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The term technology assessment (TA)
refers to activities or methods with
which the impact of technology on so-
ciety are identified and analysed. The
results of the assessment are transmit-
ted to the political decision-making
process. The institutional starting point
for TA activity was the establishment of
the Office of Technology Assessment
(OTA), in the Congress of the United
States, in 1972. In the 1980s, smaller par-
liamentary technology assessment units
were founded in five European countries
and in the European Parliament. In the
wake, several European parliaments
have expressed their interest in initiat-
ing assessment activities, among them
the parliaments of Finland, Italy and
Greece (Vig, 1997). In this paper, we shall
analyse the history of the institutionali-
sation of the parliamentary technology
assessment in Finland and compare it
with the TA practices in other European
countries.

In the analyses of the institutionalisa-
tion of European parliamentary technol-

ogy assessment units, two basic models
have been designated. The traditional or
instrumental model, inherited from the
OTA, is based on the idea of supplying
strict, objective scientific and expert
knowledge to the Members of Parlia-
ments in order to help them make in-
formed decisions concerning technol-
ogy. This model was adopted in France,
England and in Germany. In these coun-
tries, the TA unit is located within the
Parliament. The newer model is the
model of participatory or “discoursive”
technology assessment. It takes democ-
racy and public participation as focal
starting points for organising the assess-
ment. This model has been accepted in
Denmark and the Netherlands where the
TA agencies were set up as independent
bodies with only a loose connection to
the parliament.

One of the best known forms of the
participatory TA is the consensus con-
ference developed in Denmark by the
Danish Board of Technology. Set up as a
three-day conference, this method com-
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bines the knowledge of experts and the
common sense of laymen (Agersnap,
1992; Cronberg, 1992). The experts pre-
sent their views and opinions during the
first day. The panel of laymen selected
for the conference pose questions to
them on the second day. The third day,
the panel of laymen formulate and
present a concluding report which sum-
marises their agreement or disagree-
ment on the questions of the state of art,
risks, future use and need of controlling
the technology. The consensus report is
disseminated not only to the Parliament,
but also to different stake-holders in the
society. The conference and its results
are widely reported in the media. The
consensus conference as method of
technology assessment has been intro-
duced in most West European countries,
the USA and Japan during the 1990s
(Ayano, 1999).

In the countries where traditional, in-
strumental model of technology assess-
ment is dominant, the initiative for TA
activities has usually been taken by the
parliament (Vig, 1997). In the Nether-
lands and Denmark again, the original
initiative was made by academies, so-
cially responsible scientists, unions,
other non-governmental organisations
and government ministries. The model
and the methods of TA seem to be related
to the social and institutional basis of the
initiative. The differences of national
political cultures have been analysed to
explain the different ways of organising
the parliamentary technology assess-
ment.

In Finland, the institutionalisation of
technology assessment has followed
largely the traditional model. We shall
analyse the phases of this institutionali-
sation, the actors that participated in the

process and the particularities of the
Finnish solution thus far. We shall also
indicate some historical and political
factors that have been influential in the
formation of the Finnish parliamentary
technology assessment solution. Lastly,
we shall discuss some future problems
and challenges.

Early Initiatives:
The Sitra Proposal of 1976

Discussion on technology assessment
started in Finland in the early 1970s. It
was stimulated by the establishment of
the Office of Technology Assessment,
OTA in the USA, and by the growing in-
terest within the OECD towards the
methods of assessing the societal effects
of technological change. Some TA activi-
ties had emerged also in Sweden. En-
couraged by these developments, the
Science Policy Council of Finland1 pro-
posed the Finnish National Fund for Re-
search and Development (Sitra) to carry
out a study on the theme. A young
economist, with a background in cost-
benefit-analyses, Mr. Pertti Kohi, was
invited to prepare the report. At the time,
TA in Finland was understood primarily
as cost-benefit-analysis of new tech-
nologies. The study was carried out un-
der a auspices of a steering committee
including high-ranking representatives
from ministries, universities, and labour
unions.

