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The Role of Enterprises in Non-Governmentally Organised Research Network in Periphery: 
Results from Epanet Network in South Ostrobothnia, Finland 
 
 
This is a case study of Finnish experiences in developing a periphery area through higher 
education and research work. The data was formed in ten-year period (1999–2009) in the 
research network Epanet that is accomplished in the region of South Ostrobothnia, Finland. The 
main focus of this presentation will be laid in the role of enterprises.  
 
 
Universities play an important role in the Finnish development system. But it was not possible to 
create a new university in the region because in Finland all the universities are governmental 
institutions and no plans to establish such institutions of higher learning existed – quite the 
opposite. Thus, another kind of solution had to be found.  
 
In the South Ostrobothnian model the core of the development concept was in research groups, lead 
by university professors. They were implemented in periphery area where no main campuses 
existed. The areas of research were selected in order to best contribute the regional development of 
South Ostrobothnia. The emphasis was laid in the applied research and development work and in 
the expanding branches of the region. Nationally new, interdisciplinary, applied subjects were 
preferred. Finally, five categories of research were chosen: material technology, information 
technology, business administration, food industry, and welfare. At least three research 
professorships were established in each branch. The professors were and are leading research teams 
of 3–5 people. Thus, a new research power of sixty researchers was achieved by the network. 
Several disciplines and universities formed a rich community stretching its contacts to academic 
world far beyond any regional and national frontiers. Seinäjoki Science Park, located by the river in 
the city of Seinäjoki, forms the spatial core of the research community.  
 
 
The results of the ten-year experience in South Ostrobothnia 
 
A network of six universities and 16 university professorships was accumulated in the first phase of 
the network, 1999–2008. Because of the lack of a solid governmental funding the whole basic 
structure was contrived in project form and financed by un unbelievable compilation of 96 private 
enterprises, 21 municipalities and 24 public organisations such as the Regional Council of South 
Ostrobothnia, the Employment and Economic Development Centre of South Ostrobothnia, the 
Provincial Government of West Finland, the Regional Centre Programme, Seinäjoki Polytechnic, 
universities, and the Ministry of Education. European Union was the main financier in most of the 
projects by means of Objective 2 and 3 Programmes. The total funding of the basic structure during 
its first five-year periods, 2001–2008, (44 projects in all) rose to 9.44 million euros. The 



proportional division between different groups of financiers is presented in figure 1. 
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Figure 1. The proportions of funding, Epanet I (2000–2008) 
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Figure 2. The proportions of funding, Epanet II (2007–2014) 
 



 
The second phase of Epanet is currently under accomplishment. The network is now carried out 
through 28 projects in 2007–2014. The sum of their budgets is approximately 11.5 million. An 
estimation of the division is presented in figure 2.   
 
Even the most distinguished professor is not able to improve a region or a branch alone, nor do the 
17 professors together. A certain spread effect has been needed in the form of wider networks and 
groups of researchers. All the South Ostrobothnian professors have been generating research and 
development projects as part of their work. The spread effect has been realized. The regional impact 
of professor network has been multiplied by the researchers working in the generated projects.  
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Figure 3. The funding of the research work in Epanet network (2001–2009). 
The data of 2009 is incomplete including information during nine months only (from January 
to September). The basic funding of professorships is complete. 
 
 
Some of the researchers have been working with their advanced studies; some others have made 
development projects or product development work. The basic work of a professor is composed of 
generating new research projects, directing the generated group and tutoring the researchers. 
 
In 2009, every Epanet professor had a group of researchers. The smallest groups consisted of three 
researchers; the largest already had more than ten members. The impact of these groups can be seen 
in growing research and development activities of the region. The funding of the basic structure of 
the network – i.e. the professors and the coordination of the network – can be seen as a fundamental 
investment to the future. In the next cycle the leverage of funding has been independently generated 



from national and international sources by the professors and the members of their groups. At the 
same time, the impact of the network has been actively spread all over the industries of the region 
by the members of research groups who were living and working in South Ostrobothnia. 
 
