
  

1 Knowledge, power, and networks 
in higher education policymaking 

Katri Eeva and Jaakko Kauko 

Researching the making of higher education policy: 
The European landscape 

This book is about the making of higher education policy in the European 
Union (EU) context. Much has been written about European policy in con-
nection with higher education from various perspectives underscoring higher 
education reforms (e.g. Bleiklie et al., 2017) and their national variations 
(Jungblut & Dobbins, 2023), fnances and funding (e.g. Kivistö & Suprun, 
2024), accessibility (e.g. Weedon & Riddell, 2016), for example. As higher 
education is connected with various domains and felds, researchers, spanning 
economics to social policy, have been interested in explaining higher education 
institutions’ role as drivers of the knowledge economy and boosting European 
economic growth (e.g. Birtwistle & Wagenaar, 2020); others have focused on 
the processes of higher education governance (e.g. Kanniainen & Pekkola, 
2023), international organisations, and institutions. 

Less attention has been paid to the preparatory venues of higher education 
policymaking in national and EU settings. This book seeks to understand the 
actors, scenes, and locations of higher education policy and their relationship 
with knowledge and power. Importantly, for emphasising this book’s 
motivation, we focus on the social arrangements – networks – surrounding 
the politics of European higher education that structure and shape power 
and knowledge. We argue that knowledge exists in the relationships between 
actors, and that it is embedded in power relations and authority. To capture 
power in policymaking, we must therefore better understand the dynamics 
and locations of knowledge making in networks that operate within European 
policymaking structures. 

Our focus is Finland and the Finnish higher education policymaking 
system as part of EU policymaking. Of course, the context we describe here 
is neither unique nor limited to a single geographical location. We have re-
cently witnessed higher education undergoing various policy developments 
across Europe and beyond. We deem that one way of conceptualising these 
changes is to examine them through the network structure in which knowl-
edge and power operate. Moreover, we consider how the knowledge network 
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2 Analysing Knowledge Networks in Higher Education Policymaking 

is connected with a global political narrative, and how EU decision making 
engages national governments and higher education institutions. We do not 
focus on a single policy process or reform but analyse higher education policy’s 
broader landscape in the European context, initiating a scholarly discussion of 
the accounts underpinning contemporary higher education policymaking that 
often remain obscured. 

New confgurations of knowledge making 

Knowledge production’s global landscape has implications for education 
policymaking and the conditions in which policymakers operate. The work 
of contemporary governing occurs in a networked environment in which 
transnational organisations have gained more prominence, while domestic 
institutions attempt to maintain their authority. In The New Production of 
Expert Knowledge Grek (2024) argues for the evolving role of international 
organisations and their growing confdence in providing not only data but 
also expert guidance on policy decisions. National policymakers often need 
to operate between domestic and European decision making. Trondal and 
Haslerud (2024, p. 476) suggest that these multilevel executive orders “create 
systematic biases in the behavioural perceptions of bureaucrats” by directing 
attention to specifc problems and solutions, structuring confict and coopera-
tion, and guiding policy coordination in certain ways. Networks can operate 
as intermediaries in interpreting and communicating technical or theoretical 
knowledge into a policy process and mediating policy between the diferent 
locations, policymaking elites, and policy actors (Maxwell & Stone, 2004). 

This book explores higher education policymaking actors’ various 
conceptualisations of knowledge and their deliberations concerning the 
political framing of educational knowledge and its use. Emerging approaches 
to knowledge formation in public policy have led to a vigorous study of 
evidence in policymaking. The blending of “traditional” policymakers with a 
growing number of experts and numerous transnational, national, and local 
actors highlights the importance of unravelling knowledge production and use 
in everyday policymaking practices – what Bandola-Gill et al. (2024) refer to 
as “boundary policy work,” which has led to a “growing focus on the actors 
‘in-between’ knowledge production and policy” (p. 135). Simultaneously, the 
changes between society and knowledge have hybridised knowledge formation: 
the knowledge of ‘non-scientists’ – end users, citizens, and professionals – is 
incorporated into new knowledge or policies (Delvaux & Schoenaerts, 2012). 

