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Abstract

This thesis examines policy learning and expertise in the European Union research policy
by focusing on the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) initiative. The research is
guided by the overarching question - How do experts’ individual policy learning
experiences relate to the EU’s research policy? First, background of the European
Union’s research policy is presented, clarifying the need for policy learning. Second, the
theoretical approaches on expertise and theories of policy learning are analyzed. The
synthesis of the two streams of literature leads to a conceptual framework for the study,
featuring two distinct perspectives of policy learning — the evidence-based approach and
the value-based approach. This framework brings the individual experiences of the OMC
participants into focus, allowing an examination of policy processes that do not always
result in direct policy changes. For data collection three distinct OMC working groups
are selected, each focusing on a different topic related to European research policy —
research funding (Group 1), research cooperation with Third Countries (Group 2) and
research activities in universities (Group 3). A case study approach is employed,

involving document analysis, a pilot study and thirty-four interviews with member-



states’ experts and European Commission policy-makers. The findings suggest that
individual policy learning shapes the development of European research policy. Through
the OMC policy learning initiatives participants gain new knowledge on policy
approaches, programs, best practices and policy failures. In addition, learning
experiences involve knowledge on individual relationships, decision-making styles,
organizational cultures and power-relationships that diverse stakeholders bring with
them to the process. Such knowledge helps to update the policy beliefs of participants,
providing a strong foundation for developing mutual ownership of decisions that lead to
policy coordination. The findings emphasize the importance of a value-based
perspective in policy analysis, where results emerge gradually, over a long time period

and contribute to policy change.



Acknowledgments

Similar to policy-making, a Ph.D journey is about building relationships and learning
from them. Some relationships are continuous and lasting, others emerge and then
fade. Yet each carries a certain purpose and influences people’s lives. | have been
extremely lucky to have many very rewarding relationships during my journey that have
enriched my life and helped me to grow as an academic and a person.

First and foremost, | am grateful for the learning experiences that have been created as
a result of working together with my supervisor Professor Creso Sa. His unique and
brilliant approach has helped me to navigate academia, taught me the value of time
management, and most importantly, has pushed me to think, write and publish. At one
point there was a joke about me defending my thesis before defending my proposal. So
thank you, Creso, for believing in me, having the patience to see the ideas behind
numerous grammatical mistakes in my writings and pushing me to work hard!

| could have not being able to refine my thesis ideas without the firm support of my
other committee members — Professor Ruth Hayhoe and Professor Glen Jones. Both of
them guided my work in specific aspects of my thesis that made the final result stronger.
Being able to receive the confirmation that | am on the right track was crucial for
building up my confidence and moving forward. In addition, | am extremely grateful to
Ruth for setting an example of an “ideal type” academic who is committed in supporting
students’ broader development. During my time at OISE, Ruth has created several
chances for me to present in her classes, given me an opportunity to develop my
leadership skills by coordinating the thesis group, invited me to gatherings at her
beautiful home and encouraged all of my endeavours. She is such a wonderful human
being. This is why we call her the Saint. | am also most thankful to Professor Amy Verdun
from the University of Victoria, who served as my external examiner. She was able to
make my doctoral defence very pleasant and enjoyable experience. As an early career
researcher, one tends to feel very insecure and nervous. Her supportive comments and
lovely personality shined through the telephone lines and made me feel confident and
strong.

This thesis would have never seen the light without the major contributions of my study
informants. Thirty-four new relationships built! | am deeply grateful for the time and
knowledge that these busy policy experts were willing to give me. The contributions of
country experts from sixteen EU member-states form the core of my thesis. Being in
Brussels, conducting face-to-face interviews, | was positively surprised by how accessible
and helpful the European Commission policy-makers were during my research visit. |
hope that my work emphasizing the individual learning experiences helps to provide
empirical evidence on the importance of these activities. My deep gratitude goes also to
the School of Graduate Studies at the University of Toronto that helped to fund my
study trips to Brussels.



The Ph.D journey can also sometimes be pretty lonely. What would | have done without
having my academic co-warriors and friends to support me? Thank you Patricia Gaviria
and Jack Lee! Your humorous emails, therapy sessions at OISE and great conversations
over delicious food and a few glasses of wine, have helped me to sail through this
experience with a smile and the best of memories. | am also very grateful to all of my
other peers that have dropped by my OISE office to chat. Thanks Sharon, Phirom, Peng,
Wes, Jeff, Christine, Grace, Danielle, Kristjan, Diliana, Andrew, Kamaljeet, Amy and
Denise for these great chats. Finally, | would like to thank all the members of Ruth’s
thesis group and Creso’s thesis group because your comments and feedback has helped
me to clarify my thesis ideas.

There are many members of the Estonian community that have provided me with
support throughout this journey and beyond. | am grateful to all of them, but most
importantly | would like to thank Professor Peeter PGldre for always believing in me,
helping me in my academic struggles and boosting up my self-confidence whenever |
needed it. It is great to have both our names at OISE graduate plaque on the 6" floor! |
would also like to thank all of our family friends that have supported us and helped me
with getting my mind off the academic ‘stuff’. | would like to thank korp!Filiae Patriae
members for providing me with many leadership opportunities within the organization. |
also want to thank the Toronto Estonian Supplementary School teachers, students and
parents for making my life so much richer.

Lastly, | would like to express deep gratitude to my family - my husband Taavi and
daughter Emilie - for being such wonderful supporters of this crazy endeavor. Taavi, |
know that it has not been easy for you. | respect and love you for sticking with me,
tolerating my every mood and finding your inner strength to keep going. Emilie,
sometimes | wonder if you are my Mom! Your grown-up attitude and words of wisdom
light up my life. | am very proud of you for being such a great student and a kind soul.
Diana — you are such a spoiled bulldog! Always getting spa-treatments’ whenever | am
distressed. Finally, the continuous Skype and telephone conversations with my sister
Teele, mom Sirje and dad Ain in Estonia have given me the strength to keep on fighting.
Your good vibes and belief in me, even though | know that you don’t have a clear idea
on what in the world am | studying, has given me enormous power to succeed and
motivation to make you proud.

Thank you to everyone for these relationships and rewarding learning experiences!



Table of Contents

ADBSEIACT ..cceeiiiiiiiiiiieiiiiiiirerneiieettrernneseeseteennsssssssstaasnssssssssesennnsssssssssennnssssssssesnnnnsssssnans i
F X1y Lo RN T=Te P-4y s 1= 3 iv
List Of ADBreviations .....c.ceeciiiiiiiiiiciiiiiiriincccerrreenesseseseeenneesssesseeennnsssssssnsennnssssssnnans ix
CHAPTER 1: INtroduction.....cccuueiiiiiiiinmeiiiiniiiinnniiiniiiemsssiiiisssssssisiisessssssssssssssssssssss 1
1.1 Overview of the Problem..........ceueiiiiiiiieeicirrrrcrcccerrrrreeessee e e sneseee s e s e e nnnsssaes 1
1.2 Research QUESTIONS ....c.cuuiiiiiiireneiiiiniinennenisieniiienmsessssnisssssssssessssssssssssssssssnssssssss 3
1.3 Significance of the Study.........cccviiiiiiiiriniiinnnii e 5
1.4 Structure Of the Thesis.......cciiiiiriiiiiiiiiiniiieiiireeerrrerseessessreesnnsssssssssennnsssses 6
CHAPTER 2: Background.........cccceiiiiiimmmiiiiniiiinnniiininiinnininisimmsismsssssssssses 8
2.1 Development of Research Policy in the EU.........cocveeiiieeeiiiieeciieeecereeenceeeeeneenenes 8
2.2 Expert Groups in the EU’s policy-making..........cccerrieeeeeceiinreeeenccceeneeenneneceneneens 11
2.3 Open Method of Coordination as a Policy Instrument.........ccccceeveencerreenccrrennnnnnee 13
2.3.1 Background and Characteristics ........cccovviiiiieeiieeee e 13
2.3.2 OMC in ReSEAIrCh POLICY ..uvveiiiiiiiie ettt 16
2.3.3 Criticism Related t0 OMC......cccuuviiiiiiiiiieie et e e s s sabree e s s s sareee s 20
CHAPTER 3: Theoretical Considerations .....cccccciveiiiiieeiiiiieiiiiieniiincn. 22
3.1 Experts and Expert KNowledge ........ccereeeiiieeeciiieecirrcecireneseerennseseenseessenssenees 22
700 001 B 7Y T V1 o o SR 22
3,12 TYPES OF EXPOITS...uuuuiiiiiiiiiiieieeeee e e e e eececcctrrrree e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s eaaaarraereeeeeeaaaeeeeseannns 23
3.1.3 Two Distinct Perspectives on EXpertise .......uuuuuiiiiiiiiiiii i, 25
3.1.4 Experts and Epistemic COMMUNILIES .......uvvreeeeiiieeeieeeeeeeecccreeeee e 28

3 A o [T A 1T 11 - RN 30
302 B B T=Y 10 V1 4 o o SR 30
3.2.2 Rationales for Policy LEAarning........ccccccciiiiiiieieieeeeee e e e e e 32
3.2.3 Theories of POliCY LEAINING ......cvveiiereiiie et 34
3.2.3 Policy Learning MechaniSms.........coocciiiiiiiiieieee e e e e e e e e e e 42
3.2.4 Factors that Influence Learning ......coooceerieiiee et 45
3.2.5 Policy Learning OULCOMES .......ccoeeeeiiiiiiiiieeeeeeee e e e e e eeeeeeeeeiarreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeennn 47
Summary of the Literature REVIEW......cccciiieeeiiiiiniiiiiiniiiieeiinteeienneneesnensssnenssssssnnsans 49
CHAPTER 4: ReSEArch DESIZN.....ccceuuerreenerieeneerennncereenneeeeennessesnseesesnssessenssssssnssssssnnnans 51
4.1 Data Collection Methods ..........ciivuuiiiiiiininniiiiniiiinmnmseessseen 51
4.1.1 DOCUMENT ANGIYSIS ceeieiiieiiieeeeiieeeriie e esiee et e et e e et e e st e s s e e e sabee e ssbeeesanees 52
4,12 POt STUAY ..uuviiiiiiiieeeee ettt e e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e nnnnnrnnns 52
4.1.3 EXPEItS  INTEIVIEWS cooeneveieeiie ettt et eee et e st e e s e st e e et e e snne e s ennes 53
4.0.4 Data ANAlYSiS..uuueeeieieeeee et e e e e e e e e e e e e e aanaaraan 54

4.2 Description of PartiCipants ........cccecceeeierireeeeiiieniieecnnneeereneennsssseseseeesnssssssesssenns 56

Vi



4.3 Methodological Limitations of the Study .......ccccciiiiiiiiiciiiiiciiiiirccrrccrreeeee 61

CHAPTER 5: Findings. Group FOrmation.......cccccceeeeecereennerereeneereenneereenncereenseesensssssnnnens 63
5.1 The Role Of CREST ......cccitiimmuuiiiiniinennnnisisiineenmssssssiisenssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssssssssanns 63
5.2 Experts’ Selection Criteria......ccceeeeriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniinniiiiiiiiiiineeenssessssssssssssssssss 66

CHAPTER 6: Findings. Participation Rationales .........cccccerreecirieenciineencerneneccnnenncenennnees 72
6.1 Country Experts’ Rationales.......ccceeeeeiciiiireemenceerineennneieseeeeennsssseeeseeennsssssesseenns 72

6.1.1 Rationales Related to LEarning ......coccciiiiieeiieeeeeeee et 73
6.1.2 Other RAtiONAIES ...coiiiiiiiiiiei e s 76
6.2 European Commission Policymakers’ Rationales ........cccccevveercererencereenncennenneenns 79

CHAPTER 7: Findings. Group COMPAriSON .......ccieeeeeeiennncirenenserennssesssnssersensssssenssssssnsnans 84
7.1 The ProcCess - OVEIVIEW.....ccuuuuiirrieeenenceerineenesseessneennnssssssseesnnsssssssseesnnsssssssssenns 84
7.2 Context-related Similarities .......cccccvveriiiiiinirneiiiiniiiennniiiiieeeeeeeen 85
7.3 Process-related Similarities........ccccccueeeiirireeieiiccnireeircceerreeeeeeeee e s e eenensseesenenn 87
7.4 Overview of the Group Differences.......ccccceeieeeeiiieecirieeiinieercenenescereenseesrensenees 95
7.5 Context-related Differences......cccovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiineeeeesesssssssssssssssssas 95
7.6 Process-related DIfferences .......ccceeeeeieiiiirieneniicriniennnnsesinieeensessesseeennsssssessseens 98
7.7 The Learning MechanisSms ........cccceiieeeiiiiinniciieniiiieniinienieiensiensesssesssnssesssnnes 112

CHAPTER 8: Findings. Process OULCOMES .......cceeeeueerreenncrrrnnnerrennsecsernscessensesssensssennnes 117
=3 [ Lo TN VZTe TU T I 0 10 T 4 3 =P 118

8.1.1 Individual Evidence-based QULCOMES........ccceveciiieeeiiciiieee e 118
8.1.2 Individual Value-based QULCOMES .....cccuiiiieiiiiiiieee e esrree e 119
8.2 GroUP OUECOMES ....uiieeriiiieniiiiireeiiiieeiiirneieireaesirenesssrsassisrsnssssiranssssrsnsssnrsnses 126
8.2.1 Group Level Evidence-based OULCOMES .......ccccurrrriieiieeeieeeeeeee e 126
8.2.2 Group Level Value-based QULCOMES .......cccccurrriiiiiiiieeeee e 128
8.3 Country Level OQULCOMES.....c..ccivveeerreeenerreneneereenseereenseseenssesssnssesssnnsesssnnssssennnes 130
8.3.1 Country Level Evidence-based OUtCOMES ......cccvvviiieeeieeieeeeeeee e, 130
8.3.2 Country Level Value-based OULCOMES........ccovvciiieiiiiccieee e 132
8.4 EU level OULCOMES......cciiiiimuueriiiiiineenensiiiniinennsssisninmsssssssssssisssssssssssssssnsssssssssns 135
8.4.1 EU Level Evidence-based OULCOMES.........coeeiviciiieieieiiieee et ecrree e 135
8.4.2 EU Level Value-based OULCOMES ....ciiiviiiiiieeiiiiiiiee e esciiieee s esiinee e e s ssvrnee e e 138

CHAPTER 9: Findings. Experts’ Perceptions on the OMC Process .......c..ceeeeeeeeceeerennnns 142
9.1 Strengths and Weaknesses of the OMC Process.........cceeeeeeereenncerrenncereeancenennnes 142
9.2 OMC and the Need for CoNtinUity....cc..cccerrreeemnieeerireenmnereeeereeeeneneeeseeeennsseeenens 146

CHAPTER 10: Conclusions and Implications .......cccccceeeeucrrinecrrenencereenncereennceseenneeeennes 149
10.1 Summary of the FINAINGS ...cccuuiiiimiiiiiiiiiicirenecc e reee e rene s renasenens 149
10.2 Main Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations.........cccccceeeeeccrnrennees 156

RETEIENCES ... ciiiieeeiiiiiiiiennniiiniitiennneiistiterenesssssstseennsssssssssssnsssssssssassnnsssssssssssnnssssssssns 169

Appendix 1. List of Analyzed DOCUMENTS......ccceereremmmmmmnnnnssssssissisissssisssssssnnnsnnsssnnnnens 186

Appendix 2. Recruitment LETLEr ......civeeeiiiieeiiiiieeccireeeeerreneeerenneesnensseesennsessennssssennnes 191

Appendix 3. Individual Consent Letter, Country EXpert ........cccceeeeiiriiinnnnensiinninennannens 192

vii



Appendix 4. Individual Consent Letter, European Commission Expert

Appendix 5. List of Interviews Conducted ............ceeuueeeniiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnans

viii



List of Abbreviations

CREST - Comité de la Recherche Scientifique et Technique, Scientific and Technical
Research Committee

DG — Directorate General

DG Regio - Directorate General for Regional and Urban Policy

DG Research - Directorate General for Research and Innovation

EC — European Commission

ERA — European Research Area

ERAC — European Research Area Committee

ERA-NET — European Research Area Networking Scheme

ESFRI - European Strategy Forum on Research Infrastructures

EU — European Union

EURECA — European Research and Educational Collaboration with Asia
FP — Framework Program

GR - Group

INCO — Inter-Regional Cooperation

INCO-NET — Inter-Regional Cooperation Network Scheme

OECD - Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
OMC — Open Method of Coordination

RTD - Research, Technological Development

SF — Structural Funds

SFIC — The Strategic Forum for International S&T Cooperation

SME - small and medium-size enterprises

S&T - Science and Technology

UK — United Kingdom

US — United States of America



CHAPTER 1: Introduction

1.1 Overview of the Problem

Policy learning through knowledge exchanges has become a central feature in
contemporary governance systems. An extensive multidisciplinary literature has
documented, analyzed and critiqued this growing trend (e.g. Sabatier, 1986; Jasanoff,
1990; Maasen & Weingart 2005; Nutley, et al., 2007; Boswell, 2009). Authors have
proposed several rationales for explaining this increasing need for policy learning.
References have been made to dissatisfaction with existing policies that lead to a search
for alternative policy approaches (Sabatier, 1986; Rose, 1991), the emergence of
horizontal governance patterns that assume consensus-building (Skogstad, 2003;
Kohler-Koch & Rittberger, 2006), increasing uncertainties in dealing with quickly
changing policy environments (Common, 2004; Paasi, 2005; Dunlop, 2009) and a need
to increase political legitimacy in a multi-stakeholder environment by inviting different
actors together for knowledge-sharing purposes (Maasen & Weingart, 2005; Radaelli,
2009).

