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In this review, we examine expert perspectives on the potential effects of 
the 2023 reform of Finnish Wellbeing Services Counties (WSC) on cultural 
wellbeing within the health and social care sectors. This exploration includes the 
anticipated integration of cultural services, the evolving roles of stakeholders, 
and the expected implications of the reform on funding for cultural activities.

The data were collected through interviews and a survey in the spring of 2023. 
We first thematically structured the interview and survey data separately and 
then synthesized the themes into broader categories. This approach allowed us 
to analyze the themes holistically, aligning with previous research findings on 
the subject.

The WSC reform has disrupted the continuity and development of cultural 
wellbeing activities in Finland by restructuring administrative responsibilities 
and altering collaboration networks. Despite these difficulties, the reform has 
increased recognition of cultural wellbeing in some WSCs, particularly for the 
elderly, and improved integration into regional strategic documents. The 
most significant barriers to cultural wellbeing activities are: 1) the lack of 
and insufficiency in basic funding, leaving the activities largely financed by 
the cultural sector; 2) the emphasis on project-based activities; 3) the lack of 
regional coordination; and 4) weak procurement competence. The WSC reform 
has weakened the connections between various actors in promoting cultural 
wellbeing. Two-thirds of our survey respondents viewed the WSC reform’s impact 
negatively. Hence, there is a call for increased cross-disciplinary cooperation and 
for integrating cultural wellbeing within the strategic frameworks of social and 
healthcare services.

The effects of the WSC on the execution of cultural wellbeing activities have not 
yet been studied extensively. This review article sheds light on the issue at this 
specific moment.
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Introduction

Over the past 15 years, there has been a grow-
ing trend to incorporate arts and cultural ac-
tivities into the social and healthcare sectors in 
Finland. This is based on the view that access 
to and participation in art and culture increase 
health and well-being on the individual as well 
as societal level. The approach is described in 
various terms in different contexts, and the 
definitions of the concept vary. In internation-
al theoretical and policy discussions, such as 
the influential WHO report (Fancourt & Finn, 
2019), the term ”arts, health, and wellbeing” is 
often used. Notably, in the Finnish discourse, 
art is included in a wider framework of culture, 
and the term ”cultural wellbeing” (kulttuurihy-
vinvointi) has been adopted (Laukkanen et al., 
2022, p. 342).

Cultural wellbeing can refer to an individ- 
ual’s experience of how art and culture con- 
tribute to their own wellbeing, or more broad-
ly, it can describe the phenomenon in which 
culture and art have observable welbeing-re-
lated impacts and significance for individuals 
and communities (Houni et al., 2021; Lilja-
Viherlampi & Rosenlöf, 2019). Cultural well-
being activities or services are developed and 
implemented by professionals in the fields of 
art, culture, social work, healthcare, and edu-
cation through multidisciplinary collaboration 
within the social and healthcare sectors (Lilja-
Viherlampi & Rosenlöf, 2019).

Public administration and the reforms asso-
ciated with it play a significant role in organiz-
ing art and health and cultural wellbeing activi-
ties, especially in the Nordic welfare states. Until 
now, Finnish cultural, social, and healthcare 
policies, and therefore measures related to cul-
tural wellbeing, have been mainly the respon-
sibilities of the state and municipalities. In ad-
dition, public (cultural) policies at the regional 
level have been fragmented in Finland, lacking 
a distinct authority (Renko, 2024).

The Finnish health and social services 
reform, a major administrative change, intro-
duced a third administrative level alongside the 
state and municipalities (Laitinen, Stenvall & 

Kuoppakangas, 2023). The reform restructured 
the organization of public healthcare, social wel-
fare, and rescue services, transferring respon- 
sibility from municipalities to 21 self-governing 
wellbeing services counties (WSCs) as of 2023. 
The WSCs, while self-governing, receive funding 
from the central government. Municipalities are 
no longer responsible for organizing health and 
social services but remain accountable for pro-
moting residents’ overall wellbeing and health 
(Act on the Organisation of Social Welfare and 
Health Care, 612/2021), and retain responsi-
bility for cultural services (Act on Municipal 
Cultural Activities, 166/2019). The Act on 
Municipal Cultural Activities obligates munici-
palities to promote activities in accordance with 
its objectives and duties in cooperation with, for 
example, WSCs.

