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1. Introduction

As we come to the end of the 20th century we are a confronting complex web of social and 
environmental issues on one hand and fierce economic competition on the other hand. In 
many fields there is a quest for new contents for policies. However, it may well be that the 
solutions to many of the contemporary wicked issues may not be found as directly as earlier 
believed in a search for correct answers, the creation of new models, design of creative in-
tended policies or appealing visions. Instead of these fairly straightforward measures the solu-
tions may also be found in the communicative (and more or less self-organising) processes of 
decision-making, policy-making, co-operation, knowledge creation etc., and thus we have 
proposed, and used ourselvesi, two hypotheses to work with in order to balance the current 
focus behind policy-oriented studies:  

- the quality of the policy processes is not given enough attention and thus many of the 
shortcomings faced in local development policy-making are largely due to the fact that 
policy makers have had too strong a faith in the basic assumptions of classical strategic 
planning 

- strategic policy-making is to be balanced by concentrating more on the quality of policy 
processes.  
(Sotarauta & Linnamaa 1997a and 1997b)  

To better understand many faces of policy processes, we need more process oriented studies, 
and as Forester (1993) argues, more stories should be told and analysed. 

We have dealt with above general level hypotheses in a study focusing on local development 
policies in three Finnish city-regions and three town-regions, and found them relevant not on-
ly from the scientific point of view but also from the policy-makers’ point of view. In this 
briefing we deal with the changing context that has drawn both our and policy-makers’ atten-
tion towards quality of policy processes. We first describe the evolution of the Finnish local 
development activities, second we consider the demands contemporary societal changes raise 
for local economic development policies, and third we evaluate how current developments 
affect local development policy-making and raise the question about crossing the many bor-
ders.  
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2. The Evolution of Local Economic Development Policies in Finland 
 
In Finland, since the mid 60’s the state has tried to avoid regional disparities by active region-
al policy. (see more about Finnish regional policy in Mønnesland 1994 and Sotarauta 1997.) 
In addition to the state’s active influence on local and regional development municipalities 
have been able to use their own resources to promote local economic development. Partly this 
is due to Finland’s long tradition of local self-government legislation dating back to the mid 
19th century. In the 90’s the municipalities’ role in promotion of local development has been 
increasing. Before taking a somewhat more detailed look at current issues, we take a glance at 
an evolution of local development policies in Finland. 
 
Active promotion of local economic development did not originate at the same time all over 
the country. It depended on the path according along which each municipality was develop-
ing. In many cases structural changes activated municipal efforts to influence their own de-
velopment. (e.g. Ehrstedt 1994, 45; Nupponen 1986, 135 - 136; Turunen et al. 1990, 22.) Be-
fore the World War II Finnish municipalities were not active in the field of promotion of local 
economic development. Efforts were mainly targeted on increasing professional and voca-
tional training. (Turunen et al. 1990, 33 - 34.) After the war there was an increasing need to 
deliberately promote local economic development due to the fact that after meeting the war 
indemnities and finishing the reconstruction period employment opportunities began to fall. In 
addition, migration flows from the countryside towards cities accelerated, and hence the im-
portance of more active policies at the local level became obvious. (Eskelinen 1974, 291.)  
 
Nevertheless, in the 50’s and 60’s municipalities concentrated mainly on creating the basic 
infrastructure needed by local business. However, already in the 60’s, some municipalities 
provided firms with industrial sites and premises to be hired out or bought cheaply. At the 
turn of 60’s and 70’s most of the municipalities became more active in their efforts to pro-
mote local economic development because of major change of occupational structure and mi-
gration flows to urban-regions. Municipalities began to support firms more directly by provid-
ing them with loans and guarantees etc. (Koski 1988, 5.) At the same time the number of mu-
nicipal officers and boards working on promotion of industry, business, trade and occupation 
increased. 
 
In the 70’s promotion of local economic development began to be seen from a more compre-
hensive point of view. It was seen more as a shared issue for every branch of the municipal 
organisation, and more emphasis was also laid on efforts that were not directly targeted at the 
development of the manufacturing sector. In the late 70’s unemployment rose, and thus acti-
vated development efforts further. In fact, with the growth of big industries declining at that 
time, many of the traditional industrial municipalities only then began deliberately to promote 
local development. (Nupponen 1986, 15-16.) 
 