The policy work of higher education policymaking actors is embedded in 
epistemic authority and its function in decision-making processes. The capacity 
to infuence stems not only from scientifc evidence and technical expertise but 
also from the representativeness and legitimacy emerging from the alignment 
between policy advisers’ technical solutions and policymakers’ diverse needs 
(Galanti, 2023). Studying policy subsystem interactions such as the prepar-
atory venues and working groups that we will introduce in Chapter 4 and 
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further analyse in Chapters 5 and 6 – from a combined approach of network 
analysis, interviews, and observation – can therefore inform us of how diferent 
knowledge and expertise infuence decision making. 

Although the EU institutions need external academic experts and their 
academic capital, especially that of social scientists, to “shape and produce 
economically and politically exploitable knowledge” (Kauppi, 2018, p. 167), 
academic epistemic authority has also been challenged. Its ability to provide 
evidence for justifying scientifc statements is at risk of being compromised by 
politics and the market, blurring the line between knowledge, opinion, and 
beliefs, and weakening democratic debate (Normand, 2016). The availability 
of data has changed the nature of political systems. This has had profound 
consequences for policymaking and higher education governance, which is 
increasingly data-driven (Erkkilä et al., 2023). 

Statistical data are essential for any state to function, and organisations 
that provide statistics have gained relevance with the development of the 
state’s responsibilities – a development also visible at the European scale. 
Big data and indicators are reshaping the European higher education feld. 
They are systematically used for governance, channelled and modifed by 
international networks and expert organisations, and also by the European 
Commission to govern (Normand, 2016). The broad availability of data and 
their computing has also enabled the emergence of new private actors ofering 
data-driven advice for policymakers (e.g. Barber & Ozga, 2014). Collection, 
use, and evaluation of data are expected for any political entity to function 
(Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Kauko et al., 2018; Ozga et al., 2011). Data are thus a 
prerequisite for policymaking. The data lifecycle is full of political choices that 
are seldom openly discussed (Piattoeva et al., 2018). 

The focus of our enquiry is the European policy ecosystem, but we 
acknowledge that evidence production and expertise may take a diferent 
shape in other geographical locations or political environments (e.g. Jungblut 
et al., 2023). For example, private actors, interests, and agendas have taken a 
prominent position regarding education policymaking in the United States 
(Lubienski et al., 2024; Ness & Baser, 2023). This privatisation of public policy 
has led to privatised knowledge brokering, making it challenging for policy-
makers to assess empirical and research evidence, and encouraging reliance on 
subjective value judgements and ideological perspectives. Chapter 7 analyses 
how norms frame knowledge formation in the Finland–EU higher education 
policymaking network, identifying shared norms reinforcing existing power 
relations and reliance on established and prominent actors and organisations 
and their sources. 

The EU’s limited power in education policy and Finnish higher education 
polity characterise the policy space in which we situate this book. The latter 
has a long tradition of negotiations and working groups between the main 
actors for developing policies. Such a modus operandi opens opportunities 
for various policy entrepreneurs, lobbyists, stakeholders, and interest organisa-
tion’s representatives to participate in policymaking alongside public ofcials, 
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administrators, and higher education representatives. This governance con-
stellation operates in networks. The network metaphor captures how policy 
actors negotiate cooperation and competition among education institutions 
and policy actors, with the central government using performance agreements, 
indicator-based funding, contracts, and recommendations instead of rigid 
legislation. This political system enables various actor networks to emerge, 
giving rise to the involvement of a broad range of actors in policymaking (e.g. 
Ball & Junemann, 2011; Rhodes, 2011). 

We next turn to a discussion of the main concepts underpinning this book: 
networks, knowledge, and power in the context of higher education policy-
making. First, however, we examine the conceptual foundations that shape 
contemporary higher education policymaking in the EU framework, intro-
ducing our primary research contexts, the EU and Finland. We shed light on 
the Finnish and EU political systems and their political institutions, helping 
readers navigate the chapters and their analyses. 

Setting the scene: higher education and the politics 
of European integration 

This book encourages refection on the normative foundations underpinning 
European higher education. Historically, higher education has been a key area 
since the 1970s for the EU to address global competition. It has contributed 
to the development of a knowledge-based economy and society in Europe 
(e.g. Lawn & Grek, 2012). The Erasmus programme has been the primary 
tool for supporting internationalisation and cultural integration in higher ed-
ucation since the 1980s. Although national governments in Member States 
legislate and implement their own education policies, they also engage with 
European steering through various policy initiatives, programmes, and, more 
recently, funding instruments (e.g. Eeva, 2021). 