Sitra’s report can be characterised as
a guide to the methodology of TA. The
TA framework developed by the Office
of Science and Technology in the USA is
introduced, but on the other hand it is
stated that TA should be regarded more
as a “movement” or a ”tendency” than a
method. The preconception that TA is
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quite similar to cost–benefit-analysis is
also expressed in the report. Only one
major difference between these two
methods is mentioned: in addition to the
cost-benefit-analysis, TA strives to rec-
ommend what practical measures
should be taken. The pivotal purpose of
TA is described as “making the assess-
ment of the impacts of technology more
precise” and serving as “a reminder to
study the impacts of technology and to
use the results in decision making”.
(Kohi, 1976: x, see also 22–23.)

The report also includes action pro-
posals for the organisation of TA in Fin-
land. Three of them are rather general,
suggesting that 1) TA models of other
countries should be systematically fol-
lowed, 2) Finland should continue co-
operation with the OECD in areas close
to TA, and 3) the research planned and
done on the effects of new technologies
should be intensified and focused on
“nationally important problems”. These
problems are not specified, but work
conditions and forestry were mentioned
elsewhere in the report. According to the
report, TA issues should be integrated
into technical education and into the
continuing education of civil servants
working for the municipalities or for the
state.

Two of the proposals focus on the or-
ganisation of TA in Finland. It is sug-
gested that the responsibility for testing
and developing the TA would be given
for instance to a unit in the Government
Office or an ad hoc unit in the Ministry
of Trade and Industry. Moreover, it is rec-
ommended that a working group be set
up with the task of establishing TA in Fin-
land. The group should include repre-
sentatives of the Government Office,
Ministry of Trade and Industry, Ministry

of Finance, Sitra, trade unions and in-
dustry (Kohi, 1976). There was no men-
tion of involving the Parliament in the
TA activities, however. TA was clearly
considered as a tool for civil servants.

These action proposals were not car-
ried out. According to Kohi (interview
5.11.1997), the specialists regarded after
publishing the report that TA would not
bring anything significantly new com-
pared to the already used methods of
cost–benefit analysis. Particularly in
Scandinavia the methodology of cost-
benefit-analysis was expanding at the
time and into the direction of growing
attention to social and environmental
costs and benefits. According to Kohi, TA
was an extension of the existing evalua-
tion methods rather than a new area of
activity.

Technology Assessment in the
Shade of the Future Studies

Future studies play a significant role in
Finnish political and research culture.
The interest in the future studies
emerged in the 1970s growing up to an
issue of political debate in the 1980s. TA
has been of a minor importance in this
discussion.

In the beginning of 1970’s, some re-
searchers became interested in the fu-
ture studies, inspired mainly by the Club
of Rome and its report on the limits of
growth. At the end of the decade, two
working groups were established with
the aim at promoting future studies and
the future studies education in Finland.
First, there was a working group with
representatives from the three Turku
area universities with the aim at estab-
lishing a common future studies unit
under their governance.
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Second, the Academy of Finland pub-
lished in 1979 a report on the promotion
of future studies in Finland (Academy of
Finland, 1979). The work was presided
by General Director of Technical Re-
search Centre of Finland, Pekka Jauho.
According to the report, the main reason
for promoting future studies in Finland
was the rapid development of technol-
ogy and its consequences. The report en-
couraged the future studies to be decen-
tralised between different research units
under the co-ordination of the Academy
of Finland. Moreover, establishing a spe-
cial society for furthering the future
studies was recommended. TA was con-
sidered as one field among the future
studies, and again, particularly the im-
portance of assessing the impacts of
technological change on working condi-
tions was mentioned. No references
were made to parliamentary TA, al-
though future studies at large were con-
sidered useful for the decision-makers.
(Ibid. 2, 8, 28–31.)

The working group in Turku took it
upon itself to establish the Finnish So-
ciety for Futures Studies in 1980. Seven
Finnish multidisciplinary universities,
four business schools and three techni-
cal universities were the founding mem-
bers. The Academy of Finland accepted
this society to function as the one men-
tioned in the Academy Report.2

In 1986, 133 citizens made a civil ini-
tiative suggesting that a unit for future
studies would be established under the
parliamentary jurisdiction. Inspired
partly by this initiative, 136 Parliamen-
tarians presented in 1986 a question to
the government about ”the threats and
possibilities of the future” in Finland.
The formulation of the text implies that
the nuclear accident of Chernobyl in

1986 loomed behind the question. In
their question, the Parliamentarians
suggested that a unit for future studies
should, indeed, be established. This idea
was not greeted with enthusiasm by the
Prime Minister Kalevi Sorsa. However,
encouraged by the question, the Govern-
ment asked for a statement from the Sci-
ence Policy Council of Finland on organ-
ising future studies in Finland. After the
parliamentary debate, also the Associa-
tion of the Researchers and Members of
Parliament arranged a discussion on fu-
ture studies under the title “Is the future
in the hands of the Parliament?” (Gab-
rielson, 1987). The representatives of the
major political parties participated in
the seminar agreeing on the need for
studying the future of the Finnish soci-
ety.