In the 80’s, structural changes, the first signs of the emergence of the information society, 
economy, efficiency and management by results characterised the new phase in local devel-
opment policies. At that time strategic planning arrived in Finnish public policy-making, and, 
together with strategies, visions and strategic aims, self-reliance became the key-word in 
many of the writings and speeches. The focus was widened to cover all the sources of liveli-
hood and not only the manufacturing sector, as was the case earlier in most of the municipali-
ties. (Nupponen 1986; Turunen et al. 1990.) In addition, more stress was laid on intangible 
measures. Municipalities started to implement development projects focusing on such issues 
as raising the know-how of local enterprises, encouraging entrepreneurship in general, pro-
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moting business supporting business (accounting, consultation etc.). In the 80’s, tangible and 
intangible development efforts were implemented concurrently. 
 
In the 90’s many societal changes have influenced local policies and stressed their signifi-
cance. Globalization, fierce international competition, Finland joining the EU, the public sec-
tor’s changing role, the breakthrough of information technologies and severe recession at the 
beginning of 90’s have left their mark on the Finnish practices. Because of the recession the 
unemployment level rose and, even if it has been decreasing since the mid 90’s, it is still 
highii. 
 
In addition to the measures used in the 80’s such issues as creation of innovative milieusiii, 
promotion of internationalization of firms, promotion of R&D development, promotion of co-
operation between companies and educating local people to meet new competence require-
ments have been stressed. Nowadays Finnish local development policy is based on a network-
like mode of action in which several interest groups take part. In addition, it seems to be evi-
dent that there is no “third party” to control the network, but rather there is a process control-
ling itself, in which power does not refer only to traditional direct authoritative power, but to 
the power that is gained by an ability to argue and communicate, to see the logic other actors 
depend on, to see and understand their goals and strategies, and to find natural touching-
points between strategies, i.e. to create local development in co-operation with many organi-
sations in a continuous strategy process. In this work the municipalities’ role is to locate pos-
sible partners, and to convince them to become in some way involved in local development 
partnerships. As for example Kautonen and Schienstock (1997) state, the “hidden hand” of the 
City of Tampere organises and initiates many core actitivities in the field of technology poli-
cy. Of course, there are big differences between municipalities in how they see their role in 
the promotion of local development. 
 
In addition, a fairly significant trend of the 90’s is the increasing sub-regional co-operation 
between municipalities. The reason for its increase is the formal introductioniv of sub-regions 
in the new Regional Development Act (1994), and the small size of municipalities. With the 
new Regional Development Act local government has gained more importance in regional 
policyv. The new Act splits the responsibility for institutional regional development efforts 
between state and municipalities. (Horttanainen 1994; Sotarauta 1997.) 
 
Sub-regional co-operation in the promotion of local development started only in the 80’svi on 
a voluntary basis. However, in the 90’s it is becoming a significant part of local activities, and 
several different solutions in organising co-operation have been created. The experiences and 
success vary greatly between sub-regions. By co-operation municipalities try to compile their 
resources and co-ordinate their activities better. 
 
As is indicated above, in the 90’s interactive and communicative modes of policy-making 
have been emphasised according to principles of partnership and networks, and thus the local 
development policy can be defined to be a local and sub-regional level communicative pro-
cess, in which different aims and strategies of many actors are reconciled, and various inter-
ests balanced, and touching-points and concrete means between many objectives are constant-
ly looked for and co-ordinated. In this definition we have used such terms as “to reconcile”, 
“to balance” and “to co-ordinate”, because it is doubtful if in a network-like mode of action it 
is possible to base strategic planning on shared vision and shared will (even if it is constantly 
stressed in the Finnish policy discourse), if reciprocal interests are not taken into account. In a 
way local development policy has become, drawing on Hoppe’s definition, “a never ending 
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series of communications and strategic moves by which various actors in loosely coupled fo-
rums of public deliberation construct intersubjunctive meanings. These meanings are continu-
ally translated into collective projects, plans, actions, and artefacts, which become the issues 
in the next cycle of political judgement and meaning constructions and so on”. (Hoppe 1993, 
77)  
 
The evolution of the Finnish local development policies is summarised in Table 1. 
 
TABLE 1. The evolution of the Finnish local development policies 
 

 1950   2000 

straightforward industrial policy -> comprehensive local development policy 
few means to promote development -> versatile selection of means 
few municipalities active -> basically every municipality active in 

one way or another 
one-dimensional organisational structure: 
usually board and official within munici-
pal organisation.  

-> versatile selection of organisational so-
lutions: municipal companies, inter-
municipal federations, joint companies 
with other municipalities, boards, of-
ficer, loose networks etc. 

