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Introduction
Working life is in a state of accelerating change, which poses many challenges for com-

panies. In the future, successful companies will be the ones that recognise that skilled 

and motivated personnel are a company’s most important asset. These companies in-

vest in continuous learning at work, and prepare for their future competence needs. By 

developing the competence of personnel, companies can respond to the changes aris-

ing from technological changes, as well as support the company’s socially responsible 

growth. As such, the company promotes a working culture that values people and im-

proves wellbeing. However, for small and medium enterprises (SMEs), the resources and 

skills available are not sufficient to promote continuous learning, which can threaten the 

development of companies and the vitality of cities.

 

The Urban Growth Vantaa project developed solutions particularly for the challeng-

es of working life that Vantaa faces. In Vantaa, companies are facing a challenge due to 

their low level of competence compared to other large cities in Finland. One third of the 

workforce is in the labour market without a post-comprehensive school education. At 

the same time, shifts in working life and technological development change the way we 

work. The majority of new jobs are in SMEs, but many SMEs find it challenging to support 

continuous learning.
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Urbaania kasvua vantaa project

Goal
The project seeks to create new solution 

proposals for the upskilling of company 

personnel, preparing for technological 

changes and increasing employment. 

These proposals support the develop-

ment of small and medium enterprises 

and accelerate their sustainable growth.

Why
One third of the workforce in 

Vantaa is in the labour market 

without a post-comprehensive 

school education.

Who
Random sample of approximately 

390 companies operating in Vantaa 

with 10–200 employees.

Where and when
Vantaa 1/2019 - 7/2022

How
Developing service packages (Growth 

Deals) for the needs of SMEs to sup-

port their growth and social responsi-

bility.

Growth Deals
1. Recruitment and training of workforce

2. Updating the competence of personnel

3. Supporting the processes of techno-

logical changes and coaching for compe-

tence development

Funding
80% UIA Jobs and Skills programme, 

20% stakeholders’ own funding. Ur-

ban Innovative Actions (UIA) is an 

initiative of the European Commis-

sion, funded with the ERDF.

Budget
EUR 5 million

URBAN GROWTH VANTAA 
PROJECT PARTNERS

Main coordinator
City of Vantaa 

 Economic Development Services 

 Employment Services

Educational institutions
Laurea University of Applied Sciences

Metropolia University of Applied Sciences 

Vantaa Vocational College Varia 

Helsinki Region Chamber of Commerce

Research institutes
ETLA

LABORE

Partner companies
Finnair Cargo Ltd.

InfoCare Ltd.

ISS Services Ltd.

Solteq Plc.

Vantaan tilapalvelut Vantti Ltd.
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Workforce supply and demand
Many companies face the challenge of 

finding the right employees. There may be 

deficiencies in recruitment competence, 

which can easily lead to poor job match-

ing. It is especially important for compa-

nies in industries suffering from a labour 

shortage to recruit people through differ-

ent channels and make sure they tap into 

the full workforce potential. New compe-

tence needs can be met through the up-

skilling of existing personnel.

Digitalisation
Digitalisation poses challenges for em-

ployees’ competence and the company’s 

ability to manage change. Making use of 

new technologies is an essential part of 

a company’s competitiveness. It requires 

companies to have courage and curiosity, 

and to engage in continuous develop-

ment – one digital step at a time.

Continuous learning
A working adult in a changing business 

environment must continuously devel-

op their competence. This also requires 

competence management from compa-

nies, particularly for supporting employ-

ees in continuous learning and prepar-

ing for future competence needs.

Social responsibility of compa-
nies
Companies are expected to operate re-

sponsibly and with an employee-driven 

work culture. By improving the compe-

tence of personnel, a company can sup-

port the employees’ capacity for change 

and work, as well as their wellbeing. Ad-

ditionally, making use of the diverse la-

bour potential is a profitable and socially 

responsible business practice.

Changing working life
Companies’ business environments are 

rapidly changing, so keeping up with 

the changes requires updating ways of 

working and developing the compe-

tence of personnel. This requires the 

company and personnel to be flexible, 

agile, resilient, bold and innovative.

The Urban Growth Vantaa project sought 
solutions for the rapidly evolving challeng-

es of working life.
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The challenges of the low level of competence of the Vantaa workforce are part of 

a complex problem for which there are no easy solutions. As such, intersectional 

cooperation and systemic solutions are required. The Urban Growth Vantaa project is 

one of the flagship projects of the City of Vantaa, making use of co-creation methods 

and seeking solutions for upskilling company personnel, increasing employment and 

meeting the competence needs arising from technological changes. The project 

partners, representing a wide variety of sectors, include: the City of Vantaa, educational 

institutions, research institutes and companies operating in Vantaa.

Three service packages, or Growth Deals, were co-created during the project. The 

purpose of the Growth Deals is to simultaneously support business growth and social 

responsibility. Growth Deal 1 offered companies services supporting recruitment, as 

well as training and coaching services supporting growth. Growth Deal 2 supported 

companies in competence development. The service package consisted of company-

specific group coaching and professional skill development services. Growth Deal 3’s 

services supported companies in promoting technological change projects and the 

development of competence management methods.

Agile testing methods were used in the development of the Growth Deal services. The 

services were first tested in the partner companies participating in the project. Then, the 

services were developed further and used in pilot testing in SMEs operating in Vantaa. 

The experiences from previous Growth Deals were harnessed in the development of the 

following Growth Deals.

Growth Deal 1

Recruitment and training of workforce

Growth Deal 1 combined recruitment services supporting the 

acquisition of new employees with training and coaching services 

supporting growth. The goal was to particularly support companies 

that have faced obstacles to growth due to a lack of new personnel.

Growth Deal 2

Updating the competence of personnel

Growth Deal 2 supported companies’ sustainable growth by devel-

oping the competence of personnel. The service package consist-

ed of company-specific coaching services focusing on identified 

business development issues. The Growth Deal also included ser-

vices for the development of employees’ professional skills.

Supporting the processes of 
technological changes and coaching 
for competence development

Growth Deal 3

Growth Deal 3 supported companies in technological changes. The 

expert services offered to companies focused on advancing the 

companies’ ongoing technological transformation projects, as well 

as competence management.
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The project has been a unique journey with many lessons, and a testing ground 

for a diverse set of services. Based on the lessons learned from the project, 

we have compiled the New Competencies for Growth publication to serve as 

a pragmatic introduction to anyone interested in developing and supporting 

the competence of SMEs. These lessons are useful for the management, HR 

and employees of SMEs, as well as organisations interested in developing SME 

competence and supporting sustainable growth.

The first part of the New Competencies for Growth publication discusses 

competence development from an individual’s perspective. An understanding 

of working adults and their different needs and wishes is helpful for finding 

ways to support the continuous learning of adults. The second part discusses 

competence development from the perspective of a company’s sustainable 

growth and competence management. It is particularly intended for the 

management and HR specialists of SMEs who want to improve the company’s 

capacity for change and develop their competence management methods.