The Science Policy Council delegated
the task to Ministry of Education, which
established a committee to study the is-
sue. The head of this committee was
Academician Erik Allardt. In 1989, the
committee published a report “Change,
Choices, Future – the Promoting of Fu-
ture Studies in Finland” (Commitee for
Future Studies, 1989). Parliamentary
technology assessment was discussed
widely in the report. Both “traditional”
and “constructivist” views were pre-
sented. In the conclusions, it was recom-
mended that the Technical Research
Centre of Finland be developed into a
centre of TA in Finland. The parliamen-
tary connections of the TA activity were
not taken into account in the recom-
mendations. (Commitee for Future
Studies, 1989: 17–25, 62–63.)

After the committee’s report, the Min-
istry of Education convened a working
group to evaluate the recommendations.
The group gathered 35 statements on the
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report, mainly from the ministries and
universities. In its memorandum, the
working group proposed establishing a
Centre for Future Studies in Finland. In
1992, Finland Futures Research Centre
was established. As far as TA is con-
cerned, the working group emphasised,
like the committee before, the impor-
tance of developing TA skills in the Tech-
nical Research Centre of Finland. Again,
no parliamentary connections were
mentioned, neither the assessing of the
social impacts. The memorandum had
very little significance on the develop-
ment of TA activities.

Discussions about Technology
Assessment in the Society of
Scientists and the Members of
Parliament

The promoter of technology assessment
in the 1980s and 1990s was the Associa-
tion of the Researchers and Members of
Parliament (Tutkas). The Association
was founded in 1970 following the model
of the corresponding organisation in
Sweden, RIFO (Förening för Riksdags-
män och Foskare). It was founded to in-
crease communication between re-
searchers and Members of Parliament in
order to transmit scientific and techni-
cal expertise to the Parliament. Profes-
sor Jorma K. Miettinen, subsequently an
academician, was a motive force behind
the establishment of Tutkas. He gave
very similar reasons for establishing
Tutkas than the ones given in the early
US debate concerning the need of TA:
the rapid technological development
has led to e.g. overuse of natural re-
sources and pollution, and these prob-
lems require both applied research and
corrective actions taken on the basis of

the research. This would require better
co-operation between researchers, leg-
islators and engineers. (Miettinen, 1973.)

The first science policy programs were
prepared by the scientific committees of
the Academy of Finland in the 1960s, on
the initiative of Ministry of Education.
The Association’s aim was also to in-
crease the Parliament’s capacity to con-
tribute to the emerging science policy
and help it deal with the problems re-
lated to the rapid development of sci-
ence and technology. The members of
the board of the Association were elected
according to the relative strength of the
political parties in the Parliament. The
Association was also seen as an alterna-
tive to the Science Political Association,
Tiepo, an organisation founded at the
end of the 1960s by researchers with a
leftist orientation. (Miettinen, 1973:
359.)

The Finnish PTA work that started af-
ter the mid 90s has its roots in Tutkas.
One of the members active in the TA is-
sue, Professor of Control Engineering,
Antti J. Niemi (interview 9.6.1999) was a
member of Tutkas’ board for over two
decades. His involvement with PTA
dates back to the early 70s, when he met
Dr. Hugo Schuck, who was chosen to be
the first Director of the Office of Tech-
nology Assessment (OTA) of the US Con-
gress.

On the European level, the initiatives
to start TA activities were stimulated and
coordinated by the FAST-program (Fore-
cast and Assessment in Science and
Technology) funded by the Committee
of the European Union. The program
organised three conferences (in 1988,
1990 and 1992) in which researchers,
parliamentarians, representatives of
companies and trade unions from the
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European countries discussed the na-
ture, methods and organisation of tech-
nology forecast and the TA activities. The
representatives of Tutkas participated in
these conferences.