“do it alone” relations - activities within 
existing public systems, individual deci-
sions in individual municipalities 

-> co-arrangements - co-operation, co-
planning, co-steering, co-managing, co-
producing, co-allocation - networks, 
clusters, etc. 

 
 
3. An Acute Need to Cross Many Borders 
 
One of the most challenging features of the changes described above is to forge systems of 
local governance in support of various organisations engaged in the promotion of local eco-
nomic development to be able at the same time to compete, to co-operate and create function-
ing networks with other regions and localities, and to take into account social and environ-
mental effects. Hence, as Cooke (1995, 19) points out, in the 1990’s, the key policy recom-
mendation is that the regional and local competitive edge rests on a successful interlining of 
local and regional networks with global networks. And successful interlining requires a policy 
process of good quality (see Sotarauta & Linnamaa 1997a and 1997b). It seems evident that 
new concepts and the thinking behind them are reforming Finnish policy-making, too, even if 
many of the practical solutions are still open.  
 
In the 90’s, it seems that the only way to cope with the current pace of changes is to accept 
and benefit from an increasing interplay between actors. We are moving on towards a system 
of governance that leads to a multiple overlapping negotiation system between various actors 
at different levels. However, the question about adapting a new more communicative and in-
teractive way of solving problems and designing policies is not only a technical question. It is 
very much a matter of mental models, the culture of policy-making and managing. We would 
argue that there is a lack of relevant scientific results and models of how to cross various insti-
tutional, sectoral, organizational and territorial borders that block the new ways of thinking 
and acting. Thus many of the high flying new models, visions and strategies designed for (and 
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with) policy-makers by the academics and consultants easily become redundant. In many of 
the writings related to the new interactive models the focus has been somewhat overly posi-
tive drawing on theoretical considerations and many of the bottlenecks of the practical situa-
tions have been relegated in the background. In practice, according to our view, to be able to 
foster the emergence of learning regions, it is as important to understand the many barriers 
that are blocking the new models as it is to create new concepts stressing the need to take new 
directions. 
 
Borders as barriers 
 
Having been thwarted by the experiences gained in instrumentally oriented planning practices 
policy-makers are looking for new solutions. The communicative turn in planning (see e.g. 
Healey 1992, 1995, 1997; Forester 1989, 1993; and Fischer & Forester 1993), network man-
agement (Kickert et al 1997) and modern views on governance (e.g. Kooiman 1993, Pekonen 
1995) have lot of potential to tackle new demands, but there is a danger of Utopian idealism 
included in them too. As Sager (1994, 23) states, in planning theory the planners were ex-
pected to have a virtually unlimited calculative capacity, and in communicative planning it 
seems that they are expected to have a virtually unlimited communicative capacity. As we 
have accepted that such things as constraints of time, resources and knowledge limit instru-
mental rationalism, we must also see and understand how power and conflicts limit the ideal 
of communicative action. (see Forester 1993.). We can rest neither on elitist assumptions of 
restricted policy processes nor on pluralist assumptions of totally open ones, and therefore 
various borders that inhibit the policy processes from flowing with maximum efficiency 
should be defined, framed and crossed. Borders can be tangible borders such as institutional, 
sectoral, organizational and territorial borders, or intangible borders due more to human ina-
bilities. 
 
In the policy process borders as barriers are an ubiquitous problem. Most of the time some of 
them are clearly visible, but in many cases it is difficult to define them in advance, see their 
true nature, and thus one of the main aims in communicative planning oriented research could 
be to identify possible policy borders that function as barriers, and especially identify where 
and how they emerge, in what ways they are faced and crossed. In Table 2, we have made a 
tentative classification about borders as barriers and some means to cross them. 
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TABLE 2. Borders as barriers and means to cross them 
 

 Borders as barriers Means to cross the borders 

Intangible 
borders 

Intangible borders are mainly reflected on men-
tal level. They include such issues as:  
•  incompatibility (i.e. no fit between organi-

zations) 
•  isolationism (i.e. some actors may focus 

only on their own objectives and results) 
• lack of adequate information flow between 

partners 
• infidelity (i.e. actors may not prefer partners 

to other actors)  
• prejudiced attitudes towards other actor 
• incomprehension (caused e.g. by language 

used) 
• lack of discipline (i.e. some actors may not 

respect “the written and hidden rules” of the 
network) 

• impecunity (not every actor is able to con-
tribute to the co-operative process)  

• protection of one's own territory 
 (Cooke 1996; Sotarauta 1993). 

