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INTRODUCTION 

FOUNDATION is an Interreg Europe funded SME Competitiveness project that brings together 
nine partners in a consortium led by Cork Institute of Technology from 1/08/2019 to 
31/07/2023. Presently, across Europe, public bodies are pressed by an increasing need to 
provide preparatory support to the economic ecosystem in advance of the closure of anchor 
firms in their region which act as significant employers. The impacts of a closure of course go 
beyond direct employees and ripple, wave like throughout the regional services sector and 
economy. Management of such anticipated structural change requires proactive renewal of 
business approaches and policy supports. Regions are encouraged to introduce pilot projects 
based on their own strengths and to provide appropriate business supports for the re-
alignment of the regional industrial base. This proactive approach by regional stakeholders is 
critical to building the resilience of these regions and enabling them to adapt to change. 

The importance of SMEs and start-ups to the regional economy is widely recognised in terms 
of the provision of employment, contribution to GDP, driving innovation and supporting 
regional resilience. It is imperative that the relevant regional stakeholders keep informed, 
inspired and equipped to provide the appropriate SME and start-up supports, particularly in 
regions anticipating structural change.  

FOUNDATION links its project partners to develop Regional Action Plans and an overall 
Framework and Roadmap for Anticipated Structural Change. It is imperative that industry 
players, business support organisations and policy makers understand how their ecosystems 
work and when faced with shocks (firm closures) to collaboratively develop alternative 
growth and employment through supportive policies and programmes to boost SME 
competitiveness. Key project activities included the exchange of experience and learning 
through interregional events (4 workshops, 4 seminars and 9 study visits).  

FOUNDATION PROJECT PARTNERS 
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ECONOMIC RESILIENCE ACROSS EUROPE 

 
The 2007/8 economic crisis was the most severe shock to global financial markets since the 
great depression in the 1930s (Bordo and Landon-Lane, 2010; Barranco and Sudrià, 2012).  
Following the crisis there was a re-emergence of interest in how regional economies respond 
to and recover from economic shocks (Martin, 2012; Fingleton, Garretsen and Martin, 2012; 
Martin and Sunley, 2015; Doran and Fingleton, 2016). The term resilience in economic 
geography refers to the ability of a region ‘to anticipate, prepare for, respond to and recover 
from a disturbance’ (Foster, 2007; 14).  There are three main conceptualisations of resilience; 
engineering, ecological, and evolutionary.  Engineering resilience is an equilibrium based 
notion of how an entity or system is plunged into disequilibrium, and off its steady state, 
following a shock and can defined ‘how fast the variables return towards their equilibrium 
following a perturbation’ (Pimm 1984: 322).  The concept of ecological resilience can be 
defined as the ‘the persistence of relationships within a system and is a measure of the ability 
of these systems to absorb changes of state variables, driving variables, and parameters, and 
still persist’ (Holing 1973: 41). The region may settle on an inferior path post-shock or recover 
and assume a superior path post-shock. 
 
However, these two forms of resilience have been criticised as too limiting and evolutionary 
resilience has gain significant focus in recent years.  Martin and Sunley (2015) introduced such 
a conceptualisation of resilience defining it as a changing process that is adaptive. The 
adaptive capacities are based on the ability of the region to resist, reorientation, and recover 
following shocks. Martin and Sunley (2015:13) defined ‘adaptive resilience’ as ‘the capacity 
of a regional or local economy to withstand or recover from market, competitive and 
environmental shocks to its developmental growth path, if necessary, by undergoing adaptive 
changes to its economic structures and its social and institutional arrangements, so as to 
maintain or restore its previous developmental path, or transit to a new sustainable path 
characterized by a fuller and more productive use of its physical, human and environmental 
resources’.   
 