The third part introduces the digital tools developed in the project, which can 

be used to support the company’s processes of competence development. The 

fourth part introduces the key lessons from the project’s service development 

and co-creation work, as well as experiences from its impact assessment. It is 

intended for projects, organisations and service providers that support the 

sustainable growth and development of SMEs.

Working adults and 
continuous learning

Succeeding in the development  
and management of competence

Digital tools supporting the 
processes of competence development

Supporting service design 
through co-creation



Working adults and 
continuous learning
In order to enable continuous learning and create new and effective 

practices, the needs of individuals (working adults) must be taken 

into account. An understanding of the starting points of working 

adults helps in creating a company culture that supports learning 

and competence development.

Continuous learning 
challenges working adults

Supervisor support methods 
for employees’ continuous learning
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Continuous learning challenges working adults
The accelerating change of working life challenges working adults to constantly learn 

new information and skills. Because of this, continuous learning reforms have been 

implemented on the national and regional levels. However, approaching the issue only 

from the perspective of education and training providers will not solve the problem of 

continuous learning. An understanding of working adults and their different needs and 

wishes is helpful for finding effective ways to support the continuous learning of adults.

Working adults’ starting points for continuous learning

Self-management in seeking out education 
Working life requires more and more self-management, both for learning new things and 

updating old competences. Seeking out degree-based education and training programmes 

also requires a level of technical skills and initiative to find suitable education options. For 

some adult learners, studying is a challenge by itself, and independently seeking out the 

right kind of education is challenging. Furthermore, if it has been a long time since the 

working adult was last in education or training, learning methods may also have changed. A 

working adult may need support for starting education or choosing between different edu-

cation or training options. The support of an employee’s immediate supervisor and practices 

to support learning are also important at a workplace community.

Self-efficacy and learning experiences
When working life and work tasks change, a working adult must think about their own capacity 

for learning and studying. The concept of self-efficacy* means an individual’s understanding of 

their own capacity to succeed at various tasks, such as studying. Without belief in your capacity 

to learn, persistence by itself is not always enough for independent studying and competence 

development. An employee’s immediate supervisor and workplace community can encourage a 

working adult’s studying by supporting their sense of self-efficacy and belief in their own capacity 

to learn. Gradually, the accumulated experiences of success in studying grow the individual’s faith 

in their own capacity to learn.

*Source: Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York: Freeman.

Life situation and the environment
Adults’ life situations and starting points for competence development vary. Time limitations in 

particular are a common obstacle to learning. As such, it should be ensured that competence de-

velopment is possible in a variety of work and family situations. Additionally, the environment has 

a great impact on whether a working adult will choose to pursue competence development. Col-

leagues, friends and family can support or hinder an individual’s willingness to learn. An organisa-

tion’s methods for supporting learning play a central role. A workplace culture that encourages 

learning motivates employees to learn.
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What motivates people to learn?
The Urban Growth Vantaa project has used surveys and interviews to examine how 

working adults feel about learning and studying, and what motivates them to learn. 

According to the findings of the project, a working adult expects learning to have 

tangible and immediate benefits. Knowledge and skills learned through studying must be 

directly relevant and applicable to the individual’s own work. Often, new competencies 

are sought out for a clear need, such as executing new or changed work tasks.

The effect of education and training on the individual’s salary or career development 

is also a motivating factor. The goal of learning may also be maintaining your own 

labour market value, especially if cooperation negotiations are ongoing or expected 

at the workplace. Updating competences is thought of as beneficial for securing your 

employment and thus protecting against unemployment. On the other hand, the 

prospect of variety and new perspectives also motivate people to learn.

An adult learner considers the benefits of learning as well as its costs, such as time 

expenditure. Studying outside of work hours means giving up a portion of your free 

time. Studying can be challenging to fit in with your life situation and different family and 

work obligations. When making choices related to studying, working adults consider the 

benefit-cost ratio. A supervisor can encourage employees towards learning by explaining 

the need for and benefits of competence development.

The material consisted of interviews with employees of various project 
partner companies’ units and positions. Participant selection was 
randomised to ensure the diversity of the material. In other words, the 
interviews also included groups that are underrepresented in education and 
training, and not just continuous learners who are active and self-managing.

Jatkuva oppiminen haastaa työssäkäyvän aikuisen – miten organisaatio voi siinä tukea?

https://journal.laurea.fi/jatkuva-oppiminen-haastaa-tyossakayvan-aikuisen-miten-organisaatio-voi-siina-tukea/ 
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What do working adults expect from education?
Working adults have many different options for competence development. According to 

estimates, the majority of continuous learning takes place informally while performing 

work tasks. However, both formal and non-formal learning and competence 

development have their places. The project surveyed participants of the project’s 

theme training courses to chart their wishes and needs regarding training content, 

implementation methods and personal development. The goal was to gather information 

on what is important and useful to working learners, what motivates them, and what they 

expect from training.

Formal, non-formal and informal learning

Formal learning is structured learning, organised by an educational 
institution and resulting in a degree. It is usually full-time and goal-
oriented in nature. It is essential for formal learning that the goals of the 
educational institution and learner are aligned. For example, this could 
mean completing a course or degree. Non-formal education can also 
be structured, but it does not result in a degree. Non-formal education 
includes education and training organised at workplaces or by non-
governmental organisations, as well as supplementary training. Informal 
learning means all learning taking place in everyday life, such as learning 
during work. In other words, informal learning takes place outside of 
educational institutions, and is often sporadic. According to estimates, 
the majority of the learning of working adults takes place informally.
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What do working adults expect from education?

Education should not strain 
the learner’s daily life
An adult learner expects the education meth-

ods to be flexible. Particularly valued elements 

include motivating contact learning sessions 

and sufficient time between contact lessons in 

order to digest new information. Ideally, learn-

ing takes place in interaction with others, while 

still considering individual needs such that the 

implementation of the education does not 

cause challenges for the learners’ daily lives.

Practical tools for your work
Education is expected to provide practical tools 

and models that are immediately applicable to 

your own work. The content of the education 

is expected to meet the needs of both the em-

ployee and company, to ease work and moti-

vate towards it. Continuous learning is often 

thought of as the acquisition of practical and 

precise information.

Inspired by a sense of community 
and educators with expertise
A sense of community makes learning inspir-

ing. A working learner learns not only from 

an educator, but also from their peers. Peer 

conversations and shared ideas make learn-

ing more interesting and give it added value. 

Additionally, adult learners appreciate edu-

cators with expertise, who are able to chal-

lenge ingrained ways of thinking, to spar with 

the learners and, optimally, individually direct 

learners to the most up-to-date information. 

Educators are expected to provide encourag-

ing and individual feedback.

Learning accelerates 
professional development
At its best, education sparks ideas, improves 

the individual’s confidence in their own ca-

pacity to learn, and increases their desire to 

learn new things and seek out new challeng-

es. Insights and new ideas provide motivation 

and the courage to enact change and de-

velop workplace practices. The immediately 

gained new information is not necessarily the 

only benefit of education – it may also pro-

vide the spark for continuous learning.
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Professional competence 
development service

Example of services developed in the project

Service needs
It is difficult for companies and employ-

ees to find information on vocational 

education and apprenticeship trainings. 