The question about crossing intangible bor-
ders requires more a communicative, inter-
active and processual approach on policy-
making. It is not only a technical question. 
It is very much a matter of the culture of 
planning. 

Tangible  
borders 

• Institutional borders 
 - Borders between various established 

societal institutions  
• Sectoral borders 
 - Borders between various administrative 

sectors in public administration 
• Organizational borders 
 - Borders between decision-making and 

action of various organisations, public 
and private  

• Territorial borders 
 - Borders drawn on maps - between 

states, regions, municipalities etc.  

In industrial and innovation policies efforts 
are made to cross the tangible borders e.g. 
by 
•  development plans (programming), 
• implementing various programmes (e.g. 

Centre of Excellence programme), 
• committees, task forces, working parties 

etc. 
• development projects 

 
It must be noted that various borders create barriers to policy processes, but on the other hand 
without borders processes would diverge too much. In addition it must be noted that borders 
are always created and designed by human beings, and one of the tasks of borders is to define 
who is included and who is not. Such definitions do not necessarily become barriers if they 
remain dynamic reflecting changing situations, and thus they are an essential part of dynamic 
local governance. If they become static, they may become barriers in local governance.  
 
If borders are to be crossed, it seems that there is less scope for direct policy interventions. 
Instead, there is an increasing need to involve a pluralistic mixture of public, private, volunta-
ry and community organizations and interest groups, drawn together in issue-based rather 
than institution-based policy arenas. (Benington, 1994, 33.) In Finland, many of the instituti-
onal and administrative borders have been reconsidered, but still there are many intangible 
borders to cross. They can be found between ministries, municipalities, public and private 
sectors, etc. In Finland, in the 90’s, many efforts have been made to reorganise policy-
making. Now we need more emphasis on the intangible side of the coin, on border crossing 
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action. What we need is a more communicative planning rooted mode of action behind and 
within the formal structures. 
 
According to our research it seems that one of the most important bottlenecks in the efforts to 
cross the many borders is that interdependence between tangible and intangible borders has 
not been seen. Many time only tangible borders are focused and intangible borders have frus-
trated the efforts. For example, in the northern Tampere region the major obstacles in the 
communicative co-operation process between municipalities are prejudiced attitudes towards 
other municipalities, protection of one's own territory, fear of merging of local governments, 
and fear of losing autonomy, and in this case, mainly mental level barriers were in practice 
reflected as both territorial and organisational borders, and thus the quality of the co-operative 
policy process was rather poor. (Sotarauta 1993.) In the case of border crossing action in 
Tampere city-region, the worst obstacles to a free flow of policy process were the lack of un-
derstanding for the partners’ view, protection of one's own territory, prejudiced and old-
fashioned attitudes toward other municipalities and fear of working for the others and not 
benefitting themselves. According to our analyses such issues cannot be reduced simply by 
formulating better policies or organisational models. (see Sotarauta & Linnamaa 1997a; 
1997b.) Based on these observations the questions about co-operation, networks, clusters, etc. 
should be seen from a more flexible point of view. There are not only organizational or terri-
torial borders to cross, but a manifold web of borders that are reflected in many ways in prac-
tical situations. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
In addition to new intended policies and organizational models, i.e. new answers, that we are 
sometimes desperately in search of, the core questions may rather be in how human beings are 
able to agree on a) what is the issue and how to redefine it in order to work together, b) how 
to approach the redefined issue, from what direction to approach, and with what framework 
approach is possible, and c) how to be able to create such an approach that empowers relevant 
actors having some interest in the issue in question to participate in the policy process from 
their own standpoints. Our view is that policy-making is to be balanced by concentrating 
more on the quality of communicative policy processes without forgetting the many important 
content and context related issues.  
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i See Sotarauta & Linnamaa (1997a and 1997b) 
ii In 1994, the unemployment rate was 18.4 %, compared to 3.4 % in 1990. In 1996 the unemployment rate was 
16.3 % (Statistics Finland).  
iii Perhaps not in the sense indicated in the theories, and the best cases, but in most of the intended strategies the 
focus is on networking, clusters, innovation, etc. 
iv The formal sub-regional division created in the early 90’s was based on the one hand on travel to work -areas 
and on the other hand it was largely based on the existing co-operative situation. Under the new Regional Devel-
opment Act sub-regions form the smallest regional policy unit. 
v In addition the new Local Government Act (1995) and some other reforms have widened the self-government 
of local government 
vi However, there are some cases where such co-operation dates back to the 50’s. 


