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A B S T R A C T

This qualitative case study analyzed the studification development through the lens of relational expertise (RE) 
that raises for examination experts’ motive orientations—in other words, their understanding of what matters to 
each partner when working on the object of activity. The studification of youth workshops offers an alternative 
pathway to vocational education for young people and adults in a weak labor market position. The development 
of studification requires cooperation among experts in several professional fields. Empirical studies of experts’ 
perceptions of their own and their partners’ views are thus far limited. The research question asked what matters 
for the workshop professionals in the studification and how their partners perceive what matters for the 
workshop professionals, correspondingly. The data consisted of expert interviews with 21 informants in the 
studification development project. The method applied an abductive approach to theory-based and data-driven 
thematization and comparison. The findings indicated that the partners shared the motive based on the 
awareness of a young person at risk of exclusion who always has some future opportunities and learning po
tential. The gaps in different thematic areas of RE demonstrated how partners’ understanding of what matters to 
others is shaped by their own institutionally grounded motive orientation. The conceptual framework of RE that 
was developed can be applied and enriched in future studies of expertise in partnership networks.

1. Introduction

I think there should be an alternative in a situation where the network – 
pupil welfare, special needs teachers, social workers, public health nurses 
– does not reach the young person. Despite all the support measures, they 
do not arrive at school. And when you [search] background, there may be 
social services, A-clinic, adolescent psychiatry, but that network doesn’t 
work together yet. So, it is still with us that we all are separated … 
(Representative of a vocational school)

Collaboration among specialized professionals is demanding, 
particularly when working with the object of activity that is complex 
and difficult to define. This notion is reflected in the opening excerpt’s 
description of multiprofessional work with young people at risk of 
marginalization. To address the challenges of multiprofessional collab
oration, Edwards (2010, 2017) advocated for a deeper understanding of 
relational expertise (RE) among professionals. The relational turn has 
been defined in the social sciences, (e.g., Selg, 2016; West et al., 2020); 
in the studies of expertise, this has meant a shift in focus from individual 

expert qualities to collectives of professionals a coordinating their ac
tions, negotiating the interpretations of the tasks at hand, and searching 
for ways to complete them (Edwards, 2017). RE is constructed in and 
through joint work and is therefore relevant to partnership models 
(Hopwood et al., 2016). It is essential that professionals can represent 
their own expertise to their partners and recognize the expertise of 
others. Drawing on the cultural-historical approach (Blunden, 2023; 
Hopwood & Sannino, 2023; Vygotsky, 1987), Edwards (2017, 2020)
posits that revealing the actual complexity of the object of activity and 
understanding what matters for different parties is at the core of the 
collaboration and knowledge construction characterizing RE. The 
question concerns the leading motive, theoretically, the motive orienta
tion (Hedegaard, 2012; see Section 2), of each professional group.

Although the cultural-historical approach to RE is a recognized 
interpretive framework (Edwards, 2017; Edwards et al., 2017)— 
recently applied in studies of transdisciplinary collaboration (McClure, 
2023) and education (Shires, 2023)—its development as an empirical 
method for the systematic comparison of motive orientations is still 
incomplete. According to Edwards (2012), “[W]e know relatively little 

* Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: sirpa.ylimaula@gmail.com (S. Ylimaula), hanna.toiviainen@tuni.fi (H. Toiviainen). 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Social Sciences & Humanities Open

journal homepage: www.sciencedirect.com/journal/social-sciences-and-humanities-open

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2025.101389
Received 26 March 2024; Received in revised form 3 January 2025; Accepted 25 February 2025  

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6744-1973
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6744-1973
mailto:sirpa.ylimaula@gmail.com
mailto:hanna.toiviainen@tuni.fi
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/25902911
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/social-sciences-and-humanities-open
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2025.101389
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2025.101389
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Social Sciences & Humanities Open 11 (2025) 101389

2

about what the categories that are used in work talk tell us about the 
values and the knowledge that matters within particular practices” (p. 
25). This qualitative case study aims to develop the methods for 
exploring the question of what matters to collaborating professionals by 
identifying the ‘focal themes’ (Section 2) of RE drawn from Edwards’ 
(2010, 2017) theorization. To this purpose, the youth workshop studi
fication and its multiprofessional development in Finland are selected as 
an empirical case for the conceptual and analytical elaboration of RE.