A key person in the initiatives related
to technology assessment in the 1990s
was Member of Parliament Prof. Martti
Tiuri, representative of the right-wing
National Coalition Party and former Pro-
fessor of Radio Engineering. He was the
Chairman of Board of Tutkas and be-
came also the Chairman of the Commit-
tee of the Future of the Finnish Parlia-
ment when it was established in 1993.
Tiuri published already in 1984 a book
“The future begins now” in which he re-
flected on the future of the Finnish in-
formation society. The importance of the
advancement of high technology is the
essential message of the book. In the
view of Tiuri (1984: 224):

The Members of Parliament, burdened
by many hurries tend not to have time
to follow the development of society
and their knowledge easily stagnates to
the stage in which the MP started her/
his career. Particularly difficult is to fol-
low the rapidly developing science and
technology, although it is needed to un-
derstand information society.

Tiuri suggested that university profes-
sors of different fields, representing
knowledge that influences the future,
should be widely invited as specialists to
comment on the future in the commit-
tee hearings (Tiuri, 1984: 227).

In 1995, after appropriate discussions
by Tutkas Board, Tiuri made, in his ca-
pacity as a Member of Parliament, a
budget initiative for the Parliament sug-
gesting funding, in the budget of 1995,
for establishment of a project group on
organising TA in Finland. The initiative

became accepted, and a project group
was established in 1995.

The Parliamentary Committee for
the Future

In 1993, a special parliamentary com-
mittee was established in the Finnish
Parliament: the Committee for the Fu-
ture. Unlike the other Finnish parlia-
mentary committees, this one is not per-
manent, although it has been working
uninterruptedly since its establishment.
The establishing of the Committee for
the Future was based on an initiative
signed by 168 Parliamentarians, requir-
ing the establishment of a permanent
“Committee for Future Policy”. The first
signatory was Eero Paloheimo, Doctor of
Technology and a representative of the
Green Party. The initiative was rejected
by the Committee for Constitutional
Law. However, the Government was re-
quired to make an official account for
the Parliament on the future develop-
ment of Finland. In order to produce a
parliamentary report on the Govern-
ment’s account, a temporary Committee
for the Future was appointed in the Par-
liament in autumn 1993.

The first report of the Committee for
the Future, commenting on the Govern-
ment’s account, came out in 1994 (Finn-
ish Parliament, 1994). Technology was
discussed only desultorily in the report,
but the report drew attention to the
problems of the decision-makers have in
dealing with the technological knowl-
edge. In the short final chapter, the com-
mittee concludes that significant legis-
lative and other ventures “with extensive
economic, social or technological ef-
fects” should be made subject to an as-
sessment procedure.
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The report also includes an objection
by Tiuri, where he underlines the signifi-
cance of technology assessment:

Parliamentary committees can assess
the social impact of ordinary bills, but
issues in which science and technology
are heavily involved are too complex
and alien to be discussed in ordinary
committee. [- -] The aim of technology
assessment (TA) is to give decision-
makers preemptive and impartial in-
formation about the possible positive,
negative and indirect impact on soci-
ety of technologies or ventures being
developed. Another aim is to outline a
science and technology strategy. (Tiuri,
1984: 56–57.)

Tiuri proposed setting up a TA office
under the auspices of the Parliament.
The office would act as a committee sec-
retariat under the management of the
Special Committee for the Future. The
second report of the Special Committee
for the Future came out in 1997. The
weakening credibility of policy-making
was mentioned, and the negative effects
of globalisation and the unmanage-
ability of technological change were dis-
cussed. (Finnish Parliament, 1997: 8–13,
17–22.) The report also touched on tech-
nology assessment:

In the future, innovations based on sci-
ence and technology will change soci-
ety even more. Increasingly often, there
is a need for new legislation, in which
science and technology feature signifi-
cantly. Parliamentarians often have in-
adequate information to assess the ad-
vantages and drawbacks of new appli-
cations. There is a danger of the Parlia-
ment gradually losing a considerable
part of its power of decision to govern-
ment officials and experts. To be able
to manage decision making better, the
Parliaments have introduced assess-
ment of the social impacts of technol-
ogy. … Technology assessment is an

important means of understanding
and managing the future development
of the society. (Finnish Parliament,
1997: 52)

In the 1997 report, the Committee for the
Future called for citizens’ influence to
strengthen the civil society and to com-
plement parliamentary democracy
through direct participation by citizens,
or “small democracy” (Finnish Parlia-
ment, 1997: 20–21). However, the main
concern were the changed conditions of
parliamentary decision-making. The
committee considers that the societal
importance of the issues outside the tra-
ditional sphere of political decision-
making had significantly grown. Tech-
nology assessment was considered as
one of the tools to make politicians com-
petent in the new areas.

