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1. Introduction and background 

In the early 2000s, Beatrix and I wrote: “Current integration politics is grounded 
in exclusion practices, not on principles of equality and democracy”. We sug

gested that instead of inclusive measures for the disadvantaged or deviants, 
“should rather the ‘normal’ mainstream concepts of education be examined con

cerning their inclusive power and whom they consider as normal” (Heikkinen 
et al. 2005a). 

The funding of research and development projects targeting problems of em

ployability, functioning of labour markets and social cohesion has grown globally 
remarkably since the 1950s. Projects are expected to address trans- or suprana

tional policies and agendas of the European Union – primarily through the Euro

pean Social Fund –, the United Nations, the World Bank, diverse developmental 
agencies, and charities. This led to the emergence of the research and develop

ment industry, which specialized in project generation by experts following and 
responding to their calls and expectations. While management by project policies 
has become a prominent logic in all sectors of society and research, it might be the 
time for those who are engaged with inclusion and integration project business 
to do some critical self-reflection about how far we are part of the problem rather 
than part of the solution (Heikkinen 2004). Educational actors – such as vocational 
and adult education institutions, universities, and NGOs – increasingly depend 
on EU and ESF-policy-led funding, and thus on enforcement of their policies (for 
ex. Heimo et al. 2020). Globally, similarly or even more radically dependent are ed

ucational actors, but especially NGOs and national governments, which become 
controlled by supranational agencies and implement policies of the Global North 
(Kutay 2015). 

Based on my experience in research and development projects, teaching and 
supervising students in academia, and collaboration with diverse academic and 
non-academic actors, I believe that most actors are highly committed and sin

cere in searching for inclusive measures to combat different forms of exclusion. 
Though it is difficult to calculate how much worse the situation would have be

come without those activities, it seems exclusion prevails, finding ever-new mani- 
festations, and the demand for research and development projects and expertise 
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to find inclusive measures is growing. Whether inclusive projects and measures 
do not diminish exclusion or rather replicate themselves is a complex and sensi

tive issue. It is beyond the scope of an individual paper to handle it properly. Still, 
I suggest some challenges that may impede their success in providing inclusive 
measures, which are caused by the lack of attention to the scale and context of 
inclusion both by the funders and implementers of projects. 

In the next section, I briefly describe the political and financial context where 
most projects promoting inclusion operate. Typically, projects seem to build on 
assumptions about the possibility of reconciling the distinctive logics and actors 
functioning at different, hierarchical ‘levels’ of individual encounters, institu

tional or organisational programs, and policymaking. However, supported by 
theories of flat ontology, the problems of employability, labour markets, and social 
cohesion may rather be understood as existing at an equal ‘level’ among complex 
assemblages of individuals and organisations. Therefore, solutions would require 
analysing how the problems are produced in different scales and contexts. 

In section three, I suggest theoretical and methodological challenges, which 
the projects confront while operating in exclusive political, economic, and so

cial frameworks, concretising the argument by self-critical reflections on some 
research and development projects, as well as the evaluation and monitoring of 
some EU-funded research projects aiming at inclusion and integration. In the 
concluding section, I reflect on the role of academia and researchers in inclusion 
and integration and speculate about alternative ways to approach the problem. 

2. Tools for actors at distinct levels, or scales and context? 

The calls by supranational and national bodies typically expect research and devel

opment projects to create tools, methods, and models of inclusion, which can be 
applied or ‘scaled up’ across countries, cases, and contexts. To receive funding and 
meet the requirements of calls, projects confront a perennial challenge of credi

bility, since they are forced to adapt to the funding bodies’ agendas and policies. 
However, since the universal models and tools radically simplify the complexities 
of ground realities of inclusion and exclusion, projects commonly recommend col

laboration and networking as solutions for their implementation. One challenge 
is the lack of theoretical and methodological attention to the scale and context of 
inclusion and exclusion both by the purchaser and the provider. 