In the mid-2000s, the Bologna process accelerated the joint coordination 
of higher education across Europe. This intergovernmental initiative strove 
to ensure higher education systems’ compatibility and comparability within 
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) (Mattei, 2014). The Lisbon 
Strategy in the 2000s set common indicators for achieving the knowledge 
economy, making education data calculable and comparable (Lawn & Grek, 
2012). Education policymaking has been framed since Lisbon Strategy by the 
Open Method of Coordination (OMC), a soft governance mechanism that 
directs national policies towards common targets and objectives (e.g. Borrás 
& Jacobsson, 2004). Quality assurance and accountability measures initiated 
a new paradigm after Lisbon of “governing by numbers,” in which numerical 
data steered education governance (e.g. Grek, 2020; Ozga, 2015; Paananen, 
2019). This set the stage for an increased emphasis on benchmarking education 
performance, a prevailing orientation in EU higher education policymaking. 

European integration in higher education has evolved in tandem with 
globalisation and technological change to enhance European economic and 
social integration (Dale & Robertson, 2009). This has underpinned the 
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importance of bolstering knowledge and skills to contribute to the develop-
ment of a knowledge-based economy and society (Pepin, 2006). The Bologna 
process and its common target setting for converging higher education systems 
in European countries have set the pace for the development of the EHEA 
since the turn of the century. More recently, the European Commission has 
proposed ambitious new policy initiatives in the European higher education 
sector. An example is the EU’s European University Initiative, which draws on 
President Macron’s 2017 speech following the “New American University” 
model (Crow & Dabars, 2015). There are now 64 European University al-
liances that include higher education institutions from various EU Member 
States. Under the 2021–2027 Erasmus+ programme, a sum of €402.2 million 
has been directed to support European university alliances. In responding to 
international competition, these alliances are regarded as the cornerstone for 
overseeing and managing the “Europe of Knowledge” (Maassen et al., 2023). 

Despite the issue of competence, higher education policymaking is 
juxtaposed with research policy, in which the EU wields greater authority 
(further discussed in Chapter 4). EU funding policies therefore appear to 
afect the steering of higher education policy through funding programmes 
and instruments such as the Horizon Europe programme and European 
University alliances. Higher education and universities are now subject to EU-
level targets enforced through a complex set of regulatory instruments – a 
development that takes the shape of “creeping competence” (Pollack, 2008). 

Much has been written about the EU’s institutions, governance, and poli-
cymaking. Briefy, the European Commission initiates policy; the European 
Parliament and the Council of the European Union (hereafter referred to 
as the “Council”) negotiate and decide on the EU’s legislative agenda setting 
and policy coordination (Treaty of Lisbon 2007.1). The European Commis-
sion is responsible for initiating policy. It is organised into departments, or 
Directorates-General (DG), according to policy areas. Each DG is overseen 
by a commissioner and their respective cabinet, elected by the European 
Parliament. All commissioners collectively exercise the Commission’s political 
authority under the President’s leadership. The President and commissioners2 

constitute a decision-making body known as “the college,” which directs the 
Commission’s political and strategic orientation. The DGs develop, implement, 
and manage EU policy, law, and funding programmes. The Commission’s work 
programme is a key instrument for determining the Commission’s political 
priorities’ future direction, which the Commission President outlines publicly 
in their annual State of the European Union address. These priorities may 
include new policy initiatives and legislation, but they may also indicate the 
withdrawal of pending proposals.3 

The ordinary legislative procedure, known as co-decision, is the most com-
mon instrument for legislation at the EU level (European Parliament, 2012, 
p. 5). Co-decision was shaped by the Lisbon Treaty. It made EU’s decision 
making more democratic because the European Parliament strengthened its 
position in relation to the Council. The Council adopts EU policy frameworks 
and work plans, setting out the priorities for cooperation between Member 
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States, and the European Parliament adopts the EU budget, which has become 
increasingly relevant for education policy, as we discuss in Chapter 4. The Eu-
ropean Parliament represents “the people’s” interests in Europe, as Members of 
the European Parliament (MEPs) are directly elected by citizens of EU Member 
States. The European Parliament “shall work together with the European Com-
mission and the Council to determine the legislative planning of the European 
Union” (European Parliament, 2010, pp. 42–43). This means that when the 
Commission proposes legislation, the Parliament directs the policy matter to the 
relevant committee in accordance with the Rules of Procedure (European Par-
liament 2024). The committee allocates reports to political groups according to 
quotas, which can then appoint one MEP as a rapporteur. Chapter 8 zooms in 
on the Committee on Culture and Education (CULT), discussing its role as a 
European higher education policymaking actor. 

