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7 Policymakers’ norms on knowledge 
Credibility, reliability, and holism 

Joni Forsell and Jaakko Kauko 

Knowledge and norms in education policy 

In this chapter, we examine how norms frame knowledge in the Finland– 
European Union (EU) higher education policymaking network and its 
institutions. We draw on new institutionalism, which focuses on how social 
environments shape people’s identities, behaviour, and practices (Meyer, 
2017). More specifcally, we ask how institutional norms frame policymakers’ 
(politicians, ofcials, and stakeholders) understanding and use of knowledge 
in higher education policy, and the reliance on certain actors and their knowledge. 
We draw attention to how policymakers’ roles may difer because they inhabit 
various institutions in the network. Normative institutionalism is particularly 
helpful here to focus on norms that specify legitimate knowledge in higher 
education policy: where knowledge should come from and how it should be 
used, thus establishing knowledge hierarchies (March & Olsen, 1984; Peters, 
1999; Scott, 2014). 

We defne norms as “specifcations of how things ought to be done” 
(Scott, 2014, p. 64) that organise knowledge in the background of policy-
making (Herranen, 2022). To clarify, even as norms can be understood as 
ofcial guidelines, rules, and policies, in this chapter, we approach norms as 
implicit frames of orientation (Reilly, 2018). We also consider that norms do 
not apply equally to everyone and that institutional positions prescribe how to 
act (Scott, 2014). Although institutions are resistant to change (Scott, 2014), 
policymakers can actively engage with, interpret, and even disrupt institutional 
norms (Hajer, 2006; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Norms thus have produc-
tive power: actors are expected to produce and use knowledge in a certain 
way, and expectations can be resisted, leading to new ways of engaging with 
knowledge (Foucault, 1977, 1980). Policymakers’ approach to knowledge is 
thus not borne of individual calculation but instead unfolds in social environ-
ments that convey understandings of what is appropriate and expected in each 
situation (March & Olsen, 1984). To summarise, norms can reinforce existing 
power relations. Institutions that enjoy broad legitimacy and power remain so, 
while other actors continue to be excluded from policymaking and as sources 
of legitimate knowledge. 
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120 Analysing Knowledge Networks in Higher Education Policymaking 

Within the EU and Finland’s higher education policymaking, networks are 
the main social phenomenon that concerns this book. We see networks and 
institutions as shaping each other, but in this chapter, we focus on institu-
tions and the norms they convey (Scott, 2014). Institutions and networks 
share many similarities in their stability and uniformity between norms and 
behaviour (Peters, 1999; Powell & Oberg, 2017), however, institutions carry 
cultural understandings and networks enable the fow of ideas and knowledge 
(Owen-Smith & Powell, 2008; Powell & Oberg, 2017). In our perspective, 
in following the ideas of normative institutionalism, deeply institutionalised 
norms enable actors to form knowledge in overlapping networks, roles, and 
positions (March & Olsen, 1989; Peters, 1999). 

Our analysis draws on interviews with policymakers. We understand policy-
makers as experts who work on specialised issues for extended periods, belong 
to professional communities that share values, beliefs, and practices (Grødem 
& Hippe, 2019), and possess specialist knowledge (Normand, 2016). 
Analytically, we approach policymakers’ conceptualisations of knowledge as 
clues to the norms with which they engage in the interstice between knowledge 
and policy. 

Knowledge itself can be an unruly concept. Any thought or meaning can be 
seen as knowledge (Fazekas & Burns, 2012). Knowledge in policymaking has 
been studied through concepts like evidence (Cairney & Oliver, 2017; Head, 
2008), expert knowledge (Grek, 2024), governing knowledge (Ozga, 2012), 
and embodied, inscribed, and enacted knowledge (Freeman & Sturdy, 2014). 
Whereas governing knowledge refers to the purposes for which knowledge 
is used (Ozga, 2012; Ozga et al., 2009), the idea of embodied and inscribed 
knowledge refers to the form knowledge takes, either as situated within persons 
and employed in everyday action or as written text and other material artefacts 
(Freeman & Sturdy, 2014). These conceptions illustrate the importance of 
context and the variety of knowledge observable in policymaking settings, 
and whether researchers are interested in the purposes for which knowledge is 
used and in what forms it comes, or both. We retain an openness to varieties 
of knowledge, considering both the form in which knowledge comes, whether 
personal experiences or artefacts, and the purposes for which knowledge is 
used – that is, anything policymakers discuss as knowledge. 