Research and development projects designed in educational and social sci

ences are overloaded with methodological discourses about their distinctive on

tological, epistemological, and ethical positions and commitments in research. 
Yet, especially in qualitative research, the spatial, temporal, and conceptual scale 
of commitments is seldom clarified. The uncertainty becomes worse due to lin

guistic ambiguities when translations that researchers must do into English as 
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lingua franca may distort the content and meaning of their conceptions, interpre

tations, and descriptions (Heikkinen et al. 2012). This is a fundamental challenge, 
which I also faced in preparing this paper. This tends to lead to a metaphorical 
– or commonsensical – use of concepts, which may be difficult to avoid in edu

cational and social scientific research. However, the lack of analysis and critique 
related to the scale and context of conceptual framings may indicate a long-last

ing antagonism of social and educational sciences towards concept-analytical ap

proaches, addressed to quantitative methods, positivism, and natural sciences. 
It is typical for qualitative approaches to “give voice” to their target group. But as 
Susana Narotzky shows, the “participation in the political struggles of their day, 
social scientists’ commonsense [Italic – AH] views of their lived experience get en

tangled in the production of scientific concepts, with the result that the categories 
used for description and analysis become part of different political projects that 
treat abstraction and causality in particular oriented ways” (Narotzky 2007, 403). 
Paradoxically, the seemingly abstract and universal ‘scientific’ concepts gain their 
explicative force by concealing their socially, culturally, and spatially situated na

ture. 
In research and development projects, the challenge of inclusion is typically 

presented as a phenomenon at an aggregate scale of a certain economic or soci

etal entity, such as the European Union or some of its member countries, currently 
globally in the context of the United Nations’ sustainable development goals (cf. 
Moallemi et al. 2020; Hickel 2019; Hickel et al. 2022). However, the causes are com

monly attributed to deficiencies and deviations of certain kinds of individuals or 
groups. The funding bodies consider research and educational institutions and 
organisations as mediating entities, which could find ways to reconcile the mis

match between deviancy at the individual scale and social coherence at the aggre

gate scale. To address the expectations, projects aim at conclusions, recommen

dations, and solutions in the form of models and tools for good practice promot

ing inclusion at macro, meso and micro ‘levels’. Despite such a customary prac

tice, the ‘levels’ of inclusion are seldom conceptually clarified. Usually, references 
are made to the macro level as policymaking, meso level as institutional and pro

gram activities, and micro level as individual interaction and encounters. When 
projects develop recommendations to actors at different ‘levels’, they seem to be 
considered to operate and function in separate, hierarchical (ontological) spheres 
with their distinctive logics. Despite their qualitative approaches, the attempt to 
reconcile the different logics by producing distinctive tools, models, and methods 
for each level, invites them paradoxically into the trap of technicist belief in the 
possibility to control the world. 

Informed by theories of flat ontology (Latour 2005; Bryant 2011; Woodward 
et al. 2012), politics of scaling and site (Blakey 2021; Boelens 2021), the assump

tions about ‘levels’ of actors and action are problematic. Though physical, chem

ical, and biological entities and processes indicate emerging qualitative differ
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ences, human actors are not operating on different ontological ‘levels’. Despite the 
diverse definitions and applications of ‘scale’, the concept requires researchers to 
clarify the spatial and temporal dimensions of the phenomenon being studied. For 
example, Joe Blakey and Luuk Boelens argue that the givenness of vertical scale 
builds on power relations among actors, which are imposed as given or prede

fined in common-sense imageries and adopted by ‘experts’ and researchers (cf. 
Blakey 2021; Boelens 2021). A radical flat ontology would deny ontological differ

ences between any entities, thus questioning the hierarchisation of social action 
into local, national, or supranational ‘levels’. Rather social activities are continu

ously constructing or stabilising and institutionalising power relations between 
actors (Latour 2005; Woodward et al. 2012). 

Furthermore, the ontologised and given ‘levels’ of inclusion and exclusion ap

pear as a politically and economically neutral administration, justifying the avoid

ance of analysing them as forms of governance. Even if one did not commit to rad

ical flat ontology, discourses on employability, integration into the labour market 
or education, and social cohesion indicate problems of governance that infiltrate 
across diverse scales of assemblages and organisations. The inclusive processes 
and practices of inclusion take place relationally and simultaneously between di

verse actors. Instead of separate processes and practices, activities between actors 
in inclusive and exclusive pedagogical practice, designing inclusive and exclusive 
programmes, and shaping inclusive and exclusive governance should be studied 
in the relational complex of inclusive and exclusive action. 