The Organisation of TA in the
Finnish Parliament

On the initiative of 13 Members of Par-
liament, the Finnish Parliament re-
served, in 1995, budget money for pre-
paring a proposal for initiating technol-
ogy assessment within the Finnish Par-
liament. Again, Tiuri was the first to sign
the initiative. 60 000 FIM (ca. 10 000
Euros) were granted for the purpose, and
a task group was appointed to prepare
the proposal for organising TA, in Sep-
tember 1995. The Group for Technology
Studies of the Technical Research Center
of Finland was commissioned to do the
preparatory work and to write the pro-
posal, which was then submitted to the
Parliament in December 1995.

The proposal covers the arguments
for the need of TA in the Parliament.
Along the need of understanding the
complex issues of science and technol-
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ogy, more specific reasons were also pre-
sented. First, it was considered that the
Parliament was poorly prepared for the
discussions on the ever increasing
amount of accounts on important and
large-scale social issues brought to the
Parliament by the government. With the
TA studies, the Parliament could prepare
itself better for the debate and control
better the activity of the government.
Second, it was also considered impor-
tant to deal more proactively with the
complex issues involved in the directives
of the European Union. Third, it was ar-
gued that TA serves also as a tool for the
new basic function of the Committee for
the Future, the forming and evaluation
of the alternative scenarios for the fu-
ture.

As part of the preparation work, the
task group visited the Bundestag of the
Republic of Germany and its Office for
Technology Assessment (TAB). To cite
the expression of the director of the TAB,
Professor Herbert Paschen, “TAB work is
strictly oriented towards the information
needs of the Bundestag” (Paschen, 1997:
10). The group was not interested in vis-
iting the technology assessment institu-
tions of Denmark (The Danish Board of
Technology) nor Holland (Rathenau-In-
stitute), which were more oriented to
extended public debate on technology.
The organisation of TA in the Bundestag,
therefore, supplied the model and refer-
ence for the task group.

The task group recommended that
the Committee for the Future takes the
responsibility for technology assessment
within the Parliament. It suggested, fol-
lowing the German model, that an out-
side research centre be commissioned to
prepare and carry out the assessment
studies. According to the suggestion, this

research should also follow the technol-
ogy assessment activities in Europe and
advance the technology assessment ac-
tivities in Finland.

The technology assessment activity
was started under the Committee for the
Future in 1996. A subcommittee of tech-
nology assessment was denominated in
December 1996, and an annual budget
of 350 000 FIM (ca. 60 000 Euros) was
allocated for TA studies by the Parlia-
ment. No unit was established within the
Parliament, nor were any specialised
staff recruited for the purpose. Neither
was any decision made to commission
the preparation work of TA studies, or
carrying it out to any outside research
unit. The Sub Committee on TA chose,
after hearing other Committees, the
study subjects for assessment. The TA
studies were done under the surveil-
lance of a steering group appointed to
each project by the Committee for the
Future. The studies were carried out by
independent research or consultancy
organisations. The steering group in-
cludes a member from each interested
parliamentary Committee. The Sub
Committee on TA was provided with one
secretary.

The Assessment Takes Shape:
The First Three Projects

By the autumn 1999, two technology as-
sessments and a prestudy had been ac-
complished. These assessments showed
some differences in the approach and
organisation of the research. At the same
time they revealed, however, a common
conception of TA as supplying expert
knowledge for the decision-makers. In
the following, the assessments are briefly
characterised.
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Study on Plant Biotechnology

At the end of 1997, the Committee for
Future charged The Group for Technol-
ogy Studies within the Technical Re-
search Center of Finland, VTT, with the
task of performing an assessment for the
Parliament on the effects of plant gene
technology on society. The assessment
report was published in September 1998
(Salo et al., 1998). In November, it was
discussed at the meeting of Tutkas and
thereafter, in the plenary session of the
Parliament . The TA study was funded by
the Parliament, and its purpose was de-
fined by the chairman of the Sub Com-
mittee on TA, Tiuri, as “to act as a source
of information and pave the way towards
debate in the Parliament” (Tiuri, 1998).