There are four broad ways of measuring resilience; (i) case studies, (ii) indices of particular 
regions in a descriptive discussion, (iii) Time series analysis focusing on the evolution over 
time, (iv) causal economic models.  In this overview of regional resilience, it is the final 
approach, causal economic models, which is employed.  The conceptualization of Martin and 
Sunley (2015:13) and Martin et al (2016) is employed to assess the resistance and recovery of 
regions following the 2007/08 economic crisis.    
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Figure 1: The resistance and recovery of European Regions to the 2008 economic crisis 

 
 

In Figure 1 the left hand side shows the resistance to the 2008 economic crisis while the right 
hand side shows the recovery following the 2008 economic crisis.  In both instances the darker 
red colour shows that that region performed relatively better than the European average at 
resisting the shock (in the left figure) or recovering from the impact of the shock (in the right 
figure).  
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COMPETITIVENESS OF SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED COMPANIES IN REMOTE 
AREAS 

FINLAND (OULU) — NORTHERN DEVELOPED ECONOMY 

The University of Oulu is the Finnish partner representing Pohjois-ja Itä-Suomi (North and East 
Finland). The region is defined in Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS1) as 
NUTS2-level Code FI1D. Overall, Finland is northern, remote and sparsely populated. This is 
particularly true in North and East Finland, including the Oulu region. Comprised of very 
sparsely populated remote areas that span more than 236 000 km2, this part of Finland is 
home to just 1.3 million people. It thus covers two-thirds of Finland’s total land mass (338 465 
km2), yet is home to less than a quarter of the country’s population of just over 5.5 million 
(Statistics Finland 2021). North and East Finland lie at the very edge of Europe, 2,500-3,000 
kilometres from Europe's core. Most of the region's neighbouring areas — in Sweden, Norway 
and North-Western Russia — are less developed (Ministry of Employment and the Economy 
2021). Travel connections, especially airports, are thus essential for its industry. Finland is one 
of the most sparsely populated countries in the EU; it is home to an average of just 18.2 
persons per sq. km, including in the capital region of Helsinki. North and East Finland comprise 
the country's most sparsely populated region, with an average population density of just 6.3 
people per sq. km. 

Finland's population is concentrated in the capital region and in the biggest university cities 
(e.g. Kotavaara et al. 2012; Spiekermann et al. 2015). Finland has a developed economy, at 
43,563 € GDP per capita (Statistics Finland 2019). It also has a highly educated population — 
with the third highest share of tertiary education in Europe, after Luxembourg and Ireland 
(OECD 2021). Finland's economy has competed globally with great success. The country's 
international competitiveness ranking has long been excellent and—even as it has 
experienced a decline in competitiveness in recent years — Finland was still 11th in the 2019 
World Economic Forum's global competitiveness ranking (Schwab 2019). In innovation-driven 
economies, businesses are knowledge-intensive, while efficiency-driven economies rely on 
economies of scale (see Schwab 2019). Finland is an innovation driven economy and ranks 
high among innovation indexes. For example, in 2020, Finland ranked 7th in the Global 
Innovation Index (GII2) among the 131 economies listed in the report and 6th among the 

 

1 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background 

2 https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pub—docs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2020/fi.pdf 
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European countries. However, entrepreneurship indexes show somewhat mixed results;  
According to World Bank Ease of Doing Business3 score, Finland ranks 20th and is among the 
best performing countries. Moreover, Finland ranks 11th, right behind Sweden, according to 
The Global Entrepreneurship Index (GEI, Acs et al. 2019). However, according to according to 
World Bank New Business Density4 (new registrations per 1,000 people ages 15-64) statistics, 
Finland has a lot to improve. Although, Finland scores higher than European Union average, 
it lags its nearest EU neighbours, the Nordic Countries and Estonia. There seems to be a social 
disconnect in social values related to entrepreneurship in Finnish context; According to GEI 
nearly 83% of the population believe entrepreneurs have high status and consider it as a good 
career choice; yet very few Finns end up starting up their own business. 

Since the late 1950's, Finland has experienced a strong trend toward urbanisation. While this 
occurred markedly later than in other European countries, Finland now clearly has a post-
industrial economy and a service-emphasising employment structure (OECD 2018). Across 
Finland, 86.4 % of the population lives in urban areas and economic activity and employment 
are even more concentrated in the cities. In the Oulu region, 84.0 % are urban-dwellers. This 
study's focus area is the rural Nivala-Haapajärvi region (Figure 1), where just 60.6 % of the 
population live in urban areas (Statistics Finland 2019).  

 

3 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.BUS.EASE.XQ?most_recent_value_desc=true 

4 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.BUS.NDNS.ZS?most_recent_value_desc=true 



 

THE NORTH & EAST FINLAND (POHJOIS-JA ITÄ-SUOMI) — NUTS2 REGION 

 

To provide insights into the  
impact of past shocks on this 
region's economy—and its 
relative resistance and recovery 
following these shocks—Figure 2 
presents an analysis of the GDP of 
each NUTS2 region of Finland. 
We can observe that Pohjois-ja 
Itä-Suomi was amongst the most 
negatively impacted regions, 
following the 2008 economic 
shock. Yet it subsequently 
recovered strongly, post-2009, 
relative to the other regions.    