Youth workshops are coaching and guiding communities whose 
purpose is to strengthen the participants’ coping and well-being, identify 
their capacity, and prepare them for education and work transitions in 
accordance with societal expectations (Finnish youth work statistics, 
2024; Into, 2024; Paving the Way, 2017; Rinne & Järvinen, 2010; 
Välimäki & Husu, 2023; Act of Youth, 2016). Globally, graduation from 
secondary school is now seen as the minimum level of educational 
attainment to access further study and work (Lamb et al., 2011). The 
level of education is connected to the distribution of well-being, and 
dropping out of school has widespread consequences for individuals and 
societies. The studification of youth workshops has been launched as an 
alternative pathway to vocational education for young people and adults 
in a weak labor market position. Studification means that participants 
can complete parts of vocational studies and attain qualifications in and 
through work activity (Paving the Way, 2017). For the workshops, 
studification means identifying the learning environments and coaches’ 
pedagogical competence, acquiring preparedness to grant competence 
certificates, and organizing the competence-based exams in the work
shop environment (Ylimaula & Suorsa, 2023). The development and 
implementation of studification is based on the recognition of the in
dividual needs of young clients through multiprofessional collaboration 
between coaches, vocational teachers, and social service providers. 
Studification is a relatively stabilized part of the youth workshop ac
tivities; however, as a marginal form of education, it is at risk due to 
governmental cost-reduction policies.

This study is a retrospective investigation of the development of 
studification during 2009–2019, which demonstrates, we argue, a case 
of RE in the making. The case involves both strengths and disruptions of 
joint work between the partners: the youth workshop, a vocational 
school, and some social services. The setting outlines RE emerging be
tween the youth workshop, which complements other welfare services, 
and interacts with societally much stronger, well-established institutions 
of education and social services. We position our research task at the 
intersection of the theoretical development of RE (Edwards, 2017; 
Edwards, 2020; Shires, 2023; Solberg et al., 2021) grounded in 
cultural-historical activity theory (Blunden, 2023; Hopwood & Sannino, 
2023; Vygotsky, 1987), and the empirical analysis of the studification of 
the youth workshops in Finland. The latter represents a relatively nar
row and under-researched field; for now, we refer to our own research 
(Ylimaula & Toiviainen, 2022). The research problem is stated in a 
two-part question: What matters to the professionals of youth workshops, 
and what perceptions do their partners have of what matters to them (the 
professionals of youth workshops) in the development of studification?

2. Focal themes of relational expertise

According to Edwards (2017), relational expertise manifests itself in 
the collaborating experts’ ways of negotiating and implementing their 
shared practices. The diverse motives and priorities of each expert group 
should be aligned to strengthen the collective contribution to the object 
of activity. In this research, the object of collaborative activity is the 
development of studification as the model for young peoples’ education 
(henceforth, ‘studification’). Defining the object of activity as the motive 
for collaboration is the fundamental methodological principle of 
cultural-historical activity theory formulated in Leont’ev’s (1978)
classic research. Edwards (2017) stated that “[a] cultural-historical 
approach to motive is based on a collective notion of what matters to 
others as well as oneself within a particular practice” (p. 4).

When applying this framework to the expert interview data, we 
searched for the expressions of the object as the motive of activity (i.e., 
studification), but realized that the ‘object’ did not fully encompass the 
experts’ views on collaboration during the development of studification. 
By revisiting the foundational literature of RE (Edwards, 2010, 2017, 
2020), we defined three thematic areas for the framework of RE: the defi
nition of the object of activity, the conceptualisation of partnership, and the 
recognition of the underlying institutional practices, each of which is dis
cussed below.

First, the definition of the object of activity as the motive obviously 
forms the core of the cultural-historical analysis, as discussed above. 
Edwards (2020) conceptualized the notion of what matters as an actor’s 
motive orientation (Hedegaard, 2012), which that is challenged when a 
person moves between practices. For example, in young people’s tran
sition from school to work activity, the motive orientation changes from 
study-related to work-related, and the young person’s identity formation 
is significantly involved in the change. As we understand in the context 
of RE, professionals’ motive orientations are shaped through encounters 
and movement between professional practices while working with 
complex objects that are in transition. The object and motive of various 
professionals do not develop to become “the same”; rather than elimi
nating the gap, attempts are made to understand the motive orientations 
of other professionals as well as one’s own, what those motives mean to 
unfolding collaboration and how the motives are recognized and 
negotiated (Edwards & Daniels, 2012). In the following analysis, we use 
the theoretical concept of “motive orientation” and the descriptive term 
“what matters” interchangeably, depending on the context in which the 
object of activity is discussed.

Second, the implementation of RE involves working beyond indi
vidual professional practices (Edwards, 2010). Partnership cooperation 
significantly shapes both knowledge creation and work practices, setting 
new requirements for working sites. Multidisciplinary work that extends 
beyond the individual and intra-institutional practices may feel uncer
tain and uncomfortable to professionals. Building common knowledge 
in partnerships takes time and calls for spaces of negotiation among 
intersecting practices (Edwards, 2017, p. 303). The development of 
partnering activities is essentially intertwined with the design of new 
tools and “network scripts” (Seppänen & Toiviainen, 2017) that facili
tate the collaborative production of services. Partnership cooperation 
significantly shapes both knowledge creation and work practices, setting 
new requirements for working sites (Toiviainen, H., 2022).

