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9 Conclusion 

Jaakko Kauko and Katri Eeva 

Introduction 

This book aimed to analyse transnational knowledge networks’ power in the 
context of the European Union (EU) and Finland. In Chapter 1, we discussed 
our approach to the broad spectrum of meanings each of these concepts en-
compassed and set out some focusing premises. In this chapter, we take some 
further steps and draw conclusions about our attempt throughout the book 
to introduce alternative ways of seeing higher education research in the EU 
context. This has required us to develop our theoretical, methodological, and 
empirical understanding of the phenomenon. We have learned from all these 
aspects in our research. This conclusion explores the main fndings concerning 
each of these topics. 

First, this book is about the transnational network that works on higher 
education questions between Finland and the EU. In the previous chapters’ 
analysis, we have highlighted knowledge networks’ complex and intercon-
nected nature. Our understanding of these knowledge networks has formed 
as our work has progressed. When we analysed the everyday policymaking 
in Finnish and EU institutions, we found that decision-making debates on 
higher education questions occurred somewhere “in-between” (Chapter 4). 
We found that there was no clear venue where higher education policymak-
ing occurred, but it seemed to be a networked interaction. When analysing 
the network more closely in Chapter 5, we found that the network had two 
blocs, one consisting of EU Member States, the other of Finnish national 
organisations. 

We developed yet another picture of the network structure by zooming out 
from the Ministry of Education and Culture in Finland and its key hub, the 
EU30 sub-committee. We were able to show that the network’s transnational 
nature and the Finnish higher education policy feld were tightly knit with its 
European counterpart through organisational links (Chapter 6). The network 
is broad, and its infuence does not appear to be limited by the EU’s weak 
legislative power in education matters. Instead, the network seems to be a way 
to overcome the statutory limitations to legislative power (Chapters 5 and 6). 
As we argued in Chapter 4, higher education is divided into two separate 
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policy sectors in terms of the EU’s legislative powers: education policy, and 
research and innovation policy. The boundaries between these two policy sec-
tors have become blurred in EU higher education policymaking. Our analysis 
indicates that understanding everyday practices within institutional frames can 
reveal how these policy boundaries have become obscured. Given its potential, 
it is noteworthy that this network hides in plain sight. 

Second, this book is also an analysis of power and knowledge. The 
knowledge the Finland–EU network relays is varied. In Chapters 6 and 7, 
we confrmed what previous research had already established: policymaking 
considered research as one source of evidence that was not necessarily more 
valuable than others. Policymakers’ preference was for easily approachable 
and simplifed, preferably quantifed, evidence. In contrast with some previ-
ous research, we found a basis for arguing for the importance of knowledge 
brokers’ background organisation in their message and position rather than as 
individuals (Chapter 6). 

Our results also indicated some norms that framed knowledge. These 
norms helped policymakers evaluate knowledge: trustworthiness based on 
collective acceptance, source reliability based on a personal relationship with 
it, and a holistic evaluation of diferent sides of a certain topic (Chapter 7). 
While these norms were tightly knit into the knowledge source’s position in 
the network, knowledge was also used as a tool to shape networks and actors’ 
roles within them. As we discussed in Chapter 8, this was apparent in the 
European Parliament’s Committee on Culture and Education (CULT) wield-
ing ideational power in an attempt to persuade actors in its network to accept 
its role as a bridge for ideas from diferent actor groups. To summarise, the 
production and use of knowledge were intertwined with the transnational 
network’s power structures, and this could dynamically infuence the policy-
making process itself in how it enabled or disabled actors. 

Our main fndings concern the development of the use of the concepts 
we employed, methodological fndings on how the research process can help 
in understanding the studied phenomenon, and two main empirical fnd-
ings. The frst concerns networks’ nature as fuid and credibility-based; the 
second, the inter-crossing of knowledge and power discourses. Finally, we sug-
gest alternative perspectives on some European studies and education policy 
approaches. 