The assessment was carried out by a
three-man working team consisting of a
Doctor in Systems Analysis, an Emeritus
Research Professor of Plant Biotechnol-
ogy, and a Master of Art in Philosophy.
The work relied mainly on two sources
of information: firstly, on expert inter-
views among Finnish scientists and
stake holders, and secondly, on “second-
ary sources” like the OECD, FAO and
ISAAA reports and foreign technology
assessment reports. For the public opin-
ion questions, recent opinion polls were
introduced (Salo, 1998: 8–9).

The final report consisted of some 200
pages and served quite well its intended
function as an information package for
decision makers. As such, the general
approach of the study followed basically
the model of rational decision-making.
In many comments in the Tutkas discus-
sion and in the plenary session of the
Parliament, the report was acknowl-
edged as a many-sided and fully cover-
ing presentation of a complex subject.

However, in some comments, the report
was also criticised for lacking recom-
mendations, for its expert-orientation,
and for the marginal role of the consum-
ers’ point of view. The media attention
was scanty, despite the press conference
organised by the Committee for Futures
on the publication day.

Study on the Information and
Communication Technology in
the Finnish Educational System

Between 1997–1998, The Finnish Na-
tional Fund for Research and Develop-
ment (Sitra) on its part, was charged to
carry out a TA study for the Committee
for Futures on information and commu-
nication technology in the Finnish edu-
cational system. The assessment was
completed in August 1998 and discussed
at the meeting of Tutkas in October. The
study was funded by Sitra, with a total
budged of 2,3 million FIM (ca. 387 000
Euros).

The assessment was done as an exten-
sive expert evaluation, in which nearly
one hundred specialists were involved.
Besides the Parliamentary steering
group, the project was managed by a
project manager, (the former head of the
Information Technology Centre for
Schools at the University of Helsinki)
and by a management group consisting
of sixteen authoritative representatives
from the fields of education and infor-
mation technology. The role of the new
means of information and communica-
tion technologies was also accentuated
in the project steering and in expert-net-
work building (Sinko et al., 1998a: 13–
14).

The panels of experts conducted the
assessment in three main areas: A litera-
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ture review on the impacts of informa-
tion and communication technologies
on education, surveys on key players at
all levels of the educational scene (e.g.
administrators, teachers, students); and
case studies of development projects of
using information technologies in edu-
cation (Sinko et al., 1998b: 5).

The assessment project produced
eight published reports in over 1000
pages. As a large collection of informa-
tion, the project reflects one of its origi-
nally intended functions of gaining ex-
perience of the methods of collecting
knowledge. The collected information,
however, remains quite dispersed and
the storyline is hard to follow among the
rambling data. The story in itself is not
so complex. In the report, there is a con-
sensual vision of the importance of
bringing more information technology
into the school system and education.
Finland is said to be “an advanced labo-
ratory of the information society”; how-
ever, stricter adherence to the national
information technology strategy is re-
quired. As one of the main recommen-
dations, a coherent national, communal,
and institutional strategy is demanded
for the full return of the investments in
information technology (Sinko et al.,
1998b).

Although massive in scope, the study
of Sitra was only a part of a larger proc-
ess. It was a separate thematic account
in the renewal process of the national in-
formation society strategy that Sitra was
charged to carry out in 1997–1998. In the
working program of the strategy process,
the TA study for the Parliament was de-
scribed as one separate account on the
role of information and communication
technologies. This direct commitment to
national strategic planning and the ele-

ments of visionary decision-making are
features that distinguish the assessment
from the more “rationalistic” study on
gene technology. In visionary form, the
other main objective of the study, the
production of policy alignments, may
also be said to have been fulfilled.