The results of policy learning are largely dependent on the participating individuals,
their policy beliefs, values, interests, attitudes and communication mechanisms
(Sabatier, 1988; Jacobs, 2009). Policy learning is essentially a cognitive process that can
ultimately result in a change in information, goals, values, behaviours, structures and
policy outcomes. However, increased pressure to produce effective policies by
evaluating policy outcomes in an evidence-based manner (e.g. Radaelli, 2004; Nilsson et
al. 2008) has often overlooked the process of policy debate itself. Several authors have
noted the lack of theoretical understanding about the policy learning micro-foundations
that greatly shape policy decisions and organizational behaviour (e.g. Belkhodja, et al.,
2007; Radaelli, 2009). To make better use of evidence and foresee potential policy
outcomes, it is of crucial importance to understand the nuances of the agency of
individuals in cooperation with others and the dynamics of how policy ideas shape the
course of a policy process. How does policy learning take place in contemporary
governance systems? Who can make claims for expertise and what ideas get recognized
and adopted by decision-makers? These questions provide an overarching compass for
this thesis.

Perhaps nowhere has policy learning been more formally employed than in the
European Union’s (EU) policy-making. The EU’s multilevel governance system is
characterized by policy coordination where individual experts facilitate policy learning
(Zito & Schout, 2009). The process is interactive and dependent on social context. It
requires diverse actors (e.g. various experts and administrators from the member states,
European Commission (EC) representatives, politicians) to discuss and learn from each
other in order to reach a consensus before any decision can be made (Montpetit, 2009).
The emphasis on learning and individual expertise has been articulated in European



policy documents as well. For example, a White Paper on European Governance (2001)
endorses the need to boost confidence in the expert advice that informs policy
decisions. In research policy, the newly launched program for research and innovation -
“Horizon 2020”- aims at widening stakeholder participation and supporting policy
learning. As a result, in 2007 there were 1,237 actively operating expert groups initiated
by the European Commission, mainly composed of country representatives referred to
as national experts (Gornitzka & Sverdrup, 2011).

Aiming on one hand to increase policy coordination among member states and on the
other hand to enhance the effectiveness of policies (see Wallace, et al., 2010), a new
policy-making initiative was introduced in the EU in 2000 — the Open Method of
Coordination (OMC). This approach focuses specifically on policy learning and is based
on information exchange, best practices, voluntary coordinated action, and
collaboration among European Union member states. The process that is facilitated by
the European Commission administrators aims to foster regional integration with the
help of country experts.

The use of OMC is especially relevant to research policy. Coordinated research policy
has become essential in the EU’s aspiration to become “the most competitive and
dynamic knowledge-based economy”, as stated in the Lisbon Strategy’. Van Vught
(2010) describes two main objectives in achieving this goal: the need to strengthen
coordinated European research policy and the need to align European and national
policies. Since 2003, the OMC method was employed as the main initiative to achieve
these ambitious goals. Experts’ shared professional knowledge is expected to contribute
to policy learning and lead to policy changes both at the national and European level.
The OMC in research policy provides a tangible setting for examining policy learning
phenomena emphasizing the importance of individual agents - experts - shaping the
process.

The EU provides a helpful setting for investigating the policy learning process from the
individual perspective as it involves actors with diverse political interests and cultural
backgrounds. It allows one to understand the core dynamics behind policy making and
policy change revealing how and when policy change occurs and what type of policy
agenda gets to be disseminated and integrated into policy-decisions. The literature
review on the European context reveals that the majority of studies conducted on the
OMC process have focused mainly on its instrumental outcomes. The studies tend to
examine the OMC’s potential impact on European level governance (e.g. De la Porte,
2002; Room, 2005; Gornitzka, 2005; Szchuzak, 2006) or discuss policy outcomes at the
national level (e.g. Morano-Foadi, 2008; Borras & Conzelmann, 2007). There are some
studies conducted on the EU expert group participants in general, revealing the
importance of the context. For example, Warleigh-Lack & Drachenberg (2011) highlight
the importance of the Council of the European Union and the Commission’s interest in

! Lisbon Strategy - http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ summits/lis1_en.htm



the topic. Only after the Council of the European Union and the Commission reinforced
an explicit decision to increase cooperation in the field of education and training, did it
empower the member-states to make greater progress in the policy area through the
OMC method.

However, empirical studies examining the dynamics within the OMC expert groups in
research policy, and its relation to individual policy learning, have not been conducted.
Kerber & Eckardt (2007) suggest that the level of central coordination influences
learning outcomes. In situations where non-centralized experimentation with different
new policies is supported (laboratory federalism), mutual learning leads to increased
capability for improving and adapting public policies. Similarly, Elgstréom & Jonsson
(2000) indicate the influence of politicization on learning. Bargaining tactics in politically
sensitive topics discourage learning, as the aim is to gain advantage over other parties.
Fouilleux, et al., (2005) state that individual identities, rules and norms shape the
learning dynamics. Depending on the policy area, more technical expertise is required,
in other cases more political knowledge is used. Kerber & Eckardt (2007) state that
much more detailed analyses of the interaction of EU’s many participating agents,
interest groups, and institutions, both on the EU and the member state level are needed
to understand how policies are formed. This is the important gap in the literature that
this study aims to address.

1.2 Research Questions

By interviewing member states’ experts and European Commission policy-makers, this
study examines how well policy learning has contributed to coordinated research policy
in the EU. The research focuses on the role of individual experts in the EU’s research
policy in the OMC initiative by asking:

How do experts’ individual policy learning experiences relate to the EU’s research
policy?

In order to unpack the individual approach to policy learning, it is important to
understand who are regarded as experts and why certain individuals have been selected
to participate in the OMC process. According to Stehr & Grundmann (2011) the growing
number of experts, advisors and consultants in contemporary society has led to
pluralisation of expertise. At the same time decision-makers in organizations are
increasingly seeking advice from experts (Egeberg, et al., 2003; Gornitzka & Sverdrup,
2011). Experts in the EU policy-making are an important part of policy negotiations and
they heavily influence policy outcomes (Fouilleux, et al. 2005). It is essential to clarify
who are regarded as experts in the OMC policy learning initiatives and what type of
knowledge these individuals bring to the process. The first sub-question tackles the
issue of expertise by asking:



- Who has access to the OMC working groups in the EU’s research policy?

The literature indicates that several drivers trigger the learning process at the
organizational level such as the need for policy improvement, political conflict or dealing
with uncertainties (Etheredge & Short, 1983; Rose, 1991; Common, 2004; Boswell,
2009). However, it is not clear what the particular drivers are for individual experts to
participate in the policy learning process, except for the need for professional
enhancement (Wenger, 1998). Understanding the specific individual rationales for
participation helps to shed light on an expert’s motivation for learning and potential
outcomes of the learning process. The OMC process is a unique setting where
individuals from the 28 member-states and associated countries participate,
representing different cultural backgrounds and policy beliefs. This setting allows for
probing of the relationships between the experts’ political interests and professional
knowledge in negotiating various policy ideas. The second sub-question examines the
motivations of individual experts by asking:

- What are the participants’ rationales for participating in the OMC policy learning
initiatives?

As stated above, policy learning is a highly interactive social process where individuals
exchange policy ideas, present opinions and advocate for their policy positions. Context
and learning conditions play an important role in the overall learning experience
(Hedberg, 1981; Blatner, et al., 2001). Currently, there is very limited information
available on the factors that might enhance or hinder individual policy learning
processes. Sabatier (1986) indicates a need for intermediate conflict for learning to
occur. He states that preparing to respond to opposing viewpoints leads to serious
analysis, learning and potentially to a greater convergence of views. If the conflict is too
severe, the participants might dismiss the debate completely. Some authors emphasize
the importance of socio-cultural factors such as institutional norms and geographic
proximity contributing to learning (Wolman, 1992; Common, 2004; Toots, 2007). The
OMC initiative has its own unique characteristics that allow examining learning factors.
It is a voluntary bottom-up process, where decisions have a non-binding nature. The
third sub-question addresses the issue of contextual factors by asking:

- In what ways does the OMC process contribute to individual policy learning
experiences?

The OMC approach has triggered a significant amount of criticism from scholars who
mainly point to the limited nature of any tangible policy results at the national or
European level (e.g. Kaiser & Prange, 2004; Szchuzak, 2006; Kréger, 2009a). Lacking in
this debate is a consideration of less visible and measurable change, which is crucial in
terms of longer-term policy effects. There is a lack of analysis of the primary goal of the
OMC —the contribution to a common policy understanding and facilitation of mutual
learning that in the long run prepares a foundation for long-lasting policy results. This



study proposes that the impact of the Open Method of Coordination should not be
understood purely in instrumental terms but should be also analyzed in terms of
broader conceptual shifts taking place over longer periods of time. In order to analyze
the issue of policy outcomes, the fourth research question is stated:

- What impact has the OMC policy learning initiative had on the EU’s research policy?

To answer these research questions, a case study was conducted, where the individual
learning experiences of the OMC participants are examined and analyzed.

1.3 Significance of the Study

With its intention of analyzing the involvement of experts in the EU’s Open Method of
Coordination approach in research policy, this research is significant for several reasons.
First, it contributes to the theoretical understanding of policy learning in two main ways:

a) It is important to understand and clarify the relationship between individual learning
and policy change. As some scholars note (Haas, 1992; Schot & Schipper, 2011),
individual experts play a crucial role in articulating complex problems, helping states to
identify their interests, proposing specific policy recommendations and identifying
salient points for debate and negotiation. So far the main focus on policy learning has
been on specific organizational outcomes (e.g. De Elera, 2006; Shaw & Laffan, 2007).
This study addresses the gap in the literature by examining policy learning from the
individual perspective, revealing nuances in the process that ultimately can influence
broader policy outcomes.

b) Individual policy learning is enhanced by relevant knowledge and social interaction
where policy beliefs get updated and disseminated (Sabatier, 1988; Radaelli, 2009). As
the process is clearly context specific, this study examines some of the factors that
enhance or hinder individual learning processes. This should allow for an increased
understanding of how new knowledge and learning can be better facilitated, so that the
outcomes would be more visible and relevant to policy-making in multi-level governance
systems.

Second, the study also makes contributions more specifically to the stream of European
integration studies:

¢) The majority of studies have analyzed the OMC process from the perspective of how
well it has contributed to the EU’s regional policy coordination agenda, emphasizing the
interests of the EU (Szchuzak, 2006; Gornitzka, 2007). It is not clear what the specific
rationales are for member states to participate, considering the constant resistance
against EU attempts to coordinate national policy initiatives in research and innovation
policy (Gornitzka, 2009). This research should advance knowledge on aspects of how



policy learning might contribute to influencing the national political agenda or individual
experts’ interests through participation in the EU’s research policy coordination
exercise.

d) In addition to gathering information on specific rationales for country experts’
motivation to participate in the OMC, this study also aims to investigate how EU experts
negotiate their political interests and professional knowledge in the OMC setting,
aspects largely left unstudied in most of the research concerning EU integration. This
information should make it possible to expand knowledge on the specific factors that
shape policy learning outcomes.

e) Many see policy learning as a potentially useful approach (Van Vught, 2010;
McGuiness & O’Carroll, 2010; Zeitlin, 2010), while still lacking tangible results in
research and innovation (Kaiser & Prange, 2004). This research ties concepts of
individual policy learning to the policy outcomes in the EU’s research policy, suggesting
ways in which individual policy learning practices could be better transferred to policy-
making processes in regards to the EU’s research policy. This knowledge is especially
relevant considering the current debates on assessment and redesign of the OMC
process in the European Union. Research results might help to inform how formal
learning exercises can contribute to overall policy design in the EU’s research policy.

Lastly, this research contributes to the field of higher education. Over the past few
decades, research productivity has become the major defining criteria for national
higher education systems (Dill and Van Vught 2010). Universities are expected to
produce knowledge that is relevant and responsive to the directions set by national
research policy. Hence, an informed understanding on how research policy gets
designed and how diverse ideas are negotiated among individuals provide important
insights on the factors shaping the academic research enterprise.

1.4 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis is divided into ten chapters. Chapter 2 starts by providing the background on
the EU’s research policy, the OMC process and the role of experts in the EU’s
governance system. To understand the increasing emphasis on policy learning, it is
important to clarify the main events that have shaped the EU’s research policy and led
towards promoting mutual learning. Then, the Open Method of Coordination is
explained to clarify the main goal of this unique approach — to facilitate discussions and
enhance cooperation among the member states. This goal is reviewed in relation to the
scholarly critique that tends to focus on the lack of instrumental outcomes at the
national and European level. Finally, the role of experts in the EU’s multilevel
governance system is reviewed, emphasizing the increasing importance of expert groups
in influencing policy decisions.



Theoretical considerations on expertise and policy learning are presented in chapter 3.
First, the concept of expertise is explained by describing how the meaning of expertise
has shifted over the past few decades from knowledge production to knowledge
facilitation. This helps to clarify the diversity among experts. Then, an overview of the
theoretical perspectives on policy learning is provided. A definition of policy learning, its
rationales and influencing factors are explained. From this theoretical literature, two
contrasting lines of thought on policy learning and expertise emerge - the evidence-
based and the value-based approach. These approaches provide a framework for data
analysis. The main differences in these two perspectives are emphasized. The chapter
ends with a summary of the key ideas presented in the literature review.

Research methodology and research design are described in chapter 4. Several steps in
the study such as document analysis, pilot study, expert interviews, ethics protocol and
data analysis methodology are outlined. A detailed description of the study participants
is provided. Consideration is also given to the limitations of the current study.

The findings of the thesis are divided into four separate chapters. Each of those chapters
addresses a distinct research sub-question. Chapter 5 focuses on analyzing group
formation principles. It describes the role of CREST, a European level strategic advisory
body, in initiating OMC expert groups. Then it turns to examining country-specific
decisions, explaining the choice of country experts.

Chapter 6 outlines the individual rationales for the OMC participation. It first describes
the rationales for the country-experts and then presents the rationales for the
Commission experts. The diverse range of rationales is linked to the focus on policy
learning. While learning was the primary focus for most participants, political agendas
are impossible to avoid. Chapter 7 outlines the details of the OMC process to illuminate
factors that influence policy learning. It starts with comparing three OMC expert groups,
examining the similarities and differences. These factors are divided into context-
specific and process-specific features. Then the chapter turns to the individual learning
mechanisms related to learning. Learning mechanisms help to understand how learning
takes place and clarify the primary focus of the knowledge obtained.

The focus of chapter 8 is on analyzing policy learning outcomes at the individual, group,
national and European level. The evidence-based and value-based framework is used to
organize the findings. The results indicate the limited instrumental impact on learning at
the national level, but present evidence on the significant contributions that the OMC
has made towards enhancing policy cooperation, shaping existing policy conversation at
the European level. Chapter 9 presents participants’ perceptions on the strengths and
weaknesses of the OMC initiative. It also emphasizes the participants’ views on the need
to continue with the OMC process. The conclusion in chapter 10 highlights the main
findings addressing the research questions, discusses implications, and provides
directions for further research.



CHAPTER 2: Background

This chapter provides the background for the study and explains the main events that
have shaped the EU’s research policy leading towards promoting mutual learning. It is
divided into three sections — 1) development of research policy in the EU; 2) expert
groups in the EU’s policy-making; 3) OMC as a policy instrument. Research and
innovation policy has become one of the central areas contributing to the EU’s global
competitiveness agenda®. The need for strategic policy coordination has driven the
European Commission to apply a “soft policy” approach by increasingly involving
member-state experts in decision-making. Through the Open Method of Coordination
initiative, national representatives are expected to exchange knowledge, learn from
each other and enhance policy coordination at the national and European level.

2.1 Development of Research Policy in the EU

Since the 1980s coordinated research policy has been gaining a growing importance in
the European Union. This has been mandated through political declarations such as the
Lisbon Strategy (2000), the launch of the European Research Area (ERA) in 2000 and the
presentation of the Innovation Union plan (2010) tied to the rapidly increased monetary
instruments. Financial commitments reaching 80 billion euros for the period of 2014-
2020 marks a 46% budget increase for research and innovation funding (European
Commission, 2011), making research policy one of the central and most promising areas
for regional growth for the European Union.