In this review, we consider how cultural ac-
tivities are finding their place within the new 
WSC framework and adapting to changes in 
administration, funding, and strategic focus. 
We shed light on the administrative landscape 
and the essential factors that cultural wellbeing 
practitioners identify as crucial to advancing 
their work amidst the transformation of welfare 
services.

We ask:
•	 How has the WSC reform impacted the 

continuity and development of cultural 
wellbeing activities in Finland?

•	 What are the primary challenges that 
cultural wellbeing initiatives face in the 
new administrative context of wellbeing 
services counties?

Social and healthcare policy and 
the multifaceted field of cultural 
wellbeing in Finland 

The relationship between culture, art, and well-
being has been a topic of discussion in Finnish 
cultural policy for several decades. Discussions 
on the welfare-enhancing effects of arts and 
cultural activities date back to the 1970s, 
during the formation of the Finnish welfare 
state. Integrating culture and art with health 
and social services, and the broader concept of 
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cultural wellbeing, stems from expanded well-
being thinking traceable to the 1950s and 1960s 
(Lehikoinen & Rautiainen, 2016; Rosenlöf, 
2023). Cultural wellbeing became more promi-
nent and organized from the 1990s onwards. In 
the early 2000s, the Ministry of Education em-
phasized the applied use of art in various soci-
etal sectors for the employment of artists. This 
was advanced through a pilot project between 
the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of 
Social Affairs and Health. A notable national 
policy measure was the cross-sectoral Arts and 
Cultural Wellbeing Programme (2010–2014), 
which significantly increased arts and cultur-
al activities in healthcare and social welfare. 
Furthermore, the strategic key project (2015–
2019) outlined in the Government Programme 
in 2015 promoted the networked development 
of cultural wellbeing and cooperation between 
administrative branches, contributing to the 
creation of a networked sector of cultural well-
being (Jakonen & Lahtinen, 2019; Backman et 
al., 2023, p. 45).

Over the past fifteen years, cultural wellbe-
ing in Finland has institutionalized explicitly 
into national policy programs. The promotion 
of cultural wellbeing as a cultural policy goal 
encompasses both the availability and accessi-
bility of art and culture across populations and 
its integration into social and health services 
(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2020). As 
the cross-sectoral nature of cultural wellbeing 
is increasingly recognized, the significance of 
culture for wellbeing has also been considered 
in contexts beyond traditional cultural policy 
guidelines. One example is the implementa-
tion plan for the Government Promotion of 
Wellbeing, Health and Safety 2030 (Finnish 
Government, 2021). The promotion of cul-
tural wellbeing has once again received a po-
litical mandate, as the current Government 
Programme (published in June 2023) includes 
the objective of strengthening cooperation be-
tween the Ministry of Education and Culture 
and the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 
and making wider use of culture, art, and phys-
ical activity in preventive social and health care 
(Jakonen & Renko, 2023).

Cultural wellbeing’s cross-cutting and multi- 
administrative nature reflects its diverse field of 
actors. The promotion of wellbeing and health, 
including cultural wellbeing, occurs at the inter-
faces of various actors: wellbeing services coun-
ties, municipalities, organizations, businesses, 
and the state. Key administrators include the 
Ministry of Education and Culture and the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, along 
with the Arts Promotion Centre Finland and the 
Institute of Health and Welfare. Other vital con-
tributors include WSCs, municipal culture sec-
tors, cultural and arts organizations, social and 
health organizations, service providers, artists, 
educational institutions, researcher networks, 
and coordinating entities. From 2020 to 2023, 
the national Cultural Wellbeing Cooperation 
Group focused on the WSC reform and the 
changes it brings to the organization of health-
care and social welfare. The working group 
specifically focused on developing interfaces 
for cultural wellbeing, developing operating 
models, and mainstreaming them in the sector.