However—despite its relatively 
strong recovery—the region, 
which had the country's lowest 
GDP per capita in 2007, still lags 
behind other Finnish regions. This 
can be observed in Figure 3. The 
region's GDP per capita was 83% 
of the national average in 2017. 
Still, this shows an improvement 
from 2007, when it was just 80% 
of the national average.  
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The proportion of the 
workforce employed across 
sectors, in the Pohjois-ja Itä-
Suomi region, is very similar to 
that of the overall Finish 
economy. Yet slightly more 
people are employed in the 
agriculture, forestry and 
fishing and public 
administration sectors of the 
region's economy. A lower 
proportion, in contrast, are 
employed in the region's 
information and 
communication and financial and insurance activities sectors.  

 

The age profile of the Pohjois- ja 
Itä-Suomi region is very similar 
to the national average; its 
average age is just one year 
higher than nationwide. Yet the 
proportion of older individuals is 
increasing, with a population 
spike over the age of 45. This is 
a national trend; yet it suggests 
potential issues for the region, 
relating to an aging workforce.   
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Figure 6 compares Pohjois-ja 
Itä-Suomi to the national 
average, regarding its 
engagement in high-technology 
employment from 2008–2018. 
As seen, the region has 
relatively lower levels of 
employment in high technology 
sectors and there is a relatively 
flat trend. There does not 
appear to be a convergence 
with the national average and 
values in 2017 and 2018 have 
dropped below their high point 
in 2008. 

Table 1, below, presents a brief comparison of the regions participating in this project. 
Significant variations can be observed across the regions—with the Southern region of Ireland 
standing out for its exceptionally high levels of GDP per capita and high-tech employment. 
Poland's Podkarpackie region has the lowest GDP per capita, while Lithuania's Vidurio ir 
vakaru Lietuvos regionas has the lowest level of high-tech jobs as a proportion of 
employment.    
 
Table 1: Comparison of Study Regions 

Region GDP - 2017 High Tech Emp % - 2018 

FI1D - Pohjois- ja Itä-Suomi 33,800 4.10% 
UKD3 - Greater Manchester 30,500 5.00% 

IE05 – Southern Region 74,700 7.40% 
LT02 - Vidurio ir vakaru Lietuvos regionas 12,400 1.50% 

PL82 - Podkarpackie 8,500 2.10% 
HU22 - Nyugat-Dunántúl 13,400 3.90% 

AT31 - Oberösterreich 43,100 3.00% 

ITC2 - Valle d'Aosta/Vallée d'Aoste 35,200 3.30% 
ES62 - Región de Murcia 20,600 1.60% 
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OULU REGION (NUTS3) AND NIVALA-HAAPAJÄRVI SUB-REGION (LAU1) 

The study case of the Nivala-Haapajärvi sub-region forms part of the Oulu region (i.e. the 
county of Northern Ostrobotnia). This, in turn, is part of North & East Finland at the NUTS2-
level, along with six other regions or counties at NUTS3 level. For example, at its longest, the 
driving distance through this sparsely populated region reaches 1200 kilometres. The Oulu 
region had 412,830 inhabitants in 2019, across a land area of 36,800 km², resulting in a 
population density of just 11.2 people per km². The region's population has grown steadily 
each year, from 1990–2019. Its population is relatively young; the average age is 40.5 and 
19.2 % of people are under the age of 15. The region's share of foreign citizens is just 2.2 % 
and nearly half the population (49%) lives in the same municipality in which they were born; 
most locals are thus very committed to their region.  

The private sector provides 59.3 % of all jobs in the region and 10.1 % of those employed are 
entrepreneurs. The municipalities, state and majority-state-owned companies provide 
another 36.1 % of the region's jobs. Economic development plans for the Oulu region have 
been focussed around large firms and clusters of firms; such firms are significant producers, 
employers and investors (Ahokas, 2010; Simonen et al., 2020).  