Various recent research projects have studied the question of how 
policymakers engage with knowledge in Western democratic societies. By 
studying international organisations and their engagement with global 
metrics and quantifcation in the case of Sustainable Development Goals, 
the METRO project, “International Organisations and the Rise of a Global 
Metrological Field” (Bandola-Gill et al., 2022; Grek, 2024), reveals that 
expert knowledge is valued by its applicability to diverse contexts, and that 
global public policy relies on the “interplay of material, techno-political 
and organisational structures within which statistical and governing 
knowledge is produced” (Bandola-Gill et al., 2022, p. 149). Experts are, 
in turn, aforded an active role as knowledge governors and institutional 
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flters to broker connections, build consensus, and work towards shared 
meanings, rules, and artefacts to promote unifed knowledge (Bandola-Gill 
et al., 2022). Global public policy can therefore be understood as a set of 
epistemic infrastructures, with choices and outcomes of education policy 
becoming increasingly uniform across diverse contexts by approaching 
education as a question of the economy, for example (Bandola-Gill et al., 
2022; Grek, 2024). 

Karseth et al. (2022) also address the relationship between expertise and 
policymaking. In the “Policy Knowledge and Lesson Drawing in Nordic 
School Reform in an Era of International Comparison,” or POLNET, project, 
they illustrate how Nordic policymakers turn to various types of evidence 
and expertise to inform, support, and legitimise school reforms. Yet, as the 
POLNET project shows, diferences in national contexts should be observed – 
for example, the extent to which policymakers rely on comparative knowledge 
(Karseth et al., 2022). The role of international organisations also requires 
consideration. More specifcally, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) has been observed to act as a producer of expert 
knowledge, strengthening linkages between knowledge, education, and the 
economy (Godin, 2006). Kallo (2020) argues, in turn, that the OECD has its 
own interiorised knowledge production processes, enabling it discursively to 
create and defne knowledge boundaries in the global education scene. The 
EU also engages in the promotion of knowledge-based economies, where 
technical expert knowledge is valorised, and new communities are created 
around expertise (Normand, 2016; Zito, 2001). 

The key literature illustrates how norms in diverse institutions specify what 
legitimate knowledge is, and how it should be used: quantitative and compara-
tive data are deemed relevant; combining the variety of knowledge is valued; 
governance is to be enacted with the help of experts and expert knowledge; 
and knowledge drawing on positivist epistemologies and experimental eco-
nomics is prioritised (Bandola-Gill et al. 2022; Grek, 2024; Normand, 2016). 
The scientifcation and datafcation of education policy thus work to promote 
a reality where policies’ legitimacy and objectivity and the creation of educa-
tional futures depend on experts and expert knowledge, seen in reliance on 
numbers and data, for example (Ball, 2015; Christensen, 2018; Grek, 2024). 
Knowledge hierarchies mean we can end up with “policy without humanity” – 
that is, uninformed by the subjective experiences and experiences of those 
the decisions involve (Carusi et al., 2018, p. 343). Indeed, as Christensen 
et al. (2023) note, reliance on experts and expertise in policymaking has led 
to a need to reconcile epistocracy within democracy by ensuring disciplinary 
diversity, including actors with various types of knowledge and allowing 
experts to represent various views and values. However, given that institu-
tions can be resistant to change, and that select actors beneft from the status 
accorded to expert knowledge (Bandola-Gill et al., 2022; Grek, 2024), we can 
ask if momentum exists to include more actors and forms of knowledge in the 
name of democratic participation (Scott, 2014). 



 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

122 Analysing Knowledge Networks in Higher Education Policymaking 

Approaching norms as invisible organising principles of collective behav-
iour opens an enquiry into the seemingly spontaneous yet uniform ways in 
which knowledge is formed (Herranen, 2022). Using policymakers’ concep-
tualisations of knowledge as clues, we consider how norms frame knowledge 
in institutions and subsequently in the EU–Finnish higher education policy-
making network. We also ask how these normative frames reinforce existing 
power relations by solidifying perceptions of who the important actors are, and 
what legitimate knowledge is. Our study complements the body of research 
concerned with knowledge and policy relations in the EU context. We ask the 
following research questions: 

1 How do policymakers conceptualise knowledge? 
2 What kind of knowledge-related norms can be identifed? 

Based on the results, we identify various conceptions of knowledge, 
outlining three normative orientations. We argue that knowledge’s credibil-
ity and legitimacy are relational, depending on institutional recognition. We 
conclude by refecting on how a normative institutionalist perspective helps in 
considering how actors think about and engage with knowledge while exhibit-
ing role-specifc articulations. 