Increased competition and opening up internationally, including Europe, 
go hand-in-hand in Finnish higher education. Until the 1960s Finnish higher 
education was an elite system available to a few in core urban areas. Between 
the 1960s and the 1990s the system expanded, with universities becom-
ing political tools for societal and regional equality and economic growth. 
(Kivinen et al., 1993) From the 1990s international cooperation, global trends, 
marketisation, and global competition led to a more complex system through 
the establishment of universities of applied sciences (Lampinen, 2003; Rinne, 
2010). A hallmark change was the 2009 law (Välimaa, 2012), which reformed 
universities’ legal status and coincided with an emphasis on marketisation and 
education export (Kauko & Medvedeva, 2016; Schatz, 2016), which Risto 
Rinne (2010) interprets as marking a new era of neoliberal Finnish higher 
education. 

The Finnish higher education system is based on universal provision with-
out tuition fees for EU and European Economic Area (EEA) citizens. It is 
also state-centred because of historical reasons and funding strings (Kauko, 
2011). During the history of higher education, recurring policy themes are 
regional policy importance, infuences derived from international cooperation 
that are adopted without strong policy debates, and the growing importance 
of innovation-driven and technological research, as well as the difculty of 
aligning policy and budget decisions (Kauko, 2013). 

The Finnish higher education system has a binary structure. There are 13 
universities in Finland. Eleven function under public law, and two under private 
foundation law. There are also 22 universities of applied sciences, organised 
as public limited companies, mainly owned by public-sector stakeholders. 
Additionally, there is the Finnish National Defence University. Higher 
education institutions are active on European platforms. Eleven universities 
and eight universities of applied sciences are in European university alliances.4 

Some have memberships of established European university associations 
like the Coimbra group5 or the League of European Research Universities 
(LERU),6 and all universities and their national rectors’ council, Universities 
Finland (UNIFI), are members of the European University Association. Only 
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two universities of applied sciences are members of the European Association 
of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE).7 All universities of applied 
sciences, however, are members of ARENE, the Rectors’ Conference of 
Finnish Universities of Applied Sciences. 

We have attempted to provide a concise overview of the feld of higher 
education as part of EU and Finnish policymaking. Europeanisation education 
scholarship (e.g. Dale & Robertson, 2009; Lawn & Grek, 2012) illuminates 
the tensions and dynamics surrounding Member States’ and non-state actors’ 
agency in responding to the EU’s policy involvement and activity, and the 
pressures for Europeanisation. The next sections scrutinise these interactions 
through the concepts of network, knowledge, and power – and their interrela-
tion in higher education policymaking. 

Policymaking in networks: Power to shape knowledge 

To look for the foundation of the normative force of the factual in its 
conscious or unconscious reasoning would be quite wrong. The factual 
can be rationalised later, but its normative signifcance lies in the prop-
erty of our nature[.]8 

(Jellinek, 1914, p. 338) 

Policymaking attempts to shape reality based on political beliefs and norms. 
The seeds of this description are as old as the discipline of political science: 
it was frst presented in the legalistic-positivistic tradition by Georg Jellinek 
(1914) in his book Allgemeine Staatslehre (originally 1900), in which he dis-
cussed how social practices and shared facts could become legislation. In the 
American functionalist tradition David Easton (1965) described politics as 
the “authoritative allocation of values,” referring to how policymaking was a 
matter of policymakers’ power and normative starting points. A more recent 
belief-emphasising tradition is the Advocacy Coalition Framework, which 
draws on the idea of how political actors form coalitions based on shared 
beliefs (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1993). A long tradition of political science 
has established that beliefs, norms, and political ideologies are policymaking’s 
foundational forces. 