Additionally, the selection of vocation-

al education and training programmes is 

broad, complicated and, at times, difficult 

to understand. The goal of the profes-

sional competence development service 

was to incentivise company management 

towards competence development, and 

to motivate employees to participate. 

Additionally, the service provided more 

practical information about vocational ed-

ucation, and made it easier to discover ed-

ucation options.

Service implementation
At the start of the service, an expert of 

vocational education conducted an initial 

discussion with the management and su-

pervisors of the company. The discussion 

charted the employees’ needs for profes-

sional competence development. Based 

on the needs charted, tailored information 

sessions were organised for the employ-

ees and supervisors. Additionally, the ex-

pert assisted the company in finding and 

planning suitable education. Individual dis-

cussions and guidance were also available.

Lessons from the service

Tailoring the options together 
with the employer ensures that 
the information sessions meet 
the needs of the employees.

The expert’s personal guidance, 
tailored education and peer support 
from colleagues are motivating fac-
tors towards studying.

The initial discussion gives a better understanding of the need for competence 
development in the company, and the ways to support the employees’ studies. 
At the same time, the management commits to competence development.

The challenges discovered included finding information on the various educati-
on options, seeking out the education, eLearning and insufficient digital skil

The positive attitude of supervisors and management to-
wards the education is a prerequisite for success.
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From theme-based training 
to growth coaching

Example of services developed in the project
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Service needs
Companies in Vantaa have a need for their 

employees’ competence development in 

order to grow their business. The project 

conducted a comprehensive charting of 

competence at the companies. Based on 

the charting, a set of theme-based training 

courses were designed and implemented.

Service needs
Although the theme-based training courses 

were able to directly meet the needs of 

companies, the content of the courses was 

not adopted as part of company operations. 

Instead of training individual employees, the 

project’s goal was more broad competence 

development at the company.

Service implementation
The theme-based training courses included 

both independent eLearning and contact 

sessions with an educator. The content 

of the training included communications, 

Lean philosophy, supervisor work and man-

agement, training for Office suite tools, 

and customer insight.

Service implementation
The growth coaching was designed as com-

pany-specific group coaching. By target-

ing entire teams instead of individuals, the 

coaching was able to support the creation 

of a culture of learning, and to develop 

learning practices.

Lessons from the service
The training courses were marketed and broadly offered to all employees 

of the participating companies, but not everyone had the time or oppor-

tunity to participate in them. The theme-based training courses did not 

reach all employees in need of competence development. Additionally, 

making use of the employees’ new competence in company operations 

was challenging without the company’s systematic support.

Lessons from the service
Workplace coaching provided more employees with the opportunity to 

learn. One of the benefits of the group coaching model was that the par-

ticipating teams were able to continue learning together even after the 

coaching. Additionally, conducting the coaching in a company-specific 

fashion allowed the coaching to be tailored to the company’s needs, and 

the participants considered the learned information and skills to be high-

ly relevant to their work.
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Supervisor support methods 
for employees’ continuous learning
Working adults are often expected to be self-managing in developing their competence. 

However, very few of us are entirely self-managing. Adult learners need support for tasks 

such as identifying competence development needs and learning benefits. The employer 

and supervisor play a key role in offering this kind of support. Supervisors can also make 

use of the support of educational institutions and experts when investigating suitable 

study paths for employees. By investing in first-line management work, the company can 

guide the employees’ learning to support the company’s development needs. This im-

proves the company’s competitiveness and helps remove obstacles that hinder growth.
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First-line management supporting continuous learning

1
Create an open channel for discussion 
Competence management requires continuous and open discussion between an employ-

ee and supervisor. Discussion builds trust and enables the identification of core compe-

tences, competence needs and competence deficit – both for the employee and compa-

ny. An open channel for discussion lays the foundation for all competence development.

2
Identify and explicate the company’s competence need
A supervisor can support employees in choosing study paths that are in line with company goals 

and needs. Supervisors also have a big picture understanding of the entire workplace communi-

ty’s competence and competence deficit. This enables systematic competence management.

3
Identify and explicate the employees’ competence and competence needs
Explicating employees’ existing competence is the first step in making a learning plan. At its 

best, this enables the employees’ learning and company’s competence needs to be aligned 

and to support each other.

4
Support employees in their learning
Learning new information and skills is challenging. Employees may need encouragement 

or motivation for learning. In order to learn, working adults need a strong sense of self-ef-

ficacy when it comes to learning. Supporting experiences of efficacy may be necessary 

when starting the learning process, as well as for maintaining it.

5
Explicate the benefits of learning
Employees may need clear reasons as to why the learn-

ing is necessary, and what practical benefits it will have 

for the continuity of their work or career, work efficien-

cy or coping with work.

6
Guide employees to suitable study paths
Supervisors may be able to identify the development needs and possibilities of employees bet-

ter than the employees themselves. When defining study paths and investigating options, SME 

supervisors can make use of the support of educational institutions and experts.

7
Support the continuity of learning
Developing employee competence is a continuous process. 

A supervisor showing interest in an employee’s learning pro-

cess supports the continuity of the learning process.



Succeeding in 
the development 
and management 
of competence
Rapidly changing business environments, technological development 

and unexpected challenges like the coronavirus pandemic require 

companies to adapt. Ensuring competitiveness requires the continuous 

development of the company, where competence management plays 

a central role. A responsible company invests in the competence 

development of its personnel.

Continuous development is 
important for a company’s success

Competence development 
is socially responsible

Competence management improves a 
company’s competitiveness
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Continuous development is important 
for a company’s success
The role of a company’s management is essential when the company is navigating the 

continuous transformation of working life. It is the management’s responsibility to ensure 

continuous and long-term development work to remain competitive and succeed. 

Development work starts with identifying needs and directing work in line with a strategy. 

In addition to committed management, success also requires goal-oriented management 

methods.

 

Furthermore, it is important for management to ensure that the company’s personnel are 

also included in the development work and committed to it. The genuine participation 

of employees requires an open and discussion-oriented atmosphere at the company, 

and the management plays an essential role in creating such an atmosphere. A sense 

of psychological safety is also required in order to test the new ideas created in the 

development work. If that sense of safety is missing, the fear of making mistakes may 

prevent new working methods from taking root.

 

The project found that it is often challenging for the management in SMEs to commit to 

development work, because they do not always have sufficient time, development skills 

and financial resources. The management may recognise the development needs, but 

they cannot afford to take time away from their operational tasks.

Even so, rapid changes in the business environment may force companies to seek out 

new solutions and working methods. When a company’s development is systematic, 

they can both anticipate changes better and react to them faster. The management’s 

important task is to guide the development in a long-term manner, and to ensure that its 

goals remain clear.

Psychological safety in a workplace community means a shared understanding 
that everyone can be themselves and express their ideas, thoughts, concerns 
and questions, even if they are not fully formed. In a psychologically safe 
workplace community, you can also ask for help and admit to your mistakes 
without fear of being shamed, denigrated or punished.

Source: Finnish Institute of Occupational Health 2022. Pelotta töissä - psykologinen turvallisuus työyhteisössä. 