Data and analysis of knowledge norms 

To understand how norms frame knowledge in the Finland–EU higher 
education policymaking network and its institutions, we used qualitative 
content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) to analyse 45 policymaker 
interviews and highlight similarities and diferences between politicians, 
ofcials, and stakeholders. Politicians include members of the European 
Parliament; ofcials include the secretariat and civil servants; stakehold-
ers represent specifc organisations and interest groups (see Chapter 2). 
By interviewing policymakers, we follow Diermeier and Krehbiels (2003): 
studying institutions requires an empirical component to better account 
for collective action as it occurs in them. The interview questions were 
coded using ATLAS.ti to provide a general structure to the data (Saldana, 
2013). In the frst analysis round, interview transcripts were subjected 
to a keyword query using Boolean operators and a truncation symbol to 
retrieve textual material where knowledge was discussed in various terms 
in both Finnish and English: “knowl* OR data* OR fact* OR evid* OR 
info* OR tieto* OR fakt*.” We included only interviewee material from 
this textual material. We then read this dataset to construct preliminary 
themes detailing how norms and knowledge were connected. In the sec-
ond analysis round,1 textual material was retrieved according to structural 
coding that identifed sections where policymakers were explicitly asked 
questions about knowledge (e.g. how they evaluated it, what sources they 
used most, and how one could learn to evaluate it). This was done to 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Policymakers’ Norms on Knowledge 123 

challenge and expand our preliminary fndings. We discussed our inter-
pretations to identify similarities and diferences in the analysis, revealing 
themes both researchers felt were relevant. 

During the analysis, we noted that when policymakers were asked about 
knowledge and its use, they used words like knowledge, information, 
research, data, and evidence. The word tieto in Finnish translates as knowl-
edge, but it can also mean information. While we use the word “knowledge” 
in our analysis, we have therefore striven to maintain all the diferent words 
policymakers have for knowledge, as well as knowledge use, in our analysis 
and quotations. By bringing the diversity of policymakers’ understandings 
and practices to the fore, we can grasp often informal and tacit norms and 
understandings (Herranen, 2022) and even distinguish between frequently 
blended norms (Reilly, 2018). We must also consider that people do not 
necessarily act in accordance with what they report (Jerolmack & Khan, 
2014). We maintain, however, that policymakers’ accounts are connected 
with their work, beliefs, values, and actions in various settings. To address 
these methodological challenges, we explore data openly in a way that retains 
its richness, enabling other researchers to evaluate our fndings pertaining 
to knowledge-related norms and come up with their own categorisations 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). By striving for refexivity in our interpre-
tations, we also aim to account for the fact that studying how policy and 
knowledge interact in Western democracies can be prone to reinforcing 
existing understandings of who the powerful actors are, and what is consid-
ered knowledge (Voß & Freeman, 2016). 

Knowledge in institutional norms 

Our frst analysis of how institutional norms frame knowledge in the Finland– 
EU higher education policymaking network and its institutions concerned 
policymakers’ conceptualisations of knowledge. In many cases, policymak-
ers valued experience and expertise. Experience was about understanding 
how things really worked in practice. Expertise was seen to accumulate from 
long-term participation in policymaking. This conception of knowledge 
as experience and expertise even had implications for who was included in 
policymaking. In discussing how people were chosen for internal groups, a 
European-level stakeholder emphasised that people were chosen due to their 
knowledgeability and experience to introduce views that went beyond sterile 
theorisation in Brussels. 

We choose people … we know are knowledgeable. … [I]f I’m thinking 
in your terms of a knowledge fow, there’s of course a high level of 
technical knowledge. [Our organisation] is the technical people in the 
digital discussion, and those setting up learning management systems 
and things like that. They have a lot of knowledge. And [a person 
selected] was both, had responsibilities, we knew the, the institutional 
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setting, and … had a dialogue with the more technical people. And 
that’s how, you know, we get a direction in how to develop evidence 
and knowledge. 

(Stakeholder) 

When asked about how often personnel changed in the EU’s working 
groups, an ofcial in Finland mentioned that those who had been around 
longer tended to carry knowledge between diferent groups. They commented 
on people’s permanence in various administrative cultures. 

But there’s always someone new and then someone who’s been around 
longer and carries knowledge with them from the previous group. And 
it varies enormously from country to country how much people change. 
There are those who’ve been in the same group for years, and then there 
are countries where the person changes very often. The same can be seen 
in all the OECD cooperation – so it varies a lot in how this cooperation 
is done in terms of whether or not the personal designations are per-
manent, or how permanent, how long-term they are, and whether they 
change, and how often. The countries’ administrative cultures are also 
quite diferent in this respect. 

(Ofcial) 

Previous examples illustrate how embodied knowledge (Freeman & Sturdy, 
2014) is appreciated, and how knowledge is circulated in policymaking 
networks as people move between organisations and groups. 

Policymakers also conceptualised knowledge as information sources and 
the tangible artefacts with which they dealt in their line of work – for example, 
reports from international and domestic organisations. EU and OECD 
material especially was seen as useful. One ofcial who had worked in both the 
EU and OECD referred to how international knowledge from the EU, and 
especially the OECD, was essential for developing national education and for 
comparison. 