The third conceptual notion of RE is drawn from the underlying 
institutional practices of each partner “comprising activities, in which 
people take actions that are motivated and shaped by how they interpret 
the task being worked on in the activity” (Edwards et al., 2017, p. 244). 
Different actions, motives and interpretations pertain to historical 
development and certain social contexts of professions. These connec
tions are culturally and historically mediated, as Edwards (2020)
pointed out, not societally determined but shaped by the dialectic of 
human agency and societal demands placed on human activity 
(Vygotsky, 1987). The institutional practices of experts are manifested 
in the data through the informants’ statements of what is possible or 
challenging in the implementation of collaboration that crosses insti
tutional boundaries (Edwards, 2010, 2020).

In sum, the possibilities of RE emerge—and can be explored—in the 
experts’ collective work on the object of activity, in the quality of 
partnership, and in the institutional practices of experts (Edwards, 
2017). In this study, we apply these theory-based thematic areas to the 
empirical data, consisting of experts’ views of collaboration while 
co-developing studification for youth workshops.

3. Youth workshop activities as the context of research

The participants of the workshops are young people and adults who, 
for various reasons, are in a weak labor market position (Into, 2024; 
Paving the Way, 2017; Rinne and Järvinen, 2010; Välimäki & Husu, 
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2023; Act of Youth, 2016). In Finland, youth workshops, together with 
outreach youth work, are referred to as targeted youth work that assists 
and guides young adults currently outside of education and employment 
into education, employment, rehabilitation, or training (Välimäki & 
Husu, 2023). Workshops and outreach youth work employ about 2200 
youth and social workers. The workshops are organized by municipal
ities, non-governmental organizations, and foundations and operating in 
the fields of youth policy and education as well as employment, and 
health and social policy. Youth workshops are found in about 90% of the 
Finnish municipalities offering permanent daily activities for partici
pants (Into, 2024). After the health and social care reform (e.g., Croell 
et al., 2023), some of the workshops were located under the regulation 
of the new regionally divided welfare areas, and some have been closed. 
Due to service reforms and governmental reduction policies, the future 
of workshops in Finland is unclear. This article adheres to the situation 
as it was during to the data collection phase at the end of the 2010s.

Toward the end of the 2010s, there were annually around 26,000 
participants nationwide, about half of whom were under the age of 29 
(Finnish youth work statistics, 2024; Into, 2024). Participants are a 
heterogeneous group of people who fluctuate between unemployment, 
employment, studies, and clientship with various services (Aaltonen 
et al., 2016). Half of the young participants had completed a compre
hensive school qualification, and one-third had completed an upper 
secondary level of qualification. Participants are usually guided to the 
workshops by labor administration, social and health services, educa
tional institutions, or youth services. During a coaching period of 1–6 
months, young people not in employment, education, or training (NEET) 
are offered rehabilitative work activities (1–5 days/week), employment, 
and job seeking counselling (Aaltonen et al., 2016; Sivenius & Friman, 
2020). The ‘learning by doing’ approach helps participants recognize 
their strengths and abilities while acquiring skills through practical 
work, e.g., catering, woodworking, handicrafts, laundry, and trans
portation (Paving the Way, 2017). Individual counselling and 
life-management support is provided by a multidisciplinary team that 
may consist of special education teachers, psychologists, guidance 
counsellors, social and youth workers, public health nurses, psychiatric 
nurses, physiotherapists, and educationalists (Rinne and Järvinen, 
2010).

About half of the workshops in Finland offer studification to enhance 
equality of access to education and to improve regional employment and 
training opportunities (Finnish youth work statistics, 2024). For 
example, a young workshop participant who has dropped out of school 
may find learning through work a more natural way of acquiring skills. 
This person may demonstrate their skills and collect credits for a voca
tional qualification, guided by professional coaches in close cooperation 
with accreditive educational institutions. The importance of the 
workshop-education collaboration further increased due to the 2018 
legislative reform of vocational education and training, which required 
investments in on-the-job learning and learning and learning environ
ments for those in need of special support (Karttunen, 2019; Paving the 
Way, 2017). After the data collection of this study (2017–2018), a 
cooperation document for workshops and vocational education and 
training providers was published (Karttunen, 2019).

In this article, we use the term ‘workshop-foundation’ to denote both 
professional (workshop) and institutional (foundation) bases of the 
studification activity analyzed. Additionally, ‘workshops’ and ‘youth 
workshops’ are used interchangeably, keeping in mind that approxi
mately half of today’s clients are adults. The term ‘youth workshop’ 
originates from the governmental action toward youth employment in 
the late 1980s.