(Finnish Institute of Occupational Health website)
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Building blocks for effective development work
The commitment of management, including development work as part of the company’s strategy, 

and creating an open and discussion-oriented atmosphere are basic prerequisites for effective de-

velopment work at a company. In a psychologically safe organisational culture, everyone feels safe 

in expressing their own opinions and ideas. Without these factors, attempts at development can 

often fail. When the foundation is solid, building on it is easy. Successful development work also re-

quires the following building blocks identified in the project: definition, time, inclusion, objectivity, 

challenging and effectiveness.

Committed management, strategy

Definition
Development starts with identifying 
the company’s needs. The most im-
portant area of development is pri-
oritised first, and a common goal is 
agreed on. The development work can 
focus on small things that make daily 
work easier, such as acquiring new skills 
or automating functions.

Time
Development work often gets bur-
ied under daily challenges. Long-
term development requires time 
for employees to stop and engage 
in the development work together.

Inclusion
Often, companies are aware of their 
biggest challenges, and they may have 
already tried to work on them in small 
groups, with limited results. The key 
to a successful end result is to include 
all parties that the development con-
cerns, so that you can create a full un-
derstanding of the situation and work 
together to develop suitable solutions.

Objectivity
The best results require open dis-
cussion, equally listening to all 
ideas, and making use of every-
one’s expertise. The value of a 
person’s ideas should not be deter-
mined by their status.

Challenging
You have to be able to let go of old 
ways of thinking and working. Bold-
ly experiment with new ideas and 
make use of the lessons learned in 
development work. You can dis-
cover the keys to new solutions by 
taking inspiration from other com-
panies in the same industry, or even 
a different one.

Effectiveness 
Finally, the value of the development 
work is measured by its effectiveness. If 
there is no plan for the implementation 
of the results, with schedules and per-
sons responsible, no practical benefits 
will come from the development work. 
If this happens, it is harmful to the em-
ployees’ motivation to participate in 
further development work. Monitor-
ing and measuring help to develop the 
work further.Open, discussion-oriented organisational culture - Psychological safety
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Sparring by an external coach can 
boost development work 
The project found that external partners can provide good support for the company’s 

management in competence development, sparring with technological solutions 

and coaching for processes of change. The partner helps to turn the development 

needs into practical goals, as well as to prioritise and start the development work with 

inclusive methods.

The facilitation of an external coach helps to reduce the impact of company 

hierarchies. A coach ensures that everyone is included, and that everyone’s opinions 

are equally considered. If necessary, small group work can also be used to ensure 

everyone’s opinions are heard.

Sparring helps management to identify organisational development needs. An 

external coach can help with the development work, but if the management is not 

committed to the development work, the results of the coaching will not take root in 

the company.

Coach:

Spars with management

Helps to identify and prioritise development subjects

Ensures that there is sufficient time for coaching and development work

Invites concerned parties to participate in the development work

Facilitates development workshops with inclusive methods

Challenges ideas and ways of working

Provides tips on methods and practices used elsewhere

Ensures that results are documented

Ensures that results are turned into implementation plans 

with responsible persons and monitoring points



New Competencies for Growth - Succeeding in the development and management of competence

19

Boosting for technological 
leap service

Example of services developed in the project

Service needs
Companies need help making use of tech-

nology in their business operations. Im-

plementing technological solutions is a 

way to improve the competitiveness of a 

company. The service helped companies 

to identify an area of development, create 

a plan for carrying out the development, 

and updating competence needs.

Service implementation
The service employed external experts to 

help the company examine how their com-

petitiveness could be improved at a rea-

sonable cost by using new technology. The 

goal was to help the company to identify 

and define their development needs and to 

draft a project proposal.

Tips for SME growth through 
technological investments:

Source: Growth Deal 3 conclusion dialogue: Biila’s Aapeli Kallunki and Profiant’s Mika Yletyinen

1.
Define a goal that you want to achieve 

with the investments, such as cost-

efficiency, scalability or increased 

automation.

2.
Recognise that technological investments 

by themselves do not incur benefits. In-

vestments enable process automatisa-

tion, which in turn enables a competitive 

advantage.

3.
Before choosing technologies, you 

should check and potentially define 

your basic processes and business mod-

els. You should only proceed with tech-

nological process development after all 

of these prerequisites have been clearly 

recognised. 

4.
The implementation of new software 

requires assessments of whether they 

can be smoothly integrated with other 

systems both immediately and in the 

future.

5.
Continuous dialogue with people in 

your business environment is a factor 

for success. Spar with others to under-

stand their views and seek out con-

structive feedback. External support 

can boost your confidence and help 

you make bold investments. 

6.
Technological investments require you 

to consider people, and technological 

changes often mean changing the cor-

porate culture, as well. The key to suc-

cess is including and coaching person-

nel right from the start of the change 

process.

The project proposal created as part of the service included: 
• scheduling and responsibilities

• preliminary budget and support for seeking out funding

• plan for developing competence needs related to digitalisation

• other information required by the company to carry out the project proposal
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Competence management improves 
a company’s competitiveness
The purpose of competence management is to update, develop and acquire competence 

as determined by the strategy. Competence management needs were identified in the 

companies participating in the project, but many companies did not yet have a systematic 

plan for competence development. The coaching increased the companies’ awareness of 

how competence management should be in line with the strategy and a stable part of the 

company’s development.

Competence recognition is a prerequisite for appropriate competence development. The 

competence of personnel should be charted regularly, and the results used to consider 

how the existing competence can be utilised. Future competence needs should also be 

anticipated. Instead of recruiting new personnel, future competence needs can also be 

met by offering new challenges to existing employees and training them for new tasks. 

Offering development opportunities to employees usually improves their commitment to 

the company.

Companies should pursue the most suitable competence development solutions for their 

needs and implement them accordingly. It is advisable to implement a systematic long-

term competence development plan as a continuous process, while including the entire 

workplace community.
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Competence development requires 
continuous learning
Competence development is long-term work. Even if you have an excellent plan, 

no progress can be made if the company’s structures and practices do not support 

learning within everyday operations. The companies participating in the project services 

understood that the majority of learning takes place at work. It is important for company 

management to work together with employees to create an agile culture of continuous 

learning, which means having seamless practices for learning and knowledge sharing at 

work.

According to project observations, small companies’ competence development is 

hindered by the fact that no one has been designated as responsible for its systematic 

promotion. Additionally, there is often insufficient time set aside for competence 

development due to pressing operational tasks. Competence development requires long-

term work and a procedural approach, while taking agile methods into account.

It is important to recognise how the development of an individual employee’s knowledge 

and skills improves the competitiveness of a company. Often, companies consider 

competence development as just training, even though training is only one of several 

methods of competence development. The project found it more useful for the 

development of companies and teams to organise common training for all employees 

rather than train individual employees, which may often result in the competence not 

taking root.