International sources of information … they’re terribly useful, they’re 
absolutely essential for our own system’s development. That’s what 
we get from both the EU and perhaps above all from the OECD. … 
They’re terribly important for our system’s development, and they really 
are one of the things that can show where we’re going. A good example 
is the discussion at the education level – in my opinion that should be 
talked about even more because our relative ranking has been sinking 
for a long time. 

(Ofcial) 

When asked about what sources policymakers used in their work, another 
ofcial mentioned EU reports, government programmes, position papers, and 
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colleagues’ tacit knowledge. This interview was in Finnish, so “information” 
and “knowledge” are interchangeable in the next quotation. 

Well, yes, the sources of information are of course the material that comes 
from the EU. That’s the starting point. Then, as other tools, the govern-
ment programme and any other such position papers if they’re available. … 
But then tacit knowledge, from colleagues, from superiors, I’d say. 

(Ofcial) 

The above quotation reveals that ofcials perceive international and 
comparative data as usable knowledge for policymaking, turning to the EU 
and OECD as sources of information. Diferent types of knowledge, from 
government programmes to colleagues’ tacit information, are also mixed and 
matched in everyday work. In contrast, one stakeholder operating in the EU 
felt long briefs or research articles produced by higher education institutions 
were not useful in advocacy work. 

There’s a slight mismatch between knowledge’s academic production and 
what we need, to be honest. Well, because we don’t have the time. So I’m 
going to talk next week about synergies between education and research, 
and I got some titles on research-based teaching. They’re very good. I 
wish they’d been one page because they could’ve been. But they were 
twenty pages. And, you know, you sit there in your very busy daily life, 
and you get this twenty-page report, and that’s a big diference between 
here and academia, you know. Here you say, yeah, I’m sure it’s very good, 
but it’s thirty pages. In academia, it needs to be thirty pages, or it isn’t 
serious, you know. You don’t get any, any recognition for an infographic. 

(Stakeholder) 

This stakeholder felt some knowledge providers such as academics could 
not provide useful evidence. They continued to discuss knowledge as some-
thing consolidated and simplifed from various sources, naming monitoring 
data and comparisons produced by a stakeholder rooftop organisation operat-
ing in the EU context. 

…[P]ut out a short statement. That’s your visiting card. And since you’re 
interested in knowledge, these visiting cards mostly work if you have evi-
dence in them. If they just state an opinion, you have to push them very, 
very hard. … [Describes an example.] And we made an infographic out 
of it, and that was one of the best visiting cards we ever had. You do that, 
and then you create a dialogue with people. 

(Stakeholder) 

Another stakeholder observed that it was not enough merely to state 
opinions: supporting evidence was required for them to be taken seriously. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

126 Analysing Knowledge Networks in Higher Education Policymaking 

When asked if they cited reports or surveys in their work, an ofcial ech-
oed the sentiment that just mentioning things or stating opinions was not 
enough. 

Well, it doesn’t happen that often but … sometimes you feel like you 
need some more substance, and you can’t get by with just mentioning 
things. Then you need verifed information as a backup, like research 
from the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre. 

(Ofcial) 

The previous excerpts point to an expectation that policymakers’ argu-
ments and work are under scrutiny, and that they will not be taken seriously 
if found lacking in verifable knowledge. Everyone plays their part here. 
Ofcials attempt to support claims with credible knowledge; stakeholders 
aim to create credible and simplifed evidence by drawing on what they can 
access. In this context, knowledge was discussed as a feld of argumentation 
and reasoning but also through valuing diferent knowledge sources and 
formats. 

Knowledge’s social and interactive nature was present in many policymaker 
accounts. When discussing sources of information, one ofcial in Finland 
mentioned their regular exchange with Finland’s Permanent Representation 
to the EU in Brussels in order to get the most recent news and an informal 
take on what was happening. 

There’s an awfully wide range of information sources if I think about 
where I get my information from. From colleagues, from old documents 
or that kind of thing, we have quite good archives of what’s been dis-
cussed in the EU Committee of Ministers, and how. … We have contacts 
with the Permanent Representation weekly or even a couple of times a 
week, and of course more often on a case-by-case basis. … [W]e get a 
great deal of their most up-to-date [stuf] – what’s going on informally 
in Brussels. It’s also a really important source of information. 

(Ofcial) 

A European ofcial similarly commented on the importance of good contacts, 
lamenting the lack of knowledge from informal contacts. 