Networks play an increasingly important role in policymaking, shifting from 
the traditional authority of states and involving more diverse groups of policy 
actors (Bevir, 2013). This trend is also evident in European higher education 
policy, which is becoming more closely linked to EU policy developments. 
Education policy research has increasingly focused on networks operating 
transnationally, not necessarily following states’ or other regions’ borderlines 
and legislative restrictions but working in and between them (e.g. Verger et al., 
2012). Studies have investigated how networks channel knowledge (Carvalho, 
2013; Fenwick et al., 2014) and how experts create infrastructure for data 
fows (Lawn & Segerholm, 2011). Education policy research has identifed 
the role of networks as a key aspect for understanding policymaking, and a 
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relevant object of research: “the international orchestration of policy spaces 
and the interdependent matrix of processes between various knowledge pro-
viders, deserve researchers’ attention in future research” (Karseth & Sivesind, 
2022, p. 425). The increased interest in networks has also been seen in the 
steady fow of literature on social network analysis in education policy (Kallunki 
et al., 2025). 

Networks tie knowledge and power to policymaking. Simply expressed, 
power is policymaking’s basic means; knowledge is its result. Strassheim and 
Kettunen (2014) argue that what becomes a “policy-relevant fact” requires 
a complex political struggle. The changing scheme for policymaking related 
to knowledge and power has been analysed through concepts such as post-
bureaucratic governance (Ozga et al., 2009) and experimentalist governance 
(Sorensen & Graf, 2024). However, we focus on policymaking rather than 
governance in the EU’s context – sometimes described as technocratic. These 
terms tend to intertwine sometimes. 

A notable tradition that has studied networks, knowledge, and power is 
that of epistemic communities. We do not draw on this concept here, but we 
fnd the research on it helpful for understanding the policymaking networks 
that shape power and knowledge. The concept of epistemic communities dis-
cusses how expert networks play a role in the interpretation of how the world 
functions for policymakers (Haas, 1992). European studies (Cross, 2011) and 
education policy research on international organisations (e.g. Kallo, 2009) and 
transnational networks (e.g. Menashy, 2016) have also drawn on the idea of 
epistemic communities, but the approach originates in international relations, 
and it therefore emphasises state actors (Adler & Haas, 1992). A review of 
epistemic community studies notes that most research involves single-country 
studies, and that a comparative and transnational perspective would beneft 
the research tradition (Cross, 2013). We have already argued that networks do 
not respect national borders, and this premise seems more than fair. 

The epistemic community literature has also had a narrow perspective on 
networks and their knowledge. The review fnds that the 

…epistemic community literature thus far has focused too narrowly on 
scientists because of the misguided notion that scientifc knowledge is 
somehow superior to other forms of knowledge. Instead, I have sug-
gested that the recognition and legitimation of expert knowledge is 
socially constructed. 

(Cross, 2013, p. 159) 

When studying policymaking networks, we fnd this starting point impor-
tant. We should not expect knowledge hierarchies before we can fnd them 
through empirical analysis. 

In this book we study policymaker networks. Like Menashy (2016), we 
see their roles’ social construction in interrelations as an important factor; 
like Cross (2013), we think it important to see that epistemic communities 
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draw on many types of knowledge. However, our interest is in studying policy 
networks, which, as Menashy (2016) notes, have been unnecessarily defned 
apart from epistemic communities. In the context of EU and education policy 
especially, we believe this borderline to be inaccurate. We defne knowledge 
as disseminated and used in policy networks, and these actions are not limited 
to any actor group. Knowledge varies, but it is always linked to questions of 
power through its political and normative dimensions. 

Knowledge and other epistemic content in policymaking 

We have yet to defne what knowledge is. As this question is one of the corner-
stones of philosophy, this is not an easy task. We defne it frst by refecting on 
our epistemological choices and examining how knowledge is related to some 
close concepts which in turn are related to other epistemic content. Our epis-
temological choices have a foundational efect on how we understand change 
(Capano, 2009). It is therefore important to clarify what our epistemological 
premise is. In existing education policy research, it is possible to distinguish 
some of the main approaches to knowledge from various perspectives. 