The majority of learning takes place in small steps in everyday work. The 

project services employed and developed various methods of competence 

development with the companies:

Learning by doing
Mentoring
Training
Reflecting on lessons together
Dialogue with workplace community
New projects
Knowledge sharing and skill coaching
Giving and receiving feedback
Induction
Job rotation
Learning from others and sharing of competence
Sharing of best practices and methods
Passing on the implicit knowledge of experienced employees
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Competencies for Growth! 
coaching

Example of services developed in the project

Service needs
Technological transformation creates a 

need for new competence. The Com-

petencies for Growth! coaching was 

designed to improve the resilience of 

SMEs and their employees in the face of 

change. Improving resilience in compa-

nies requires skilled competence man-

agement, competence development and 

competence recognition.

Service implementation
The coaching developed the companies’ 

competence management, and the coach-

es helped companies to create new meth-

ods for the competence development 

and continuous learning of personnel. 

Additionally, companies were supported 

in recognising existing competence. The 

coaching was designed and implemented 

according to the needs of the companies.

The keys to competence management:

Include competence management in your strategy

Determine the company’s competence needs based on the strategy 
and recognise the existing competence of personnel

Make a long-term plan for competence development, create processes and reflect

Develop the company’s structures to support learning 
and create practices for learning in everyday work

Set aside sufficient time for learning at work

Ensure sufficient resources, coordination and progress

Take bold action and focus on small, continuous 
progress without being afraid of mistakes

Encourage personnel to learn and share their knowledge
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Competence development is 
socially responsible
The competence development of personnel is one way for an SME to be socially 

responsible. Through competence development, a company can support the 

employees’ capacity for change and work, as well as their wellbeing. The Urban 

Growth Vantaa project was able to provide new competence to SMEs through 

personnel training, coaching and recruitment support. As such, the project 

sought to strengthen the socially responsible growth of SMEs.

Based on the findings of the project, social responsibility is a concept that is 

difficult to grasp from an SME perspective, and it is often thought of as a source 

of expenses. However, socially responsible measures, such as the competence 

development of personnel, are profitable for companies. Employees with good 

well-being are often more efficient, flexible and motivated. Thus, they also 

have better readiness and capacity to positively influence a company’s 

competitiveness and growth.

According to the project findings, increasing the visibility 

of practical measures and their benefits is an impactful 

way of supporting SMEs in carrying out socially 

responsible measures.

Benefits of socially responsible business operations:

Adaptability
The competence development of personnel improves an organisation’s 

adaptability and capacity to react to future business challenges and unex-

pected situations, such as the coronavirus pandemic.

Anticipation
The competence development of personnel helps companies to anticipate 

and prepare for a shortage of labour. Instead of recruiting new personnel for 

new competence needs, ensure that the existing personnel’s competence is 

properly updated and train them for new tasks. A change in job description 

and job rotation can also increase the motivation of personnel.

Commitment
Competence development makes employees more committed. When an 

employer invests in training for employees, employees feel that their work 

contribution is valued. When an employee can trust in their competence de-

velopment, it removes one reason for seeking out new employment.

Occupational well-being
Developing management and an open organisational culture, and including 

personnel in decision-making increase the occupational well-being of em-

ployees. At the same time, you get a broader perspective for the organisa-

tion’s development.

Corporate image
Investing in social responsibility improves a company’s corporate image, cre-

ating a competitive advantage. A socially responsible company also attracts 

good talent, making recruitment easier.
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Lessons learnedRecruitment services 
for SMEs

Example of services developed in the project

The need for the service
Recruitment is one area that companies 

can manage in a socially responsible way. 

During the project, a service concept was 

developed to help companies with the dif-

ferent stages of a recruitment process and 

with finding new channels and services for 

recruitment. SMEs were also supported 

with making use of a variety of potential 

labour. SMEs need assistance with for-

mulating what kind of competence they 

are looking for, so that they can find em-

ployees to match their needs. By widen-

ing their view of the potential workforce, 

companies can find employees for posi-

tions that were previously difficult to fill, 

particularly in fields with labour shortage.

Service implementation
Employee search: Companies 

received help for finding employees via 

employment services and networks. 

Services were also offered related to other 

areas, such as interviewing.

Information and guidance: Companies 

were provided with information about 

financial assistance for recruiting, such as 

pay subsidy, and related services.

Recruiting through apprenticeships: 
Companies were helped with mapping 

out suitable tasks and students for 

apprenticeships. Vocational College Varia 

was responsible for the courses.

Reorganising and reformulating needs: 
Companies received help for clarifying and 

formulating what kind of skills they need.

The process that was created proved effective in getting companies to 
join the services. The recruitment services helped companies formulate 
their job postings in a way that corresponds to their actual needs. The 
services also encouraged the companies to hire people with partial work 
ability and people from disadvantaged groups. New employees were 
found especially in fields with labour shortage, and for positions that 
had been difficult to fill.



Digital tools 
supporting 
the processes 
of competence 
development
The digital tools developed in the project make the processes of 

competence development smoother and more automatic. The 

purpose of the tools is to help companies and employees in the 

bottlenecks of competence development, such as competence 

recognition and looking for suitable training options. The tools 

also help experts working with competence development.

Personal Digital Coach

Dashboard UKV bot

Competence Mapping Portal
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PERSONAL 
DIGITAL COACH

Supporting the learning process 
of employees
Development of the Personal Digital Coach tool 

started with the project’s observation that learn-

ers need support for their competence devel-

opment. The idea of the tool is to stay with the 

employee and offer support regardless of time 

or place. Working learners are the target demo-

graphic for the tool.

 

The original idea was to support employees in 

accomplishing competence development goals 

related to their own work. However, setting per-

sonal goals was considered difficult, so the tool 

was further developed so that the goals were de-

termined through the company’s needs.

 

The tool was developed in three stages with differ-

ent project partners. Finnair Cargo Ltd., Vantti Ltd. 

and Varia participated in the development. The fol-

lowing diagram presents the different versions of 

the tool, the lessons learned from them and devel-

opment decisions made with them. The final ver-

sion of the tool is presented in the implementation 

plan, which is appended to this document.

Supporting employees’ 
competence development

At this stage, the tool offered gen-

eral encouragement and instruc-

tions based on behavioural studies 

to help achieve the learning goals 

set by the employee.

Lessons:

Defining personal goals was con-

sidered difficult

Commitment to use of the tool 

was poor: even at its best, re-

sponse rates were 30%

Supporting employee in-
duction

The tool was developed further so that in-

stead of following a personal learning goal, 

the tool supported induction to new work 

tasks. This iteration also sought to improve 

the user’s level of commitment by making 

participation in the tool’s use public.

Lessons:

User activity significantly im-

proved

Employees wanted more human 

support in induction, rather than 

support through a tool

Forwarding support 
needs to an expert

In the third stage, the tool was developed so 

that it would no longer send messages to the 

user, but instead would forward the informa-

tion about a user’s support needs to the ap-

propriate expert. The application also offered 

the possibility for discussions with peers.

Lessons:

Contact by email was difficult, 

SMS worked better

Motivating users to install the 

application was difficult: an SMS-

based service would remove the 

need for an installed application

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3
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Competence Mapping Portal

Support for the company’s 
internal career paths
The Competence Mapping Portal is a tool for the 

company and the employee, and it was developed 

to support competence management in compa-

nies. The portal increases a company’s awareness 

of their existing competence, and what kind of 

competence is needed to support the company’s 

business operations. The portal highlights em-

ployees’ competence, strengths and development 

opportunities. Additionally, the portal contains in-

formation on local education and training, as well 

as positions currently open at the company. The 

portal connects open positions and employees 

with suitable expertise, supporting the company’s 

internal career paths and the employees’ commit-

ment to the company.