Tantalising concepts 

Our research project deals with broad concepts of power, knowledge, and 
networks. In defning and studying them, we have encountered an evasive 
horizon. The perception of the problem is that it is difcult to defne power, 
knowledge, or networks without their mutual referencing, and defning all of 
them together is even more difcult. Sometimes we have felt like Homer’s 
Tantalus, who was condemned to eternal torment for his crimes. When in his 
hunger he reached out for fruit, it escaped his grasp; when he bowed down 
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to drink, the water sank away beyond him. During this research, we have no-
ticed how artifcial it is to separate these concepts. We argue that complexity 
and difculties in defnitions should be accepted, and for an understanding of 
how these concepts are connected in the context of the network that we have 
studied. To summarise, each of the three main concepts – knowledge, power, 
and networks – is always borne of the other two. 

The nature of epistemic content is seldom the decisive factor in what be-
comes knowledge for policymaking. By drawing on previous works such as 
Cairney (2015), Chapter 1 established that policymaking was more about 
weighing a range of evidence, something that emerged strongly in Chapter 7. 
A pre-study of this project found that in some extreme cases, the selection 
criteria could be merely political-ideological (Kauko, 2022). 

However, there are some preconditions concerning what can become 
knowledge for policymaking. In Chapter 7, we found norms based on which 
knowledge could be evaluated, and they were mostly connected with the 
source’s relevance and recognition in the network. Decisions were then made 
based on a holistic understanding drawing on the actor’s networked con-
nections. In addition to the actors’ connections, their power position was 
important for defning whose epistemic content counted. Knowledge forma-
tion was therefore part of the policy process. Knowledge did not pre-exist 
somewhere where it was imported to the policy process, but it was defned 
and created in policymaking networks through powerful discourses and ideas, 
for example. An important way of creating knowledge was diferent actors’ 
own data production, as discussed in Chapter 6. For example, diferent stake-
holder organisations took considerable efort to produce data that drew on 
their members’ views or supported them. 

Knowledge networks were also used to facilitate power. CULT pre-
sented the most obvious case of an attempt to expand power in a network. 
In Chapter 8, we explored how CULT attempted to gain more power, and 
how some other actors sought to limit it. In a situation lacking any strong 
legislative force, power lay in discourses – that is, in ideational power, as we 
suggested in the chapter. CULT’s attempts culminated in describing its role 
as a bridge between important parties. This argument made by CULT repre-
sentatives corresponds to how we theorise the network as the key to power. 
CULT attempted to demonstrate that it should have a strong position because 
it relayed and processed epistemic content to help the broader policymaking 
network. It is noteworthy that politicians attempted to facilitate this networked 
understanding of power directly in policymaking. 

Networks were also used to legitimate knowledge. Based on our data, 
in Chapter 4, we discussed how knowledge was legitimated by suggesting 
one organisation represented many others. In Chapter 6, we observed how 
individuals’ organisational background defned power through the network 
they created between Finland and the EU. Chapter 5’s argument that organi-
sational afliations provided stability and infuence in networks also supported 
the idea of broader networks as a source of power. 
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In Chapter 1, we started with the idea that higher education policymaking 
actors could possess authority and secure infuence to shape ideas and beliefs 
into knowledge. Given the power of networks in this process, it is striking to 
see the long-term build-up of networks of organisations and people in Europe, 
which has changed policymaking irreversibly. Contrary to some Finnish policy 
actors in our interviews, it is impossible for any actor to claim that Finnish 
higher education is beyond the power efects of European higher education 
policymaking. 

Learning from methodology 

As Chapter 3 described, our approach was to accept research’s messiness (Addey 
& Piattoeva, 2022). This provided a broad spectrum of perspectives, enabling 
a refexive process (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009) for a continuous evaluation 
of our work’s trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). An important point 
of refection is that researchers are undeniably part of knowledge networks and 
can enact power through their role and position. Researchers push a powerful 
defnition of knowledge: it is created through the scientifc process and, in 
the best case, is peer-reviewed. In Chapter 1, however, we observed that the 
concept of knowledge was largely undefned in education policy research. 
This may imply an underlying shared assumption that everyone knew what 
knowledge was. However, policymakers do not seem to share this perspective. 
In addition, as we noted in Chapter 3, a shared epistemological understand-
ing does not exist even among researchers in a small research group. Accept-
ing that researchers have a stake in power, and that their understanding of 
knowledge is dissonant with policymakers’ understanding, opens important 
refections for further work. 