Gornitzka (2009) identifies three main periods that have shaped European research
policy: 1) the early phase; 2) the development of core policy instruments; 3) the launch
of the European Research Area (ERA) (See Figure 1). The focus and objectives of these
stages, described below, explain why policy learning and expert involvement have been
put into the heart of the decision-making process today.

Phase 1: Industrialization

The early phase of the European research policy (early 1950s to the end of the 1970s) is
characterized by casual cooperation and competing research agendas at the national
level. Nuclear energy research and interest in the development of new technologies to
secure a strong industrial base were the driving factors for initial research collaboration
among a few wealthy European countries. The first official attempts to establish a
coordinated research policy had mainly an administrative nature. In 1973 a Directorate-
General (DG) Research at the European Commission was founded with the objective to
start further coordination of the European R&D policy.

2 In Europe 2020 strategy a creation of “Innovation Union” through advancement of scientific discoveries
and research excellence is expected. See http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm



Figure 1. Development of EU’s research policy (Author’s conceptual illustration based on Gornitzka, 2009).
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In the mid 1970s CREST® was established which served as a link between national
ministries for research and the DG Research at the European level. Gornitzka (2009)
reports that research policy had an inter-governmental nature (linking national policies)
as opposed to being supranational (governing and coordinating at the European level).

Phase 2: Active region-building

The major initiative that defines the beginning of the second phase (1980s to the end of
1990s) was the establishment of a key policy instrument in the area of research- the
European Framework Program (FP). The Framework Program became a central
instrument for research funding across European member-states and started to
contribute to the development of the European region. Even today, the Framework
Program serves as the most significant European level research-funding instrument (Van
Vught, 2010). The creation of such a single program meant a gradual development
towards more coordinated EU level research policy. Gornitzka (2009) notes that the
creation of the FP also represented a paradigm shift away from the science-dominated
expertise towards fostering international consensus involving national administrators,
scientific experts and transnational organizations. Representatives from the member
states were very involved in designing the Framework Program, however, the right of
initiative, agenda setting and funding decisions were left within the European
Commission. In parallel, the formal legal basis of the European Union was strengthened.
First, the Single European Act (1986) established the commitment to create a single

3 CREST - Comité de la Recherche Scientifique et Technique, Scientific and Technical Research Committee



European market. The Maastricht Treaty (1992) further secured the overarching power
of the European Union over member states, officially declaring the creation of the
European Union and gradually introducing the common currency across the region, the
Euro.

Phase 3: Competiveness through Coordination

The third phase (2000s until today) is characterized by the strategic political initiatives to
establish a common European Research Area (ERA) and coordinate research and
innovation initiatives further. The Lisbon Strategy (2000) clearly states the ambitious
goal to become “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy” with
the help of a coordinated research policy by 2010. This statement gave ERA a formal and
permanent position in shaping European research policy (Gornitzka, 2009). In 2010
CREST was renamed ERAC (European Research Area Committee) with the focus to
redefine its mission and work strategically towards building the European Research
Area. The implementation of the Lisbon Strategy requires exceptions to the principle of
national sovereignty and transfer of powers from the member states to the Commission
(Veiga & Amaral, 2009). The increased attempt to move decision-making power over to
the EU has created considerable resistance at the national level. Historically, the
university as the core research institution has defined the nation state and its cultural
role, serving as a gatekeeper for entry into national bureaucracies (Neave, 2001). In
order to work productively, overcome the resistance and enhance the competitiveness
of Europe as a region, increased national level involvement and help was critical. Since
then a range of ‘soft’ methods of governance have been introduced, including the
involvement of country experts and various societal actors (e.g. NGOs, industry
representatives) to alleviate the criticism of having a rigid top-down governance system
(see Wallace, et al., 2010). The era of mutual engagement in policy learning exercises
began.

By giving the main decision-making power back to country experts, the Commission
officially endorsed a bottom-up approach to policy-making, encouraging experts
themselves to make decisions and determine strategic directions in research policy. This
opportunity was actively put into practice. Since 2000 the number of expert groups has
increased by more than 40 per cent (Gornitzka & Sverdrup 2008). The DG Research
alone has created over 130 expert groups and committees of various kinds. Currently
the European Union seeks to increase the investment in R&D (to 3% of GDP) and to
create stronger coordination of national research policies. Lack of horizontal policy
coordination among the member-states has been identified as a weakness in targeting
the Lisbon goals (Gornitzka, 2009). With the ERA concept, new instruments for
strengthening research production were introduced. The Open Method of Coordination
was one of the significant instruments for achieving common goals in research.

New strategic directions for European growth were set in 2010 when the European

Commission launched the Europe 2020 program. Research and innovation continues to
be one of the top priorities beside employment, climate change, education and poverty
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alleviation®. The new Innovation Union agenda does not emphasize the OMC method
per se but continues to stress the importance of mutual learning in achieving its goals.
Member states are expected to carry out self-assessments to identify their specific
strengths, weaknesses and opportunities in relation with the EU and wider context, to
formulate adequate policies and implement those in an efficient, effective and
accountable manner.

As demonstrated above, a coordinated research policy has become one of the most
important goals of the European Union, a goal that can only be achieved with the
cooperation and involvement of the member states. Increasingly the expert groups and
mutual learning practices have been introduced by the European Commission to advise
on the EU’s policy development. The following section examines more closely the role of
expert groups in EU policy setting, and their influence during various phases of policy-
making.

2.2 Expert Groups in the EU’s policy-making

Expert groups are believed to be a central feature of the European governance system
(Egeberg, et al., 2003; Kohler-Koch & Rittberger, 2006; Gornitzka & Sverdrup, 2011). In
the context of the EU, an expert group is defined as “a consultative entity composed of
external authorities that advise the European Commission in the preparation of
legislative proposals, policy initiatives, but also engaging in monitoring, coordinating and
cooperating with the member states” (Gornitzka & Sverdrup, 2011, p. 50).

There are three types of expert groups that form the EU’s committee system: Council
working parties, comitology (implementation) committees and Commission expert
groups (Egeberg, et al., 2003; Hayes-Renshaw & Wallace, 2006). While all these groups
have several similarities (intergovernmental nature, loyalty to national governments),
the Commission expert groups are distinct from the other two. As stated by Egeberg, et
al., (2003), participants in the Commission expert groups usually evoke behavioural
patterns that become more complex than what characterizes a typical
intergovernmental interaction. Commission expert group attendants have more leeway
than those on other committees; they are not very much involved in coordination
processes at the national level, and they seldom bring with them a clear mandate on
how to act. These expert groups are composed of country representatives and are
facilitated by the Commission administrators. The OMC expert groups belong to the
Commission expert groups category and are the focus of the current study.

* See five main targets for the decade at
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/reaching-the-goals/targets/index_en.htm

11



Experts are involved in all stages of the EU policy process by participating in agenda-
setting, consulting, negotiating, and decision-making procedures (Fouilleux, et al., 2005;
Schot & Schipper 2011). Expert groups do not formally make political decisions, but feed
the decision-making processes by giving expert advice, providing scientific knowledge,
sharing practical experience and information, and serving as forums for exchange of
information (See Figure 2). Gornitzka & Sverdrup (2008) note that an expert group is
most often composed for consulting purposes and the European Commission is in
control of its composition. The distribution of expert groups is unevenly spread across
the different Directorate Generals (DG) within the European Commission. Gornitzka &
Sverdrup’s (2008) research shows that the DG’s that have created the most number of
expert groups are DG Research, DG Environment and DG Enterprise, all having 120 or
more expert groups. The least experts groups (fewer than 20 each) are set up by the DG
involved in trade, competition, economic and financial affairs.

Figure 2. Input from the expert groups in policy cycle (Author’s conceptualization).
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Gornitzka & Sverdrup (2011) identify scientists, government officials, and societal actors
such as business associations, non-governmental organizations, industries, unions and
employers’ associations, practitioners and consumers as experts enlisted in working
groups. Involving scientists in the expert groups allows the government to present itself
as neutral, grounding its actions in updated and specialized knowledge-based
information. National government representatives are invited to participate in the
decision-making process in order to increase information flows and to promote
administrative integration. The involvement of societal actors increases the authority
and legitimacy of government by mediating different political forces coming from
diverse interest groups. In addition, it allows for mediating economic and corporate
interests and providing them access to the decisions. As such, the EU expert groups
cannot be regarded merely as a technical or scientific problem-solving instrument, but
also as a system for resolving political and inter-institutional conflicts, as well as building
legitimacy for EU policy-making.

Conflict resolution within expert groups is typically achieved through discussions and
negotiations, involving bargaining and problem-solving techniques. Elgstrom & Jénsson’s
(2000) research on EU expert groups show that the negotiation process in policy
discussions largely depends on contextual factors. They emphasize the importance of
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the decision-making rules (the situations where the most reluctant actor determines the
pace and the level of achievement), level of politicization (more cooperative behaviour
occurs in less politicized surroundings), stage in the decision-making process (agenda
setting and policy formulation stages are most fruitful for mutual learning, as all parties
are genuinely interested in rationales and priorities of others. The policy formulation
stage is characterized by bargaining and the implementation phase by problem solving
techniques), type of policy (sensitive policy areas are slow to change) and the network
characteristics (EU networks are likely to generate cooperative behaviour and problem-
solving techniques). These factors are important to consider when analyzing the group
dynamics and policy outcomes of the OMC expert groups.

Overall, country experts are an important part of the European policy-making process.
They shape policy decisions, determine policy agendas and decide upon what kind of
policy ideas get picked up and promoted at the European level. The following section
introduces the most prominent policy learning instrument in Europe —the Open Method
of Coordination. The section describes the initial goals and expectations of the method,
providing explanations why the method has received criticism in triggering immediate
policy change.

2.3 Open Method of Coordination as a Policy Instrument

2.3.1 Background and Characteristics

The Open Method of Coordination is a policy-making method of the European Union
and its member states characterized by voluntary policy coordination through mutual
learning initiatives (Borras & Radaelli, 2010). It was created in 2000 by the European
Union administration during the Portugal Presidency. The process is set up as a non-
binding, bottom-up initiative where the decision-making power lies in the hands of the
member-states. The process is guided and facilitated by the European Commission,
which analyzes the progress reports and disseminates recommendations for each of the
member states (Van Vught, 2010). Its goal is to increase the effectiveness of the EU’s
policies and the transparency of its decision-making procedures through mutual learning
(Van Vught, 2010). It is also seen as a tool for intergovernmental policy coordination
without any legal intervention, and is designed to help member states progressively
develop their own policies (Gornitzka, 2005).

According to the conclusions of the Lisbon Council (The Council of the European Union,
2000: §37)°, this method involves:

5 ) .
Document is available at
http://consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/ec/00100-r1.en0.htm
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1. Fixing guidelines for the Union combined with specific timetables for achieving
the goals, which they [the Member States] set in the short, medium and long
terms.

2. Establishing, where appropriate, quantitative and qualitative indicators and
benchmarks against the best in the world and tailored to the needs of different
Member States and sectors as a means of comparing best practices.

3. Translating these European guidelines into national and regional policies by
setting specific targets and adopting measures, taking into account national and
regional differences.

4. Periodic monitoring, evaluation and peer review organised as mutual learning
processes.

These tools are set up for monitoring and evaluating the progress of policy coordination
among the member states with the aim of achieving greater economic development in
the region. The OMC process has a cyclical nature (typically yearly, sometimes in three-
year cycles) where member states report to the European Commission on its
achievements and progress.

One of the crucial dimensions of the OMC is policy learning. Learning from each other
and considering best practices of others is expected to enhance policy coordination
throughout the EU. The White Paper on European Governance (2001) articulates the
aim of the OMC as follows:

“The open method of co-ordination is used on a case by case basis. It is a way of
encouraging co-operation, the exchange of best practice and agreeing on
common targets and guidelines for Member States, sometimes backed up by
national action plans as in the case of employment and social exclusion. It relies
on regular monitoring of progress to meet those targets, allowing Member States
to compare their efforts and learn from the experience of others.” (European
Commission, 2001, p. 20).

According to this statement the primary goal of the OMC is not only achieving a set of
indicators determined by the National Action Plans but mainly facilitating discussions
and enhancing cooperation among the member states, in a situation where knowledge
exchange and policy learning are central. The OMC is regarded as a process, in which
information and communication are used to shape a shared understanding of common
policies (Van Vught, 2010).

The OMC has attracted considerable attention by scholars who have attempted to
define this phenomenon, portraying the OMC as an instrument of “advanced liberal
government” (Radaelli, 2003; Haahr, 2004), “experimental governance” (Szyszczak,
2006), “a new mode of governance” (Kohler-Koch & Eising, 1998) and “horizontal
integration” (Borras & Jacobsson, 2004; Olsen, 2004). It has also been described as “the
most successful political stunt in the EU in recent times” in reference to the significant
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media attention but somewhat unclear practical outcomes (Borras & Greve, 2004). As
participation in the OMC process is voluntary for member states and the agreements do
not carry any legally binding obligations, it has been viewed as a ‘soft law’ instrument
for policy coordination (Borras & Conzelmann, 2007; Kroger, 2009b; Van Vught, 2010).
Some authors describe the process as a considerable paradigm shift away from the EU’s
hierarchical decision-making style (see Radaelli, 1999; Wallace, et al., 2010) towards a
more liberal, transparent, decentralized and inclusive approach. At the same time the
approach attempts to overcome the limited decision-making style of the EU, especially
in terms of the economic and social policies (including education and research), which
are traditionally seen as policies of national significance (Szyszczak, 2006). Borras &
Greve (2004) point out that the efforts to align national policies in a flexible political
space with procedures of a political (non-juridical) nature are its greatest novelty.

Borras & Jacobson (2004, pp. 188-189) analyze the characteristics of the open method
of coordination (in comparison to the traditional soft law procedures) and suggest the
following features that make the OMC unique:

1) OMC is an example of the intergovernmental approach that follows a political
logic as opposed to a legal logic where the Commission and the European
Council in interaction determine the development and content of the OMC;

2) OMC features a high level of political participation. This refers to the policy
formulation phase (input of the Council of Ministers and the European Council),
as well as the monitoring phases (e.g. the European Council reports).

3) High-level political participation (including the monitoring phases) entail more
mutual commitments and peer pressure mechanisms;

4) OMC involves a linking of policy areas and orientation of policies towards a
common goal. The OMC seeks to bridge policy areas by linking national policies
with each other, and by linking functionally different policies at the EU level.

5) The intention with the OMC is to integrate action at various levels of governance,
which opens up the possibility for truly bottom-up political dynamics by
combining common action and national autonomy.

6) The OMC seeks to mobilize the participation of a wide range of actors, public as
well as private. The OMC involves non-state actors and is intended to foster
cooperative practices and networking.

7) The OMC builds on, and encourages, mutual co-operation and exchange of
knowledge and experiences. It also entails an element of mutual correction,
through peer governance or ‘collective self- coordination’.

These characteristics clearly emphasize the two opposite sides of the EU’s policy-
making: the national perspective versus the European perspective. The country experts
and the representatives of the European political apparatus are the key figures in
negotiating these two perspectives horizontally (across member states and policy areas)
and vertically (between national and European levels) through mutual learning. The next
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section examines research policy, focusing on how OMC has been adopted to enhance
research cooperation among the EU’s member-states.

2.3.2 OMC in Research Policy

The OMC was officially applied to research policy in 2003, a few years after the Lisbon
Strategy was adopted. The diversity of the research systems across the EU member
states has been a significant challenge in delivering the goals of the Lisbon Strategy. As
noted by Kaiser & Prange (2004), the variations in legislative and budgetary powers lead
to different research and innovation policies. The range of institutions and national co-
ordination mechanisms and a remarkable diversification in research performance
prevent achieving common European research policy. In addition, there is considerable
resistance among the member states to allowing European interference in national
research policies (Gornitzka, 2009). The OMC method was used as the main instrument
to reach the Lisbon goals and the European Research Area, hoping to overcome the
resistance and growing regional diversification of the national research systems.
Learning from each other and considering best practices of others was expected to
enhance policy coordination at the national level.

The early application of the OMC in research focused on developing quantitative
indicators to allow cross-country comparisons and foster benchmarking. Gornitzka
(2005) notes that a high level group was created with representatives from each
member state nominated by the respective research ministers. Their task was to
propose relevant indicators and elaborate the methodology on the strategic areas
selected by the Research Council (human resources, investments productivity, RTD
(Research, Technological Development) impact on competitiveness and employment). A
set of 20 indicators was selected (e.g. financial expenditure on research, human
resources in RTD, scientific productivity, RTD investment, indicators for RTD impact on
economic competitiveness, publications, citations, patents) with the aim to supplement
these with qualitative information and studies on the national contexts, allowing for a
better interpretation of the indicators (European Commission, 2000).