It’s true that you can have most meetings online, but what we’re missing 
in terms of knowledge is the knowledge you get from having informal 
contacts with people: once it’s online, everything is formal, and you’re 
only really talking to people you need to talk to. That’s something 
I think every workplace is going to have to think about, but for the 
Commission, where there could be a perception that we’re in a Brussels 
bubble anyway, that’s going to become a bigger and bigger issue. 

(Ofcial) 
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Policymakers also discussed how knowledge was related to views and 
interests. For example, one politician mentioned their reliance on advocacy 
knowledge and refected on the inseparability of knowledge and interests, 
feeling no objective knowledge could exist. However, this entanglement 
of interests and knowledge did not necessarily constitute a problem, as it 
could be mitigated by including many parties’ views and forming one’s own 
opinions. 

Yes, I rely quite a lot on advocacy knowledge myself instead of what 
could be called objective knowledge. But I’ve tried to listen to as many 
diferent parties as possible and then form my own opinion. Because in 
some way … everyone who steps over the doorstep has an agenda … the 
idea that this kind of objective source of knowledge exists, which doesn’t 
seem to be the case. 

(Politician) 

In relation to this, an ofcial remarked that one should be careful to take 
information at face value because while it might pass itself of as good currency, 
its veracity might be another question. 

I learned pretty quickly that because gossip and knowledge were 
currency, people talked whatever. They somehow got it into their heads 
that it was a matter of course. And they trade it to get it, to raise their 
social status in the city. But call someone else, and you’ll get a completely 
diferent picture of the same thing. Yes, information has a meaning, but 
its truth value is another matter entirely. 

(Ofcial) 

To summarise, we can see that policymakers’ conceptions of knowl-
edge are connected with the social environment and its norms. Those with 
experience and expertise enjoyed social appreciation. Information or knowl-
edge sources and tangible artefacts varied from international and compara-
tive data to views and interests, but an overarching understanding was that 
one needed to build a full picture of these bits and pieces and consolidate it 
from various sources. Evidence was expected when it came to constructing 
arguments. One needed relevant and often simplifed sources of knowl-
edge for convincing arguments. OECD and EU knowledge were perceived 
here as international and relevant for policymaking, in contrast with aca-
demic knowledge, which in some accounts was perceived as too unwieldy, 
or advocacy knowledge, which was perceived as unobjective. Knowledge 
was also social in everyday policymaking: our interviewees emphasised 
the need for an extensive and reliable contact network. Next, we examine 
more deeply how these conceptions are connected with norms in everyday 
policymaking. 
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Engaging with knowledge and norms 

In this chapter, we understand norms as specifcations for how things ought 
to be done (Scott, 2014), yet also draw attention to how policymakers 
engage with and interpret norms (Hajer, 2006; Lawrence & Suddaby, 
2006). To some extent, these norms were inseparable in our interviews from 
what policymakers understood as knowledge. For example, if policymakers 
considered international and comparative data important, this established 
a norm for using such data and information. However, one stakeholder 
commented that OECD statements were too ambiguous to be useful in 
practice. 

…[W]e had to really understand what the report was about, and the 
OECD is a very tricky organisation. Because in the end how they 
describe their recommendation, it’s really diplomatic. I was writing it 
with my intern, and we revised the article seven or eight times to make 
it understandable for whoever was reading it on our website, to see how 
we saw this report from our perspective. So I really hope there were lots 
of readers because we learnt a lot from it. We also get lots of knowledge 
from OECD and European Commission studies, and we try to plug the 
gaps with our projects if there’s no appropriate information about social 
dialogue in higher education, for example. 

(Stakeholder) 

The above excerpt shows that even when information is provided by a 
generally reliable actor in the network, it still needs to be moulded to ft back-
ground organisations’ interests and policymaking purposes. For example, the 
OECD’s information is freely available and sufciently diplomatic and gener-
alised to serve many actors, which may facilitate its use. 

Although we did not focus on formal rules and procedures, they had 
consequences for how policymakers engaged with and interpreted implicit 
knowledge-related norms. When discussing Finnish parliamentary practices, 
one ofcial mentioned that every committee was expected to be content with 
the knowledge the majority deemed sufcient and that it was not their job to 
question the accepted fnal versions of a text. 

There are two kinds of exchange of information here. There’s this 
formal exchange of information, which I operate, and then there’s 
the internal parliamentary practices that may be within the parliamen-
tary group or within the government groups or within the education 
policy groups – that’s not really apparent to me. If there are some 
changes to the text I’ve drafted, they appear there for me as the fnal 
text, and it isn’t my job to ask where the information’s come from. 
If a majority of the committee thinks something’s written in some 
way, that’s enough for me. Similarly, it’s perhaps enough for each 



 

 
 
 
 
 

Policymakers’ Norms on Knowledge 129 

committee to confne itself to the information that the majority con-
siders sufcient. 