Simultaneously with the institutionalization 
of the concept of cultural wellbeing, the pro-
cess of reforming the Finnish healthcare system 
has been ongoing since the early 2000s, with a 
large-scale reform finally enacted in 2021 by 
the center-left government. The development 
of WSCs was executed under a tight sched-
ule, and the resulting new WSC structure was 
implemented at the beginning of 2023. A core 
aspect of the ongoing WSC reform has been the 
integration of healthcare services, uniting both 
the management and operational levels, and 
intertwining health and social services. This 
integration is achieved through organizational 
structuring and by streamlining processes and 
pathways for patient care (Tynkkynen, 2023).

This is compatible with the current Finnish 
governance structure, characterized by influ-
ences from New Public Management (NPM) 
and newer governance paradigms. Networks, 
dialogue, and participation have emerged 
alongside efficiency, expert authority, and quick 
decision-making processes emphasized in pre-
vious paradigms (Lähteenmäki-Smith et al., 
2021). Recommendations have emphasized 
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the idea of enabling steering to manage current 
complexities. This is done through issue-based 
approaches, multidisciplinary teams, coordi-
nation, and strategic thinking (Vartiainen et 
al., 2020; Laitinen, Stenvall & Kuoppakangas, 
2023).

However, integrating culture into health 
and social service structures has faced chal-
lenges over the past decade, largely due to WSC 
reform uncertainties (Lehikoinen & Rautiainen, 
2016; Croell et al., 2023). The reform created a 
turning point for cultural wellbeing activities, 
offering both opportunities and threats. This 
uncertainty, compounded by the COVID-19 
pandemic, impeded the stabilization of cultural 
wellbeing activities (Jakonen & Lahtinen, 2019). 
Though primarily an administrative reform, it 
has been influenced by ongoing factors such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic, a shortage of nursing 
staff, and concerns about future funding ade-
quacy (Post, 2022). The COVID-19 pandem-
ic and the shortage of personnel continued to 
weaken the availability of services at the begin-
ning of 2023. Currently, the formation of the 
administrative and operational structure con-
tinues in WSCs (Croell et al., 2023).

Given that cultural wellbeing activities 
involve actors from different fields, it is im-
portant to enable transboundary action, or 
boundary work, both practically and struc-
turally. In Finland, especially after earlier at-
tempts at regional and social and healthcare 
reform (Luukkonen et al., 2016, p. 5) and the 
subsequent establishment of the WSCs reform, 
the term ’interface’ (‘yhdyspinta’ in Finnish) 
has been used to describe the functional con-
nection between two or more organizations, 
where the significance of working together is 
emphasized (Laukkanen et al., 2022). Interfaces 
are needed because of boundaries formed be-
tween hierarchies created by different profes-
sional or academic fields (Daykin, 2019, pp. 
14–15; Laukkanen et al., 2022; also de Kock et 
al., 2023). At the practical, day-to-day level of 
cultural wellbeing activities, a boundary can 
emerge between arts practitioners and social 
and healthcare practitioners due to differences 
in their education, goals, and justifications for 

their actions. Artists in the field of cultural well-
being challenge these boundaries by expanding 
their opportunities and building collaborative 
relationships. In boundary work, they bridge 
connections among diverse stakeholders, in-
cluding nursing professionals, administrative 
staff, researchers, funders, and the general 
public (Daykin, 2019, p. 14).

Research literature in cultural wellbeing and 
arts, health, and wellbeing has identified some 
fundamental issues concerning the promotion 
of cultural wellbeing in practice: the sector is 
fragmented, and activities often depend on the 
development interests of small organizations 
and individuals. There is also a lack of a shared 
vision for scaling activities to benefit a broad-
er group of stakeholders in various contexts 
(Daykin, 2019, p. 10; Daykin et al., 2017). These 
problems are familiar in the Finnish context as 
well. For instance, the report of the aforemen-
tioned Cultural Wellbeing Cooperation Group 
(Cooperation Group on Cultural Wellbeing 
Taiku3, 2023, pp. 19–20) highlights recent posi- 
tive developments but also points out areas for 
improvement. There are substantial regional 
disparities in utilizing cultural wellbeing activ-
ities, and even established practices may not 
reach a large part of the population. There are 
also hindrances in instilling project-developed 
activities permanently, and needs for improve-
ment in funding the activities.