Next, the Commission set up several expert groups to provide qualitative input and
assist in the benchmarking process. The expert groups were expected to describe good
practices for their thematic areas, analyze possibilities for transferring good practices to
different national contexts and draw conclusions on implication for future policy
(Gornitzka, 2005). Members of these groups were predominantly drawn from academic
communities in relevant fields, some appointed by the Commission, some by member
states. Yet their membership was on the basis of their expertise, not as representatives
of national or social interests. The role of the European Commission was to monitor the
process and draft reports. Van Vught (2010) notes that in practice the Commission
influences agenda-setting significantly and persuades member states to increase their
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efforts to reach agreed policy objectives. The OMC allows the Commission to use peer
pressure and ‘naming and shaming’ practices to create stronger member state
involvement in European policy processes.

The Scientific and Technical Research Committee (CREST) was put in charge of
enhancing coordinated research policy through the OMC process. CREST, now the
European Research Area Committee (ERAC), operates as a permanent advisory
committee comprised with member states’ representatives at the level of senior civil
servants from national research ministries. At the beginning of the OMC, for achieving
the 3% investment target, the Commission’s representatives were important players in
defining the themes and the methodology of OMC (Gornitzka, 2007). The OMC 3%
target objective changed the participatory structure of the expert group: practically all
the academic experts got practically all replaced with representatives from member
states’ ministries or implementing level such as national agencies, research councils,
technological transfer offices. Each subject area or topic was proposed by the member
states and headed by CREST members from national ministries that volunteered to take
the lead in the organization of CREST’s expert groups. In a way, the governance of the
OMC was partially transferred away from the European Commission, even though the
DG Research had the chairmanship of this committee. According to Gornitzka (2007) it
was problematic for the expert groups to understand what was expected from them.
Especially in the beginning of the process, the national participants who were sent to
Brussels for working group meetings described the experience as sitting there with the
OMC “landing in their lap”, not knowing the direction the work was heading.

The process of policy learning through the OMC method was nevertheless carried out
throughout six consecutive cycles with considerable participation from the country
experts. The process has had a systematic focus on information exchange and collection
of evidence on best practices. Table 1 illustrates the topics selected by the country
experts to enhance the European research policy:

Table 1. The overview of the OMC topics in European research policy6

OMC cycle Expert groups Policy learning outcomes
First cycle 1) Public research spending and policy mixes the establishment of networks of
2003-2004 (chaired by France); national policy-makers;
2) Public research base and its links to industry the collection and exchange of
(chaired by Sweden); information on national policies,
3) Fiscal measures and research (chaired by the providing an evidence base for future
Netherlands); policy-making; identification of good
4) Intellectual property and research (chaired by practices; identification of key issues

6 The information in Table 1 is drawn from the following websites http://ec.europa.eu/invest-in-
research/coordination/coordination01_en.htm
http://www.ubst.dk/en/international-cooperation/eu-crest-peer-learning-activities-on-universities; that
provide chronological order of the OMC cycles, as well as links to the final reports for the outcomes for
each cycle.
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Ireland);
5) Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and
research (chaired by Portugal)

and some recommendations for the
7
future’;

Second 1) Effectiveness of fiscal measures for RTD (chaired | new or strengthened networks of
cycle by Norway); national policy makers, synthesis of a
2005-2006 2) Improve the design and implementation of detailed evidence base on national
national policy mixes® (Sweden, Spain and policies and peer-review/mutual
Romania); learning around this evidence base. In
3) Promote the reform of public research centres some instances specific
and universities in particular to promote transfer recommendations to either Member
of knowledge to society and industry (chaired by States or the Community have been
Spain, Sweden and Italy); made or concrete deliverables in the
4) Design measures to promote growth of young form of policy guidelines or handbooks
research-intensive SMEs and start-ups (chaired by producedg.
Belgium and the Netherlands);
5) Intellectual property (chaired by UK)
Third cycle 1) Framework Programme and the Structural peer reviews, guidelines for policies,
2006-2007 Funds (chaired by Germany); generic lessons and recommendations

2) Internationalisation of R&D (chaired by
Germany);

3) Policy mixes (Poland and UK);

4) R&D in services (chaired by Finland).

created on the topics.

Fourth cycle

1) Universities' research capacity (chaired by

mechanism for exchanging information

2007-2008 Belgium); and experience; the selection of topics
2) Industry-led competence centres (chaired by has been positive as it has followed the
Ireland); interest of Member States; it provides a
3) Policy-mixes peer reviews (Austria, Bulgaria) broader scope to policy-makers in their
approach to issues of policy design.10
Fifth cycle 1) Policy Mixes (Netherlands, Lithuania, France, identified features for the success of
2008-2009 Estonia); funding schemes;

2) Peer Learning Activities on Universities
(chaired by Denmark).

focusing on performance and output
when creating new funding models
would helpful;

EU funding and simplification (of
processes, rules and requirements, etc.)
are important.11

7 CREST report on the application of the open method of coordination in favor of the Barcelona research
investment objective (1.10.2004); http://ec.europa.eu/invest-in-
research/pdf/download_en/crest_report_barcelona_research_investment_objective.pdf

8 Policy mixes were country-reviews conducted on a request of a country. Position of a Chair was not

allocated.

° CREST report on the Application of the Open Method of Coordination in favor of the Barcelona research
investment objective (September 2006). http://ec.europa.eu/invest-in-

research/pdf/download_en/crest_int-synthesis.pdf
0 The Open Method of Coordination in Research Policy: Assessment and Recommendations. January

20009.

http://ec.europa.eu/invest-in-research/pdf/download_en/eur_23874_texte_web.pdf
" Final report ERSC’s Peer Learning Activities on Universities (December 2010).
http://www.ubst.dk/en/international-cooperation/eu-crest-peer-learning-activities-on-
universities/ERAC%20Final%20Report%2C%20incl.%20annexes%2007-12-2010.pdf
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Sixth cycle 1) OMC-net programs within the 7™ framework Development of national and regional
2009-2012 programs (partnering initiatives based on country R&D policies through mutual learning

proposals); and peer review; identification and
2) Policy Mixes (Latvia, Cyprus, Slovenia, Belgium, possibly transfer of good practices;
Estonia). development of concerted or joint policy

initiatives between groups of countries
and/or regions;

identification of issues requiring
Community action in support of actions
undertaken at national or regional level.

Some researchers see OMC expert groups as a potentially useful mechanism in
facilitating learning (Van Vught, 2010; McGuiness & O’Carroll, 2010). Dill & van Vught
(2010) note that this type of mutual learning mechanism contributes to the search for
more effective policies through a process of trial and error, combining application with
analysis, and focusing on policy learning. Kaiser & Prange (2004) argue that OMC can be
a valuable mode of governance only if national and regional specificities are carefully
taken into account, including a variety of actors at each territorial level during the entire
policy process and developing qualitative benchmark indicators that consider the
diversities of national innovation systems and regional characteristics. De Elera (2006)
points out that the OMC in research policy could lead to policies that enhance European
identity through the creation of common values. However, the author notes that
economic considerations have prevailed in developing the European Research Area and
that the OMC has not been used to its full potential.

Zeitlin’s (2011) study represents an example of recognizing the broader impact of the
OMC process. His empirical research into the areas of employment and social inclusion
shows that the OMC has been successful in many ways. First, it has contributed to the
change in focus at the national level by introducing new ideas and concepts to the
national policy debates that originate from the EU’s policy discussions (e.g. lifelong
learning, social inclusion). Second, it has contributed to better horizontal coordination
and cross-sectorial integration of interdependent policy areas at the national level and
enhanced vertical coordination between levels of governance (EU and country level).
Third, the impact of mutual learning has led to the identification of common challenges
and promising policy approaches at the EU level; statistical harmonisation and capacity
building (at both EU and national levels); it has also induced member states to rethink
established policy approaches and practices.

The OMC process of peer learning and best/good practice methodology has been the
least well-established part of the OMC where there was not certainty on how learning
should be facilitated and how to benefit from it (Gornitzka, 2007). The indirect and long-
term nature of tangible outcomes has clearly made it difficult for the European
Commission to justify the financial commitment related to the OMC. Lack of anticipated
results in terms of increased European level policy coordination in the European
Research Area has triggered discussions about abandoning this method and focusing on
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a more integrated approach in the area of research and innovation. The suggestion is to
make mutual learning practices an integral part of the policy discussions and discontinue
with the format of the OMC working groups. The ERAC report from April 20112
concludes that a review and possibly a redesign of the OMC instrument should be
undertaken if the decision to continue with this scheme would is made. The next section
provides an overview of the main criticism related to the OMC approach in research
policy.

2.3.3 Criticism Related to OMC

The absence of tangible results at the national policies’ level has triggered most of the
criticism. Kroger (2009a), analyzing the changes in social policy in France and Germany,
could not detect any significant effects as a result of the OMC. The author notes that the
actual changes in social policy in these countries were taking place before the
introduction of National Action Plans. Morano-Foadi (2008), making reference to the
Italian research policy, has illustrated how the lack of a powerful enforcement
mechanism in relation to the transfer of best practices in Italy has served as a challenge
in achieving policy change at the national level. McGuinness & O’Carroll (2010) see the
potential impact of the OMC on national research systems in achieving convergence not
instrumentally but in the form of developing common understanding as part of a long-
term policy agenda.

Lacking in this debate is a consideration of less visible and measurable change, which is
crucial in terms of longer-term policy effects. There is a lack of analysis of the primary
goal of the OMC — the contribution to the common policy understanding and facilitation
of policy learning that in the long run provide a foundation for stable policy results.
There is a significant amount of literature on the OMC and its relation to mutual learning
(Nedergaard, 2007; Radaelli, 2008; Hartlapp, 2009), but again it is often critical of
attempts to measure learning in relation to the outcomes of policy change (e.g. Radaelli
2008). There are many scholars who admit that the specific outcomes of policy learning
are difficult to identify and practically impossible to quantify (McGuiness & O’Carroll
2010; Zeitlin, 2011). The authors point to the methodological reasons. The challenge lies
not only in managing the variety of government systems within the EU countries, but
determining a causal relationship of policy learning based on collaboration between EU
institutions and member state governments without any legally binding sanctions
(Borras & Greve 2004; Gornitzka, 2007). Kréger (2009b) concludes that the general
challenges with the OMC include too much information and too many documents along
with too little time for discussion, language barriers and an emphasis on governmental
reports rather than strategic plans, a lack of political elites in the OMC processes, a lack
of transfer of what was eventually learned into the ministerial hierarchy, and
institutional differences between welfare systems.

2 bocument available at http://www.era.gv.at/space/11442/directory/11587/doc/23550.html
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In spite of the criticism, the OMC process has not stopped. The most promising indicator
seems to be the fact that all of the involved actors want to continue with policy learning,
as they find it a useful, valuable and flexible means to harness the benefits of
cooperation among the member states (Warleigh-Lack & Drachenberg, 2011). The
European Commission assessment of the OMC’s impact on research policy (2009) states
the continuous need to focus in the future on facilitating learning and strategic policy
coordination rather than only exchanging information. The need to continue with
mutual learning exercises through policy monitoring and coordination is continuously
expressed and emphasized in various new strategic policy documents (e.g. Europe,
2020, Innovation Union Communication).

The next chapter turns to theoretical considerations related to expertise and policy
learning. This theoretical literature grounds the study conceptually, clarifying the
terminology and examining diverse approaches on policy learning that dominate the
public policy literature.
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CHAPTER 3: Theoretical Considerations

This chapter outlines the theoretical literature related to the concepts of expertise and
policy learning. The first section on expertise discusses the definition and its relationship
to knowledge. By presenting three distinct types of experts, one section describes the
evolution of the concept. Then it lays out several features of two distinct approaches to
expertise. The section concludes by discussing the concept of epistemic communities,
which helps to conceptualize the increasing influence of expert groups in policy making.
The second section of the chapter focuses on policy learning. It presents the definition
and rationales of policy learning, and provides insights on why participants engage in
learning activities. Then the most influential theories related to policy learning are
viewed. These theories are divided into two broad categories — the rationalist and
social-constructivist perspectives. A conceptual framework emerges from these distinct
perspectives. Literature on learning mechanisms is presented to clarify a theoretical
approach on how relevant knowledge is gained. The section discusses factors that
potentially influence learning. This chapter concludes by outlining two main
perspectives on policy learning outcomes.

3.1 Experts and Expert Knowledge

3.1.1 Definition

Policy learning is understood as a process of social interactions leading to change,
facilitated by knowledgeable individuals often referred to as experts. One can find
experts operating in various positions and organizational environments, representing
numerous knowledge fields. The term ‘expert’ typically includes a wide variety of
stakeholders in the policy-making process such as policy analysts, scientists, consultants
and researchers in government and nongovernment organizations (Weible, 2008). The
sources of expert-based information include the social and natural sciences, policy
analyses, government reports, consultations with stakeholders, research coming from
universities, think tanks, and consulting firms (Nutley, et al., 2007; Boswell, 2009).

The growing demand for knowledge-based occupations and the diversity in sources of
expert knowledge has led to pluralisation of expertise (Stehr & Grundmann 2011). Some
call this phenomenon ‘Expertocracy’, the emergence of expert culture (Habermas, 1985;
Bechmann, 2003), where the decision-making power has shifted increasingly towards
people who claim to be experts providing advice for solving complicated policy
problems. In such a complex setting, it is important to clarify what comprises expertise,
because it provides a person with an access to important policy decisions.

In the scholarly literature there are several definitions of experts and expertise.
Bechmann and Hronszky (2003, p. 7) define expertise as “a relationship between a party
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with specialized knowledge and one lacking it.” They see the expert as someone who
provides knowledge-based services for others. Stehr & Grundmann (2011, p. x) define
experts as “persons from whom it is assumed that, based on their routine contact with
specific topics, they have accumulated experience in contexts relevant for taking action,
and thus enjoy both trust and social respect.” Clearly, the common denominator in
these definitions is a particular knowledge that expert possesses and which is useful in
informing decisions.

Brechnin & Siddell (2000) distinguish among three distinctive types of knowledge
source:

1) Empirical knowing —the most explicit form of knowing, which is often based on
guantitative or qualitative research study;

2) Theoretical knowing — uses different theoretical frameworks for thinking about a
problem, sometimes informed by research, but often derived in intuitive and
informal ways;

3) Experiential knowing — craft or tacit knowledge built up over a number of years
of practical experience.

The boundaries among these categories are blurred and usually knowledge types in
practice are mixed. Based on the dominance of a specific knowledge type, several
perspectives on the concept of experts have risen. Three main views on expertise, as the
concept has evolved, are discussed in the following section.

3.1.2 Types of Experts

The type of knowledge that is valued in policy-making has influenced the understanding
of expertise and experts, as it has changed and evolved over the decades. Based on the
literature, three expert types are distinguishable: experts as bureaucrats, experts as
scientists and more recently, experts as mediators. Each category will be examined
below.

Experts as bureaucrats

The emergence of rational administration and the widespread bureaucratization of
knowledge in the early 20th century have shaped the concept of expertise. Experts are
often viewed as bureaucrats operating in the government system (Bechmann, 2003).
From such a rational perspective, technical and operational knowledge form the core of
expertise. Weber’s theory of bureaucracy has been influential in shaping the concept of
the expert as bureaucrat. The theory argues that bureaucratic administration is the
most efficient way of governing modern society, achieving legal control and authority
over decisions (Weber, 1964). Bureaucratic administration exercises control on the basis
of knowledge. Knowledge is produced through a system of rationally discussible
‘reasons’ and then departmentalized. Knowledge, according to Weber, consists on one
hand of technical expertise but also experiential knowledge that has accumulated over
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the years (Weber, 1964, p. 339). Such knowledge can be achieved through professional
qualifications and/or specialized education certified by specialized examinations or
diplomas on technical training and through years of experience operating in
bureaucratic organizations. This view emphasizes the importance of certified knowledge
that allows one to work in government organizations. Expertise is based on rational
knowledge that produces efficiently operating organizations. Efficiency creates trust and
legitimizes experts.

Some authors indicate that bureaucratic departmentalized knowledge might create
dependencies in the decision-making process (Weber, 1978; Nutley, et al., 2007). As
political leaders do not possess specialized knowledge themselves, there is a constant
need to turn to bureaucrats for knowledge and advice. Several studies have
demonstrated that policy-makers tend to rely on reports produced by government and
specialist organizations (Percy-Smith, et al., 2002; Wilson, et al., 2003). Weber (1964)
notes that such dependency on technical knowledge might potentially lead to a
situation where experts realize how reliant their bosses are on their expertise and then
begin to exercise their own power in that position. Overall, experts as bureaucrats are
powerful individuals who can shape decisions through possessing and filtering
knowledge. They are usually legitimized through certified technical knowledge.