3. Reflections on projects towards inclusion and integration 

To illustrate the constraints and assumptions, I reflect self-critically on ex

periences from some research and development projects, which focused on 
inclusion and integration. These are the Re-enter and Reintegration projects 
(1999–2004), Catch Up with Work and EME projects (2017–2021), Komeetta 
project (2020–2023), and an evaluation and monitoring mission of Horizon 
projects (2015–2020). 

3.1 Re-enter and Re-integration 

Re-enter and Reintegration projects were funded by Socrates and Leonardo pro

grams by the Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture of the 
European Union. The projects compared different integration solutions targeted 
to individuals and groups – primarily youth – who had dropped out or had 
problems entering vocational education (Evans et al. 2006; Heidegger et al. 2005). 
Furthermore, they searched for tools for transnational evaluation of integrative 
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measures. While the dominant concept in both projects was ‘situated learning’, 
the starting point for creating evaluation tools was the ‘meso level’ of integration 
(measure as a program), mirrored at the ‘micro level’ of program participants 
and the ‘macro level’ of program or inclusion policies. The pre-assumption in 
the projects was that the re-integrative programs existed because of failures of 
mainstream schooling and vocational training and that they aimed to provide 
alternative experiences and pathways to their participants. Thus, they would be 
able to proceed to the mainstream education and training system and/or social 
and work life participation. Although the failures of mainstream education and 
training were considered structural deficits, and programs thus as compensatory 
or corrective measures, the projects focused on analysing what makes good 
re-integrative practices. However, through concrete familiarisation with diverse 
programs and contexts, researchers realised that the re-integrative quality of the 
programs depends on their situatedness in “levels of policy and planning, the level 
of institutions and structures and the level of practice”, including their cultural 
context (Heidegger et al. 2005, 261). The project recommended collaboration, 
reflexivity, inclusiveness, and situated pedagogy as critical multi-level factors of 
a successful re-integration program. While ‘situated learning’ was the primary 
criterion for identifying and recommending good practices for inclusion, it 
turned out to be a normative rather than an analytical concept. In addition, it 
was not applied to analyse the power relations, which cross through the site and 
context of research in scaling inclusive and exclusive practices and processes (cf. 
Heikkinen et al. 2005b; Heikkinen et al. 2004). 

3.2 OTE, EME and Komeetta 

The projects Catch Up With Work (Ote työhön – OTE – in Finnish) and Empower
ing migrants for Employment (EME) were funded by the European Social Fund of 
the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the Eu

ropean Union. Since 1957, ESF has promoted employment and labour programs 
targeted to groups in danger of exclusion, such as the unemployed, young peo

ple, the elderly, women, and/or migrants. In many European countries, even 90 
per cent of the labour force policy expenses are covered by ESF funding (Heimo 
et al. 2020; European Commission 2016 & 2020). Empowerment, experiential ex

pertise and peer support have become global catchwords in inclusion policies. By 
applying the idea of peerness, the OTE project aimed at developing a model where 
migrant-background unemployed – preferably women – are trained as work-life 
guides to act as experiential experts to guide migrant-background unemployed 
towards employment. The project was run by a Finnish workers’ adult education 
association, in collaboration with vocational adult education institutes, NGOs, 
a trade union, and a university, which was responsible for follow-up and eval
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uation through action research. In the hermeneutic and deconstructive analy

sis, researchers explored interpretations of peerness created during the project. 
Peerness of empowered experiential expertise based on experiences of ‘success

ful’ integration, conveyed vertically to others. However, as a voluntary activity, 
it was subsumed to personal ambitions and career opportunities and was diffi

cult to transfer to the peer groups. While peerness is based mainly on ‘migrant- 
background-ness’, the empowered experiential experts tended to alienate them

selves from the unemployed participants, and by strengthening their otherness, 
empowered them poorly for employment. The oversimplification of the concept of 
peer guidance and externally defined goals led to pitfalls: the employability of mi

grants could not be the sole responsibility of trained volunteers, instead of main

stream education and employment services. The interpretations of adult educa

tion adopted in the projects were shaped by visions and strategies of the European 
Union (ESF) and not based on the perceptions of adult educators. Due to the cor

ruption of the traditional idea of empowerment in adult education, the project 
reinforced current societal and labour market structures in the disguise of em

powerment through voluntary peerness, instead of promoting migrants to self- 
initiated mobilisation for changing exclusive structural power relations (Heimo 
et al. 2020). 