The funding sources of the whole Epanet network can be seen in the figure 4. 
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Figure 4. The funding of Epanet research groups. 
The total does not include the basic funding of professorships and research directors. 
The funding of research groups was almost completely of project nature. Most of it was 
originated in national sources. The remarkable percentage of personal subsidies (merely 
stipends) (9%) is a conspicuous detail. 
 
Some characteristic parameters of the influence of Epanet research groups during the first ten year 
period: 
– 24 postgraduate degrees was made by the members of research groups (19 doctoral theses, 5 
licentiate examinations). 
– 242 research and development projects were accomplished in 2002–2009. 
– The total funding of the generated projects was 13.5 million euros. The costs of the basic structure 
are not included in this number; neither are included the funding of the projects that were generated 
outside of the region. 
– Research cooperation was made in 50 countries; half of the contacts were directed to the EU. 
– Research groups caught funding from several EU programmes, most of the Finnish Ministries, 
tens of foundations and more than 150 enterprises. 
– More than 1.700 publications were produced; 426 of them were published in refereed series. Most 
of the publications were written in English. Besides, results were popularized in Finnish in more 
than 1.250 publications.  



– At the end of 2009, fifteen professors and 44 researchers were employed in research projects in 
South Ostrobothnia. Besides, 36 researchers were employed in some other regions. 41 employees 
were working with their doctoral theses. 
 
 
The coinciding interests as the basis for the network 
 
Surely, the South Ostrobothnian concept is not easily repeatable. The institutional constellation is 
always unique, and much of the success also depends on individuals. There hardly exist solutions 
that could fit at once and for all situations everywhere.  
 
However, some reasons behind the success of the South Ostrobothnian concept are worth noticing.  
The role of strong municipalities. Municipalities are a crucial actor in Finnish development 
system. They are economically strong having also a right to collect taxes. The larger part of Finnish 
public sector is accomplished by municipalities. They are responsible for example for the 
arrangements of health care and of a large part of school system. The most important regional 
bodies (i.e. the Regional Councils) are formed by municipalities.  
 
All the municipalities of the South Ostrobothnia region have joined in the coordinating University 
Association and also the Regional Council of South Ostrobothnia has been committed to contribute 
the concept. All the municipalities have been funding the network both directly and through the 
Regional Council. Some of them have committed to a certain specific area of research. Such 
prioritisation have been made for example by Seinäjoki (in popular music and architecture), 
Kauhajoki (in logistics), and Jalasjärvi (in polymetric composites). 
 
The interest of enterprises. The region is characterised by the high number of small and micro-
sized enterprises specialised in traditional branches of business processing wood, metal or food. The 
commitment of private sector was tested in their interest to fund the professor network. In two five 
years periods 127 enterprises have joined the network as donators, without a direct payback from 
the investment. This is a powerful sign of their commitment to the concept. We will soon have a 
deeper look into their motives and roles. 
 
The South Ostrobothnian University Network Epanet could not have been succeeded without the 
interest of universities. From their point of view there exist a number of seductive aspects in the 
concept: it offers possibilities to produce new scientific knowledge, i.e. more professors, more 
researchers, more doctoral theses and other publications. The incentives for individuals, especially 
for young and productive researchers, have also been of great importance. The research network has 
offered them opportunities to yield more academic credits and merits. 
 
Obviously, all the above mentioned interests – at least – have to be coincided in South 
Ostrobothnian research network in order to have made it work. The various interests had to coincide 
in a common will. Besides, a functional, reliable structure for the coordination of the network was 
needed. To this demand an interesting solution was created in the network: the coordination was 
given to a civil organisation.  
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Figure 5. Constructing a successful network in research network Epanet.  
In order to success, a network needs a functional, reliable structure and a common will even if 
they were built on differing interests. 
 
