university profiling  

The lifelong learning strategies highlight the importance of internationalization, the regional role, the 
opportunities for Open University education, supplementary training and education, the professional 
development and the developmental role of the university. In addition to these, the universities 
profile in accordance to their area of specialisation, for example, technology, art, business and finance. 



Multidisciplinary universities, including the University of Joensuu, which has defined its own curricular 
areas of specialisation (eg. co-operation with Russia, societal development of local and border districts 
and interaction of cultures), whereas the University of Helsinki states that it will meet the needs of 
lifelong learning in all the fields in which undergraduate education is provided  

3.3 Continuing Education as part of the lifelong learning entity  

Lifelong learning has increasingly become an integral part of the university operations. According to 
the strategies, university lifelong learning can be: 1) full-time undergraduate education leading to a 
degree, 2) part-time undergraduate education leading to a degree 3) science-based post-graduate 
degree education, 4) open university degree studies (incl. University of the Third Age) 5) extension 
studies (incl. specialisation studies) and 6) co-operation with the providers of primary and secondary 
education.  

For the developments in working life, universities will respond, above all, through continuing 
education which enables flexible and rapid response to the varying educational needs. Developing the 
working life environment is closely linked to the planned, so called, work-based Masters degree 
programmes as well as the industrial Doctoral and Working Life Doctoral Programmes.  

The link between continuing education and basic university education is also reflected in the way the 
contents and the teaching methods used in the continuing education are passed over to basic 
education.  

Clarifying the definition of student profile and the student status has been highlighted as an area for 
development. Universities are preparing to receive a wide range of students by providing international 
courses, developing teaching methods and increasing tutoring and communications activity.  

Several universities are to develop the part-time study opportunities of mature students, especially via 
the Open University route. On the other hand, as an example, the university of Joensuu states in its 
strategy that a review of numbers of part-time undergraduate students within each faculty (those 
present during lectures and actually actively studying) will be carried out and are planning to explore 
the opportunities for formulating methods to facilitate part-time studying.  

3.4 University innovative learning pathways to be developed  

There were several suggestions for developing the study methods, such as -The Open University as a 
broad-based study system. -Supplementary Education and specialisation studies organised as 
extension studies. -The Masters Programmes and science-based extension studies -Recognizing prior 
learning and on-the-job learning  

3.5 Developing the model for financing continuing education  

In international education policy, strengthening the role of the state in adult education has been 
emphasised in several studies and reports. On this issue, the University of Oulu states in its strategy 
that the financing model for adult continuing education is to be developed to meet the needs of the 
European lifelong learning principles. In Finland, the financing of university adult education is approx. 
15.9m euros and its share of the total financing of adult education is approx 2.6 % (The Finnish 
Ministry of Education budget 2007).  



The Parliamentary Committee (2002) considered the improvement of operational facilities and quality 
improvement. According to the working group, the role of the university continuing education is to 
meet the continuously changing developmental needs of the academically educated. The question of 
financing extension studies has also been highlighted on the Finnish Ministry of Education’s 
Committee on University Lifelong Learning working group report (2005).  

The universities have also highlighted the concerns relating to the opportunities of financing 
continuing education. Within those sectors of society, where the capability to self-finance is limited, it 
will be the responsibility of the universities to ensure that the continuing education services will be 
accessible for all. Thus, as an example, a fee subvention system ought to be set up for the disciplines 
such as Arts, which is based on low self-financing responsibility, state financing the costs exceeding 
the set amount.  

The university strategies also highlight the management of resources in such a way that those units 
and institutions which provide lifelong learning are to receive adequate resources for their operations.  

3.6 The co-operation between the universities and the polytechnics/ universities of applied sciences  

The co-operation and division of responsibilities between the universities and the polytechnics is being 
developed predominantly by providing continuing education which complement each other. The 
objective of this co-operation is to set up clear responsibilities for provision of lifelong learning 
services with the polytechnics and the universities of applied sciences using the dual model format.  

3.7 Internationalism and export of continuing education  

The opportunities for the internationalization of education have improved through export since these 

strategies under analysis were completed. The change in law took effect from 1
st 

January 2008, 
allowing the universities (and universities of applied sciences) to provide training on demand leading 
to a degree for the non EEA citizens.  

The universities are developing internationalism within their organisations, for example, by increasing 
the number of courses provided in English, which also is improving the study opportunities for foreign 
and immigrant students. Acknowledging and recognising prior degrees and the provision of 
supplementary specialisation studies, Open University learning or professional development training 
are also seen as ways of promoting the employability of immigrants. The provision of multiform and 
web-based education in English is also stated in the university strategies as an opportunity for 
increasing internationalism.  

Finnish Universities have been at the forefront of university continuing education in Europe. A good 
example of this is that, as initiated by the Sibelius-Academy, since 1998 continuing education has been 
one of the themes of the European Association of Conservatories. Continuing education at the 
Sibelius-Academy is considered to be leading the way and providing a model of continuing education 
to other Institutes of Higher Education in music.  

The internationalism of the university continuing education is being promoted, usually, via project and 
network partnerships. Although the international continuing education co-operation has been active 
in the EU funded projects for a long time, the actual export of education provides a new opportunity 



for internationalism, which the universities have cautiously included in their strategies. The most 
active in this field is the Helsinki School of Economics, which sees, that in order to genuinely serve the 
global companies, it must be able to offer services in those market locations which the companies 
operate. The current export markets for the institutes of higher education are mainly in Asia.  

A few of the universities express in their strategies that they are creating conditions for exporting 
continuing professional education. The University of Technology, Helsinki aims for the branding of 
continuing professional development and training in its quest for creating strategic partnerships with 
the best of the international providers and thus exporting the Finnish know-how to the international 
markets. The University of Helsinki is developing competitive, international professional development 
packages and increasing the number of international Masters Programmes as well as increasing 
international innovation and development activity which forms the basis of lifelong learning.  
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