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Cooperation terminology in this
presentation
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Mergers: One or more higher education institutions (HEI) ceases to exist
as a legal entity through incorporation with another HEI. 
Specific merger types: acquisition, absorption and merger of equals
(more rare)

Alliances: Forms of extensive and systematic cooperation of two or more
HEIs which remain independent legal entities

Networks, collaboration partnerships: All other looser forms of 
cooperation

Cooperation 
intensity

Low

High



Finnish higher education system
• Dual system of 13 universities and 22 universities of 

applied sciences (UAS) with separate legislation and 
funding models

• Comprehensive legislative reforms in 2010 (universities) 
and 2015 (universities of applied sciences)

• Performance agreements between MoEC and HEIs, 
very strong performance-based funding formula in state
funding

• Finland scores relatively high in most areas of EUA’s
Autonomy Scorecard (2023)

• organisational autonomy (3rd); financial autonomy
(15th), staffing autonomy (8th), academic autonomy
(2nd)

• Annual state funding:
• universities 1,8 billion eur (60% of all income)
• UASs 950 million eur (75% of all income)

● Universities
● UASs
● Research institutes / 

stations



Key drivers for mergers in Finland
• In 2006 there were 20 universities and 26 UASs (= 46 HEIs in a country of 5,5 million people)
• Government target set for the year 2020 was 15 universities + 18 UASs (33 HEIs)
• Reasons:

• Fragmented higher education system: too many and too small institutions
• Larger and more diversified HEIs better able to pool risks and maximise institutional flexibility

and yield cost savings through economies of scale
• Support of internationalisation, improving quality, increasing institutional 

competitiveness and “critical mass” in research, clarification of institutional profiles, 
cutting overlaps in teaching
• Strengthening institutional governance, professionalising management, improve

financial oversight, quality assurance and strategic planning
• Realisation in 2020: 13 universities and 22 UASs (35 HEIs)
• Initiation of mergers has been mixed approach: bottom-up and top-down pushes and 

pulls
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2009: 20 universities

2010: 16 universities

Aalto University (2010)
Helsinki University of Technology + 
Helsinki School of Economics + 
University of Art and Design Helsinki

University of Eastern Finland 
(2010)
University of Kuopio + University of 
Joensuu

University of Turku (2010)
University of Turku +                              
Turku Business School (absorption)

2020:13 universities

University of Arts Helsinki (2013)
Sibelius Academy + Finnish 
Academy of Fine Arts + Helsinki 
Theatre Academy 

Tampere University (2019)
University of Tampere + Tampere 
University of Technology

University mergers in Finland



Most recent trend of past 5 years: university 
takeovers of UASs
• Legal form of UASs are limited liability companies (LLC), who are owned by 

municipalities, foundations, associations or universities
• In 2017 legislative reform allowing HEIs to “outsource” provision of education to 

other HEIs
• Since 2018, shareholder majority of several UASs has been transferred from 

municipalities to universities
• University of Oulu + Oulu University of Applied Sciences
• Tampere University + Tampere University of Applied Sciences
• University of Lapland + Lapland University of Applied Sciences
• Lappeenranta University of Technology + LAB University of Applied Sciences

• Despite the changes in UASs ownership, universities and UASs remain legal 
entities of their own = merger / alliance hybrids



Why universities want to become major 
shareholders of UAS in Finland?
● Due to the expected synergies in

○ teaching and learning
○ RDI activities
○ infrastructure and equipment
○ support services and administration (e.g. shared support services, information 

systems, databases, libraries…) 

● University rectors are often chairpersons of UAS executive boards                                        
(= university rector is direct superior of UAS rector)

● Direct influence on strategic planning and positioning of UASs, all major 
decisions are made by UAS executive board



Mergers in Finland and beyond:                
what we know about their impacts?

● Mergers have been trendy for several years while the empirical research 
evidence on merger impacts remains very limited

● Most of the merger studies not been methodologically rigorous enough to 
provide generalisable information (much qualitative case studies with a narrow 
focus)

● Factors influencing on economies or diseconomies of scale associated to 
mergers have not yet been determined (e.g. range of institutional types, sizes, 
and national contexts vary greatly)

● Determining total or per unit costs/savings are often unclear (no 
counterfactuals, quantity/quality trade-off, relevant timeframes)
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Anecdotal and research evidence on 
Finnish HEI merger impacts
Positives
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● Bigger institutional size has brought 
greater visibility e.g. in international 
rankings 

● Management and administration has 
professionalised

● Governability (system level)
● Synergies in academic and support 

functions have developed organically
● Educational offerings have become 

more wider and flexible

Negatives

● Transaction costs in time, money, 
people (lost identity, culture, tradition) 
are unknown, but substantial

● Bureaucratisation, coordination 
problems, micromanagerialism have 
increased

● Forced synergies often lack impact
● A short timeframe to see the problems 

long timeframe to see the merger 
benefits 



Lastly, some things to think about

● If a merger is a solution, 
what is the problem?

● Why other forms of 
collaboration between 
institutions would be 
inferior to full merger?

● The process of 
implementing merger is 
as at least as important 
as the targeted (merger) 
outcome.

● A need for more 
comprehensive and 
methodologically sound 
ex-post assessments on 
merger impacts

● Unsuccessful merger 
showcases would be at 
least as useful as 
success stories
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Thank you!
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