The EME project continued in European settings, partly during the COVID-19 
pandemic, by comparing good practice cases in promoting employment and 
employability of migrant-background people, especially women with low edu

cation, with the aim of mutual learning and developing a Method-guide based 
on best practices (Empowering Migrants for Employment EME). As required, it 
recommended to educational institutions, project designers, and policymakers a 
person-centred approach, peer tutoring, support by trade unions and employers, 
and systematic follow-up and evaluation research. However, recommendations 
remained abstract and rhetorical, due to disregard for the diverse aims and 
reasons of project partners – such as NGOs, municipalities, popular adult educa

tion and vocational training institutes etc., operating in quite different spheres 
of society – for joining the project. For learning in transnational projects, EME 
recommended better coordination and facilitation, building of community spirit, 
familiarisation with context and local operation environment, involvement of 
target-group perspective, methods enabling sharing, applying and creating 
knowledge, and use of online working. The project partners found it an eye- 
opening experience, giving them inspiration and encouragement, and a sense 
of belonging to a professional community working for similar aims. In practice, 
the focus was on individual learning as sharing and adoption of good practices, 
which did not lead to any organisational or societal change. Some partners found 
it beneficial for their organisation to compete for future project funding, and 
some enjoyed new experiences or found support for their professional identity as 
inclusion experts. Likewise, in the OTE project, despite feelings of empowerment 
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among project partners, there were no reflections on what the participants of 
the cases gained from the project or whether it empowered them to employment 
(Ojapelto et al. 2020). 

OTE and EME projects continued as an ESF-funded Komeetta project that aimed 
at developing a model for peer-mentoring between Finnish-background and mi

grant-background unemployed men. There was an ambition to apply a co-creative 
and collaborative approach among project partners and the target groups, in de

veloping culturally sensitive methods to promote employability and integration 
of migrant-background men into Finnish society (Komeetta 2021a). The process 
should build on co-research, as a continuous joint reflection of project aims and 
objectives – including contexts, powers, and responsibilities among different par

ticipants –, concepts and interpretations, as joint documentation, analysis and 
interpretation of activities, and as joint development of conclusions and recom

mendations (Komeetta 2021b). Partly due to challenges caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, the focus of the project was narrowed to improving integration train

ing and workshop training in the coordinating organisation. Thus, again, despite 
the commitment of project partners to ‘help’ the participants socially and psy

chically, the potential of co-creative deconstruction and problematisation of the 
power relations operating through inclusive activities and positions of actors was 
missed. 

3.3 Horizon 2020 projects 

To widen the perspective, I relate previous experiences to evaluating and monitor

ing some research and development projects promoting inclusion in the Horizon 
2020 programme, run by the Directorate-General of Research and Innovation.1 
According to the call, projects were expected to develop an Intelligent Decision 
Support System. It should function as a tool for continuous monitoring of good 
practices; and support decision-makers, potentially also organisations designing 
effective measures, to combat exclusion of ‘vulnerable’ or ‘disadvantaged’ groups 
in the EU and member states. However, instead of studying decision-making 
processes, projects focused on analysing the characteristics of the target group, 
programs, and policies, and on the impacts of inclusive measures – primarily of 
ESF-type projects. In all projects, the constructions and framings of the target 
groups were criticised for universalising and stigmatising definitions of vulnera

bility, and a narrow focus on employability. Complaints were made about the lack 
of systematic and coherent evaluations, information, and databases on measures 

1 The documents of evaluation and monitoring are not publicly available but include at least 
10,000 pages of proposals, work in process, interim and final reports, and evaluation and mon

itoring reports. 
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targeted to different vulnerable groups, concerning education, employment, and 
civic activities. All mentioned the lack of a cross-sectoral approach and inclusion 
of target groups in policy-making, program generation, and implementation. 
Some commented on the bias on the supply side of participation in policies, while 
the measures for the demand side (labour markets, civil society) to improve par

ticipation are lacking. Yet, none of the projects problematised ‘Europeanness’ in 
inclusive policies and decision-making from a sub- or supra-European perspec

tive. Only one project studied regional policymaking processes, but not as a ‘level’ 
of decision-making. Despite the aim of the call, there was hardly any learning or 
collaboration between the projects, and still, their work was largely overlapping. 
Instead of strengthening research capacity across Europe, the projects seemed to 
promote the careers of individual researchers and the competitiveness of their 
institutions. In addition, the bureaucratic and standardised reporting and con

trolling methods of the Horizon program invited projects into wide and repetitive 
descriptive documentation that hardly served the actual research process. 