There is an infuential poststructuralist approach in education research that 
often draws on the concept of governmentality, following the works of Foucault, 
and Rose and Miller (e.g. Ball, 2010; Lewis et al., 2020). Neo-materialist ap-
proaches drawing on Latour, Barad, and Desrosieres are increasingly popular. 
These approaches study how power creates and limits spaces (Saari, 2012), or 
how policies create new actor constellations (Koyama, 2011), where power is 
held by human and non-human actors (Williamson, 2016). A postcolonial view 
of knowledge is prominent, studying questions of colonialist discourse (Shahja-
han, 2011) and policies (Takayama & Lingard, 2019). Our book’s view is clos-
est to the ideas of poststructuralism, with some nuanced exceptions in diferent 
chapters (e.g. normative institutionalism in Chapter 7). Within the postructur-
alist tradition, instead of the idea of steering at a distance and governmentality, 
which connote a centre-periphery structure (Kauko et al., 2018), we focus on 
the broader conceptualisation of knowledge and power as allowing room for 
diferent networks. The main thread throughout the chapters is our premise for 
understanding knowledge’s socially constructed nature. 

Knowledge is related to other types of epistemic content such as data, 
evidence, or information. In its basic English defnition,9 data are used to 
describe statistical items or facts that are available for further analysis. Infor-
mation describes facts about someone or something. Evidence provides proof 
of whether something is true. Knowledge can be seen as adding a theoretical 
or practical dimension to information. Each of these epistemic content terms 
has been used to analyse policymaking. 

According to our understanding the word “information” is often used in its 
everyday meaning and is seldom defned in education policy research. In the 
feld of library and information science, however, coinciding with the trends 
of evidence-based policy and the frst steps towards big data, the “information 
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policy” subfeld began to receive more interest in the late 1990s. This feld 
focuses on how the change from data to information and information to 
knowledge occurs (Rowlands, 1997). Epistemic content is observed here to 
gain more context as it changes on the data–information–knowledge–wisdom 
pathway (Bawden, 1997). For our purposes, understanding information’s 
context or its lack is relevant. For example, in education policy uncontextual-
ised information has been approached to study how “international elements” 
from international large-scale assessments or other information from other 
systems can provide methods of political reasoning and simplifcation in a 
national context (Santos, 2022). We use the word “information” in this book 
to describe uncontextualised knowledge. 

The word “evidence” connotes that a piece of information has a political 
dimension, as it makes a normative claim concerning how things should be 
done. The evidence-based medicine movement, where there are enduring 
problems in converting evidence into practice (Claridge & Fabian, 2005) and 
policy (Masood et al., 2020), spills over into other sectors and the challenge of 
its incorporation into policymaking (Sanderson, 2011) and education policy 
(Kauko, 2022). Cairney (2015, p. 130) crystallises the problem’s core as a 
useful dichotomy of a normative unrealistic understanding of evidence-based 
policy that fantasises about a lean process from scientifc evidence to political 
action, and a realistic one, where “policymakers fnd simple ways to make de-
cisions after weighing up a wide range of evidence.” Our interpretation is the 
same: policymaking evidence can be basically any epistemic content, and we do 
not normatively expect policymaking to draw on scientifc evidence. Drawing 
on our poststructuralist understanding, we argue that once policymaking has 
adopted any epistemic content, it is defned as knowledge through various 
elements of power, including ideational power, as we propose in Chapter 8. 

Relational and normative power 

Power theories vary, and there have been various attempts to summarise them. 
Lukes’s (2004) three faces of power in decisions (Dahl, 1961), agenda setting 
(Bachrach & Baratz, 1962), and controlling preferences (Lukes, 2004) have 
been infuential. Heiskala (2001) roughly divides power theories into views of 
power as a resource (Weber, Parson) and views of power in structures (Foucault, 
Heiskala). In many accounts Michel Foucault’s work is seen as a clear break 
from earlier power theories. Hindess (1996) argues that Foucault (1977) was 
able to discuss power without the need for a sovereign. This means that as with 
past power theories, Foucault’s ideas cannot be tied down to the power of the 
state and its borders. We regard Foucault’s work as capturing three aspects of 
the interlinkage of knowledge and power: relationality, normative efects, and 
power efects (Foucault, 1977, 1986). Epistemologically, this has consequences 
for how we approach higher education policymaking in Europe. 