Accepting the stake in power has consequences for how we can approach 
questions of access and credibility. As we discussed in Chapter 3, we found our 
research group’s existing networks facilitated access. This also taught us some-
thing about the nature of the networks we were studying. Much of the research 
literature on interviewing the powerful, or “elite” interviews, addresses the 
problem of power asymmetries (as Chapter 2 discusses). However, an idea that 
existing personal relations serve to level this asymmetry is a notion few texts 
on methodology address. We attempted to avoid criticism of trustworthiness 
by avoiding situations where people interviewed their former colleagues. This 
was a somewhat technical issue. We had to leave the larger credibility ques-
tion of potential structural bias open. How should we evaluate the complex 
question of “us” as the researcher community as part of the knowledge and 
power network? Is a study of knowledge in policymaking merely a sophisti-
cated attempt to push “my evidence” (Klees & Edwards, 2014, p. 38)? While 
identifying the risks, as long as the process stays refexive and open, our answer 
is no. Instead, staying refexive and open during the research process can help 
us learn about the studied phenomenon. 
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Another lesson from the research project’s messiness concerned the dif-
culty of understanding policy networks through ofcial documents. In study-
ing policy networks, one might assume it would make sense to form them 
based on policy documents and organisation charts, as well as to take a system-
atic two-dimensional social network analysis approach. In studying more sub-
jectively formed informal networks where people relate to each other through 
their personal connections, qualitative data analysis and additional network 
ethnography might seem a reasonable way to start. However, we also strug-
gled with the concepts used to describe networks. As some of our interviewees 
did not agree with the terminology of “ofcial” and “unofcial” networks, 
we decided to use the concepts of “formal” and “informal.” It is uncertain if 
our interviewees would agree with this terminology either, but we expect this 
to be derived from the phenomenon itself. The line between these concepts 
in everyday work is blurred, and the theoretical distinction is invisible in col-
leagues’ everyday communication. All in all, during our study, we found that 
the concepts of formal and informal networks were intertwined. We also had 
to navigate the strengths and weaknesses of two types of network analysis in 
trying to understand formal and informal networks. This helped us obtain 
relevant results, described in Chapters 5 and 6. 

If we were to continue our study, studying this intertwinement would 
require a diferent approach. Our results show that policy networks are based 
on credibility, which helps in thinking of ways to analyse these networks. 
Credibility-related networks could be analysed with ego network analysis 
(Borgatti et al., 2013). This could start with the network’s most central actors 
and then snowball to their collaborators and the collaborators’ collaborators. 
Identifying the central actors would of course need an insight from a previous 
study or research. In hindsight, this would have been a way to work around 
not obtaining data from public sources (Chapter 2) and the defnition of 
what counted as a network, and whether it could be called formal or informal 
(Chapter 5). However, we discussed their most relevant partners with our 
interviewees. Chapter 6 analysed this systematically. 

Knowledge, networks, and power 

Fluid credibility-based transnational network 

In our book’s various chapters, we have named the “EU–Finland higher 
education policymaking network” as the key phenomenon for analysis. Taken 
together, the diferent fndings make an interesting image. Our analysis con-
cludes that the EU–Finland higher education policymaking network is fuid 
and based on credibility derived from the routine manner of everyday higher 
education policymaking. As was our premise, it is also transnational. 

As we described in Chapters 2 and 3, our methodological struggles to gain 
access to and speak with those making higher education decisions in the EU 
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institutions and working groups already revealed one aspect of the networks 
we scrutinised. They were not transparent, and access required a lot of work. 
This gave us initial impressions of a network whose operation was based on 
credibility. Our entering the feld was a feature of how the network operated. 
In Chapter 7, we described the sets of rules policymakers had for selecting 
knowledge. Knowing where a piece of evidence came from and knowing the 
source personally were very important for policymakers. Getting to know the 
network personally helps in working as a source, producer, and recipient of 
knowledge. If you are unknown in the network, it may be difcult to talk to 
people and thus gain infuence. Credibility means that an actor has an accepted 
position in the network and that others know whence their knowledge comes 
and can thus evaluate it. 