(Ofcial) 

Similarly, a Finnish politician emphasised the importance of trust in sources 
and experts in the context of committee work, and that experts were under 
scrutiny in committee hearings. 

That’s what we do a lot in committees – we invite experts to fnd out 
why they have this opinion, and what it’s based on. It’s impossible for a 
member of parliament to check all the sources, and trust is a very impor-
tant factor, and personally I think that if you want to infuence decision 
makers, trust is the most precious capital, and you can only lose it once. 
If you bring information that turns out to be incorrect or misleading 
once, the information you bring will always constantly be questioned. 

(Politician) 

In relation to this, another Finnish politician mentioned that committee 
work was where politicians’ understanding of knowledge and knowledge-based 
arguments was tested. As in the committee work, knowledge and experts were 
made to ft the norms described above: they were not to take up too much 
time in hearings or to provide lengthy reports. There was a tension with the 
expectation of thorough reading and preparation in the name of evidence-
based decision making, without slowing decision making too much. Again, 
this helps us consider why some actors were relied on as sources of informa-
tion, and why policymakers prioritised international and comparative data in 
the form of infographics and short reports. 

Forming knowledge also depended on a policymakers’ institutional posi-
tion and role. One ofcial thought knowledge from the Finnish government 
should be trusted and taken as read in EU working groups. 

The information from Finland, which is actually reliable, I won’t go on to 
master it, I can bring up here, what about this kind of perspective, which 
may have been in the background, or which has emerged from the speech 
of a Member State, would this be something that we should refect on, or 
whether this is in some way relevant, whatever, Portugal said so. I trust 
that the word of Helsinki is law. 

(Ofcial) 

In discussing how reports were written, another ofcial emphasised that the 
members were ultimately accountable for what was in the paper, and that their 
job was to consider the best possible knowledge and support it: ofcials were 
aware of their institutional position in supporting politicians. 

Both EU and Finnish policymakers seemed to share a norm pertaining 
to evidence-based policymaking. One Finnish ofcial touched on this when 
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referring to the expectation of background research and refecting on how dif-
fcult it was to try and question it. The norm was also present in how Member 
States hunted for research to support policy. 

We often ask the Commission what this recommendation is based 
on – if there’s some kind of research behind this, then the Commission 
presents the research, and we ask, well, how many participated? Was 
anyone not already part of all this? You know, we also dig up informa-
tion, and we make evaluations based on, well okay, this research was 
maybe a bit like this, and other research was a bit like that. And the 
Commission increasingly conducts research precisely because Member 
States have asked for evidence-based decision making. That’s strongly 
reared its head – you can’t just propose big changes just like that. When 
you don’t know where the problem is, why this is being proposed. And 
it’s difcult to take a stance when you don’t know what problem is being 
addressed. 

(Ofcial) 

In addition to the need for evidence-based decisions, the ofcial discusses 
the need to understand rationales for proposed policy changes to evaluate 
their value. Poor background research for a policy proposal may be taken less 
seriously and face more opposition. However, policymakers also expressed 
some reservations about evidence-based decision making. As one politician 
explained, an element of uncertainty was always involved with research, and 
research could not replace decision-makers’ responsibility to make value-based 
decisions. Another Finnish politician remarked that diverging interests meant 
knowledge was being contested: 

Well, of course, I see that the researched data should be the basis. But 
then in practical life there are a lot of interest groups who want to dis-
pute that scientifc knowledge. One timely topic now is forests’ carbon 
sink and emissions. And for a long time in general, if climate change is 
real, and whether it’s caused by humans. Scientifc research has provided 
certain results, but not everyone wants to accept them as real. And then 
there are lobbyists like infuential industry lobbyists who question those 
results. 

(Politician) 

As policymakers saw the entangling of knowledge and interests, a norm of 
careful knowledge examination formed. Interestingly, while knowledge was 
understood as entangled with interests and uncertainties, there seemed to 
be a normative expectation that objective knowledge would be established. 
In connection with this, politicians operating in the European and Finnish 
higher education policymaking arenas expressed some reservations about the 
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European Parliament’s capability of adhering to this objective knowledge 
norm. 

People in the European Parliament’s administration don’t have the same 
principles of good administration as a committee councillor in Finland 
might have, for example. Of course, our committee councillors also 
generally have a political background. But they do try to follow the 
government’s majority. But that isn’t necessarily the case there – they 
wouldn’t pull things strongly in their own direction. 

(Politician) 

Policymakers usually trust their own group, as they are seen to follow the 
same norms and occupy the same institutional settings, while others are sub-
ject to more scrutiny (e.g. Reilly, 2018). Our interviews reveal that actors 
actively interpret and evaluate other institutional settings based on normative 
considerations while establishing their own institutions as more legitimate and 
credible counterpoints (e.g. Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). 