The city of Oulu is the provincial centre and the region's only larger city (Fig 1.) The Oulu city 
region is the key driver of population growth; nearly half the region's population lives in the 
city. The rest of the population is mainly located in the southern half of the region, within a 
dense network of small towns and rural settlements that have a low central place hierarchy 
(Fig 2). The Oulu region has been regarded as a significant area of innovation and offers high-
quality education (University of Oulu, Oulu University of Applied Science) and expertise. This 
is especially true in the fields of technology — namely, the IT and software industries — as 
well as in metal and forest-based industries (Council of Oulu Region 2019). It is an expertise-
filled, global and viable business-driven region, with the city of Oulu at the centre of its growth 
(Council of Oulu Region 2019). 

The Nivala-Haapajärvi sub-region is located to the south of the Oulu region. It consists of five 
predominantly rural municipalities: Haapajärvi, Kärsämäki, Nivala, Reisjärvi and Pyhäjärvi. In 
contrast to the Oulu region, the population of the Nivala-Haapajärvi sub-region has been 
constantly decreasing, mainly due to negative net migration (Table 2). The region has a lower 
education level than that of either Finland or the Oulu region, overall. The percentage of the 
population that has received higher education (11.2 %) is about half the regional average 
(20.8 %) (Statistics Finland 2021). Agriculture, forestry, and fishery comprise 14.2 % of the 
jobs at this sub-region, contrasting with much lower averages at the national and regional 
levels. 
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Figure 1 Nivala-Haapajärvi sub-region, as a part of arctic and rural North and East Finland 

Table 2. Population dynamics at the levels of Finland, the Oulu region and the Nivala-
Haapajärvi sub-region, in 2000–2019 (Statistics Finland 2021). 

  Year &  
period  Finland  Oulu region  

Nivala -
Haapajärvi sub -

region  

Population  

(N) 
 

2000 5,181,115 372,639 32,530 
2010 5,375,276 398,335 30,455 
2015 5,487,308 410,054 29,371 
2019 5,525,292 412,830 28,074 

average 
change per 

year (%)  

2000–2010 0.4 0.7 -0.6 
2010–2015 0.4 0.6 -0.7 
2015–2019 0.2 0.2 -1.1 

Annual net 
migration 

2000 0.05 0.2 -1.1 
2010 0.3 0.01 -0.9 
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share of 
population  

(%) 

2015 0.2 -0.1 -0.8 

2019 0.3 0.03 -1.1 

INDUSTRIAL RESTRUCTURING IN THE NIVALA-HAAPAJÄRVI SUB-REGION 

As the study case, the Nivala-Haapajärvi sub-region is interesting, a predominantly rural area 
that still hosts metal and manufacturing industries and exporting companies. The industry 
sector provided 15.2 % of all jobs in the sub-region in 2018, which is relatively high for a rural 
area and well over the national average of 12.8 % (Statistics Finland 2021). The sub-region has 
had a strong mining sector, providing 2.7 % of all jobs. Yet, following the unexpected closure 
of the Hitura mine and the loss of over 100 direct jobs, the sub-region is experiencing another 
structural change, this one anticipated: The closure of the significantly larger Pyhäsalmi mine, 
which produced zinc and copper. Pyhäsalmi mine has been a significant economic driver in 
the region, not just in terms of the jobs it has directly created but through its impact on 
employment in the services sector. In 2018, the mine alone provided about 240 direct jobs—
equalling 14 % of all jobs in the town of Pyhäjärvi town—and had a remarkable multiplicative 
effect on the town's service sector, as well as its public economy. While re-use activities for 
the mine site are both planned and already underway, their effect cannot yet be directly 
evaluated. Overall, although the sub-region is losing population, companies and jobs, the 
regional economy is growing by the growth of the remaining companies. This means that not 
just the region's relative numbers, but also its absolute economic numbers, are growing well 
(Table 3)  

In a regional survey targeting small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Northern 
Finland, Hänninen et al. (2018) found that these companies were seeking growth either in 
domestic business (43%) or in terms of employees (35%). Yet one out of seven SMEs was 
aiming at growth in exports. Thus, in spite of their peripheral location, many small companies 
are aiming at international success; companies like these are important for towns like 
Pyhäjärvi, especially at a time of structural change. 

Despite its being a rural region whose already sparse population is in decline, it also houses 
one of the Finland's largest technology parks, Nitek, in Nivala. Hosting 100 companies, Nitek's 
key strengths are its flexibility and well-functioning low threshold support services. It offers—
all on the same premises—technology services; business and economic development 
services; and a unit of the University of Oulu called the Kerttu Saalasti institute, which is an 
international research institute with a mission to provide evidence-based knowledge and 
education on micro-enterprises and their operating conditions. 