Experts as scientists

Another stream of literature on expert knowledge views experts as scientists possessing
primarily scientific knowledge gained through theoretical and empirical methods.
Boswell (2009) sees expertise grounded strictly in academic knowledge, involving sound
theoretical and conceptual coherence and appropriate educational credentials.
Hellstrom’s (2000) view is similar. He defines expertise as the systematic creation of
scientific and technical knowledge, emphasizing the application of rigorous
methodologies in generating this knowledge. Experts, according to this perspective, are
scientists or researchers who are able to provide information and analysis in an
empirically rigorous way. Others suggest a broader view where academic knowledge is
related to the information gained through professional practices. For example, Weible
(2008) defines expertise as a knowledge generated by professional, scientific and
technical methods of inquiry. Davies (2004) emphasizes the evidence-based policy and
practice agenda and notes that the best available evidence from research needs to be
applied in policy-making. Nutley, et al., (2007) suggest that knowledge gathered from a
range of sources including research and evaluation studies, information from
stakeholders and professional knowledge from experts could be all regarded as valid
evidence for evidence-based practices and expertise. This perspective similarly
recognizes the experiential component of knowledge creation in addition to academic
knowledge as long as experience leads to well-informed decisions. In general, experts as
scientists are authorized through knowledge that is valued for its methodological rigour
associated with quality and trust.
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Experts as mediators

Since 1990s, with the emphasis on knowledge-based societies, the understanding of the
concept of expertise has changed. The concept has become broader and more fluid, the
focus has shifted from knowledge production towards knowledge application. Experts
have become mediators, knowledge brokers, who are transferring and applying relevant
knowledge between knowledge producers and knowledge users (Stehr, 2003; Fisher,
2003; Lomas, 2007; Ward, et al., 2009; Michaels, 2009). In the era of massive knowledge
production, the diverse contents of knowledge have increased the need for this new
kind of expertise. The nature of expertise has shifted towards helping in orienting
among a variety of knowledge sources, and guiding policy-makers towards relevant
knowledge. Experience, specialized knowledge, social trust and experts’ visibility have
become crucial (Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). Experts can be individuals or organizations
who filter and disseminate knowledge, creating a bridge between knowledge producers
and knowledge users (Nutley, et al., 2007). An array of agencies has emerged that aim to
support better use of research by practitioners. They use several mechanisms such as
websites, seminars, workshops and training sessions, policy briefings and workshops to
communicate better with knowledge users (Nutley, et al., 2007). In this perspective,
experiential knowledge related to practices of knowledge mediation seems to be most
valued. Experts’ experience in filtering and providing relevant knowledge forms the
foundation of being credible and trustworthy.

In conclusion, over the years experts have been viewed as bureaucrats, scientists and
lately, knowledge mediators. Different authors emphasize different aspects of expertise.
These accounts help to clarify who is regarded as an expert linking it to the knowledge
type that is valued. Based on these three types, two distinct perspectives on expertise
emerge. Distinct features for each are contrasted in the following section.

3.1.3 Two Distinct Perspectives on Expertise

Two distinct approaches emerge from the theoretical debate around defining experts
and expertise. These approaches could be categorized as the evidence-based approach
and the value-based approach (See Table 2). Both perspectives emphasize different
aspects of knowledge production, and the ways expertise is used in the policy processes,
recognizing that those might play out in more diverse ways in reality. These aspects
include scientific knowledge versus experiential knowledge, neutrality versus
subjectivity, knowledge production versus knowledge mobilization.
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Table 2. Features of two distinct perspectives on expert knowledge

Evidence-based Value-based
produced by using rigorous scientific methods accumulation of experience, trust and social
respect
neutral, value free socially constructed interpretations
scientific knowledge production knowledge mobilization, emphasis on learning

Scientific knowledge versus experiential knowledge

The emphasis on different knowledge types is a feature that differentiates these two
approaches. The evidence-based approach highlights the importance of scientific
methods in gaining objective knowledge, legitimizing experts (Boswell, 2009; MacRae &
Whittington, 1997; Chubin & Hackett, 1990). It is the manner of study that gives
scientific evidence a distinctive character. Culyer & Lomas (2006) state three
characteristics that provide scientific evidence credibility: a formalized hypothesis or
theory is tested; recognized and replicable methods are used to collect evidence; and/or
evidence is analyzed and conclusions drawn. Head (2008) states that ‘scientific
evidence’, validated by the standards of scientific methodology, remains a very
significant input to contemporary policy development, especially in the fields of
healthcare, medical and biological sciences. Davies (2004) argues that research-based
scientific evidence helps people make well-informed decisions about policies, programs,
and projects to enhance policy development and implementation. Through a process of
theoretically informed empirical analysis, governments can learn from past experience
and avoid repeating errors and as a result better apply new techniques to the resolution
of problems (May, 1992; Sanderson, 2002).

The value-based approach does not disregard the importance of scientific research
methods. However, this stream of thought looks at evidence from a broader
perspective, focusing on social factors that influence expert knowledge. As the policy
decisions have become complex, uncertainty is high and the need to draw on a variety
of knowledge sources becomes crucial. For every scientific expertise there is a counter
expertise available (Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). In such situations, experts’ individual
experience, trustworthiness and reliability become critical. Bechmann & Hronszky
(2003) argue that with the increased knowledge production, there has been a shift
towards non-codified experience based on tacit knowledge, long practical experience
and familiarity of the subject. The new role of the expert lies in three pillars: a cognitive
pillar that contains special knowledge, a moral pillar that emphasizes the obligation to
follow expert advice and a charismatic pillar that creates trust and confidence in
experts’ worldviews (Bechmann, 2003). These aspects increasingly emphasize the social
characteristics of experts instead of methodological rigor in knowledge creation.
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Neutrality versus subjectivity

The debate about neutrality of scientific knowledge has evolved for decades (see Kuhn,
1970; Jasanoff, 1990; Proctor, 1991). As expertise is often formed on scientific research,
the need and possibility of research to be neutral, unbiased and distanced from its
subject is frequently highlighted (Glasby & Beresford, 2006). There is an assumption that
expert knowledge should also be objective and value free. Emotional neutrality and
impartiality of knowledge are strongly embedded in this view. By claiming to eliminate
the subjectivity of the researcher, the credibility of the research and its findings are
maximized. Several studies suggest that policy-makers tend to prefer quantitative
research that claims to offer objective facts and statistical data (Barker, 1994; Landry, et
al., 2001). In some organizations (e.g. think tanks, advisory boards) political neutrality is
required from experts to maintain credibility and trust of their knowledge and advice
(Weingart, 1999; Maasen & Weingart, 2005).

The value-based view focuses on the social interactions in knowledge exchange.
Weingart (1999) and many others (e.g. Jasanoff, 1990; Bechmann, 2003; Maasen &
Weingart, 2005) propose that neutrality of scientific expertise is a myth and that
expertise reflects peoples’ values. The view suggests that knowledge is socially
constructed and is a product of human interpretations shaped by the interactions of
knowledge, environmental conditions and political actions. This view suggests that
policy choices remain highly political despite the objectivity and value neutrality
emphasized by scientific input.

As stated by Lindblom (1959) a good policy in practice is a policy upon which various
analysts or policymakers can agree. A good policy in practice is not necessarily the most
appropriate means to accomplish an objective. It concentrates on knowledge sharing,
emphasizing value systems, consensual knowledge, and personal interpretations of
scientific data in shaping expert knowledge (e.g. Haas, 1992; Sabatier, 1986, 1988).
Shared beliefs and values inform the advice offered by experts and such advice might
outweigh pre-existing political preferences of high-level policymakers. The expert’s
position is grounded in the authority to validate knowledge. Therefore experts come
from a variety of occupations, including not only scientists and other credentialed
researchers but also a broader range of societal actors and government officials. Nutley
et al. (2007) claim that knowledge has a major role in shaping values not only for
policymakers but for participating experts themselves and therefore should not be
regarded as having a purely technical role. As expertise is always produced in a complex
environment, the interaction with other actors impacts the outcome.

Knowledge production versus knowledge mobilization

Scientific knowledge production and technological innovations are highly important
drivers in contemporary economic competitiveness (OECD, 2000; Asheim & Coenen,
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2005; Bauer, et al., 2012). Scientific expertise aims to produce scientific knowledge to
achieve new solutions to practical problems, and create better products and processes
for the benefit of society (Nelson, 2004). As noted earlier, scientific knowledge
production is often based on specialized knowledge, knowledge generation emerges
from the application of scientific principles and methods, knowledge processes are more
formally organised (e.g. in R&D departments) and outcomes tend to be documented in
reports, electronic files or patent descriptions (Asheim & Coenen, 2005). Within such
systems, cooperation is most likely to arise between people with the same occupational
or educational background (e.g. among scientists), creating a void between those who
do not possess such specialized knowledge. Pure scientific advisory bodies are often too
detached from direct discussion with policy-makers (Braun, 2008). The superiority of
technical rationality and the elitist nature of scientific knowledge have created a gap
between scientists and decision-makers (Bechmann, 2003; Fischer, 2003).

The value — based view concentrates on purposefully bridging the gap between
knowledge producers and users. Maasen & Weingart (2005) suggest that expertise must
be transgressive, expert scientists must synthesize all available knowledge and
transgress the boundaries of their discipline. Meyer (2010) notes that knowledge
brokers translate knowledge from one world to another. But brokers also make
knowledge socially, politically, and/or economically robust. The end result of these
operations is the production of a new kind of knowledge—brokered knowledge. Such a
role is powerful; experts not only transfer knowledge but also interpret it according to
their world views, norms and values.

Several researchers point to the importance of translating the function of knowledge in
this process (Ward, et al., 2009; Meyer, 2010; Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). As the
transfer and application of knowledge is an active process, experts are constantly
selecting, determining, organizing and altering knowledge based on their individual
norms and values (Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). These processes evoke the practices of
constant learning. Fisher (2003) points to the fact that not only experts themselves
learn, but they are also educating the receivers of knowledge, bridging the gap between
scientific expertise and laypersons. Nutley, et al., (2007) emphasize the importance of
social learning where knowledge is transmitted through communications with peers and
colleagues. The authors note that informal and formal policy networks, sometimes
called epistemic communities, form a significant channel for knowledge mobilization.

3.1.4 Experts and Epistemic Communities

Several authors within the value-based framework have theorized on how ideas get
picked up and endorsed by experts. Sabatier (1986) argues that a variety of state and
non-state actors form advocacy coalitions based on the same belief system.
Membership in these coalitions is defined by two main criteria: knowledge and
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interaction. Knowledge is used to advance one’s belief systems through the
implementation of public policies. Haas (1992) articulated the epistemic communities
framework. He sees such communities as “network[s] of professionals with recognized
expertise and competence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-
relevant knowledge with in that domain or issue-area.” (p. 3). In his view, epistemic
communities share specific understandings, values and beliefs, although members might
come from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds or professional settings. Members have
the power of validating knowledge in the domain of their expertise.

Epistemic communities play an important role in the generation and articulation of new
ideas, helping to frame policy-decisions and encouraging the search for solutions.
Similar worldviews and experiences (the core belief systems according to Sabatier) help
to form epistemic communities among experts. Working in a group allows establishing
connections with others who share the same values, ultimately providing opportunities
for promoting specific ideas and practices for policy-making. Research confirms that
knowledge-based experts play a crucial role in articulating complex problems, helping
states to identify their interests, proposing specific policy recommendations, and
identifying salient points for debate and negotiation (Haas, 1992; Schot & Schipper,
2011). Marier (2008) notes that not only can epistemic communities influence the
selection of specific topics for public policies, which may become embedded within
institutions over time, but they can nurture learning innovations that can alter policy
outcomes in the future.

Epistemic communities generate consensual ideas about public policy. They do not
necessarily generate “truth”, but rather articulate public concerns. That somewhat
problematizes the effectiveness of consensual knowledge when it comes to
implementation of expert advice. This type of knowledge might not necessarily lead to
the best policy approaches but disseminate ideas that were easily agreed among
experts.

This concept is important in several ways. First, it emphasizes the power of professionals
(experts) who control knowledge and information in policy decisions. Members
belonging to an epistemic community have the power of validating knowledge in the
domain of their expertise. Second, the concept stresses the importance of policy
learning as a central mechanism for policy change. As experts control knowledge
production, they also guide the learning process of decision-makers (Dunlop, 2009).
Third, epistemic communities play an important role in the generation and articulation
of new ideas, helping framing policy-decisions and encouraging the search for solutions.
Dunlop (2009) emphasizes the role of epistemic communities in providing area-specific
knowledge and guiding the learning process of decision-makers and ultimately shaping
the policy choices.

Researchers have pointed to some obstacles to epistemic communities’ ability to exert
expert influence. First, due to embedded political interests and pre-existing institutional
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arrangements, political institutions do not easily welcome new ideas provided by expert
communities (Zito, 2001). Second, when a policy problem is highly technical, experts
tend to dominate the policy process making it difficult for political actors to get involved
and endorse certain policy ideas (Peters, 2005). Dunlop (2009) notes that the concept of
epistemic communities fails to take account of the possible forms of learning dynamics
that arise between epistemic communities and decision-makers. Control over
knowledge is presented as something that epistemic communities have and decision-
makers do not have, allowing members of the epistemic community to have direct
access to promoting specific policy ideas and framing issues for collective debate,
exporting their policy projects globally.

These two approaches — the evidence-based and the value-based approach - focus on
how (through which methods or practices) expert knowledge, that feeds the policy
learning process, is created. Both approaches rely on particular evidence that
demonstrate the legitimacy of expert knowledge: the evidence-based approach
emphasizes the scientific research methods and the value-based approach stresses the
values and professional beliefs that inform knowledge. The next section examines policy
learning where these two perspectives are again apparent.

3.2 Policy learning

3.2.1 Definition

During the past few decades, policy learning has increasingly become a desirable tool for
policy-making, especially in multi-level governance systems. While there is tendency to
practice policy learning, there is no general agreement on what counts as policy
learning. Learning is difficult to conceptualize and hard to measure because of the
widely varying perspectives on learning (Zito & Schout, 2009). Academic fields such as
education, psychology, sociology, political science, and organizational studies have all
contributed to the concept of learning. The focus of this study is on learning in the
process of policy-making and therefore literature from political science and public policy
is examined.

There is no uniform understanding on the definition of policy learning. Scholars use a
range of terms when referring to learning processes in policy-making - “learning in
policy analysis” (Radaelli, 2009; Zito & Schout, 2009); “policy-oriented learning” (Weiss,
1977; Sabatier, 1986); “instrumental learning” (May, 1992); “social learning” (Heclo,
1974; May, 1992; Sanderson, 2002), “political learning” (May, 1992; Heclo, 1974;
Radaelli, 2009), “policy diffusion” (Sabatier, 1987; Berry & Berry, 1990), “policy transfer”
(Stone, 2001; James & Lodge, 2003; Bomberg, 2007; Dunlop, 2009), “lesson drawing”
(Rose, 1991; Zito & Schout, 2009), “government learning” (Etheredge & Short, 1983),
“organizational learning” (Huber, 1991; Common, 2004; Belkhodja, et al., 2007).
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Each of those terminologies offers slightly different insights on learning in public policy,
in terms of actors involved (e.g. governments, networks, organizations, individuals),
rationales (e.g. environmental uncertainty, lack of policy results, need to respond to
social pressure) and mechanisms (e.g. automatic knowledge accumulation; gradual
inclusion of new knowledge; strategically focused activity). The one commonality across
the definitions is that learning involves individuals and social interactions among them
(zito & Schout, 2009).

The current study adopts Radaelli’s (2009) definition on policy learning, in which
learning is “a process of updating beliefs about key components of policy (such as
problem definition, results achieved at home or abroad, goals, but also actors’ strategies
and paradigms)” (p. 1146). This definition is useful as it focuses on individuals and
emphasizes the social component of learning. Similarly, Bomberg (2007), views learning
as an interactive process noting, “policy learning occurs when policy-makers learn from
each others’ practices” (p. 249). In an attempt to demonstrate evidence of learning, the
concept of change becomes fundamental. It is assumed that learning leads to a certain
alteration or change. The perspectives of how change occurs and what aspect indicates
change depend on how authors understand the process of learning.

There are two broad perspectives on defining learning that differ on the locus of how
change takes place. Some scholars view change in instrumental terms, where learning
has led to changes in policies, programs or organizations (e.g. Etheredge & Short, 1983;
Bennett & Howlett, 1992; Bomberg, 2007). According to Bennett and Howlett (1992, p.
289) learning is “a complex, multi-tiered phenomenon, which affects decision-making
organizations and processes; specific programs and instruments to the ends to which
policy is developed”. The authors state that we may only know that learning has taken
place because policy change has taken place. Bennett and Howlett (1992) view learning
in terms of learning about organizations, learning about programs, and learning about
policies. Bomberg (2007) supports the instrumental perspective, asserting that learning
is a process by which actors acquire and use knowledge in decisions regarding the
adoption or development of policies, principles.