Ideas for further development

Use of open data APIs with a standardised 

data format 
Information collected through APIs should be en-

tirely freely usable. Permissions and permission 

management may be required for the use of open 

APIs from a private company. Defining the data to 

be collected through the APIs in a standardised 

form makes the API planning of the information 

providers easier and improves integrability.

Utilising a national application platform 
A national application platform would offer uniform 

application development models for projects and 

enable faster and more affordable tests.

Strong national user identification
A strong national identification solution makes the 

system’s use more scalable. Anonymous identities 

help employers focus on seeking out competence 

instead of persons.

Benefits

EMPLOYEES

Helps to chart personal strengths and competence

Helps to find suitable open positions

Helps to find different education and training options

Benefits

HR SPECIALISTS

Supports competence management

Competence Mapping Portal

LESSONS

Continuity
A permanent implementation organisation 

makes continuous development projects 

easier.

Technological planning
Implementation of digital tools and 

automation requires an understanding 

of the possibilities of technology and 

careful planning, such as for the usability 

of information sources (job and education 

information). Conducting tests like this is 

likely to require significant investments.

DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS

InfoCare Ltd.

Vantti Ltd.



Support for the city’s business 
cooperation
The idea of the Dashboard came from 

the need for an application to assist in 

the work of municipal personnel serving 

companies. The Dashboard compiles data 

from different sources and thus helps 

in producing the right kinds of services 

to client companies. Companies’ needs 

can be related to factors such as growth, 

labour needs or the training of personnel.

Dashboard
GROWTH TEAM

Continuity
A digital tool compiling information 

from multiple sources would benefit 

many parties and organisations. The 

development and maintenance of this 

kind of digital tool require that it has a 

committed owner. However, finding a 

party willing to take ownership of the tool 

may be difficult.

Technological planning
Implementation of digital tools and 

automation requires an understanding 

of the possibilities of technology and 

careful planning, such as for the usability 

of information sources (job and education 

information). Additionally, as the tool has 

many functionalities, the development 

should be scheduled for a longer time 

period. Stable application development 

platforms should definitely also be utilised.

LESSONS

DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS

City of Vantaa 

Economic Development Services and 

Employment Services

Dashboard

Vantaa
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There is a lot of information available on 

companies and different education and 

training options. The Dashboard compiles 

information from several sources in one 

place, which makes it easier to find the right 

information, reducing the workload of mu-

nicipal personnel serving companies.

The information available on the Dash-

board can be used to support compa-

nies’ operations and competitiveness 

by, for example, connecting people with 

suitable expertise with companies, or 

planning apprenticeships or other train-

ing options for company personnel.

Need

Benefits

Ideas for further development

Utilising a national application platform 
A national application platform would offer uniform 

application development models for projects and 

enable faster and more affordable tests.

Strong national user identification
A strong national identification solution makes the 

system’s use more scalable.

Use of open data APIs with a standardised 

data format 
Information collected through APIs should be en-

tirely freely usable. Permissions and permission 

management may be required for the use of open 

APIs from a private company. Defining the data to 

be collected through the APIs in a standardised 

form makes the API planning of the information 

providers easier and improves integrability.

New Competencies for Growth - Digital tools supporting the processes of competence development
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UKV bot

Support for charting company needs
The UKV bot charts the technological and busi-

ness needs of companies through automated 

path-like dialogue with a chatbot. The UKV bot 

can, for example, help with client acquisition 

and enable needs-oriented and targeted con-

tacting of clients.

The idea for the UKV bot comes from the 

Boosting for technological leap service, which 

was developed as part of the project. Based on 

experiences from the service, SMEs need sup-

port for technological transformation projects. 

At first, the concept development focused on 

a technological leap website that would have 

compiled advice and instructions for tech-

nological transformation projects to support 

companies. However, the idea ended up being 

developed further in a more innovative and in-

teractive direction to function as a chatbot that 

connects companies and parties providing cor-

porate services in an automated manner.

1
Business database

2
Automatically searching 
for contact information for 
suitable companies

3
Linking to a website by 
email

4
Charting of needs and inter-
actively selling the service 
with a chatbot

5
Client

LESSONS

The use of the chatbot should be as easy 

and useful as possible for the users.

It is advisable to use the chatbot as a con-

tinuous channel for client acquisition and 

to broadly include it in marketing com-

munications. For example, the chatbot 

could be added to an email signature and 

other communications material.

Sufficient time should be set aside for 

finding contact information for compa-

nies, because the contact information in 

business databases may be lacking.
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How to successfully develop digital tools

Ensure sufficient resources and expertise. A programming 

expert should be involved in the software development 

project from the start.

Ensure continuous and appropriate division of roles and responsibilities. Ownership 

of the project is important – commitment of the organisation is a prerequisite for a 

successful development project.

Invest effort towards defining the goal, make it concrete and clarify targets and milestones. Re-

clarify targets whenever necessary. Ensure a shared understanding with common discussions

Create synergy between different project functions. There should be a strong 

connection between the service and application development.

Ensure that the limits of the project scope are defined well. Project scopes 

that are too large are difficult to achieve.

Include the client in the planning from the start. The 

development of digital solutions should be based on needs.

Recognise the principles of co-creation and iterative working methods – 

the end result is a combination of several people’s visions. Changing the 

plan as you gather more information is part of the process.

Remember that not everything should be automated. There is a place for human 

encounters and interaction. You can reach the best end result when you combine 

services produced by people with the appropriate digital tools.



Supporting service 
design through 
co-creation
The Urban Growth Vantaa project was conducted using co-creation 

methods. Emphasis was also placed on impact assessments and 

promoting the continuity of the best practices found in the project. 

The project produced many kinds of lessons, both on the benefits 

of co-creation and encouragement of SMEs towards socially 

responsible growth.

Co-creation in the Urban 
Growth Vantaa project

Evaluation of 
success and impact

Lessons from encouraging SMEs 
towards socially responsible growth

From agile operations 
to lasting results

Better solutions for companies’ 
competence needs through cooperation
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Co-creation in the Urban Growth Vantaa project
Together with the project partners and partner companies, the project co-created 

three service packages with different themes, called Growth Deals. The Growth Deals 

focused on the recruitment of new employees, competence development of the existing 

personnel, and supporting the digital development of companies in technological 

transformation. The Growth Deals sought to support companies’ growth conditions 

through social investments.

The service planning made use of service design, including the partner companies in the 

process from the beginning. This ensured that the services would be based on actual 

needs. The development work of each service package began with a charting of needs 

at the partner companies before proceeding to a shared innovation phase with the 

project partners and partner companies, conducted with co-creation methods at various 

workshops. Next, the services were tested at the partner companies.