All policymaker accounts refected the value of varied knowledge sources. 
A politician discussed how making contacts with all kinds of people in the 
education sector was important. 

It’s important to have a broad range of people where you listen not just 
to researchers, not just to persons with a personal interest in this, but to 
all kinds of professionals dealing with this, but also with decision makers 
at the national level. That’s quite difcult because education is very often 
not a national but a regional issue. 

(Politician) 

Ofcials also felt it important to meet and discuss with various actors and 
stakeholders and to consider a multitude of views. It was not enough for them 
to have just one perspective; they wanted to listen to a “broad range of people, 
and depending on their political afliation and conviction, they then propose 
amendments” (Ofcial). Like politicians and ofcials, stakeholders emphasised 
the importance of both internal discussions in the organisations and external 
ones with various actors to build a comprehensive understanding of important 
topics – for example, by having lunch together and discussing matters less 
formally. 

These accounts nuance the idea of policymakers’ preoccupation with 
international and statistical information as a basis for policymaking by detailing 
how much their work involves interaction with others and considering their 
experiences and views. Connecting policy and knowledge thus includes a 
human element (e.g. Carusi et al., 2018). Yet another immediate question 
concerns who is then invited to participate in policymaking or is considered 
worth hearing. As one politician noted, there were struggles about whose 
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knowledge should be the basis for decision making, and not all were in an 
equal position to infuence which knowledge was selected. 

Political groups try to infuence the Commission in advance. In our group 
commissioners come in regularly and tell us what’s being prepared, and 
we try to infuence this so our group’s perspectives are well represented. 
And others do the same thing. Everyone’s trying to infuence everyone 
all the time. And then there are the struggles over whose knowledge 
should be the basis for decision making. That’s the decision makers’ 
choice. It matters a lot who acts as the negotiator for a political group 
because they have the opportunity to select which knowledge to use. 

(Politician) 

Politicians generally agreed that policymaking should be based on knowl-
edge, whether experience, expertise, research, evidence, international and 
comparative data, or information from personal contacts. Yet institutional 
roles contained their own norms: it was understood that politicians advanced 
the political agenda and promoted their own political group; ofcials were 
delegated to supporting the political layer with the expectation of remain-
ing neutral; and stakeholders were seen as driving their interest groups’ 
agendas while representing their members. Role-related norms might also 
difer concerning the stage of the policy process: for example, ofcials were 
occasionally allowed to revise policy papers, though later in the policy pro-
cess, they were expected not to modify them. Some policymakers expressed 
reservations about European Parliament ofcials, who were deemed not 
to adhere to the same norms of transparency and trustworthiness as their 
Finnish counterparts. 

Norms framing knowledge 

In this chapter, we have examined how norms frame knowledge in the 
Finland–EU higher education policymaking network and its institutions. 
We have asked how policymakers conceptualise knowledge, and what kind 
of knowledge-related norms can be identifed. Policymakers’ preference for 
knowledge followed the pattern in previous research (e.g. Bandola-Gill et al., 
2022; Grek, 2024): there was a preference for international organisations like 
the EU and the OECD that provided international comparative statistics and 
reports. In many policymaker accounts, simplifed knowledge worked best for 
policymaking needs (Bandola-Gill et al., 2022). We also found that policy 
actors’ embodied experience and expertise (e.g. Freeman & Sturdy, 2014) 
were much relied on in working group settings, for example. Importantly, 
we found that normative knowledge practices occurred in social networks. 
Policymakers emphasised the importance of contacts for obtaining a more 
hands-on account of what was really happening, and that tacit knowledge, 
informal discussions, and rumours and gossip were important for staying on 
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track. We see this tacit and network-related knowledge as important for judg-
ing the value and credibility of the knowledge obtained. 

In relation to the frst research question concerning policymakers’ concep-
tualisation of knowledge, we discussed evidence, data, research, and informa-
tion with policymakers under the broad umbrella of knowledge. Policymakers’ 
main distinction seemed to be based on where knowledge came from, regard-
less of whether it was stakeholders or international organisations. Knowledge 
was also judged according to its use to drive interests, as currency in dis-
cussions, or to provide rationales for policymaking, for example. It was also 
evident that these conceptualisations were diverse and fuid, and that they were 
made and remade in everyday work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). We can 
also see the network’s importance here: knowledge is related to policymakers’ 
institutional role. Politicians, ofcials, and stakeholders discuss knowledge and 
use it diferently while sharing normative orientations (e.g. Herranen, 2022). 

In relation to our second research question, we examined the kind of 
knowledge-related norms that could be identifed. The following is not an 
exhaustive list, given that norms can be categorised in diferent ways that 
emphasise diferent facets of social activities (e.g. Meyer, 2017), but we can 
highlight three norms. 