 
The Epanet research is supporting regional industrial structure 
 
One of the most important reasons behind the success of the South Ostrobothnian concept is the 
role of the enterprises of the area. The region is characterised by the high number of small and 
micro-sized enterprises in traditional branches of business (wood, metal and food). They have not 
had a tradition to search and adapt academic knowledge. The research network lowered the 
boundaries between academic world and small and medium sized enterprises. 
 
The emphasis in the research network was laid on the applied research and product development 
related to the five sectors of expansion in South Ostrobothnia. Also the universities have taken this 
into account in their fields of research in the network. Besides the traditional regional fields of (1) 
food industry and (2) material technology projects were prioritised in (3) the applications of 
information technology, (4) welfare, and (5) business administration. These fields of research were 
chosen in order to best contribute the existing industrial structure of the region.  
 
For an illustration, there are three professorships of food industry situated in Seinäjoki (Consumer 
behaviour on food industry, Food chains and food safety, Food development). Food industry is one 
of the main fields of expertise in the area. The professorship in concept management has been 



connected directly to the furniture industry of the Suupohja area and especially to the Design Center 
Sella in Jurva. 
 
 
The motives of enterprises to participate in the network 
 
Enterprises have paid approximately one fifth of the total cost of the basic structure in Epanet 
network. They are not buying consultation with their money. All the results of the network are 
public, freely utilised by whoever may be concerned. This is the basic rule in academic, publically 
funded research work in Finland. However, the enterprises have found the participation useful in 
many ways.  The motives to participate were asked in 24 thematic interviews in the autumn 2006 
when the Research and Innovation Programme for University Network Epanet in South 
Ostrobothnia for Years 2007–2013 was made. 
 
The enterprises had three kinds of motives for participation: some of them had the need for 
information. They either had a need of some specific solutions in their everyday problems or they 
were looking for entrance to research world on a more general level. The network offered easy 
access to high-level research projects. As a member of the network an enterprise gets familiar with 
research world, its actual themes, its practises and contents. The personal contacts between 
researchers and entrepreneurs may also have an important role. Although the Epanet professors 
were wrought out as part of academic projects the participating enterprise also expected to tie such 
connections to clever individuals in research groups that could be of great importance in future. The 
more practical development projects are easier to accomplish with “own men” – with the 
researchers that one already knows well. The following cooperation may consist of more practical 
projects, such as the product development of a specific good. 
 
Some enterprises were also interested in developing their branch of industry as a whole. This 
being the case, they were aiming at advantages in far longer future. The input in research work now 
should advance the further progress of their branch of industry. Both points of views – the need for 
information and developing the branch – were seemed to serve for the better competitiveness of the 
firm. 
 
A smaller number of enterprises were also interested in general development of the region. They 
want to support the common business of the region. The advantages, however, seldom are 
imaginary only. Commerce, banking and publishing houses, for example, are more profitable when 
the region has more inhabitants and business activities on whatever branch of expertise. What 
matters is that there are activities in the region. It is not so important on what branch of industry has 
the most activities. From this point of view, popular music, metal engineering, architecture, and 
polymer matrix composites technology are of equal importance. Euro is always a euro. 
 
 
The role of enterprises in research network 
 
The enterprises had a four-dimensional role in the research network: (1) they were closely 
connected to the planning of the research projects. The first proposal of a research area was usually 
made by a firm or an organisation representing local entrepreneurs. A non-governmental civil 
organisation (University Association of South Ostrobothnia) had an intermediating role between 
enterprises, universities and municipalities. Association made consultations with enterprises as 
early as a proposal of a research area was presented. 
 



(2) The firms were also sponsoring the research work. About one fifth of the total cost of the 
professorships was financed by enterprises in 1999–2009. (3) The financing enterprises had an 
essential role in the steering groups of the professor projects of five years term. Actually, all the 
chairmen of the steering groups were chosen among the cooperating enterprises. Finally, (4) the 
firms were also utilising the research results in their everyday work.  
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