4. Methods and data

The research design for this qualitative case study (Yin, 2009) was 
planned by the first author while working as a participatory researcher 
in the youth workshop studification projects. The case study was of 

exploratory in nature, applied when the research topic and the design are 
not initially well-defined and there is a need to create a study framework 
(Yin, 2012). The researcher contacted all project participants from the 
youth workshop, vocational school and social services, inviting them to 
the interviews that were carried out in 2017–2018. The sampling 
method can be defined as purposive or total population sampling, both 
of which are applicable in qualitative research of small populations 
(Rapley, 2014).

The project researcher carried out in total 34 expert interviews, 21 of 
which dealt with studification (among other development topics) were 
selected for this analysis. The forms of data collection included indi
vidual (13), pair (2) and focus group (1) interviews, based on the in
formants’ preferences. The respondents are pseudonymized as 
workshop-foundation (13 informants), vocational school (4 in
formants) and social service providers (4 informants; including 
employment office, social welfare office, and psychiatric outpatient 
clinic). In the pair and small-group interviews, the participants repre
sented the same organization. The interviews were recorded and tran
scribed. The transcribed data consisted of 38,232 words.

The method of data analysis uses the pragmatist abductive approach, 
which has been characterised as “movement back and forth between 
theoretical generalization and specific data” (Tavory & Timmermans, 
2014, p. 5). In this research, this means that the theory-laden themes of 
relational expertise (Section 2) did not form a predefined framework for 
the categorization of data. As described above, the analysis started by 
the identification of the talk about the object of activity as fundamental 
to relational expertise theorization. Then, the richness of the data made 
us to return to the literature to define other thematic areas to complement 
the analytical framework.

After separating the RE themes from the interview data, we identi
fied the data excerpts in which the respondents discuss about what 
matters to them, i.e., what they see as important to their professional 
activity, and what perceptions they have of what matters to their part
ners. The unit of data is a single statement or a set of several statements 
that express importance regarding one’s own work or that of one’s 
partners. The identification and differentiation of statements required 
several iterations between theory and data, resulting in the definition of 
the discursive characteristics of expressions: direct expressions of 
importance (e.g., important, meaningful and concern), expressions of 
motive, meaning, and sense of the work, and expressions of special 
professional competence and strengths. The following data excerpts 1–3 
have been selected for the analysis, as they discuss the importance of 
studification for the workshop activity (key expressions of importance 
underlined). In their statements, a workshop coach emphasizes studifi
cation as a professionally motivating activity, a vocational school
teacher appreciates the workshop for offering a model for school 
dropouts, and a service provider is positive in principle but not entirely 
aware of the workshop’s results related to the studification. 

1. Workshop-foundation:

… it brought more content to the coaches, and professional expertise. So 
that there is no such frustration that this continues unchanged year after 
year. New elements were added to [work], and some appreciated it very 
much, not everybody. For me, it felt that it was a big deal when I got to do 
and try something new. That was the spice of it.

2. Vocational school:

[Studification] is one of the teaching methods [offering a student] a more 
close-knit network, the goal being to return to school. [Studification in a 
workshop] is a model for school dropout …

3. Social service providers:
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[Studification in a workshop] is probably all well and good, but whether 
there has been a concrete result, [the information about results] do not 
reach [me]. Some of them have accomplished [studies] there, but it es
capes my attention. The information is not necessarily transmitted.

By interpreting the key expressions of importance, the previous ex
cerpts were categorized into the thematic area 1. Definition of the object of 
activity (studification). All excerpts were analyzed in the same way. Key 
expressions were collected in a table that formed the basis of further 
interpretation and production of the results. Table 1 is an excerpt dis
playing the key expressions of the example above.

This study focuses on the motive orientations (what matters, what is 
professionally meaningful) of the workshop-foundation as the imple
menter of the studification activity. In addition to the statements by the 
workshop-foundation itself, their partners’ statements of what they 
think matters to the workshop-foundation are included. The mutual 
views of the workshop-foundation, the school, and the social services 
would also be meaningful aspects of relational expertise but are 
excluded from this analysis. In total, 71 data excerpts of each partner’s 
statements were categorized into the three theory-based thematic areas 
of RE defined above (see Focal themes of relational expertise): 1) definition 
of the object of activity, 2) conceptualisation of partnership cooperation 
and 3) recognition of institutional practices (Table 2). A data-driven 
description of the thematic areas was carried out.