Prestudy on Gerontechnology

At the end of 1998, Sosiaalikehitys Ltd, a
small research and development com-
pany in the health care sector, was cho-
sen to carry out a TA prestudy on geron-
technology. The prestudy was com-
pleted after a good month of work in
February 1999. The objectives of the
prestudy were defined as: 1) To form a
preliminary general view of geron-
technology in Finland, and of the Finn-
ish connections with the foreign re-
search and development in the field; and
2) To raise special questions on the ap-
plication of technology with aging peo-
ple. The prestudy was based both on lit-
erature review and on expert interviews.
In the report, some general trends and
problems in the role of the elderly in the
future society are presented. The main
emphasis is on Finnish research and
product development projects in the
field of “gerontechnology”.

In the basis of the first projects, the
Committee for the Future has discussed
the future technology assessment activi-
ties. The crucial question is the possible
permanent organisation and status of
the parliamentary technology assess-
ment (cf. Sinko et al., 1998a, 10). It has
been stated that the current practice of
commissioning every TA project to a dif-
ferent organisation may fulfil the Com-
mittee’s idea of finding the best TA prac-
tices and models in the national context
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(Sinko et al., 1998, 12). But, that this dis-
persion can also endanger the develop-
ment of TA knowledge and expertise and
undermine the quality of future TA stud-
ies (cf. Salo, 1998, 19).

The New Consensus on
Technology Policy

In the 1990s, the consensus seeking na-
tional policy has adopted science and
technology policy as one of its major
themes. The common mission is the
creation of an “innovative learning so-
ciety” in which all the population is
meant to contribute to the implemen-
tation and creation of the new technolo-
gies and, through it, to the economic
competitiveness. The Science and Tech-
nology Policy Council makes a triannual
review of the science and technology
policy. The aim of the innovative learn-
ing society was articulated, for the first
time, in the review of 1990 (Science and
Technology Council,1990). The two last
reviews “Towards an innovative society”
(1993) and “Finland – a knowledge-
based society” (1996) figure the policy of
creating a Finnish information society
(1996,9):

Finland has set it as an objective to be-
come one of the leading information
societies not only in Europe but in the
whole world. An information society is
one in which the information and me-
dia industries are an important busi-
ness sector, in which everyone has ac-
cess to information services and skills
to use them, and in which the proce-
dures and structures of business life
and the public sector have been devel-
oped with the help of information tech-
nology.

The different sectors of society are
planned to contribute to this task. There

is a fairly strong consensus in Finland
about this policy, none of the political
parties having questioned it. The tel-
ecommunications firms, educational in-
stitutions and researchers are in a cru-
cial position in the realisation of this pro-
gram. The institutionalisation of tech-
nology assessment in Finland can easily
be seen as part of this policy. The assess-
ment helps the Parliament take those
measures contributing to the fulfilment
of the national mission.

The Research and Development fund-
ing has increased rapidly in Finland fo-
cusing more on the technical sciences
here than in other Nordic countries. The
orientation to high technology and in-
dustrial innovation can be also seen in
the organisation of the R&D funding.
Finland is the only Nordic country where
the Ministry of Trade and Industry is the
foremost deliverer of R&D funding. The
share of the National Technology Agency
(a unit operating under the Ministry of
Trade and Industry) of the public R&D
funding has grown from the 18% in 1990
to 30% in 1998. In Finland, only 26% of
the research funding goes directly to the
universities, whereas the figure was 39%
in Sweden and Norway and 36% in Den-
mark in 1995. A new feature in Finland
is, that the projects including collabora-
tion with firms are favoured in academic
funding.

So far, only few critical comments on
this national program have been pre-
sented by the academic intellectuals (see
Allardt 1997, 1998; Häyrinen-Alestalo,
1999). The critique in the journals
Tiedepolitiikka (Science Policy), Tiede ja
edistys (Science and Progress) and Sci-
ence Studies as well as in the books on
the university problems (Wiberg, 1995;
Helenius et al., 1996), has mostly been
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in defence of the position and norms of
academic basic research against the de-
mands of immediate usefulness or eco-
nomic utility. The strategy of favouring
“units of excellence” in funding by the
Academy of Finland has been ques-
tioned, as well as the implementation of
management-by-results systems to uni-
versities and the use of the quantitative
indicators, such as number of degrees as
a criterion of funding.

Conclusions

The history of the Finnish parliamentary
technology assessment has three inter-
related features. First, it follows the tra-
ditional conception of technology as-
sessment, underlining the significance
of specialist knowledge in facilitating the
political decision-making within the
Parliament. The Finnish solution fol-
lows, to a large extent, the German one,
the production of research-driven as-
sessment reports for the Parliament. The
orientation is clearly towards a special-
ist-driven assessment, in which the re-
searchers collect and condense essential
knowledge for the Parliament to aid and
support their decision making.