Methods and data

The data used in this article were collected 
through expert interviews and a survey as 
part of a research project that received fund-
ing from the Arts Promotion Centre Finland 
(Taike). Taike channelled funding from the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Health (MSAH) 
in the Wellbeing from Culture for the Elderly 
(IKO) program in the years 2021–2023. In the 
spring of 2023, we interviewed ten stakeholder 
representatives working in cultural wellbeing, 
including those from relevant ministries, the 
Arts Council of Finland, and various projects 
promoting cultural wellbeing. Additionally, 
we conducted a survey in May–June 2023, 
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targeting representatives of Taike’s IKO funding 
applicants and project partners. The electronic 
survey was sent to 123 recipients, yielding 33 
responses (a 27% response rate). The very low 
response rate may be due, among other reasons, 
to the fact that the survey was also sent to ap-
plicants for Taike’s subsidy. It is possible that 
those who did not receive state funding were 
not interested in commenting on an issue they 
were not implementing, unlike those who had 
received funding.

Respondents were predominantly from cul-
tural sector organizations, artists, and regional 
and municipal actors. The survey aimed to create 
a situational picture of the working conditions 
for artists and cultural actors in the social and 
health care sector and examine the impacts of 
the WSC reform. Although the questions were 
framed especially in the context of elderly care, 
respondents discussed cultural wellbeing more 
generally in the context of social and healthcare 
services. It was apparent that while there are 
unique concerns related to working with the el-
derly, the structural conditions and challenges 
are common across the cultural wellbeing field.

Our analysis of the survey data consisted of 
descriptive statistical analysis and qualitative 
analysis of open responses. To some extent, we 
used the survey as a qualitative tool, valuing the 
diverse views, in-depth knowledge, and experi-
ences on specific topics with open-response field 
questions (see Braun, Clarke, Boulton, Davey, 
and McEvoy, 2021). We conducted a qualitative 
content analysis of the open survey responses as 
well as interview data to categorize the changes 
in and challenges of the WSC reform (Miles & 
Huberman 1994; Silverman 2001). First, we the-
matically structured the interview and survey 
data separately. We then synthesized the central 
and recurring themes from the responses into 
broader categories. In addition to this, we made 
a descriptive quantitative analysis of the key 
challenges that came up in the survey data.

We specifically analyzed survey responses to 
two questions: 1) “Tell us how the WSC reform 
has so far affected your work in cultural well-
being?” and 2) “Based on previous studies, we 
have identified the following barriers/obstacles 

to cultural wellbeing activities. From your per-
spective, what are the most significant current 
barriers to promoting cultural wellbeing among 
the elderly?”.

Our respondents worked across various 
regions, many with extensive experience in 
cultural wellbeing. Therefore, our survey data 
provides a valuable stakeholders’ point of view 
into the WSC reform, although it does not pro-
vide a representative picture of the effects of the 
WSC reform on cultural wellbeing in each of the 
regions. That said, the conducted expert inter-
views also seem to support our findings from 
the survey data.

Social and health care administration 
in turbulence 

In this section, we address our first question: 
”How has the wellbeing services counties reform 
impacted the continuity and development of 
cultural wellbeing activities in Finland?” In our 
survey conducted in the spring of 2023, most 
responses to the question “Tell us how the WSC 
reform has so far affected your work in cultural 
wellbeing?” (two-thirds of the 28 total respons-
es) viewed the WSC reform’s impact negatively. 
Next, we will briefly discuss the issues presented 
in the answers.