3.4 Do inclusive tools solve exclusion? 

Despite a wide commitment to ‘progressive’ approaches, like situatedness and 
co-creativeness, why can research projects promoting inclusion be blamed for 
being exclusive? As the examples show, projects typically lack ontological, epis

temological, and political framing of their scale and context. Thus, it was not 
quite clear for project workers or steering groups, who are the beneficiaries of the 
project – besides the directly indicated target group. While the calls emphasise 
the development of tools, models, and methods for inclusion, projects disregard 
analysing the construction of power relations, which cross through inclusive and 
exclusive processes and practices locally, nationally, and supranationally. 

Since exclusive hierarchies and power relations have complex histories, it is 
striking that projects pay no attention to their temporal scaling. Without ques

tioning the given common-sense and academic ‘imageries’ of hierarchies of ex

clusion, projects are losing the opportunity to make alternatives to existing social 
relations visible. Although individual actors are positioned differently in power 
relations at different sites and contexts, their potential for transformative action 
need not be restricted to their ‘level’ in the power hierarchy. From the flat on

tology perspective, political and economic bodies and actors, educational insti

tutions and program designers, practitioners, and ‘targets’ of inclusive measures 
are operating – acting – in the same space and time. This is not to deny differences 
in epistemological and political positions between actors. While ‘society’ may be 
conceived as the intersubjective element in people’s consciousness and behaviour 
– beliefs, conceptions, and values –, bodies and actors holding legislative, execu

tive, and commanding power and cultural or ideological hegemony have superior 
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opportunities to control them. It is a radical threat to democracy if they remain 
blind and deaf to people whom they should represent, and instead become re

sponsive to the markets and implement their will. Unfortunately, the notion from 
20 years ago does not seem outdated: “When education services are evaluated 
through projects according to their competitiveness in educational markets, the 
civil service turns into a busnocracy, which is responsible to transnational busi

nesses for educational infrastructure” (Heikkinen 2004). 

4. Academia and researchers: part of the problem 
or the solution? 

Having been part of the projects and processes, which have been critically re

flected in the previous sections, how should I assess the role of myself and my 
colleagues? In policy-conformist projects, it is almost impossible to seriously ex

pect explicit problematisation of the diverse, even conflicting interests of actors 
at different ‘levels’. When mainstream definitions of normality, its production, 
and legitimization are not questioned, the variation and tensions in interpre

tations and political agendas of researchers, policymakers, program managers, 
practitioners, and targets of inclusion, due to their diverse organisational po

sitions and relations, are not analysed, not to mention jointly (Heikkinen et al. 
2004; Heikkinen et al. 2005b). It is a pity that inclusion researchers do not take 
seriously enough their site (situatedness) and context in the political scaling of 
inclusion, spatially and temporally. 

Though notions of this paper are limited to projects promoting employabil

ity, integration, and social cohesion in vocational education and labour markets, 
I assume that the neglect of ontological, epistemological, and political question

ing of scale and context is a more general phenomenon in social and educational 
research. I have questioned whether inclusive projects and measures maintain ex

clusion and rather (aim to?) replicate themselves, using examples of my involve

ment in such projects as a researcher, as a member of a steering group, or as an 
evaluator and monitor of such projects. What about my responsibility in those 
roles and what might be the underlying reasons and factors? 