The acceptance of the traditional
model is related to the second feature:
The social basis and support for technol-
ogy assessment has remained limited.
There is practically no TA research or-
ganised in the Finnish universities or re-
search centres. Trade unions or the non-
governmental organisations have not
been interested in TA. The whole matter
has remained within the confines of the
Finnish Parliament and technology ad-
ministration. The key proponents of TA
in Tutkas had their background in engi-
neering and technology, and were active

in the Finnish Academy of Technology.
The Academy is an engineering organi-
sation, the purpose of which is to “pro-
mote technological sciences and their
status in Finland and, in this way, to con-
tribute to the success of Finnish indus-
tries …” (Finnish Academy of Technol-
ogy, 1999.) This professional background
of the key proponents of the TA in Fin-
land makes it understandable why the
parliamentary technology assessment in
Finland adopted a traditional, instru-
mental form.

Technology assessment has never
been important political issue in Fin-
land. These issues were integrated to the
Parliament as a minor function or a spe-
cial tool of the Committee for the Future,
the organisation of which was a major
political issue. Therefore, the distinct
character and nature of technology as-
sessment has remained rather undeter-
mined and vague within the Parliament
and even within the Committee for the
Future. Only a small number of the
Members of Parliament have been inter-
ested in developing TA.

Although TA and the Future Studies
share a common concern for under-
standing and controlling the threads,
influences and possibilities of technol-
ogy, there are also differences. Whereas
traditional TA underlines the necessity
of careful multidisciplinary study on
various, especially unwanted effects of
technologies, the future studies focus on
producing more general, long term al-
ternative visions for the future society.
In Finland, it was this latter idea that re-
ceived political support and became in-
stitutionalised. Thus, TA was left in the
shadow of the future studies in Finland
in the 1980s and 1990s.

The third feature in the institutionali-
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sation of TA in Finland is its integration
as a tool for the national program of cre-
ating an information society. This was
evident particularly in the assessment
project concerning the information and
communication technologies. The Finn-
ish National Fund for Research and De-
velopment (Sitra) took responsibility of
both the funding and the management
of the project. This was logical, since
Sitra is the main architect of the Finnish
information society strategy. The assess-
ment project focused on the key condi-
tion of this vision: the implementation
of information technologies in the
school system and in adult education.

The present way of organising parlia-
mentary technology assessment in Fin-
land involves a risk. No permanent staff
has been hired to organise, study and de-
velop the knowledge related to the ex-
ecution and methods of assessments.
Assessments done thus far have been
contracted out to different actors on an
ad hoc basis, with a limited budget and
a short span for the assessment project.
Combined with the limited social basis
of the activity, there is a risk involved that
the knowledge and experience neces-
sary for the development of technology
assessment, as an open-minded, inde-
pendent and systematic activity will not
evolve at all in Finland. The Finnish TA
risks remaining a small scale and ama-
teur enterprise. Larger social implica-
tions of technology and the question of
democracy – issues that have inspired
the development of European technol-
ogy assessment – have by and large been
omitted.

Notes

1 The council, chaired by the prime minis-
ter, is the most important science policy
organ in the Finnish political system. In
1987, it changed its name into the Science
and Technology Policy Council of Finland.

2 Already in 1972, one Finnish society for fu-
ture studies was established: the Finnish
Society for Technological Forecasting. It
was not active for very long. The members
were mainly from the field of technology.
(Frey & Mannermaa, 1990, 10.) Prof. Pentti
Malaska, who was active in the Finnish
Society for Futures Studies, finds a differ-
ence in the two societies’ approaches to-
wards future studies (interview 25.10.
1999). Finnish Society for Technological
Forecasting was interested in such a prag-
matic approach to future studies that has
its background in military strategy mak-
ing, for example the Delfoi and scenario
methods; whereas the Finnish Society for
Futures Studies can be viewed more as a
society with a humanistic, “Flecht-
heimian” approach to future studies.

3 Interviews:
Pentti Kohi 5.11.1997
Antti Niemi 9.6.1999
Pentti Malaska 25.10.1999.
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