Others see individuals as the key agents in learning (e.g. May, 1992; Belkhodja, et al.,
2007; Radaelli 2009). May (1992) notes that beliefs and ideas are important elements in
policy learning. Belkhodja, et al., (2007) emphasize that the concept of learning is
associated with other concepts such as knowledge, cognition, analysis, and conscience,
which are individual characteristics (Belkhodja, et al., 2007). Deutsch (1966), a scholar
who is regarded as the first to emphasize learning in policy processes, sees learning as
changes in goals and values that depend on material resources. Sabatier (1987, p. 672)
argues that policy-oriented learning involves “relatively enduring alterations of thought
or behavioral intentions that result from experience and that are concerned with the
attainment or revisions of the precepts of one's belief system”. May (1992) notes that
learning involves improved (reaffirmed) understanding about policy tools, problems,
objectives or interventions. Learning can also be about political feasibility of a given idea
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or prospects of advancing a certain problem. Such knowledge provides a foundation for
developing new tactics for advocating for a policy idea (May, 1992).

Overall, policy learning is a concept in the public policy literature that has provoked
many different perspectives on learning. As each have their individual nuances, the
commonality among the definitions is that learning emphasizes individual interaction
that leads to change. Change is understood in two broad terms — instrumental change
translated into policy change and fundamental change translated into change in
individual policy beliefs about a policy issue.

3.2.2 Rationales for Policy Learning

In order to understand the essence of policy learning, it is important to consider what
are some of the motives that trigger various stakeholders to engage in learning
activities. Some earlier scholarly work sees learning as a gradual accumulation of
knowledge without specific conscious effort (Heclo, 1974; Etheredge & Short, 1983).
More recent literature views learning as a focused and deliberate effort. Rose (1991) has
noted that people do not want to learn when they are satisfied. There are four main
threads in the literature that describe what makes policy-makers become engaged in
learning: 1) uncertainty in political environment and a need for adaptation; 2) crisis and
dissatisfaction with current policies; 3) societal pressure for change; 4) the need for
coordinated policies.

In dynamic, technology-driven economies, policy makers are increasingly making
decisions under conditions of uncertainty and systemic complexity (Common, 2004;
Paasi, 2005). The diversity of knowledge sources makes it difficult to determine what
information should one apply for effective policies. In addition, knowledge is often kept
departmentalized within the scientific fields creating barriers for accessing relevant
information. The effectiveness of adaptive policy making depends on how well policy
makers learn to react to changes and adapt in such changing conditions (Heclo, 1974;
Haas, 1992; Lundvall, et al., 2002; Paasi, 2005; Dunlop, 2009). Learning helps them with
the way to actively search for innovative ideas, best practices and transfer knowledge
that might work in one’s own particular environment. Haas (1992) argues that control
over knowledge and information is an important source of power that helps in adapting
to uncertainty. The forms of uncertainty give rise to particular types of knowledge, in
which scientific and technical expertise becomes prominent. Zito (2009) has analyzed
how EU environmental organizations adapt to uncertainty and pursue policy innovation.
He describes several strategies such as management changes, lesson drawing,
networking, and building reputation to advance organizational aims.

Crisis and dissatisfaction with current policies have been seen as an inherent trigger for
learning (Zito & Schout, 2009). Dissatisfaction is evidence that something has gone
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wrong, but it does not tell policymakers about what they ought to do (Rose, 1991).
According to Rose (1991) most traditional way to respond to dissatisfaction in to search
for approaches on what has worked before, or been effective elsewhere. Sabatier’s
(1986) work ties the issue of dissatisfaction with a variety of policy beliefs that interest
groups hold and try to advocate for. In his view learning occurs when interests groups
intentionally gather new knowledge on the issues that are important to them. They also
learn about opposite views when preparing counter-arguments. Policy failure serves as
a trigger for considering policy redesign, search for new ideas leading to policy learning
(May, 1992). Hall (1993) suggests that policy experimentation and policy failure are
likely to play a key role in the movement from one policy paradigm to another.
Experiments to adapt might result in policy failures that gradually undermine the
authority of the existing paradigm and its advocates even further.

Societal pressure to produce results serves as another rationale for policy learning.
Hall (1993) views social learning as a deliberate attempt to adjust the goals or
techniques of policy to respond to a certain societal pressure. Hall demonstrates how
monetary policies in Britain shifted partly as a result of broader policy debates in the
media and financial circles. However, pressure to produce results and adopt certain
policies can lead to mimicking and masking learning. Toens & Landwehr (2009) state
that engaging in policy learning can become a survival strategy for policy-makers to stay
in power. When governments aim to demonstrate accountability and regularly display
their learning results in comparative assessments and rankings, they intend to
demonstrate permanent willingness to learn and thereby conceal their actual lack of
capacity for self-determination and self-regulation.

A new stream on the rationales of policy learning has emerged in relation to EU
integration studies (Kaiser & Prange, 2004; Bomberg, 2007; Zito & Schout, 2009; Egan
2009). Policy learning is increasingly viewed as a governance method. It is argued that in
order to govern and coordinate policies in a multi-level governance system, legislative
practices are less used. Focus is needed on more flexible policy-making methods. Schout
& Jordan (2005) note that the focus of the European Commission on governance issues
means less central control and more network-led steering, relying more on learning
practices. Involving networks, expert groups and various advocacy groups in policy-
making, expands access to decisions and power. Egan (2009) suggests that policy
learning across countries alters traditional modes of governance, reduces transaction
costs, enhances efficiency and eventually creates new norms and values.

Rationales for policy learning influence learning type and the use of expert knowledge.
Radaelli (2009) and Boswell (2008) argue that an organization under pressure to deliver
results will care primarily about instrumental uses of knowledge and therefore learns
instrumentally. Several other authors have also documented this type of learning (e.g.
Whiteman, 1985; Amara, et al., 2004; Weible, 2008). The aim is to improve existing
policies or produce new policies that work (Oakley, 2000; Sanderson, 2002; Nutley, et
al., 2002). The instrumental use occurs when expert-based information directly affects
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policymaking directly. This occurs in problem-solving situations where rational decisions
need to be made. Amara, et al., (2004) and Beyer (1997) note that in cases where actors
who are involved in the decision-making process are not able to guide the process in the
rational, instrumental way, knowledge gets used conceptually. Conceptual use involves
using research results for general enlightenment where results influence actions
indirectly (Beyer, 1997).

Societal pressure for policy learning can lead to the political use of knowledge. This type
of knowledge-use is practiced when decision makers rely selectively and strategically on
expert-based information to legitimize previously made policy decisions. The aim is to
seek legitimacy, not to improve policy. According to Radaelli (2009), political learning
can lead to three different usages of knowledge: ‘strategic’ (i.e. to increase control on
the regulators), ‘substantiating’ (i.e. to support a position for or against regulation), and
‘symbolic’ (i.e. to send signals or for blame-shifting purposes). In cases, when there is
pressure to become or remain a respectable member of international environments,
symbolic learning is expected. Weiss and Bucuvalas (1980) note that decision-makers
use knowledge for substantive and political purposes to negotiate political constraints,
organizational requirements and individual expectations. Boswell (2009) argues that this
type of knowledge-use is likely to be a feature of political organizations, which derive
support from multiple actors in an unstable environment and where the policy area is
considered to require a high degree of expertise in taking well-grounded decisions.

3.2.3 Theories of Policy Learning

The literature is rich in suggesting theories for policy learning. Several authors have
offered approaches to conceptualizing policy learning, examining conditions, subjects
and focus of learning, explaining who learns, what and to what extent (e.g. May, 1992;
Bennett & Howlett, 1992; Grin & Loeber, 2007; Zito & Schout, 2009). Each author has a
distinct approach to learning.

There are two main theoretical streams on conceptualizing policy learning (See Table 3).
The rationalist stream of theories looks at policy learning as a process of policy change
using the lens of a political organization (e.g. Sanderson, 2006; Nutley, et al., 2007).
These rationalist theories focus on presenting research-based evidence to explain how
organizations learn and how policy change occurs. The approach is characterized by a
linear view where certain inputs lead to new policies. Thelen (2003) critically notes that
such radical changes can be only expected in times of external shocks and crises that
fundamentally question the efficiency and legitimacy of existing policies.

As noted above, policy learning cannot always be explained in terms of change and clear

evidence of the policy learning leading to a specific modification in policies. The social-
constructivist approach of policy learning challenges the linear view. It suggests that
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knowledge is socially constructed and is a product of human interpretations shaped by
the interactions of knowledge, environmental conditions and political actions. According
to this view, policy learning is not always a matter of a certain output in policies but
rather should be viewed as a process that emphasizes professional development and
growth in knowledge. Table 4 presents a framework that synthesizes the main features
of both perspectives and will be used to analyze research findings.

Table 4. Main characteristics of two distinct approaches on expertise and policy learning. (Author’s
conceptualization).

Characteristic Evidence-based approach Value-based approach

Level Organizational Individual

Role of expert knowledge producer knowledge mediator

Mechanism presenting evidence for change updating one’s policy beliefs
Driver for change policy problem social interaction

Outcome instrumental change in policies gradual shifts in policy paradigms

3.2.3.1 The Rationalist View

The rationalist view of policy learning is a goal-oriented, evidence-based approach that
studies learning processes leading to more effective policies at the organizational level
(Bennett & Howlett, 1992; Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Grin & Loeber, 2007). This perspective
argues that policymaking and practice should be ideally based on research evidence
presented in the form of systematic reviews, incorporating syntheses of the findings
from all relevant studies that are conducted in a methodologically rigorous ways
(Hammersley, 2005). The ideal form of knowledge is derived through empirically tested
and validated methodology (preferably quantitative). Four theories of rational
explanations on policy-learning are examined below — political learning, learning
government, social learning (punctuated equilibrium), and policy transfer.

The Political Learning theory by Heclo (1974) explains policy change in terms of conflict
and rivalry between governments. Political uncertainty triggers the need to learn and
improve. Heclo defines learning as “a relatively enduring alteration in behaviour that
results from experience; usually this alteration is conceptualized as a change in response
made in reaction to some perceived stimulus” (Heclo, 1974, p. 306). The main actors are
“policy middlemen” in the government who have the access to information, ideas and
as a result, have the power to disseminate these ideas and influence policy process
leading to change. Learning occurs through behavioural adaptations that take place
automatically as a result of accumulation of experience. The primary learners, however,
are the organizations (governments) that consume the knowledge provided to them by
policy brokers (e.g. experts). As the environment changes, policy-makers must gain
knowledge from experts and adapt their policies accordingly. This approach is relevant
to the EU, as experts are seen as political brokers operating between a government
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apparatus (EU government) and society (member states), they possess knowledge and
can advocate for preferred policies beneficial to their governments. According to
Bennett and Howlett (1992) the main criticism of this theory involves an absence of the
criteria by which one gets to be selected as political middlemen (expert).

The Learning Government theory (Etheredge & Short, 1983) focuses on government as a
unit of analysis and understands learning as a collective endeavour by which
government enhances its intelligence and effectiveness in operations. Learning takes
place only if there is clear evidence of increased sophistication of thought and increased
effectiveness of behaviour. This theory ignores the influence of societal actors in the
policy process, recognizing the role of administrative officials at both senior and junior
levels of public service. The expert is viewed as a bureaucrat within a government
apparatus that has a great influence over various policy changes. It recognizes the role
of knowledge in learning processes, but indicates that knowledge is considered only if
there is a conflict or a problem that drives government officials to conduct research on
how the particular problem could be solved. Etheredge & Short distinguish between
three levels at which learning might occur: the level of the individual decision maker, of
a team and of the collective. This approach is useful for considering various levels in
which learning can happen. The weakness of this approach lies in describing the learning
process only within the government and not taking into account any external factors
(e.g. societal actors) that might shape the process.

The Social Learning (punctuated equilibrium theory) (e.g. Hall, 1993; Baumgartner &
Jones, 1993) represents a shift away from the approach where power and conflict were
seen as main drivers for change. This theory sees the interface between society and
bureaucracy as a factor leading to policy learning. Hall (1993) believes that learning and
policy change is largely triggered by societal developments where an adjustment is
made in goals or policy techniques as a response to past experiences and new
information. Hall (1993) sees ideas as the main trigger for change. Ideas emerge through
societal debate that eventually transfer into political elections. Change in government
policies occurs as a result of this process, sometimes seen as a revolution or punctuated
equilibrium. The principal agents of learning are the experts operating in a given field of
policy (Hall, 1993). Knowledge that is acquired involves specific information about
programs, techniques and instruments, but profound changes occur when ideas
influence policy paradigms.
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Table 3. Main theoretical perspectives on policy learning. (Author’s summary)

Policy Learning Theory

Goal of Theory

Nature of experts

Type of knowledge
used in learning

Outcome

RATIONALIST/EVIDENCE-BASED VIEW

Political Learning
(Heclo, 1974)

explain policy change in
organization

political brokers

practical knowledge
(e.g. analogy, lessons learned, past
experiences)

policy change driven by
environment

Learning Government
(Etheredge & Short, 1983)

explain government
learning

administrative officials
(senior and junior level)
within government

scientific knowledge,

verbal information (intuition);
creativity, applied practical knowledge,
good judgment

policy change driven by
a conflict or a problem

Social learning (punctuated
equilibrium) (e.g. Hall, 1993;
Baumgartner & Jones, 1993)

explain the role of society
(social ideas) in policy
change

field experts

revolution as a result of advocating
social ideas and power struggle

policy change driven by
shift in ideas or
paradigms

Policy transfer (e.g. Bennett
& Howlett, 1992; Dolowitz &
Marsh, 1996; Stone, 1999;
2004; Berry & Berry, 2007)

explain program transfer

societal actors

utilization and transfer of knowledge

evidence-based policy
change

SOCIAL-CONSTRUCTIVIST/VALUE-BASED

IVIEW

Policy-oriented learning
(advocacy coalition
framework) (Sabatier, 1986,
1988)

explain policy change

state and non-state actors
who form epistemic
communities

technical knowledge;

professional knowledge that is
expressed through shared values and
beliefs

change and adaptation
in secondary values

Communities of practice (e.g.

Wenger 1998, 2000; Brown &
Duguid, 1991, 1998; Carlile,
2002)

explain learning and
knowledge generation

people involved in social
interaction sharing a
concern or interest
towards a certain topic

tacit knowledge, situated learning

mutual developed
knowledge that helps
to operatein a
community

Collaborative Governance
(Connick & Innes, 2003; Innes
& Booher, 2003; Ansell &
Gash, 2008)

explain collective decision-
making through learning
practices

state and non-state actors
who form networks

local, contextual knowledge that
variety of experts bring along

restructuring policy
networks, change in
policy discourse,
emergence of social
capital, collective
learning, increased
capacity for action
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Policy transfer (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; Stone, 2004; Berry & Berry, 2007) is a
framework developed to explain policy import. Policy transfer is defined as a process in
which knowledge about policies, administrative arrangements, institutions etc. in one
time and/or place is used in the development of policies, administrative arrangements
and institutions in another time and/or place (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 344). It is a
term closely related to lesson drawing, diffusion and emulation, where the goal is to
adopt an effective policy. This framework suggests that agents for governmental policy
change are a large group of societal actors including policy entrepreneurs and experts,
but also inter-governmental organizations, think tanks, transnational corporations, non-
governmental institutions and consultants. Knowledge involves instrumental expertise
but also norms, attitudes and ideas that can be transferred (Stone, 2004). Policy
transfers are made based on experiential knowledge about past policy experiences.
Dolowitz & Marsh (1996) note that the more specific information agents have about
how a program operates in another location the easier it is to transfer.

Dill & Van Vught (2010) propose the mutual learning strategy that relates closely to the
policy transfer concept but is developed in the context of research policy. Capacity to
learn serves as a focal point in the transition to the knowledge-based society. The
authors see mutual learning as promising policy strategy enhancing effectiveness and
improving benefits to society. Dill & Van Vught (2010) note that there are currently two
dominant public policy approaches that are employed by the national governments in
research policy: prioritization and competition. According to their view there is a third,
presently underemployed strategy that could be seen as a powerful instrument for
contributing to the economic development of countries in a more sustainable and
prolific way - the approach of mutual learning. Mutual learning emphasizes
improvement of policies by learning from the best practices of others. Van Vught (2010)
suggests that national governments that take the global competition process seriously
have recognized what strategic advantages contain the ability to learn and obtain new
knowledge. Technological change is not just an economic success but also a social
process involving complex processes of learning, competence development and the
acquisition of new skills. The weakness of this strategy is its limited applicability only to
closely similar political contexts. In addition, it assumes that learning is based on a
continuous search for improvement, which might be an overly idealistic assumption.