The final step was a comparative thematic analysis by examining the 
perspectives of the workshop-foundation and its partners side by side. 
We report the findings on the assumption that the respondents’ indi
vidual statements represent the perspective of the partner in question. 
Aware of the limited generalizability, we tried to describe expressions in 
a data-driven manner, avoiding overinterpretation. In determining the 
weight of individual statements, the researcher was helped by in-depth 
knowledge of the context. Statements whose meaning and connection to 
the thematic area remained uncertain were excluded from the analysis. 
The notion of ‘thematic areas’ encompasses several related ‘sub-themes’ 
that the professionals take up in the interviews and leaves space to a 
rich, data-based description of the participants’ perspectives on studi
fication. The descriptions of the thematic areas and the comparison of 
the partner perspectives form the results presented below.

4.1. Research ethical note

The participants of this research were professional experts who 
cannot be identified in the text. They got familiarised with the 

researcher’s participatory action research approach in the workshop 
studification projects through development interaction, they received 
written and oral information about the research and signed a consent 
form before the interviews. All confidential or identifiable information 
has been removed from the data before being stored for analysis.

5. Results

The descriptions of the three thematic areas of relational expertise 
(RE) and the examination of the expert perspectives side by side aim to 
deepen our understanding of relational expertise as an emerging quality 
in professional practices. The empirical question addressed in this sec
tion is: what matters to the professionals of youth workshop, and what 
perceptions do their partners have of what matters to them (the professionals 
of youth workshop) in the studification?

5.1. Definition of the object of activity (thematic area 1)

In the first thematic area of RE, professionals recognized workshop 
studification as the object of activity developed in collaboration during 
several years. Their retrospective observations evaluated studification as 
a new motivating factor for work and as embedded within the 
comprehensive services offered by the workshop to young people. The 
partners’ perspectives on the formalized education activities introduced 
to the workshop environment varied from positive (workshop-founda
tion) to accepting with some reservation (vocational school) and 
accepting but partly unaware of the outcomes (social services).

For the workshop-foundation professionals studification obviously 

Table 1 
Excerpt from the table of key expressions: What matters to Workshop-foundation, what are the perceptions of 
Vocational school and Social service providers.

Table 2 
Number of data excerpts per thematic area of RE presenting the partners’ 
statements of what matters to the Workshop-Foundation in the studification 
activity.

Thematic area Workshop- 
foundation

Vocational 
school

Social 
service 
providers

Total

1 Definition of the object 
of activity

7 7 3 17

2 Conceptualisation of 
partnership 
cooperation

17 6 15 38

3 Recognition of 
institutional practices

5 4 7 16

Total 29 17 25 71
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represented a new and enriching motive, bringing new content, and 
competence to work. They emphasized that viewing workshops as 
learning environments aligned with the concurrent reform of vocational 
education, which emphasized work-based learning. Vocational studies 
were seen as a part of a comprehensive service aimed at supporting 
young clients’ rehabilitation and independent living.

The professionals at the vocational school appreciated studification as 
a model for addressing early school leaving, providing alternative 
teaching and learning methods, and offering a pathway back to school. 
However, the idea of workshops as sheltered workplaces for “special” 
students persisted among some teachers (and students), which weak
ened its attractiveness as a study place for young learners. Additionally, 
questions were raised about the distribution of costs for education that 
occurs outside the school setting. It appeared that the local school was 
liable for all graduating students regardless of their place of learning. 
The concern was whether the costs of education should be shared be
tween the school and the workshop, as the latter contributed to the 
vocational training of the young individuals.

Social service providers were aware that the workshops offered stu
dification as an option for young people who have dropped out of school 
and other activities. Studification was welcomed as part of the social 
service offering. As an education service, studification involved indi
vidualized studies tailored to the strengths of each young person. 
However, once social service clients transitioned to the workshop, one 
respondent expressed, that social service professionals did not always 
receive enough information about the outcomes.

5.2. Conceptualisation of Partnership Cooperation (thematic area 2)

In the second thematic area of RE, partnership cooperation was 
discussed from the perspectives of its general significance and impor
tance, its coordination in practice, and implementation in supporting 
young people’s transitions. The workshop-foundation’s role as a 
network partner and a coordinator was viewed as essential, but pro
fessionals’ views varied concerning the level of formality.

The workshop-foundation viewed multidisciplinary partnership 
cooperation as important, and this thematic area received numerous 
comments (Table 1). The experiences of cooperation were generally 
positive, and the workshop-foundation believed that the network sup
porting young people in transition phases was mutually beneficial. 
Multidisciplinary meetings were regularly held to assess the newcomer’s 
situation and to ensure that all parties were aware of the goals set for the 
workshop period. Operating at the core of the entire service network and 
having the overall understanding of the client’s situation, the workshop- 
foundation assumed the role of the coordinator.

Vocational school emphasized the importance of cooperation. The 
school representatives trusted the workshop’s strong motivation and 
willingness to collaborate. Regular but mainly informal network meet
ings between the workshop, school and services served as spaces to 
address everyday issues. The school identified students dropping out of 
studies as a critical transition point. However, the workshop reached out 
to the school more often than vice versa regarding the young client’s 
transitions. As one respondent noted, the workshop was not necessarily 
the first option considered when looking for help for students.