The development work continued while utilising the experiences gained, followed by 

a pilot test of the services with a broader group of SMEs operating in Vantaa. The pilot 

testing was conducted by tailoring the solutions to the needs on a company-specific 

basis. After implementation, the SMEs were asked for feedback, which was then analysed 

in aggregate. This ensured that the experiences and lessons from the tests and pilot 

phase could always be utilised in an agile manner in designing the next Growth Deal.
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Service co-creation process

The spiral diagram of the process chart reflects the growth 

process of the service development work. The points of the 

Growth Deals reflect individual Growth Deal services. Phases 

1–4 reflect the respective phases of the Growth Deal service 

development process.

GROWTH DEAL 1
Recruitment and training of workforce

The goal was to particularly support companies that face 
obstacles to growth due to a lack of new personnel. The 
Growth Deal offered companies support for recruiting new 
employees, as well as training and coaching services.

GROWTH DEAL 2
Updating the competence of personnel

The goal was to support the sustainable growth of companies 
by developing the competence of personnel. The Growth 
Deal offered company-specific coaching packages and profes-
sional competence development services for personnel.

GROWTH DEAL 3
Supporting technological transformation processes

The goal was to help companies utilise technology to 
support the development of business operations. The 
Growth Deal offered company-specific sparring for tech-
nological transformation projects, coaching for compe-
tence management and development, and online ser-
vices for the personnel’s competence development.

Phase 1:

Charting of 
needs and innovation

Phase 2:

Testing at partner 
companies

Phase 3:

Pilot testing 
with SMEs

Phase 4:

Feedback and 
analysis

1

2

3 4

56

7

8

9
10

11

12



New Competencies for Growth - Supporting service design through co-creation

35

Service co-creation process

PHASE 1

Charting of needs and innovation
Workshops and interviews were conducted with the personnel of partner 

companies in order to chart needs.

Based on the customer insight produced, a number of ideas were 

generated together and formulated into services based on the needs.

PHASE 2

Testing at partner companies
It was essential for the further development of the services to gain experience and feed-

back on the various implementation methods and their effectiveness, so the services de-

veloped were tested with the personnel of partner companies.

The experiences and feedback from the testing were utilised in the further development 

of the content and implementation methods of the services, in cooperation with the part-

ner companies. Based on this development work, the services were developed for use 

with SMEs in the pilot phase.

PHASE 3

Pilot testing with SMEs
At the start of every service package, Account Managers charted the needs of the 

pilot companies and connected the services developed in the testing phase with 

the companies’ needs.

The charting of SMEs’ needs was utilised in the tailoring of the service packages.

PHASE 4

Feedback and analysis
Representatives of the SMEs participating in the pilot phase gave feedback 

in various ways: verbally at feedback discussions and in written form through 

feedback surveys. The companies’ management and employees who partici-

pated in the services were separately asked for feedback to gain a broader un-

derstanding.

The feedback was analysed quantitatively and qualitatively to support further 

development work.



Recruitment services for SMEs: The service package included labour services, support guidance, ser-

vice guidance and an apprenticeship recruitment service. Additionally, the companies had the possibility 

to receive assistance with arrangements and planning related to competence needs.

Theme-based training: The SME employees were offered training courses on various business themes.

Training courses for SME personnel: The themes of the training courses were tailored on a compa-

ny-specific basis and focused on developing a corporate image and sales.

Boosting for technological leap service: Companies received sparring for technological 

development projects. The end result was a project proposal for use by the company.

Competencies for Growth! coaching: The coaching created methods for systematic 

competence management and continuous competence development.

Personal competence development: The information sessions of the service package 

provided information on vocational education and training, as well as continuing educa-

tion programmes of Universities of Applied Sciences. Additionally, the participants were 

offered the Chamber of Commerce’s TrainingOnline courses and education on transfor-

mation communication.

Growth clinic: From words to action! The online event Investment stories for growth and 

development inspired the decision-makers of companies towards technological leaps. 

The goal was to highlight the practices and experiences of various organisations of utilis-

ing technology to support growth.Management coaching: The goal of coaching was to support the company’s management and pro-

vide them with tools to develop business operations in change or crisis situations. The service was de-

veloped at the start of the coronavirus pandemic to support the management of SMEs in the project.

Professional competence development service: A professional training expert helped SMEs to iden-

tify the competence needs of personnel and to plan out training options for personnel. Employees 

were advised on the various options of professional training and apprenticeship training.

Growth coaching: The coaching provided companies with sparring and external support for challeng-

es they were facing, or for identified business development needs.

Growth clinic: The goal of the event was to motivate company management, supervisors and employ-

ees to update their competence and learn new skills. The theme of the event was Towards the future! 

– Growth for your business.

Online morning coffee: Experts of various fields discussed topical subjects related to work and com-

petence development.
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GROWTH DEAL 1 GROWTH DEAL 3

GROWTH DEAL 2

1. 9.

10.

11.

12.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

2.
3.

Service co-creation process
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Essential project elements

Cooperation and inclusion

The project was conducted with co-creation methods and its design and 

idea phases included a diverse set of experts representing the various 

organisations participating in the project. Inclusion, creating a shared 

understanding and working towards common goals over organisational 

boundaries all played a central role in the project. During the project, 

innovation work was conducted in various groups and workshops to create 

solutions for SMEs’ competence needs, which meant that mutual interaction 

and communication were key to the success of the project. 

Communication

Communication on the results and lessons of the project was conducted 

through articles, blogs, social media and events. Additionally, the 

Finnish-language podcast Mythbusters of continuous learning was 

produced, discussing myths related to competence development from 

the perspectives of a working adult learner and employer.

Evaluation

The results and impact of the project were evaluated with 

systematic data collection and analysis.

Impact assessment: The ETLA and LABORE institutes evaluated 

the project’s results and impact with randomised controlled trial 

methods.

Self-evaluation: The internal monitoring and evaluation examined 

the impact of services through various feedback surveys and 

interviews. The results were reported on articles published 

on the project’s website, and in the online publications for 

organisations participating in the project.

External final evaluation: An external organisation supplemented 

the project partners’ impact assessment and self-evaluation in 

accordance with the defined evaluation criteria.
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Evaluation of success and impact
The parties responsible for the impact assessment of the Urban Growth Vantaa project were 

the Labour Institute for Economic Research LABORE and ETLA Economic Research. The im-

pact of the project’s Growth Deals was assessed with a randomised trial where SMEs with 

10–200 employees operating in Vantaa were divided into two groups: the test group and 

control group. Of these groups, only the test group companies were offered services, so 

participation in the test was not only a matter of the company’s willingness. After randomi-

sation, the groups were similar on average. The purpose of the trial was to produce reliable 

information on how successful the measures offered in the services were. The study utilised 

survey material and broad registry material regarding the companies and personnel.

Project 
begins
1/2019

Baseline survey

Randomisation 

division of companies 

into test and control group

8/2019

GROWTH DEAL 1

4/2020 6/2020

GROWTH DEAL 2

Initial plan finished 
and registered 

Survey round 2

12/2020 1/2021

GROWTH DEAL 3

6/2021

Interim report 
to funding 
organisation

Survey round 3

Statistical 
analysis

Project 
concludes

7/2022



New Competencies for Growth - Supporting service design through co-creation

39

Lessons from the project’s impact assessment

Before sending the project application

Ensure the availability of a company register, and the quality of its data or variables.