As demonstrated above, the location of the agency of power is also a complex matter
and can be interpreted differently. Experts, individuals with specific knowledge and
professional experience, can be persons located within the government apparatus
(learning government), outside in the society (policy-oriented learning, policy transfer)
or bridging these two spheres (political learning, policy-oriented learning, social
learning). The main focus in rational policy learning is demonstrating that a measurable
change in policies within an organization has happened and can be documented.
Knowledge is viewed as a means leading to policy change not something that is an aim
in itself, leading to new ideas and innovation.
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3.2.3.2 The Social-Constructivist View

The social-constructivist approach problematizes the issue of what counts as reliable
knowledge. According to this view knowledge is socially constructed and culturally and
historically contingent (Sanderson, 2002). The central factor driving learning is active
participation and engagement of individuals in social interaction. This approach focuses
on individuals who share the same concerns and interests. As a result, policy-making
becomes a complex phenomenon, where scientific knowledge cannot claim unique and
sole objectivity. Policy learning involves a socially conditioned process of developing
cognitive frames, which question the goals, and assumptions of policies (Sanderson,
2002). May (1992, p. 333) notes that policy learning is based on gaining knowledge,
which is manifested in the capacity to draw lessons from the experiences and problems
associated with certain policy content, goals, and interventions. Pemberton (2003)
suggests that learning may not lead necessarily to changes in policy but may provoke
new policy debates that change the dominant policy paradigm. Capano & Howlett
(2009) describe changes in the process; policy actors’ relationships; basic policy values
and policy goals. All these changes are different from each other and do not always
translate into changes in particular policies.

These changes are not always clearly identifiable and therefore difficult to examine. As
noted by Toens & Landwehr (2009) policy learning is bound to contextual
circumstances, which are not guaranteed in every actual situation and learning
environment. It is often the political actors’ trust in the willingness to learn and change
and their ability to compromise, that facilitates learning. In addition, policy learning is
aiming for the common good based on democratic processes that may vary depending
on the country. Three theories that represent social-constructivist view — policy-
oriented learning (advocacy coalition framework), communities of practice, theory of
collaborative governance - are examined below.

Policy-oriented learning (advocacy coalition framework) (e.g. Weiss, 1977; Sabatier,
1986, 1988) features policy networks and policy communities formed around shared
policy beliefs. Learning, according to Sabatier, is viewed from the behaviourist
perspective in enduring alterations of thought or behavioural intentions which result
from experience and which deal with the revision of one's belief system (Sabatier,
1988). The goal is not strictly to change policies but to support and advocate for one’s
values. According to Sabatier there are three structural categories of policy belief
systems: the deep core, the policy core and secondary aspects. The deep core reflects
basic personal philosophy (e.g. priority of basic criteria such as freedom, love,
knowledge, health, beauty) and is very resistant to change. The policy core suggests
basic fundamental policy positions and strategies (e.g. environmental protection versus
economic development). To change a policy core is difficult but can occur as a result of
some external changes in the coalition. Secondary aspects are seen as instrumental
decisions (budgetary allocations, administrative rules) to implement policy cores.
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Weiss’s (1977) work lays the foundation for the advocacy coalition framework. Weiss
suggests that the learning happens slowly through the accumulation of knowledge. This
indirectly affects policy by altering decision makers’ beliefs about the causes of
problems and preferred solutions. The argument is that a single research study or report
rarely has a significant impact on the beliefs of political actors or on any single policy
decision but policy is affected indirectly by accumulating, and gradually altering the
belief systems of the actors involved in a policy process.

According to this view, experts who share the same belief system form an advocacy
coalition. Advocacy coalitions can be composed of a variety of state and non-state
actors. Membership is defined by two main criteria: knowledge and interaction. The
expert’s position in the organization or institution is not important - it can be a
government official or somebody situated outside in the society (e.g. media,
researcher). Learning involves improving one’s understanding on the core beliefs,
refining one’s understanding of causal relationships between values and responding to
value challenges. The nature of knowledge is primarily experiential, sometimes scientific
(to find sources for confirming values). Knowledge is used for the drive to realize one’s
belief systems by better implementation of public policies.

Communities of Practice is a learning theory that was introduced by Lave & Wenger
(1991) and developed further by Wenger (1998) that views engagement in social
practice as a fundamental process that shapes the learner. The primary unit of analysis
is not the individual or social institution but rather the community that people form and
participate in as they pursue shared initiatives over time (Wenger, 1998). The
Community of Practice concept does not focus on the result but analyzes the process
that shapes the learner. Wenger defines the communities of practice as “groups of
people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic and who
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by integrating on an ongoing basis”
(Wenger, et al., 2002, p. 4). These are loosely connected, informal and self-managed
units, even when they are highly institutionalized. It is the social community of learners
that is the unit of analysis in this theory. Communities of practice connect people from
different organizations as well as across independent fields. The primary purpose of
communities of practice is to develop knowledge. According to Nutley, et al., (2007) this
approach highlights the importance of tacit knowledge, situated learning and situated
action in understanding how knowledge and expertise are nurtured in a practice
context. Cultivating communities of practice is a strategic way to manage and enhance
knowledge. Gaining new knowledge takes place through active social engagement that
enhances learning. Communities of practice function through mutual engagement, joint
enterprise and shared contributions to the knowledge (Wenger, et al., 2002).

There are power differences among community members (Lave & Wenger, 1991). An
experienced expert has more power than a newcomer. The power derives from the
ability to contribute to the knowledge of the community, rather than formal authority to
control resources, give orders or grant promotions. The criticism of this theory involves
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limiting views on knowledge construction. According to the theory, individual
knowledge construction is not primary, as long as one becomes part of a community and
learns to function in that community (Brown & Duguid, 1998). That approach would be
too narrow to explain innovative approaches to knowledge creation.

In the Theory of Collaborative Governance, policy-making is facilitated through dialogue
in a consensus-oriented decision-making process (e.g. Connick & Innes, 2003; Innes &
Booher, 2003; Ansell & Gash, 2008). The theory describes the process of collaborative
policy-making focusing specifically on learning. Connick & Innes (2003, p. 9) understand
collaborative governance as a process that includes “representatives of all relevant
interests” and “engages various participants as they learn and interact”. Experts in this
theory represent variety of stakeholders who come from both private and public
sectors. By participating in collaborative policy-making, experts establish new networks
through which they disseminate knowledge. Innes & Booher (2003) emphasize the
importance of local contextual knowledge that stakeholders bring to the policy process.
Ansell & Gash (2008) indicate that as knowledge has become increasingly specialized
and institutional infrastructures become more complex and interdependent, the
demand for collaboration has increased (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Learning is seen as
central to this process. Experts must seek mutually useful policy solutions that can
satisfy all interests. Learning happens through authentic dialogue. The theory proposes
diversity and interdependence as two crucial conditions in establishing an authentic
dialogue among participants. Each stakeholder brings diverse interests and competing
policy agendas to the process. At the same time participants are dependent on each
other, as the policy agenda cannot be taken forward without relying on each other’s
knowledge, financial resources or access to information (Innes & Booher, 2003). Such
negotiations lead to learning, which translates to restructuring of policy networks
among participants and change in policy discourse, the emergence of social capital,
empathetic relationships among participants, collective policy learning (what has been
learnt) and increased capacity for innovation.

In conclusion, policy learning is thus seen as a complex, multi-tiered phenomenon,
which can affect decision-making organizations and processes, specific programs and
instruments, but also values and ideas that are used to implement policy. There are two
main streams of policy learning theories — the rational (evidence-based) approach that
emphasizes policy change in the organization (e.g. government) and the social-
constructivist approach that looks at policy process and analyzes individual knowledge
enhancement. Each of these approaches provides important insights for analyzing and
understanding the role of the individual in the OMC policy approach.
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3.2.3 Policy Learning Mechanisms

Policy learning is a part of the interactive process of policy-making. The literature
describes numerous strategies that participants use in order to learn and gain new
knowledge. Some of the most frequently described strategies, such as
comparing/benchmarking, imitation, lesson-drawing, active participation and value
acceptance are examined below. There are two additional behaviours that have been
associated with policy learning - non-learning and blocked learning. Those are explained
as well.

Comparing/benchmarking

Literature suggests that comparing and benchmarking are methods that facilitate policy
learning (Kaiser & Prange, 2004; Paasi, 2005; Kerber & Eckardt, 2007). Policy comparison
occurs when governments map and learn from practices that are seen to be better
performing than one’s own. This approach focuses essentially on identifying best
practices in policies. Mapping best practices is the core activity of the OMC process,
therefore scholars studying European integration processes have increasingly focused
on examining this method. Paasi (2005) argues that the exploitation of policy knowledge
from other countries through benchmarking reduces the search costs and provides
significant sources for policy improvement. Smith (2001) notes that cross-country
comparisons are very important because they offer one of the few ways in which policy-
makers can assess performance outcomes. Borras & Conzelmann (2007) see a political
undertone in such an approach. They suggest that peer reviews and policy dialogues,
such as seen in the OMC initiative, seek to gradually to re-orientate domestic policies. It
creates the possibility for governments to advocate for certain reform agendas.
Similarly, Morano-Foadi (2008) suggests that benchmarking strategies are used to
enhance the European dimension in policies, spreading best practice and achieving
greater convergence towards the main EU integration goal.

Scholars note that the application of knowledge gained through best practices is very
risky because comparisons need to take into account the context and diversity of
individual countries (Smith, 2001; Kaiser & Prange, 2004). There is no “one-size-fits-all”
solution and any overarching single ‘guide’ or indicator for performance ought to be
tailored for the specific policy context.

Imitation

Imitation is largely a copying or mimicking strategy where a country adopts a program
without any changes. Imitation takes place when policy makers consider a variety of
policies that have been proven successful elsewhere, and choose to adopt examples
that are most appropriate for their own circumstances (Thun, 2004). Some view
imitation strategies as a desire for efficiency, focusing on improving policy performance
(Jacoby, 2000; Kerber & Eckardt, 2007). Some see imitation processes as leading to
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policy innovation (Lundvall, et al., 2002; Kerber & Eckardt, 2007; Toens & Landwehr,
2009). The authors argue that when an individual country takes risks to test entirely new
policy strategies, it might abandon routinized patterns of behaviour, cultural path
dependencies and established power structures leading to innovative policy
adaptations. Some authors are quite critical regarding imitation practices. Toots (2007),
for example, notes that imitation can lead to the neglect of one’s own experiences, if
entirely new strategies taken from a different context are adopted. In addition, Toens &
Landwehr (2009) argue that imitation is frequently aimed not so much at promoting a
common good, but to increase the prestige of governments that seek quick success by
introducing best practices (Toens & Landwehr, 2009). They further argue that imitation
for prestige only might limit inherent improvement-oriented learning.

Lesson-drawing

Lesson-drawing is a particular type of learning in which policy-makers learn from both
positive and negative experiences of others (Rose, 1991). Lesson-drawing allows policy-
makers to draw useful examples of how to deal with policy problems, guiding actions
(Rose, 2002). Lesson drawing is applied when policy-makers are confronted with specific
problems, which makes them specifically look for solutions and study how others have
responded to similar problems (Rose, 1991). As stated by Bennett (1997, p. 228) “lesson-
drawing is rational, calculated and voluntary learning”. Compared to imitation, this type
of learning mechanism is more strategic, focused and area specific. It is often aimed at
direct application. Zito (2009) views lesson-drawing as a way to explain how programs
change. This type of learning involves a more instrumental form of policy learning where
actors and organisations seek to improve their performance over time without changing
fundamental values and perceptions. Rose (1991) has proposed three phases in lesson-
drawing — scanning programs, collecting empirical evidence of the programs and then
evaluating prospective success.

Views on the applicability of the lesson-drawing approach differ. Rose (1991) is quite
critical about lesson-drawing, noting that there is no assurance that a lesson drawn will
be both desirable and practical. Ambiguity emerges because lesson-drawing reflects
policy-makers’ goals at a certain point in time and those goals can easily change. Also,
politicians’ views differ on what lessons are desirable, leading to instability across time.
In his later work, Rose (2002) views lesson-drawing in a much more positive light,
indicating that it is an efficient and evidence-based approach to improve national policy.
Radaelli (2004) views criticism of lesson-drawing positively. He argues that because in
lesson-drawing all limitations are so clearly articulated, these limitations can be avoided
by being more context-sensitive and analytic. He notes that compared to the
benchmarking approach, lesson-drawing recognizes different pathways to success. In his
analysis of Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA) for policies Radaelli (2004) demonstrates
how for some countries impact assessment means production of good cost-benefit
analyses, while other countries aim for initiating institutional reform, greater legitimacy,
improving state-society relations or administrative cooperation. Rose (2002) concludes
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that lesson-drawing is based on empirical observations on what works and the capacity
to apply it to the domestic contexts.

Active participation

Active participation is a mechanism that is a central in education literature, which states
that people learn the best when they are actively involved in the learning process (e.g.
Pratton & Hales, 1986; Johnson, et al., 1991). Active participation in public policy
literature is featured in the communities of practice approach. Lave and Wegner (1991)
describe those as groups of individuals who work, learn, or socialize together by sharing
insights and developing a shared knowledge as a consequence of participation. Active
engagement implies two-way communication and mutual influence between
stakeholders (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Through active participation, individuals develop a
common understanding of belonging and they enhance area-specific expertise (Wenger,
1999). Ansell & Gash (2008) note that when some stakeholders do not have the
capacity, organization, status, or resources to participate, or to participate on an equal
footing with other stakeholders, the stronger actors will dominate the learning process.
Incentives to participate depend in part upon stakeholder expectations about whether
the collaborative processes will yield meaningful results, particularly against the balance
of time and energy that collaboration requires (Schneider, et al., 2003; Warner, 2006).
Ansell and Gash (2008) note that broad participation is not simply tolerated but must be
actively sought because exclusion of critical stakeholders is a key reason for policy
failure.

Value acceptance

In policy discussions, there are usually a variety of policy beliefs and values represented.
In value acceptance, behaviour policy-makers learn about different worldviews, become
more aware of the reasoning behind those diverse views and gradually start
accommodating those views. Policy-making in value acceptance is oriented towards a
common good, and in the transparent management of conflicts over goals. Toens &
Landwehr (2009) describe “deliberative learning”, noting that such learning strategies
promise broader incorporation of different interests, values and belief systems. The
authors see the results of deliberative learning strategies as becoming considerate of
differences in the form of conflicting interests, perspectives and value systems. Sabatier
(1986, 1988) describes “policy-oriented learning” where individuals exercise their policy
beliefs — core beliefs and secondary beliefs. He recognizes policy learning when
members of various coalitions seek to better understand the world in order to further
their policy objectives. They will tend to resist information suggesting that their basic
beliefs may be invalid and/or unattainable, but they will use formal policy analyses
primarily to elaborate on secondary beliefs. Value acceptance refers to revising belief
systems by incorporating some new elements into the system such as aspects of
opponents' beliefs.
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Other behaviours associated with policy learning

Non-learning is a mechanisms in which learning faces obstacles before application. It
indicates that individual learning has not taken place. There are several reasons for non-
learning. According to Heclo (1974) policy-makers and institutions may be unwilling or
unable to adapt to new information. Dunlop (2009) analyzes reasons for non-learning
and suggests organizational culture and the decision-makers’ cognitive capacity to
revisit policies as main factors in non-learning. He cites an example of organizational
culture dominated by scientists that does not recognize the value of different
knowledge. A second example describes decision-makers who are not willing to enter
into a dialogue with policy actors. Zito & Schout (2009) note that in non-learning,
decision-makers could be satisfied with the current policy situation and are not looking
to initiate change.

Blocked learning is defined as a situation in which there is strong resistance to the
adjustment of cognitive and behavioural changes (Leroy & Ramanantsoa, 1997).

In blocked learning, cognitive change in an individual occurs but structures, interests or
current worldviews block organizational change (Zito & Schout, 2009). In addition power
struggles, organizational resistance or simply a lack of resources might provoke blocked
learning (Leroy & Ramanantsoa, 1997). Blocked learning acknowledges that individual
learning is not enough. It must infiltrate the thinking of key decision-makers of the
group or organization to trigger policy change while busy policy-makers tend to adhere
to routine (Rose, 1991). Zito & Schout (2009) conclude that there is a time dimension in
blocked learning. Learning may translate into policy change, but this process may take
time to occur and influence broader changes.

Overall, these learning mechanisms help to understand how knowledge is gained and
implemented. While some learning mechanisms are focused more on instrumental
application (e.g. lesson-drawing, imitation), others embrace individual knowledge
exchange based on policy beliefs (e.g. value acceptance, active participation). Some help
to determine useful policy approaches (e.g. comparing/benchmarking). Blocked learning
and non-learning mechanisms provide insights into why in some cases knowledge
translation into policy change is limited or might take additional time. The next section
focuses on examining additional factors that influence learning and learning outcomes.