 



Oulu Regional Analysis 
          January 2021 

 

- 12 - 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Urban and rural settlement structure by 1×1 km population grid cells and distribution 
of jobs and unemployment rate in the Oulu region. 
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Table 3. Change in the number, employment and turnover of companies and their branches 
at the levels of Finland, the Oulu region and the Nivala-Haapajärvi sub-region. 

 
 Year &  

period  
Finland  Oulu region  

Nivala -Haapajärvi 
sub -region  

Companies 
and 

branches   

(N) 

2013 389,578 24,691 2,508 

2015 391,512 24,777 2,455 

2019 400,346 25,861 2,390 

change 
(%) 

2013-2015 0.5 0.3 -2.1 

2015-2019 2.3 4.4 -2.6 

Employees  

(person -
years)  
change 

(%) 

2013 1,472,245 94,201 6,126 

2015 1,422,013 92,547 5,863 

2019 1,524,397 100,569 5,741 

2013-2015 -3.4 -1.8 -4.3 

2015-2019 7.2 8.7 -2.1 

Turnover   

(M €) 

2013 393,947 19,560 980 

2015 379,766 19,763 983 

2019 442,759 24,231 1,064 

change 
(%) 

2013-2015 -3.6 1.0 0.3 

2015-2019 16.6 22.6 8.2 
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KEY POLICY PLAYERS IN THE OULU REGION 

This section describes how the policy ecosystem is connected in the Oulu region and how 
collaboration occurs around different schemes, initiatives and programmes. The information 
for this chapter was adapted from Struturalfund.fi & the Council of Oulu Region webpage.   

A single structural fund programme is being realised, throughout mainland Finland. This 
programme will include both European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and European 
Social Fund (ESF) activities. Finland's structural fund programme includes five policy lines that 
specifically support the competitiveness of SMEs and employment. Cross-cutting themes 
include the promotion of a low-carbon economy, sustainable development and parity and 
equality between the sexes. The structural fund programme will pursue the objectives of the 
Europe 2020 strategy. 

Sustainable Growth and Jobs 2014–2020—Finland's structural funds programme—has five 
priority axes and 13 specific objectives. North and East Finland comprise one of the country's 
least favoured regions. Due to the area's specific geographical challenges and development 
possibilities—along with its aging population structure and population decline across broad 
areas—two-thirds of all structural funds are focussed on this region that is inhabited by less 
than one-fourth of Finland's population. 

Yet these sparsely populated areas have significant development potential. These include, for 
example, the sustainable utilisation of natural resources and the application of arctic 
technology and expertise throughout Europe—as well as enabling the region itself to benefit 
from new global accessibility and transport options. Financing from the structural funds is 
thus focussed on leveraging these areas of potential. The regional plan for the North & East 
Finland supplements the national Sustainable Growth and Labour structural fund programme 
and provides details on how the programme will be realised within the region. The regional 
plan highlights the special characteristics of the region, and its key priorities, in terms of the 
programme's realisation.  

The area-specific realisation that takes place in counties (NUTS3) is based on the regional 
programme; this is further specified in the regional programme's implementation plan. All 
counties have their regional councils, in which all municipalities have members (with the 
number of representatives dependent on the number of inhabitants). The regional council 
holds the highest decision-making power, and each regional management committee 
coordinates structural fund activities throughout their own region. These committees also 
monitor and supervise the systematic realisation of structural fund programmes. The 
members of a regional management committee comprise representatives from different 
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trade unions and from the region's largest municipalities—along with other regional 
authorities. 

The development priorities (table 3) for the Oulu region have been defined in Northern 
Finland's ERDF programme objective diagramme for 2040, entitled 'North Ostrobothnians are 
creating the future'. The aim is to develop North Ostrobothnia into 'an expertise-filled, 
international and viable enterprise-driven region with Oulu, the north's largest urban area as 
its centre. The North Ostrobothnia region is characterised by wellbeing, a high standard of 
living and biodiversity'. 

 

Figure 3. Strategic priorities by council of Oulun region (Ministry of Employment and the 
Economy5). 

 

 

5 https://www.rakennerahastot.fi/web/en/north-ostrobothnia 
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