With the WSC reform, the responsibility for 
organizing health and social services was trans-
ferred from municipalities. However, they still 
have the responsibility for promoting the over-
all wellbeing and health of municipal residents 
(Act on the Organisation of Social Welfare and 
Health Care, 612/2021). Additionally, the Act 
on Municipal Cultural Activities (166/2019), 
revised in 2022, specified the task of munici-
palities not only to promote culture and art as 
part of residents’ wellbeing and health but also 
to cooperate with other municipalities, WSCs, 
and regional councils, as well as actors in the 
cultural and arts sector and other sectors. As a 
result, WSCs and providers of cultural wellbe-
ing services must collaborate more extensively. 
However, since social and healthcare services 
have become separate from municipal activi-
ties, the established collaboration partners have 
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changed within the WSCs, making it less obvi-
ous who the partner in the social and healthcare 
sector is. Thus, established practices and opera-
tional models at the municipal level have either 
disappeared or are difficult to implement in the 
new WSC organizations. The uncertainty about 
collaboration partners and responsible parties 
creates difficulties in everyday work practices, 
operational planning, and development work. 
There is confusion about who to work with, 
where resources are allocated, and the impor-
tance and justification of the work. This can be 
seen in the responses:

[The reform has] slowed down and complicated 
operations, as cooperation now takes place with 
multiple actors instead of representatives of the 
previous municipal organization. The actors 
also lack a clear division of tasks, responsibili-
ties, and communication environment, let alone 
a shared way of working.

This work is strongly network-based and relies 
on multidisciplinary collaboration. With the 
reform, the roles and responsibilities of social 
and healthcare partners have remained unclear 
in relation to cultural wellbeing activities. The 
continuation of good practices and operational 
models previously used in municipalities is also 
uncertain for the time being. Cultural wellbeing 
is not at the core of operations in the wellbeing 
services counties and is easily overlooked when 
redefining employees’ roles.

In the new situation, connections between dif-
ferent parties are crucial. However, respondents 
found the interface or boundary work between 
WSCs and cultural wellbeing actors challeng-
ing due to disruptions in important partner-
ships and operational models. Administrative 
structures have shifted, and personal networks 
and informal cooperation have been lost, leav-
ing actors uncertain about whom to contact to 
offer services or obtain funding. The reform has 
changed positions and job descriptions, neces-
sitating the rebuilding of networks to identify 
responsible parties within WSC organizations. 
This process is hindered by unclear operating 

models and responsibilities. This became espe-
cially apparent in responses from cultural or-
ganizations involved in planning and develop-
ment work. Actors in the art sector noted that 
potential partners in health and social services 
seem to prioritize the reorganization of their 
own primary functions, relegating cultural well-
being to a secondary position. The responses 
also highlight a lack of a permanent coordinat-
ing body in the national development work of 
cultural wellbeing. This deficiency hampers the 
systematic development and integration of cul-
tural wellbeing activities into the operations of 
WSCs. Despite these challenges, some responses 
noted increased recognition of culture’s impor-
tance for wellbeing with the reform, particularly 
for the elderly, and better integration of cultural 
wellbeing into regional strategic documents, in-
dicating potential for positive outcomes if im-
plementation and coordination stabilize:

Cultural wellbeing has been better integrated 
into the strategic documents of the wellbeing 
services county during the transition phase. In-
terest in the Kaikukortti card has increased in 
municipalities where it is not yet in use. Cul-
tural wellbeing is also being considered more 
as part of a broader range of services and the 
promotion of health and wellbeing.

The financial status of wellbeing services is 
perceived as uncertain, with a notable decline 
in funding from the social and healthcare 
sector impacting cultural wellbeing activities. 
Activities previously co-financed by the cul-
tural and social and healthcare sectors at the 
local level have faced challenges following the 
reform. Funding for cultural wellbeing has been 
in flux, with decreased ability to purchase cul-
tural services in individual care institutions and 
shrinking resources for health-promoting ac-
tivities. As previous municipal funding sourc-
es are now limited to the cultural sector alone, 
previously strong regions in producing cultur-
al wellbeing have faced reduced funding. This 
has led to regional disparities among WSCs. 
The goal of achieving equal services across the 
WSCs through the reform has also presented 
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challenges, as it may restrict the ability to make 
flexible funding decisions for cultural wellbe-
ing activities locally or within a single organi-
zation, thereby reducing local service flexibil-
ity. However, some responses noted that this 
standardization could encourage participation 
in areas that previously underutilized cultural 
wellbeing.