Social service providers expressed a desire to strengthen cooperation 
and communication between all stakeholders, especially when the 
ownership of customer relations was transferred from social services to 
the workshops. One respondent expressed willingness to see the 
workshop-foundation in the coordinator role at the employee level, 
especially as the regional reform for organizing the service system was 
ongoing. When the service providers guided young clients back to 
interrupted studies, the workshop-foundation was not always their first 
partner in mind. The workshop was primarily seen as a “breathing 
space” with an accepting atmosphere for young people.

5.3. Recognition of institutional practices (thematic area 3)

The third thematic area of RE focused on the partners’ institutional 
practices, which shaped their motives and orientation toward partner
ship. The workshop-foundation professionals highlighted the societally 
regulated tasks and a human-centered approach, while their partners 
tended to emphasize either the ‘societal’ or ‘human’ aspects in the 
workshop activity, depending on their perspectives.

For the workshop-foundation, anticipating societal changes and 
addressing them in the development of activities was their duty. The Act 
on Vocational Education, 2017 that emphasizes work-based learning, 
served as the guideline of studification. In addition to institutional tasks, 
their mission was to offer a human-centered community that fosters 
belonging and reduces loneliness. Expert work was described as walking 
alongside young people, offering support and guidance.

From the vocational school’s perspective, the workshop responded to 
the needs of young people at risk of social exclusion. The workshop 
provided a support network and caring adults. Encounters in the 
workshop were described as human-centered, with young people being 
met with respect, in line with the values expressed by the workshop 
experts.

Social service providers recognized the workshop-foundation as a 
regional actor responding to current societal service needs. The 
nationwide health and social services reform and flexible basic educa
tion system were cited as examples in which the workshop-foundation 
had made a significant contribution to the production of services 
needed by residents. The specific nature of the workshop was high
lighted but not always elaborated upon in detail.

6. Discussion

Relational expertise (RE) highlights professionals’ understanding of 
the motives of their partners when working with the shared object of 
activity. The analysis of RE requires a parallel of examination of various 
professionals’ motive orientations (Edwards, 2020; Hedegaard, 2012), 
addressing the empirical question of what matters to each expert in their 
professional activity and how they perceive what matters to their part
ners (Edwards, 2010; Edwards & Daniels, 2012). The framework was 
developed using three theoretically grounded thematic areas of RE, 
which were discussed in the theory section of this article. The thematic 
areas were: 1. Definition of the object of activity, 2. Conceptualisation of 
partnership cooperation, and 3. Recognition of institutional practices. We 
offer this framework as an analytic starting point for the researchers 
exploring RE in multi-disciplinary expert networks.

The longitudinal development of the workshop studification served 
as a test case for relational expertise (RE) emerging in a multiprofes
sional partnership. It may be unrealistic, and analytically irrelevant, to 
capture the totality of the intersecting motive orientations of all expert 
practices involved. Focusing on studification, we decided to center the 
workshop-foundation and reflect on its partners’ orientations towards 
the workshop studification, which had been developed in partnership 
over several years. Table 3 summarises the findings. It presents the 
workshop-foundation’s views (motive orientations) in each thematic area 
of RE and relates the views to the perceptions of its partners, vocational 
school and social services. Next, we discuss the findings and draw con
clusions about the conditions of RE in the context of studification 
development.

Definition of the Object of Activity (Thematic Area 1) is the core of the 
RE (Edwards, 2017), revealing the partners’ interest and knowledge 
related to the youth workshop studification, its meaning to the profes
sional practices, and its impact on young people (Ylimaula & Suorsa, 
2023) entering the alternative form of study. Two aspects were identi
fied in the discussion of the object: studification as a new motive for work 
and as a comprehensive service (Tables 3, 1.1 and 1.2). All experts saw the 
studification of workshop as a new object and, therefore, a new motive 
of activity (Leont’ev, 1978), expanding professional work and 
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cooperation for the support of young people at risk of marginalization. 
The workshop-foundation experts emphasized the enrichment of pro
fessional work; studification fit into their comprehensive approach 
aimed at helping young people cope. Vocational school experts were less 
comprehensive, seeing the workshop studification as a specific model 
for school dropout and pathway back to school. On the other hand, the 
image of the workshop as a rehabilitation service for troubled youth, 
rather than a study place, still existed, and the question of “who pays” (i. 
e., the distribution of costs between school and workshop-foundation) 
led to some reservations about workshop studification (Ylimaula & 
Toiviainen, 2022). Representatives of social services also viewed the 
workshop studification as a potential opportunity for their young cli
ents, but they were not necessarily well-informed about the details of the 
activity. For some, studification represented a new tool in their service 
palette. In this sense, studification was a boundary object of RE (Star & 
Griesemer, 1989), serving different purposes for different parties, such 
as the motivating object of work for the workshop and the tool for client 
guidance in social services.