Thinking that knowledge is relational and shaped by power and vice versa 
(Foucault, 1977) combines the analysis of knowledge formation with our key 
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focus, policymaking, which is essentially the exercise of power. Knowledge 
formation for policymaking in relation to other knowledge and power also un-
derlines the importance of studying networks. In this regard the knowledge– 
power–networks triad of key concepts for our introduction is derived from 
the understanding of knowledge’s relationality. A good example of how an 
understanding of relationality works in shaping knowledge is Eyal’s (2013) 
argument for understanding expertise as occurring in networks instead of 
among experts as an individual attribute. 

By creating the conditions for expected behaviour, knowledge has norma-
tive efects (Foucault, 1977). Knowledge in policymaking is both a product 
and a building block of policies which discursively build what is normatively 
presented as right. This highlights the importance of trying to understand 
what knowledge is in this context. The researcher must tread carefully, as 
many concepts and phenomena intersect. For example, it is well established 
that evidence-based policy with the expectation of achieving an optimal 
solution through scientifc knowledge is impossible. Instead, evidence works 
as an instrument for ideological aims (Stehr & Grundmann, 2012). Klees and 
Edwards (2014, p. 38) take the argument to its extreme: “The ubiquitous 
call for ‘evidence-based policy’ always means ‘my evidence.’” Understand-
ably, “evidence” or knowledge usually means research-based knowledge for 
researchers. This sometimes leads to knowledge being implicitly defned (e.g. 
Wirthová, 2022) or not at all (e.g. McKnight & Morgan, 2020), even when 
it is the object of research. As the previous section discussed, knowledge is a 
broader concept for policymakers. It can certainly be derived from sources 
other than scientifc research (Head, 2008), as long as they help promote 
an agenda (Kingdon, 2003). Understanding normative efects in the policy 
process means we accept a broad defnition of what counts as knowledge in 
policymaking. 

In Foucault’s (1977, 1986) thinking, power is a productive force 
that builds reality. Knowledge’s power efects have been conceptualised as 
discourses that describe and shape actor positions and the normative as-
sumptions of the hierarchies between them. In education policy there are 
many studies of the discourses of international organisations and national 
education policies. Much research has focused on EU and OECD discourses 
in setting a global competition agenda, or on how discursive power forms a 
lightly regulated, persuasive, and self-managing form of governance in the 
European context (e.g. Henry et al., 2001; Lawn & Grek, 2012; Walters & 
Haahr, 2005). For example, OMC has developed into a more heavily regu-
lated EU-wide soft power mechanism (Blomqvist, 2007), and economic 
policy coordination in the European Semester changes higher education 
policy at the national level (Eeva, 2018). We understand that to study power 
efects, we must examine how power shapes knowledge and the conditions 
of its use in policymaking. This means studying both discourses, understood 
as refecting actors’ power relations and positioning, and the networks in 
which they are built. 
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The plan of the book 

This book consists of nine chapters following the research focus and principal 
themes the book covers. Chapters 1–2 discuss our conceptual and empirical 
framing; Chapter 3 outlines our conduct of higher education policy research 
in practice; Chapters 4–8 use our empirical material to provide an analytical 
account of researching higher education policymaking. 

Chapter 2 describes our research’s empirical conduct and our mixed-
method approach as the analytical framework. It scrutinises our research data 
collection through the methods of network analysis, thematic interviews, 
and observations. It addresses methodological questions related to data col-
lection, interviews, and observations, including the importance of access and 
its facilitation. It also discusses the conduct of analysis and the collective 
process of coding interview and observation data. The degree of description 
in this chapter, however, remains at the level of method and data introduc-
tion, while case studies in Chapters 4–8 give a more detailed account of the 
analysis. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the potential benefts 
of using a new combination of methodology to deepen understanding of 
knowledge networks. 

Chapter 3 ofers a hands-on account of the collective conduct of higher 
education policy research and the unwrapping of the empirical nature of 
feldwork interviews and observations in European and Finnish policymak-
ing venues. By complementing Chapter 2, it broadens the methodological 
account, providing transparency to our research practices. We outline the 
research journey from the researcher’s perspective, sharing insights into our 
conceptions of knowledge and the formation of our research process. Our 
refexive account draws on the research project’s internal group interviews and 
feldwork material. The fndings lead us to conclude that our research process 
has benefted from the various perspectives, positions, and experiences the 
research group members embody. 