As an inhabitant of academia, I am embedded, like my colleagues, in the en

vironment and system that we are studying. To survive in competitive academic 
capitalism, rooted in the global capitalist system, it is necessary to adapt to pol

icy-led calls and funding and to struggle for recognition and a market niche in 
academic competition. Therefore, it is hard to resist the temptation to be – and 
provide students and junior researchers an opportunity to be – part of a wider, 
‘international’ research community. Perhaps we also share a wishful assumption 
that intellectual autonomy would be possible even in politically and financially 
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framed research. However, researchers are expected to maintain political, eco

nomic, and social structures and practices and to repair the problems they have 
caused. Through research, education, and interaction with non-academic actors, 
academia contributes to certain politics of scaling, providing models and tools to 
pertain to exclusive frameworks. Erik Swyngedouw notices that “the power and le

gitimacy of the Discourse of the University is sustained by a fantasy of neutrality, 
objectivity, universalism, and expert-knowledge” (Swyngedouw 2022, 917). Swyn

gedouw argues that like populist discourses, expert and policy discourses promise 
to abolish the ‘problem’ (such as inclusion) and to return stability and balance for 
those identifying the problem. By offering exclusive vocabularies and conceptual 
frameworks for interpreting inclusion and exclusion and demarcating our dis

ciplinary territory researchers demonstrate their expertise and guarantee their 
future demand in the inclusion markets (cf. Narotzky 2007). The offered strate

gic and techno-managerial interventions to the ‘problem’ are not fundamentally 
altering the power relations underlying exclusion, whether they relate to forced 
migration, unemployment, drop-out, or physical and psychic disorders. 

However, what happens around inclusion concerns more generally the ethical 
and political nature of universities, which are embedded in techno-scientific cap

italism operating across spaces, sites, and associations. By educating experts and 
leaders and providing knowledge and technology to the public and private sectors, 
universities are major institutions in reproducing economic and political power 
structures (cf. Ruuska 2017). By providing vocabularies and theories, they partic

ipate in the moulding, scaling and spatialising of reality. To ensure their market 
niche both inside and outside academia, universities and their staff develop pro

gressive mission statements and proclaims, which conceal their refusal to engage 
with exclusive realities and their internal exclusive practices. 

Another more general problem of descaling and decontextualisation in Euro

pean inclusion measures and projects is their methodological Europeanism while 
promoting the European economic, educational and social space (cf. Ostrowski 
2023; also Narotzky 2007). They do not question their commitment to Euro- 
centred interpretations of humanness, democracy, and the functioning of society 
and economy. From a wider historical perspective, the engagement of universi

ties in inclusion projects can be seen as part of forming the world system of the 
Global North and South (cf. Heikkinen 2006b; Hickel et al. 2022). Simultaneously, 
with the inclusion projects and celebration of diversity and internationalisation, 
universities apply internally and externally exclusive practices concerning non- 
Europeanness. While it is not just a personal experience, I have had to witness 
how collaboration with refugees and asylum seekers and researchers and stu

dents from the Global South is sabotaged, due to threatening and disturbing 
the rights and routines of the ‘regular’ staff and students (cf. Heikkinen et al. 
2018a, Heikkinen et al. 2018b). On the other hand, competition for high-perform

ing specialists, staff, and students anywhere in the world is a strategic priority 
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of all universities in Europe. Yet, the educational and qualification criteria of 
recruitment and participation are set by the exclusive standards of the Global 
North. 

However, all human and nonhuman creatures must confront the age of the 
Anthropocene, where human impact on the Planet Earth has led to planetary en

vironmental crises, accelerating social and economic inequalities, wars, forced 
migration, and flight. The driving world-historical force of the Anthropocene has 
been characterised as the Capitalocene, the global appropriation of human and 
nonhuman nature for the endless accumulation of capital (cf. Moore 2022). This 
implies that understanding inclusion and tackling exclusion requires rethinking 
the parties – diversity of humans and nonhumans –, temporal and spatial scale, 
and context. It should be the task of researchers to make visible how the polit

ical and economic power relations are operating historically through places and 
spaces, across actors and agencies. As suggested by the flat ontology, while be

ing part of the order of things, the distinctive responsibility of academia and re

search should be to support self-critical analysis of the exclusive status quo, in 
collaboration with diverse non-academic actors, considering the nonhuman par

ties. This would require self-critical exposure and confrontation with the exclu

sive academic and non-academic realities, actors, and practices, and taking the 
‘situatedness’ of academia and research seriously. It is ambitious to question and 
transform academia, its ethos, rationale, and practices. Still, I am confident that 
many others share my concerns and experiences about inclusive research and de

velopment projects. As academics, we have the freedom and responsibility to join 
our conceptual and methodological resources to study how exclusive frameworks 
of the Capitalocene operate through inclusion measures. 
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