In summary, the experts shared the strong motive orientation to
wards studification as an alternative for school dropouts. At the same 
time, the partners of the workshop-foundation saw the value of the 
studification comprehensively, while vocational school and social ser
vices focused more narrowly. Knowledge gaps concerning studification 
still existed. For the school, the distribution of educational costs between 
the workshop-foundation and the school was unclear. In the social 

service chain, transferring the responsibility for a client to the next 
party, the workshop, meant that social service professionals did not al
ways further interfere with the other party’s area of expertise. This 
echoes recent discussions of siloed service structures (Perikangas et al., 
2023), complicating the realisation of RE for preventing social 
exclusion.

Conceptualisation of Partnership Cooperation (Thematic Area 2) was the 
most discussed thematic area among the experts (Table 2). Three sub
themes emerged in the interviews: the importance of partnership cooper
ation, coordination of cooperation, and partnership to support young 
people’s transitions (Tables 3, 2.1-2.3). Undoubtedly, for all parties, the 
partnership cooperation formed the foundation of successful studifica
tion, embedded in a larger whole of shared professional activities. This 
aligns with previous research of RE, which emphasizes partnerships as 
the basis for sustainable collaboration practices (Edwards et al., 2017; 
Hopwood et al., 2016; Solberg et al., 2021). The workshop experts 
claimed that the coordinator role naturally fell to them, and service 
providers were willing to give them the leading role. However, voca
tional school representatives valued informal meetings focusing on their 
“shared” students. Different approaches to network coordination align 
with network management literature: workshop and social services 
representatives defined the coordination function in the middle of a 
network (Herranz, 2010) while vocational school experts emphasized 
trust and flexibility (Koniordos, 2005).

In partnership cooperation, diverse motive orientations become 
visible when working with the transition phases of young citizens, as 
briefly discussed in the theoretical section of this article (Edwards, 
2020). The young attendees of the studification have interacted with 
professionals from various fields, each operating according to specific 
competences, legislation, and guidelines. It was agreed that joint 
reflection on the young person’s transitions across care, rehabilitation, 
schooling, and employment is important. Nevertheless, in some cases, 
the motive orientations weakened the awareness of the work
shop-foundation’s studification, as the workshop was “not the first 
choice” when looking for alternative study places. The vocational school 
tended to seek conventional training options elsewhere, while social 
service providers may have viewed workshops as a complement to ser
vice networks, providing a “breathing space” rather than a study place 
for young people.

Recognition of the institutional practices (Thematic area 3) of experts, 
set by the societal normative expectations and further shaped in 
everyday work, is a theme discussed in the literature of RE (Edwards, 
2010, 2017). The experts interviewed approached the institutional 
practices of the workshop-foundation from two points of view: how they 
address societal challenges and what is the specific nature of their services 
(Tables 3, 3.1 and 3.2). The workshop experts strongly emphasized their 
social mission. This may reflect the operational environment regulated 
by numerous laws concerning youth and education (e.g., Finnish youth 
work statistics, 2024; Into, 2024; Act of Youth, 2016). Like special youth 
work, youth workshops cover gaps in the service system by working 
across administrative and institutional boundaries. Legislation and the 
societal tasks assigned to workshops make these institutions responsive 
to social changes (Edwards & Daniels, 2012; Hedegaard, 2012). The 
workshop experts respond by developing a holistic way to working, 
mediated by the sense of community and subtle guidance toward 
stronger societal membership for young people (Paving the Way, 2017; 
Välimäki & Husu, 2023; Sivenius & Friman, 2020).

According to our findings, professionals of both vocational schools 
and social services recognized the specific nature of the workshop as 
well as the role of the foundation maintaining the workshop activities. 
Professionals of vocational schools were keen to follow the workshop- 
foundation’s educational activities brought about by studification and 
approved the workshop’s holistic, human approach to services for 
vulnerable young people (Välimäki & Husu, 2023; Westerback & Wre
de-Jäntti, 2022). Social service professionals, on the other hand, 
examined the workshop-foundation’s social mission from a broader 

Table 3 
What matters to workshop foundation, and what are partners’ perceptions? – 
Thematic analysis of relational expertise (RE) in the development of 
studification.