Overall concerns include incomplete con-
nective work between actors, unclear roles and 
responsibilities, uncertain funding, inadequate 
recognition of cultural wellbeing’s significance, 
and the absence of a national coordinating 
body. The responsible actors, especially from 
the WSCs, are unclear or absent, and there is 
insufficient funding from social and healthcare 
services. Additionally, there is a lack of under-
standing and recognition of cultural wellbe-
ing activities for the elderly, particularly those 
aimed at prevention and maintaining functional 
capacity. The absence of resources for a perma-
nent coordinating body further hampers na-
tional development efforts.

Challenges of cultural wellbeing 
activity

This section addresses our second question: 
”What are the primary challenges that cultural 
wellbeing initiatives face in the new administra-
tive context of wellbeing services counties?”

To identify the current challenges to cultur-
al wellbeing activities, particularly concerning 
the elderly, we posed a multiple-choice question 
in our survey about the obstacles to cultural 
wellbeing activity: “Based on previous studies, 
we have identified the following obstacles to 
developing cultural wellbeing activities. From 
your perspective, what are the most significant 
current obstacles to promoting cultural wellbe-
ing among the elderly?” The respondents could 
choose up to four options. The questionnaire 
was based on challenges recognized in previ-
ous research on the Finnish cultural wellbe-
ing field (e.g., Anttila et al. 2022; Cooperation 
Group on Cultural Wellbeing Taiku3, 2023; 
Jakonen & Lahtinen, 2019; Koivisto et al., 2020; 
Lehikoinen, 2017).

The responses (Table 1) indicated that the 
most significant obstacles to cultural wellbeing 
activities according to the respondents are as 
follows. Firstly, the lack of and insufficiency in 
basic funding was identified as the most signif-
icant barrier. Although there is a general desire 
for the social and health sector to finance cul-
tural wellbeing activities more strongly, funding 
models have not developed accordingly, leaving 
the activities largely financed by the cultur-
al sector. This also reflects the long-standing 
scarce resourcing and austerity policies in social 
and healthcare services. Secondly, the empha-
sis on project-based activities was identified. 
This refers to the project-specific and there-
fore unpredictable nature of cultural wellbeing 
activities, which hinders long-term planning 
and development. Thirdly, the perceived lack 
of regional coordination emphasizes the need 
for better regional coordination and consist-
ency for the effective implementation of activ-
ities. Fourthly, the perceived weak procurement 
competence indicates a lack of understanding 
and skills in the social and healthcare sector re-
garding the commissioning and purchasing of 
art and cultural wellbeing services.

Survey respondents also proposed solutions 
to the barriers identified. Of 28 descriptions, 18 
respondents believed that increasing resources 
would help resolve the barriers, which might 
also reduce the project-centric nature of the ac-
tivities currently prevalent in cultural wellbeing 
and wider societal development. Respondents 
noted a lack of sufficient coordination, calling 
for more permanent responsibilities and re-
sources. A key solution would be to establish 
a regional coordination body to handle cul-
tural wellbeing issues within each WSC across 
Finland.

Discussion and conclusions

We focused on the perceived effects of the 2023 
Finnish WSC reform on the promotion of cul-
tural wellbeing in health and social care. We 
asked the following research questions: How has 
the WSC reform impacted the continuity and 
development of cultural wellbeing activities in 
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Table 1. Challenges in cultural wellbeing activity according to respondents. (Total n of respondents: 33).