First, we identifed the norm of the trustworthiness of collectively accepted 
knowledge. This means policymakers trust knowledge others deem good, 
removing the need to constantly establish it as legitimate and credible. Some 
organisations like the OECD and the EU European Commission were there-
fore rarely questioned as sources of information, while stakeholders’ or political 
groups’ knowledge was evaluated as interest-laden. Another type of collective 
acceptance was that knowledge from policymakers’ own background commu-
nity (e.g. country or government) was not necessarily questioned (e.g. Reilly, 
2018). Collectively accepted knowledge also extended to types of knowledge 
in that the use of statistics and international and comparative data was rarely 
questioned, and the methodological choices leading to such data were seldom 
discussed. Knowledge thus became contested when it was seen to be con-
nected with explicit interests and agendas, and objective when it adhered to 
normative collective expectations of trustworthiness and credibility. 

The second norm we identifed was the reliability of sources, meaning 
knowledge should come from a recognisable and well-established source. This 
norm was evident in how policymakers relied on their own personal contacts 
to obtain information, their involvement in maintaining such relationships, 
and their work to establish their trustworthiness. Reliability was also about 
being aware of and evaluating actors’ interests, which enabled policymakers 
to contextualise knowledge and ascertain what others wanted. Policymakers 
relying on knowledge of unknown origin could risk credibility and undermine 
the agenda to which this knowledge was connected. 

The two norms above were further connected to a third: holism. This was 
seen in how policymakers argued for the importance of dialogue and dis-
cussions, and involving various interest groups, stakeholders, and experts. 
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Knowledge should be built on perspective taking, considering various interests 
and views, and utilising a variety of sources. This is related to policymakers’ 
attempts to secure acceptance for their ideas and agendas, and their adherence 
to democratic institutions’ conventions for involving diferent views. 

These three norms of collectively accepted knowledge, the reliability of 
sources, and a holistic approach pointed to the relationality of knowledge 
as interdependencies between people (Herranen, 2022). Knowledge and its 
credibility, relevance, and value were connected with other people, their inter-
ests, personal contacts, the groups to which a person belonged, and diferent 
organisations. There was therefore an efort to establish expert knowledge by 
relying on credible organisations, emphasising the research basis of agendas, 
or displaying reservations about the knowledge others provided. How 
policymakers questioned some sources, emphasised research, and drew on 
international and comparative data originating from the EU and the OECD 
illustrates policymakers’ active engagement with knowledge and norms. We 
therefore argue that selected actors and knowledge are privileged based on 
their institutional recognition. Everyday institutional work was also evident in 
how politicians, ofcials, and stakeholders engaged with knowledge. Politicians 
gave accounts of knowledge being entangled with interests and of everyone’s 
attempt to infuence everyone; ofcials emphasised the importance of using 
credible sources and factual knowledge. Stakeholders spoke of the importance 
of producing knowledge and using it to infuence others and get issues onto 
the agenda. All groups seemed to share an understanding of each other’s roles, 
whether it was a stakeholder having their say in a working group, a politician 
arranging time to hear all relevant sides, or an ofcial passing a draft on to poli-
ticians after initial corrections. As norms are more orientation frames than they 
are ironclad rules, some overlap and fuidity are expected in how policymakers 
conceptualise and use knowledge (Reilly, 2018). 

In this chapter, we showed how norms framed knowledge in Finland–EU 
higher education institutions and the subsequent policymaking network. 
These normative frames can be interpreted as reinforcing existing power 
relations, as well as the recurrent reliance on established and prominent 
actors and organisations and their sources. Although beyond this chapter’s 
scope, a fruitful enquiry could be made concerning how these norms work to 
legitimise and reinforce Western and Global North perspectives in European 
education policy: which actors and knowledge are perceived as relevant for 
policymaking institutions, and which are not. Furthermore, there seemed to 
be a lack of discussion of what happens when norms are not observed. Only a 
few interviewees spoke of how their credibility could be at stake if they relied 
on non-credible organisations, or how being caught with false information 
was detrimental to their image. 

Normative institutionalism enabled us to consider how knowledge and its 
use were organised (Herranen, 2022) by norms that specifed what legitimate 
knowledge was, and how it should be used (March & Olsen, 1984; Scott, 
2014). We found that policymakers refected on and engaged with knowledge 
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throughout the Finland–EU higher education policymaking network and its 
institutions with role-specifc articulations of shared norms. Eforts to address 
the prevailing knowledge policy relations therefore need to consider the 
invisible norms that frame knowledge and its use in policymaking contexts. 

Note 
1 Joni Forsell conducted the second round of analysis. 
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