Ensure the availability of other necessary statistical material and their updating 

schedules from the perspective of the project’s goals.

Calculate preliminary statistical power to check if your area has sufficient companies 

for statistical analysis. In other words, check that your material can provide a 

sufficiently large data set to assess the expected impact.

Start of the project

Reserve time and resources for conducting a baseline survey.

Ensure that the randomisation of companies is successful and that the 

project partners are committed to the research method.

It is advisable to have a pre-plan for the impact assessment drafted well 

in advance, preferably during the application phase.

End of the project

The completion of statistical material is not in the hands of the researcher, 

but it does determine the schedule of the final assessment. It is advisable for a 

researcher to prepare for the possibility that statistical material is not available 

and survey material needs to be used instead.

Be prepared to develop and change the assessment approach if the original plan 

is not feasible.
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Lessons from encouraging SMEs towards socially 
responsible growth
The goal of the project was to encourage SMEs operating in Vantaa towards 

socially responsible growth and competence development. Originally, the Growth 

Deals or service packages developed in the project had a separation of socially 

responsible services and services supporting growth. The aim was to design the 

Growth Deals to be conditional so that the company is supported in its growth if 

it makes social investments, such as developing the competence of personnel or 

recruiting personnel with partial work capacity. However, this kind of generalised 

incentive model proved to be challenging, because companies’ situations, needs 

and opportunities are unique. The Growth Deals were developed so that all of the 

project’s services simultaneously included elements of growth and social investment.

Based on the project’s findings, the most successful incentive for companies towards 

developing the competence of personnel and other socially responsible acts is diverse 

and active customer service with a one-stop principle. The time that companies spend 

looking for services is valuable, so high-quality customer service and making things 

easier for them has a big impact.

Based on the project’s findings, SMEs are interested in training services tailored to 

their own needs. The tailoring makes the benefits of the training clearer, so that the 

time spent on the training is seen as a profitable investment instead of an expense. As 

such, tailored training services may also serve as an incentive to SMEs for developing 

the competence of personnel.

Lessons from the project:

SMEs value active services and dialogue

SMEs value easy interaction
The project developed an Account Manager model where the contact per-
son for a company was an Account Manager who had an understanding of 
the company’s situation. The Account Manager served as the company’s 
contact person and helped to look for solutions for the company’s needs. 
The effortlessness and personal contact with the Account Manager helps 
companies to commit to long-term competence development.
The most effective way of starting cooperation is to show an interest in the 
company’s growth goals and methods. At its best, active contact and creati-
on of solutions means serving as a growth partner for the company.

SMEs value tailored services

Training being free of charge is not a sufficient incentive for companies. 
The time spent by employees on training is seen by companies more as 
an expense than an investment in competitiveness.
The training services that are developed should meet the genuine needs 
of the company, and the benefits of the services should be clearly pre-
sented.
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From agile operations to lasting results 
The project particularly paid attention to agile and client-oriented co-creation 

and the continuity of good practices. Learning through agile testing supported 

the client-oriented development of services. The work utilised the experiences, 

opinions and expertise of all project partners. Additionally, a comprehensive, 

well-resourced plan was drafted to ensure the continuity and sustainability of 

the project results. This plan for ensuring that the project functions take root 

included measures to improve the impact of project services, to scale up the 

effective service models, and to distribute the results of the project.

AGILE AND CLIENT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT

Clarifying goals
Changes in the business environment occasionally require the clarification and redefining of 

goals. The shared discussions with project partners and experts sought to ensure a shared 

understanding on the goals and way forward. Boldly trying new solutions to achieve the 

goals was a prerequisite for success.

Tailoring services to the needs of clients
Tailoring the services required resources for the coaches who defined the 

service content to meet the needs of the company.

Agile working method
As external circumstances changed, the project’s agile working method enabled rapid reac-

tions in the service development work. For example, at the start of the coronavirus pandemic, 

a new service was designed to support the management of SMEs in the changed conditions.

Account Managers’ contact with SMEs
The work of Account Managers played a key role in marketing the services and staying in ac-

tive contact with companies. The project found that sufficient resources and time should be 

reserved for client work. The personal contact of Account Managers helped SMEs to commit 

to the project services, made communication more effective and improved the customer ex-

perience. Additionally, it created continuity between the various services.
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”With our generational change, we 

overhauled our processes, and our 

internal communication has improved. 

We’ve noticed what our strengths are and 

what we should develop. We’ve received 

good tools for further development, so 

it’s easy to continue from here.

”From the first services, we got the feeling 

that this could be useful. We also got 

positive feedback from our personnel. 

Competence development has been the 

focus the entire time. It sparked a dialogue 

with our personnel, and the organisation 

has been updated, as well.

ENSURING CONTINUITY AND SUSTAINABILITY OF PROJECT RESULTS

Improving effectiveness of services
The Growth service 2.0 coaching was designed to support the development 

work of SMEs. During the coaching, the progress achieved after previous 

services was discussed and sparring was provided for company personnel re-

garding further measures.

Scaling service models for broader use
The project’s co-created services were further refined through service design 

methods to serve as concepts that other organisations could also use. Addition-

ally, work was conducted to develop and distribute the lessons and good practic-

es from the project through further projects.

Distribution of project results and lessons
Systematic communication and active publications raised the visibility of the 

project’s results and lessons and distributed them for use by others. The lessons 

from the project were compiled in the New Competencies for Growth publica-

tion. Additionally, action proposals for decision-makers were drafted to pursue a 

lasting impact.
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Ecosystem – better solutions for companies’ 
competence needs through cooperation
The results of the cooperative network of project partners in the co-creation process 

are an example of a local ecosystem of continuous learning. According to the findings 

of the project, working in an ecosystem promotes the development of solutions and 

innovations that address companies’ competence needs.

The cooperative relationships formed between the various partners within the ecosystem 

foster agility and diversity, especially for services offered to SMEs. SMEs’ resources for 

competence development are limited, and the services offered have to be flexible and 

react to the companies’ needs and changes in them. Because the companies’ needs are 

different, the competence development services have to be tailored specifically to each 

company. The SMEs in the ecosystem’s cooperative network can be referred to the right 

organisations with the best capabilities of meeting the needs of the company in question.

Working in an ecosystem fosters cooperation between educational institutions and 

companies, which in turn foster the co-creation of training services. The cooperation 

provides valuable information to the educational institutions on changes in working life 

and the competence needs of companies. At the same time, the companies become 

more aware of the various options of competence development and the services 

of educational institutions. Based on experiences from the project, there should be 

continuous dialogue regarding needs and services between educational institutions and 

the working life.

In other words, an ecosystem also promotes the continuity of training service 

development work. The challenge in development projects is their short implementation 

cycle, which is harmful to the long-term development and implementation of 

innovations. Cooperation in an ecosystem ensures continuity, proactivity, and reactions 

to changes in the business environment through continuous dialogue and cooperation.
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