3.2.4 Factors that Influence Learning

Learning does not happen in isolation from a particular context and surrounding
environments. As noted above, there are several rationales that motivate people to
learn — environmental uncertainty, crisis and dissatisfaction with existing policies,
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societal pressure to improve the need to coordinate policies between different levels of
governance to solve policy problems. In addition to these drivers, the literature suggests
that there are several factors that might help enhance individual learning experience, or
serve as a hindrance to learning.

The learning environment is seen as an influential factor to individual learning. Jervis
(1976) and Blatner, et al., (2001) emphasize the importance of creating a supportive
learning environment for participants. He describes a situation where cognitive and
behavioural processes fail due to a learning environment that is either too comfortable
or too hostile with the result that no learning takes place. Hedberg (1981) suggests that
rapidly changing environments with information overload create poor conditions for
learning. Innes & Booher (2003) state that learning emerges when the topic under
discussion is interesting and directly relevant to the individuals. For learning to occur
participants need to be engaged in a task. They describe a situation where meetings
were well attended if there were discussions directly related stakeholders’ interests,
problems and strategies. Other meetings with long agendas and formal presentations
were not well attended.

Wolman (1992) observes that policy learning is based on patterns of information flows,
geographic proximity and linguistic or cultural similarities. Toots (2007) examines the
role of Finland as a policy learning base for Estonia in education policies. The geographic
and linguistic proximity played a crucial role in transferring best practices from one
country to another. Toots (2007) also noted the importance of ideology as a factor in
policy learning. The neoliberal way of thought in Estonia compared to the social-
democratic approach Finland took towards liberal market economy in early 2000s, made
Estonian policy learning practices from Finland selective. The EU became a new learning
base for Estonia because of ideological proximity. Johnson (1992) asserts that
institutional norms, habits and rules play a major role in determining how people relate
to each other and how they learn and use their knowledge. Lundvall, et al., (2002)
follows this line of thought and states that the institutional setting has a major impact
upon how stakeholders behave and perform as a whole, impacting innovation potential.
Common (2004) takes a different perspective on learning factors and cautions against
making any generalizations. He indicates that policy learning is very country-specific. He
suggests that countries are highly individualistic in their approaches to policy learning,
and there are varying degrees of formality in the ways in which the search for the ‘best
policy’ is conducted.

Sabatier (1988, pp. 155-156) has suggested several hypotheses in which policy learning
is most likely to happen. According to his view, policy-oriented learning across belief
systems is most likely when there is an intermediate level of informed conflict between
the coalitions where each coalition has the technical resources to engage in such a
debate; and that the conflict is between secondary aspects of one belief system and
core elements of the other or, alternatively, between important secondary aspects of
the two belief systems. He also suggests that policy learning is related to the prestige of

46



the topic. Prestigious topics are likely to trigger the interest of professionals to
participate and share the norms and their professional knowledge among participants.
These interactions enhance learning. In his view, problems for which accepted
quantitative performance indicators exist are more conducive to policy-oriented
learning than those in which performance indicators are generally qualitative and quite
subjective. The last point he makes relates to the scientific field of the topic: problems
involving natural systems are more conducive to policy-oriented learning than those
involving purely social systems because in the former many of the critical variables are
not themselves active strategists and because controlled experimentation is more
feasible. According to Sabatier, it is important to consider these factors in understanding
the phenomenon of policy learning.

3.2.5 Policy Learning Outcomes

There is no uniform understanding in specifying whether or not learning has occurred.
The understanding of learning outcomes is grounded on whether an author supports an
evidence-based or value-based perspective on policy learning. Zito & Schout (2009)
summarize both perspectives in stating that over time social exchanges and learning
generate changes in information, goals, values, behaviours, structures, policies and
outcomes.

In an evidence-based perspective, the learning outcome is translated into policy change.
Bennett & Howlett (1992) assert that we may only know that learning has taken place
because policy change has taken place. The authors distinguish between learning about
new ideas (leading to policy change), learning about processes (leading to organizational
change) and learning about programs (leading to program change). May (1992) takes a
more fluid approach and argues that recognition of the limitations of a particular policy
instrument or implementation approaches constitutes policy learning. Etheredge &
Short (1983), explaining the learning government phenomena, state that government
learning can be defined by two specific criteria: the growth of intelligence, and the
(related) growth of policy effectiveness. Policy effectiveness is emphasized in Paasi’s
work as well. The author notes that the induced policy learning results in better policies
and better performance (Paasi, 2005). Wyatt & Grimmeisen (2002) describe two broad
stages in policy learning that culminate in policy transfer. First stage learning involves
scanning, selecting and understanding so as to identify policy innovations from a range
of developments in different countries. Learning is demonstrated by an improved
understanding of comparable policies. A second stage of learning attempts to learn from
the experience of others, followed by a decision to copy or reject a certain policy.

The value-based perspective takes a process-based approach and focuses on individuals.

Zito & Schout (2009) note that learning emphasizes change at the level of individuals
whereby human interaction leads to group/organization understanding. The authors

47



note that in order to evaluate learning, a cognitive change must occur in an actor’s
understanding, as well as a behavioural adaptation to this new knowledge. Egan (2009)
notes that just because policy change is not evident it does not mean that deliberation,
learning and assessment did not take place. May (1992) suggests that if learning is
defined as alteration of policy beliefs, measuring causal beliefs and its change over time
is very difficult. Innes & Connick (2003) suggest the need to follow the change in policy
discourse, as evidence of learning. As noted by Haas (1992), ideas are influential in
policy discussions, and collaborative learning practices where ideas get translated might
help to shape values that translate into shifts in policy discourse over time. Several
authors suggest looking for the establishment of new policy networks or “epistemic
communities” among policy actors that have not been in close contact before (Haas,
1992; Wenger, 1998; Innes & Connick, 2003; Nutley, et al., 2007). Professional networks
and “epistemic communities” can serve as an important outcome of policy learning by
facilitating ideas, knowledge and innovation and contributing to better information flow
between various actors. Several authors assert that learning has happened when policy
preferences have changed. For example, May (1992) describes social learning and states
that learning has taken place when policy beliefs have been altered or reaffirmed in light
of policy experience. Specific evidence includes redefined policy objectives, changes in
target groups, changes in interest group alignments, and alterations in rights associated
with the policy. Similarly, Eising (2002) suggests that as a result of these learning
processes, member states’ basic policy preferences can change.

Some authors supporting value-based approach are critical of the expectations of
effective policies resulting from policy learning. Egan (2009) and Radaelli (2009) assert
that learning should not be correlated with policy improvement. There are differences in
understanding what counts as improvement based on one’s values and policy beliefs
and those might change often.

In conclusion, the outcomes of policy learning are not easily detectable. The process is
not linear, in which clear distinctions can be made where a certain piece of knowledge
translates into policy change. There are several factors influencing the path of
knowledge. Schout’s (2009) research on the EU’s policy-making indicates that different
levels of policy-making and different stakeholders (e.g. regional, national, supranational)
with different policy preferences and normative beliefs complicate the process. He
asserts that it is one thing to set the agenda in one stage of the EU decision-making
chain, but how one sustains learning and change across a number of levels is a
fundamental EU challenge. Zito & Schout (2009) note that there is a need to consider
how well the policy ideas fit with domestic institutions and interests and into the
configuration of the broader national institutions.
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Summary of the Literature Review

The literature review that is presented in Chapters 2 and 3 provides a contextual
background to the current study. Chapter 2 focuses on outlining the key aspects of the
European Union’s research policy and the Open Method of Coordination initiative,
setting a stage for the case. Chapter 3 explains the theoretical perspectives on expertise
and policy learning, developing a conceptual framework for analysis.

Policy-making in a contemporary society is characterized by complexity (Wallace, et al.,
2010). The state no longer has the monopoly in governing process. Scholars have
documented the emergence of expert networks that increasingly influence policy
decisions (Sabatier, 1986; Newman, 2003; Veiga & Amaral 2009). However, the
prevailing tendency to engage in evidence-based policy has left the process of policy-
making itself in the shade. Policy conversations are largely dependent on the
participating individuals, their policy beliefs, values, interests and attitudes while they
engage and learn during policy debates. This study addresses the gap by focusing on the
policy learning process, collecting empirical evidence and analyzing how individuals
engage in learning and as a result, shape policies. The Open Method of Coordination
initiative in the European Union’s research policy provides a formal setting for
examining policy learning.

Today, research policy in the European Union has become of utmost importance in
achieving economic competitiveness in the region. This has been declared in various
policy documents (e.g. Lisbon Strategy, Europe 2020, Horizon 2020, Innovation Union),
strategic initiatives (creation of European Research Area, 3% Action Plan) and monetary
commitments. There are three phases during which research and technological
advancement have served as the building blocks for gradual regional integration. During
the industrialization era (1950-1970) research cooperation was organized casually
among a few wealthy European countries. The emphasis was on nuclear energy
research and technological development. Between 1980-1990, active region-building
began by introducing the Framework Program to centrally fund research projects from
the EU’s member states. Several legal initiatives (official declaration of the EU, common
currency) further enhanced political and economic integration. Starting in the 2000s,
coordination of research policies has become a top priority for the EU, while member-
states’ governments still hold the legal authority and decision-making power. In order to
enhance policy coordination, “soft policy” approaches of expert groups composed of the
member-states representatives are increasingly used. Expert groups do not formally
make political decisions, but feed the decision-making processes by giving expert advice,
providing scientific knowledge, sharing practical experience and serving as forums for
the exchange of information.

The Open Method of Coordination is a non-binding bottom-up policy initiative where

member-states’ experts engage in thematic policy debates for mutual learning
purposes.
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The OMC in research policy started in 2003. The process was coordinated by the
Scientific and Technical Research Committee (CREST), which was renamed ERAC in 2010.
Since 2003, six yearly cycles of OMC have been carried out, discussing a variety of policy
issues such as fiscal measures in research, internationalization of research cooperation,
intellectual property issues, research links to industry, creation of research intensive
small and medium enterprises (SME) and university research excellence, among others.
While there has been emphasis on best practices in policies using quantitative and
gualitative indicators to measure achievement, the initial goal of the OMC is to facilitate
discussions and enhance cooperation among the member states to shape a shared
understanding of common policies (Van Vught, 2010).

The effectiveness of the OMC method has been primarily examined in terms of
instrumental policy change at the national and European level. Lacking in this debate is a
consideration of less visible and measurable change, which is crucial in understanding
longer-term policy effects. In order to clarify the impact of the OMC, the author has
created a theoretical approach that focuses on an evidence-based approach and a
value-based approach in policy learning. This framework allows for addressing diverse
views, mechanisms, drivers and outcomes of the process.

This framework emerged as a result of reviewing the theoretical literature on expertise
and policy learning. The evidence-based approach focuses on policy change at the
organizational level. It views policy learning in terms of instrumental outcomes that are
measured by clear evidence proving effectiveness of the method (e.g. policy adoption in
national policies based on examples in other countries). This approach views the expert
as a scientist or a government bureaucrat who produces and owns knowledge necessary
for policy decisions. The driver for policy learning is a particular policy problem that
drives governments to seek out new effective knowledge, learn from it and change
policies accordingly.

The value-based approach views learning as a social process that involves individuals
and their policy beliefs. Learning is seen as a process in itself, concerning cognitive
behaviour and exchange of experiential knowledge. Knowledge is transmitted during
social interactions that lead to updating one’s knowledge on worldviews, norms and
policy beliefs. Experts are viewed as mediators of knowledge that allocate, translate and
disseminate relevant information to decision-makers. Based on shared policy views,
experts form policy networks -‘epistemic communities’ — through which ideas are
advocated to policy-makers. Based on one the theories in a value-based approach,
indicators for productive policy interactions involve shifts in policy discourse, creation of
new policy networks and facilitation of collaborative policy learning (Connick & Innes,
2003; Innes & Booher, 2003; Ansell & Gash, 2008). The framework involving two distinct
views on policy learning provides an analytical tool for examining the study results. The
next chapter describes the methodology and research design for the study.
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CHAPTER 4: Research Design

The overarching goal of this study is to examine experts’ individual policy learning
experiences and to gain a better understanding of how these experiences have shaped
the EU’s research policy. In order to investigate the nature of policy learning and
examine the individual experiences of member-states’ experts and the European
Commission policy-makers, a qualitative case study approach has been adopted. The
research design involved several interlinked steps that focused on obtaining relevant
information from the policy documents and key informants interviews from three OMC
expert groups.

In order to answer the main research question - How do experts’ individual policy
learning experiences relate to the EU’s research policy? -, the following sub-questions
inform the study: i) Who has access to the OMC working groups in the EU’s research
policy?; ii) What are the participants’ rationales for participating in the OMC policy
learning initiative?; iii) In what ways does the OMC process contribute to individual
policy learning experiences?; iv) What impact has the OMC policy learning initiative had
on the EU’s research policy?

The study focuses on experts’ experiences of policy learning, clarifying how policy
learning occurs and what are the factors that influence the learning process. Therefore,
the emphasis is on the process and the specific meaning that is created through a
particular social experience. The exploratory nature of these research questions shaped
the methodological approach of the study — a qualitative case study. The unit of analysis
for this study is the OMC participants’ individual experiences in policy learning. Policy
learning is viewed as a cognitive and interactive process during which participants
update their policy beliefs and experts are viewed as mediators of knowledge. Thus, an
in-depth exploration of those processes can significantly clarify our understanding of
policy change. It helps to investigate personal values of the experts and to gain an
understanding of the knowledge types used, learning strategies applied and group
dynamics witnessed. The qualitative case study method suits this type of research
because it helps to examine narratives provided by the informants without manipulating
their behaviour (Yin, 1994; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Merriam, 2009).

4.1 Data Collection Methods

The research design to analyze the data followed several interlinked steps: 1) document
analysis; 2) pilot study with the participants of one OMC expert group; 3) in-person and
telephone interviews with participants in other two OMC expert group; 4) data analysis.
Each of the methods and their relevance to the study will be discussed below.
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4.1.1 Document Analysis

The first step in the research design involved conducting document analysis. Relevant
documents were obtained through publicly available websites (e.g. Council of the
European Union Resolutions, OMC group reports, CREST reports, CREST guidelines,
European Commission green papers) and by personal contacts by email (e.g. experts
Curriculum Vitae, minutes of meetings, templates of questionnaires, answers to
guestionnaires, group basis papers, group discussion papers, group draft agendas, group
draft reports, experts’ PowerPoint presentations). The complete list of documents
analyzed is available in Appendix 1.

A content analysis (Budd, Thorp & Donohew, 1967; Krippendorf, 1980) was carried out
to assess the content of these documents. This analysis offered insight relating to the
general role of experts and served as a basis for the following research steps. Document
analysis was first used to identify informants - country experts and the EC
representatives involved in the OMC work. In addition, content analysis helped to reveal
the detailed composition of the OMC groups - who were the leaders of the group, which
countries decided to participate, which Units from DG Research were involved. It also
helped to understand the nature of the policy recommendations — what were the main
strategic directions and how much policy change was anticipated. Finally, content
analysis was useful in examining the essence of the best practices - what practices were
featured by whom, what knowledge was seen as relevant by the group. This information
was vital when preparing for the interviews and most importantly in a later phase when
analyzing findings.

4.1.2 Pilot Study

A pilot study with the OMC expert group (Group 2: “Internationalization of R&D expert
group”) was conducted in spring 2011. The primary goal of the pilot was to test if the
focus of the research — individual policy learning experiences - is truly relevant and
speaks to participants’ actual experiences. The nature of the interview questions was
intentionally broad, not automatically assuming that learning had occurred. The results
confirmed the appropriateness of the study focus. Learning had taken place; the
participants’ experiences were rich and diverse. Informants were enthusiastic about
sharing their experiences, providing specific examples of new knowledge related to their
OMC topic. Several experts had changed their job-related positions since the OMC group
work, and that allowed them to talk freely, without any constraints. The results
indicated that learning experiences seemed to be related to the group leadership (how
the work had been administered, the results achieved), experts’ work-related
knowledge (most came from government sector, very little diversity, easy to come to an
agreement) and the nature of the topic (relevant to member-states, but a direct policy
change was not expected). These factors were the main criteria for selecting the other
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two OMC groups for the study. It was decided to include groups where there was more
diversity in group composition (Group 1 & 3) and a group where the topic had more
urgency in terms of direct policy change (Group 1). The literature suggested that
learning across policy paradigms triggers learning (Sabatier 1986, 1988), having
academics and a diverse pool of EC policy-makers among the informants was expected
to provide a more nuanced picture about policy learning. In a similar vein, the urgency
of policy results is a criterion that affects learning (Common 2004), hence the conscious
choice for including a group with more urgency for policy results.

The pilot also helped to strengthen the interview protocol. The questions for the other
two