Challenge Number of 
responses

% of total 
responses  

Lack of or insufficient basic funding 25 76

Emphasis on project-based activities 21 64

Lack of regional coordination 14 42

Weak procurement competence wi-
thin social and health care sector 12 36

Unclear responsible parties 7 21

Limited awareness of activities 5 15

Regulation and practices in social/healthcare 5 15

Lack of development grants 5 15

Ambiguity of cultural wellbeing meaning 4 12

Lack of a national coordinating body 4 12

Lack of political will 4 12

Lack of clear and unified objectives 3 9

Insufficient supplementary training 3 9

Limited appreciation of art 3 9

Lack of disseminating good practices 3 9

Deficiencies in marketing and sales 2 6

Insufficiencies in basic education 2 6

Other 2 6

Shortage of competent workforce 1 3

Weak employment conditions for artists 1 3

Negative attitudes towards applied art 0 0

Lack of intermediary operations 0 0
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Finland? What are the primary challenges that 
cultural wellbeing initiatives face in the new ad-
ministrative context of WSCs? The data used in 
this review article were collected through expert 
interviews and a survey. Despite limitations in 
the data we managed to gather perspectives 
from various key cultural wellbeing stakehold-
ers in Finland, thus providing us with valuable 
insights.

The WSC reform in Finland has disrupt-
ed the continuity and development of cultural 
wellbeing activities. Challenges include broken 
partnerships, difficulty in adapting to new ad-
ministrative structures, and uncertainty about 
who to contact for services or funding. However, 
some positive aspects, such as increased aware-
ness of cultural wellbeing’s importance for the 
elderly and better integration into strategic doc-
uments, have been noted. Regarding funding 
and sustainability, the reform has created uncer-
tainty, particularly with decreased funding from 
the health and social care sector. This has affect-
ed previously co-financed projects, leading to a 
reliance on the cultural sector for funding and 
highlighting the need for new sustainable fund-
ing models.

The primary challenges in the new admin-
istrative context include a lack of basic funding 
and insufficient coordination at regional levels. 
The project-centric nature of cultural wellbe-
ing activities and weak purchasing skills in the 
social and healthcare sector also pose signif-
icant challenges, alongside the difficulty in es-
tablishing effective networks and partnerships 
following the reform.

Based on our analysis, there are consist-
ent challenges in the realm of cultural wellbe-
ing governance in Finland: the persistent need 
for better funding models, the project-centric 
nature of cultural wellbeing initiatives, and 
challenges in cross-administrative coordination 
and collaboration. There are difficulties in inte-
grating cultural activities within the social and 
healthcare sector due to systemic challenges and 
funding constraints. One of the main challenges 

has been the repeated, unsuccessful reformation 
attempts of the administrative structures of the 
social and healthcare services since the early 
2010s.

There seems to be a continuous struggle to 
establish long-term, sustainable structures and 
practices for cultural wellbeing, despite recog-
nizing its importance. The core challenges faced 
by cultural wellbeing initiatives have remained 
largely unaddressed and are still in flux due 
to the WSC reform in 2023. The WSC reform 
introduced a three-tier administrative system, 
which could enhance the regional significance 
of Finnish cultural policy, previously unclear, 
through cultural wellbeing policies. The WSCs 
have the potential to bolster regional cultural 
policy by actively engaging in cultural wellbe-
ing-based policymaking, in cooperation with 
other regional authorities (cf. Renko, 2024). 
Backman et al. (2023, pp. 35-39) suggest the in-
tegration of cultural and sports wellbeing effects 
into public decision-making and governance 
systems. This requires rethinking how cultural 
wellbeing is valued and incorporated in policy 
and practice, calling for a holistic approach to 
public governance that aligns theoretical un-
derstanding with practical execution (also 
Lähteenmäki-Smith et al. 2021).

We suggest that addressing the above-men-
tioned challenges requires not only increased 
resources and improved coordination but also a 
deeper integration of cultural wellbeing within 
the strategic frameworks of health and social 
services. The significance of strategic work was 
also recognized in the recent report by a work-
ing group set up by the Ministry of Education 
and Culture (MEC). Further research is needed 
to analyze how cultural wellbeing is currently 
being addressed and funded in the wellbeing 
services counties on the strategic and political 
level. The reform challenges this as the bounda-
ries between actors are in a state of change, but 
on the other hand, the new situation may also 
provide possibilities for new kinds of alliances.
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