Thematic area of RE Workshop- 
Foundation

Vocational 
School

Social Services

1 Definition of the 
Object of Activity 
(Studification)

1.1 Studification 
as a professionally 
meaningful 
motive

Studification is 
professionally 
meaningful, but 
questioned by 
distribution of 
costs

Studification is 
professionally 
meaningful, but 
not always 
followed up after 
sending students 
to workshop

1.2 Studification 
as a 
comprehensive 
approach

Specific model to 
target early 
school leaving

Specific new 
element in the 
service palette 
for school 
dropouts

2 Conceptualisation 
of Partnership 
Cooperation

2.1 Cooperation is 
important to 
provide multiple 
perspectives for 
service to youth, 
including 
studification

Good 
cooperation, 
trust is 
important

Cooperation 
forum to ensure 
continuity of 
customer care is 
important

2.2 Assuming 
coordinator role 
of the partnership 
network

Preferring 
informal 
meeting place

Handing over 
the coordinator 
role to 
workshop- 
foundation

2.3 Partnership 
means support 
network for youth 
in life transitions, 
including 
completed studies

Partnership 
means support 
network for 
transition back 
to studies 
(studification 
option 
sometimes 
omitted)

Partnership 
means support 
network for 
transition from 
marginality to 
social inclusion 
(studification 
option 
sometimes 
omitted)

3 Recognition of 
Institutional 
Practices

Practices are 
characterised by 
3.1 Clear social 
mission and 
3.2 Human 
approach

Human 
approach of the 
workshop, 
complement to 
schooling

Social mission of 
the workshop, 
regional actor of 
social reforms
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service system perspective, but they often lacked a close-up view of the 
operating principles of the workshops and the practice of studification.

In summary, RE challenges professionals working with demanding 
societal objects through multidisciplinary collaboration. RE in action 
means that the partners perceive the complexity of the object and un
derstand that the solutions to be achieved are always partial, biased, and 
changing (Edwards, 2017). In the case of studification, the recognition 
that young people at risk of social exclusion possess learning potential 
shaped the partners’ motive orientation, harmonizing their views during 
the lengthy development period. Hopwood (2022) has highlighted that 
the negotiation of differences enables partners to work with rather than 
against each other. However, he states that “the effective collaborations 
that relational agency makes possible may often challenge the status quo 
and herald changes that are very different from what was given, espe
cially where the latter would have involved social exclusion” (Hopwood, 
2022, p. 117).

The analysis of RE also revealed gaps in the partners’ views of what 
matters to the workshop-foundation when engaging in educational ac
tivity in a non-traditional “school” environment. This emerged in all 
three thematic areas defined, as summarized above, with partners 
focusing on their “own” object of activity, their specific needs for the 
partnership, and their institutional practices. This raises questions about 
the possibilities of RE in the development of new activities, such as 
studification. Edwards (2020) evidence from the Chilean school devel
opment project suggests that new motive orientations may be negotiated 
for new interprofessional working practices through building and using 
common knowledge encompassing the motives of experts in different 
practices and knowledge of each partner’s institutional conditions (see 
also, Edwards, 2017). Further analysis of the creation and sharing of 
common knowledge would shed light on the studification partners’ 
understandings evolved so far. Whether the views of the partners 
converge, and common knowledge emerges as the outcome of relational 
expertise work will have consequences for the development of RE and 
the provision of good services (Mäkelä, Mertanen, & Brunila, 2021; Paju, 
Näre, Haikkola, & Krivonos, 2020; Toiviainen, S., 2022), keeping in 
mind that several simultaneous trends in regional service development 
and governmental policy set external constraints on their multiprofes
sional self-development (Ylimaula & Toiviainen, 2022).

7. Conclusion

The purpose of this article was to develop the conceptual under
standing of relational expertise (RE) by analysing the experts’ views on 
the studification of youth workshops. Studification represented a change 
that challenged the boundaries and professional relationships of 
expertise. The data represented the perspectives of the workshop- 
foundation, a vocational school, and some social service providers. 
The conceptual elaboration of RE clarified the thematic areas that 
addressed what was found to be important for the partners when 
working on a common object.

The analysis revealed the strengths of cooperation achieved through 
the development work, as well as some gaps in RE, leaving open ques
tions regarding the possibility of expanding professional motives and 
institutional practices when developing a new activity. These findings 
may partly explain the unresolved problems in the implementation of 
studification. A method-related goal was to strengthen the explanatory 
power of RE. This resulted in the theory- and data-driven comparative 
thematic analysis, producing a variety of expert perspectives existing in 
parallel across different thematic areas of RE.

By applying a cultural-historical research approach, the focus was on 
the object of the collaborative activity—not just on the formal aspects of 
successful cooperation. The study was limited by the scope of the reused 
data, which was not collected to study RE alone. This was considered by 
making moderate interpretations of the comparisons. Further research 
could build a semi-structured interview framework based on the RE 
themes defined in this study and to investigate more extensively and 

longitudinally the development of RE and common knowledge building 
within the expert network.
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