To understand the policy space in which knowledge networks operate, 
Chapter 4 conceptualises the Finnish and EU political systems in relation to 
higher education policymaking. It provides a detailed account of how higher 
education policymaking occurs within these political systems. We discuss the 
existing research on Finnish higher education policymaking as it concerns EU 
decision making, providing a review of Finland–EU higher education policy-
making and its networks and focusing on day-to-day policy work. Finland has 
a distinct system for coordinating EU-related afairs: the government and its 
special ministerial sub-committees are responsible for the national preparation 
of decisions to be made in the EU, but parliament participates in the prepara-
tory work and approves decisions. At the European level, education policy-
making consists mainly of recommendations and other soft law instruments, 
given the EU’s limited powers in education policy in accordance with the 
principle of subsidiarity. We suggest, however, that the higher education policy 
feld is increasingly intertwined with research and innovation sectors, arguing 
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that the boundaries between these two policy sectors have become blurred 
in EU higher education policymaking. This chapter provides the context for 
Chapters 5–8. 

Chapter 5 analyses the higher education policymaking network operating 
in and between Finland and EU. The focus is on the structure, formation, and 
characteristics of the Finland–EU network. We analyse the data with a network 
ethnographic frame and qualitative content analysis. Our network analysis 
reveals that the main component is divided into the Finnish national and EU 
Member State blocs. This examination suggests that network formation in 
principle follows ofcial structures, deliberate network building, and interest 
coalitions, and that the trust between diferent actors afects it. The network’s 
most prominent characteristics seem to be the blurry boundaries between 
network actors’ informal and formal relations, and the importance of physical 
presence in building trust and a sense of belonging between actors. Chapter 6 
follows this analysis by drawing on quantitative network data, interviews, and 
ethnographic data. We conclude that these organisations, through the 
individuals representing them, can be collectively described as a knowledge 
network that creates, transforms, uses, and disseminates knowledge to shape 
higher education policies. 

By drawing on new institutionalism, Chapter 7 investigates how norms 
frame knowledge formation in Finland–EU higher education networks and 
subsequent policymaking. Based on qualitative content analysis, we fnd 
that politicians’, ofcials’, and stakeholders’ conceptualisations of knowledge 
are diverse and fuid, exhibiting role-specifc articulations of shared norms. 
In Chapter 8 we examine higher education policymaking in the European 
Parliament. We focus on CULT, analysing its role as a European higher 
education policymaking actor. This chapter builds on policy ethnography 
through observations and interviews conducted in CULT. Following dis-
cursive institutionalism, we study how CULT’s actorness is constructed and 
negotiated through ideational power. 

The fnal chapter, Chapter 9, draws conclusions on our main fndings and 
considers our methodological approach. It reviews the theoretical devel-
opment of the concepts we employed and deliberates on how the research 
process can help understand the studied phenomenon. 

Notes 
1 Treaty of Lisbon amending the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty estab-

lishing the European Community (2007) Official Journal C 306, 13 December, 
pp. 1–271. 

2 The current Von den Leyer Commission (2024–2029) has 27 commissioners. 
3 https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/strategy-documents/ 

commission-work-programme_en 
4 https://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/higher-education/european-

universities-initiative/map 
5 https://www.utu.f/en/university/international-networks 

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/strategy-documents/commission-work-programme_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/strategy-documents/commission-work-programme_en
https://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/higher-education/european-universities-initiative/map
https://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/higher-education/european-universities-initiative/map
https://www.utu.fi/en/university/international-networks
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6 https://www.helsinki.fi/en/innovations-and-cooperation/international-
cooperation/networks-and-strategic-partnerships 

7 https://www.eurashe.eu/members-directory/ 
8 The original text: “Den Grund der normativen Kraft des Faktischen in seiner 

bewuBten oder unbewuBten Verniinftigkeit zu suchen, ware ganz verkehrt. Das 
Tatsachliche kann spater rationalisiert werden, seine normative Bedeutung liegt 
aber in der weiter nicht ableitbaren Eigenschaft unserer Natur, kraft welcher das 
bereits Geiibte physiologisch und psychologisch leichter reproduzierbar ist als das 
Neue” (Jellinek 1914, p. 338). 

9 Following the Oxford Dictionary of English 2025 provided by Oxford University 
Press and accessed through Tampere University licence of MOT Kielipalvelu: 
https://www.sanakirja.f/. 
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