Networks operate diferently from what we might have expected at the 
outset. Chapter 5 showed that the formal networks in policies and process 
descriptions spawned informal networks around them. Here, the two net-
works intersect: without the formal network, the informal network could not 
form; and without the credibility created in the informal network, the formal 
network’s performance would decline, or it would cease to function. These 
informal networks are ways to gain credibility by getting to know people. 
As we discussed in Chapter 7, this feature is also essential for the transfer of 
knowledge within these networks. This dual network structure is dynamic and 
fuid. It has a base network in the ofcial network structure, but the close 
description of its operation requires a glimpse into the informal structure. In 
Chapter 4, we observed that policymaking seemed to happen somewhere in 
between, which also contributed to the network’s fuidity. 

Although the network is fuid, it has stabilising features. Chapter 6 showed 
the importance of organisational background in networks. We concluded that 
organisations, rather than individuals, were important to sustain the network: 
they were a source of stability. The network we scrutinised seemed stable over 
time. We also found tensions in the network’s structure: in Chapter 8, we 
found that CULT was actively trying to create a more powerful position. To 
summarise, when we suggest the network is fuid, we mean that individuals 
within it can change, and they can easily relocate themselves to its various 
organisational settings. Active attempts to change the network are difcult; 
building new connections seems easier. Fluidity also allows smooth policymak-
ing over knowledge. 

Layers of knowledge and power 

The networks we study can be seen as having complementary discursive layers. 
They intersect with stakeholders’, ofcials’, and politicians’ various networks. 

A surface discourse is that of evidence-based policy. As we – and many 
researchers before us (e.g. Cairney, 2015; Head, 2008; Sanderson, 2011) – 
observed in Chapter 1, this is unattainable. None of our interviewees com-
pletely agreed with it, yet this idea continued to inhabit discourses. We found 
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no evidence of evidence-based policy being a relevant description of how poli-
cymaking worked, but based on our research, we understand that it can be 
utilised as a discursive resource for arguing for some legitimacy. Given the 
researchers’ stake in power we discussed above, researchers can also use it. 

A second discursive layer is the one that contains epistemic content. This 
can be perceived as akin to Kingdon’s (2003) policy primeval soup, where 
diferent ideas and policies foat, evolve, and compete for attention. However, 
whereas Kingdon’s theory claims all these items are selected based on certain 
feasibility criteria, we argue that hierarchies of knowledge and networks matter 
for how this epistemic content is processed. Knowledge brokers and policy-
maker preferences (Chapter 6), norms framing knowledge (Chapter 7), and 
power dynamics (Chapter 8) are more important here than feasibility, for 
feasibility is subject to power. 

A third discursive layer is the normative one, where political ideologies, 
beliefs, attitudes, and values take centre stage. We explored the norms that 
framed knowledge in Chapter 7, observing the ideas and discourses framing 
policy action in Chapter 8. We also noted the importance of political ideologies 
as policymaking’s driving force in Chapter 1, based on the previous literature. 
This normative layer is an important frame for processing epistemic content 
into knowledge through power. 

A fourth discursive layer is politics. This deep policymaking layer follows 
the basic Weberian notion of chance. Politics is the art of creating political 
space where it did not exist before, fnding new ways and new interpreta-
tions (Palonen, 1993). At this level, there are no rules besides imagination. 
Rational arguments for what counts as knowledge are irrelevant. New political 
spaces are formed (Chapters 4 and 5), knowledge and norms are negotiated 
(Chapters 6 and 7), and discourses are a source for shaping power and net-
works (Chapter 8). 

We understand the partly speculative nature of these four layers, suggesting 
them as a hypothesis-like summary of our fndings. As with discursive layers, 
they are prone to reinterpretation, but they may work as a clarifying concep-
tualisation for any further analysis. 
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