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Governing (Adult) Education in Europe: A Social Network Analysis  

Unprecedented financial and economic crises in Europe have influenced 

the European Union (EU) and its member states in a variety of ways. The 

2009 global financial crisis has triggered the changes that have brought 

about new institutional opportunities and structures that produce normative 

consequences for policy-making. This contribution seeks to shed light on 

the complex dynamic of European governance in adult education by 

focusing on two policy mixes: the Education and Training 2020 (ET 2020) 

working programme and the Renewed European Agenda for Adult 

Learning, which both make significant use of Expert groups coordinated 

by the European Commission (EC), which form self-governing networks. 

Grounded in political sociology, our analysis addresses the nature of the 

policy mixes under consideration and the governance mechanisms and 

policy instruments through which they produce policy changes. We draw 

on social network analysis to study the interactions of local, national, 

European and global policy actors within and across these networks. We 

contend that expert groups coordinated by the EC create relational 

networks or specific forms of network governance, which become an 

important dimension of power, and through which diffusion of new ideas 

and information can determine policy adoption and coordination in 

European education, and adult education specifically. 

Keywords: adult education; European governance; Expert groups; social 

network analysis 
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Introduction 

Recent changes in the role, meanings and place of adult education in Europe are not 

independent from global governance trends like the evolution of transnational and 

supranational governance, capturing, respectively, what outspreads or operates across 



national boundaries and what has an influence or power that outdoes national 

boundaries or governments (among others: Kohler-Koch and Rittberger, 2006), and the 

growth of network governance (among others: Rhodes, 1997).  

Acknowledging both trends, and informed by adult education policy research on 

the European Union (among others: Milana & Holford, 2014; Holford, Milana & 

Mohorčič Špolar 2014), this article focuses attention on the Education and Training 

2020 (ET 2020 hereof) working programme and the Renewed European Agenda for 

Adult Learning (Renewed Agenda hereof), which both make significant use of Expert 

groups coordinated by the European Commission (EC), which form self-governing 

networks. 

A self-governing network is among the different meanings that governance 

entails a peculiar form of organization and coordination that emerges from self-

organization phenomena set up by interdependent actors. The horizontality between 

independent actors, or the possibility that they are coordinated between peers during a 

decision-making process, produces self-organization systems starting from the relational 

models that the actors produce (Rhodes 1996, 1997, 2000). In line with this definition 

Jones, Hesterly and Borgatti (1997, p. 914) speak of ‘network governance’, which 

‘involves a select, persistent, and structured set of autonomous firms (as well as non-

profit agencies) engaged in creating products or services based on implicit and open-

ended contracts to adapt to environmental contingencies and to coordinate and 

safeguard exchanges. These contracts are socially – not legally – binding.’ This 

definition emphasises the importance of socially binding decision-making processes 

resulting from engagement in a network. The organizations partaking in the expert 

groups coordinated by the EC, under consideration in this article, are heterogeneous so 

we draw a parallel with the above definition of network governance, as these 



organizations also engage in producing products and services of some sorts (i.e., new 

norms and adult education provisions) based on not legally-binding social contracts. We 

contend that expert groups coordinated by the EC create relational networks or specific 

forms of network governance, which become an important dimension of power, and 

through which a diffusion of new ideas and information can determine policy adoption 

and coordination in European education, and adult education specifically. 

The article is structured in five sections. First, we introduce our conceptual 

framework and explain how we conceptualise complex intergovernmental policies like 

ET 2020 and the Renewed Agenda (Del Rio & Howlett, 2013). Then, we introduce both 

the ET 2020 and the Renewed Agenda, and describe briefly the governance mechanisms 

and policy instruments through which they work. We content that they have put in 

motion a new process of ‘instrumentation’ to govern European adult education. Against 

this backdrop, we centre attention on the expert groups coordinated by the EC (i.e., one 

policy instrument employed by both the ET 2020 and the Renewed Agenda), and draw 

on Social Network Analysis (SNA) (Wasserman & Faust, 1994) to explore the form of 

network governance this policy instrument creates. Our results pinpoint at the 

comparative advantage of some organizations that partake in these forms of network 

governance.  

1. Conceptual framework  

The emergence of policy coordination as a governance technique (Armstrong, 2010) 

brought into light the variety of mechanisms, instruments and tools as central 

conceptions in European governance, and key analytical devices to examine the 

coordinating function of EU institutions. Based on a review of these concepts, how they 

have been signified, and to which end, by those engaged with public administration, 

political science, and particularly public policy and education governance, we employ 



an instruments approach to examine the coordinating function of EU institutions in the 

adult education policy domain.  

Specifically, we borrow from Del Rio and Howlett (2013) the concept of ‘policy 

mixes’. A policy mix embeds ‘horizontal’ complexity – as each mix relates to different 

policy instruments and actors within a level of policy-making, as well as ‘vertical’ 

complexity – as each mix addresses a number of policy goals, domains and/or 

governments. In other words, the ‘horizontal’ dimension of a policy mix relates to a 

number of instruments (e.g. funding schemes) and relationships existing between them 

within a single level of policy-making (e.g. European). At the same time, its ‘vertical’ 

dimension refers to the involvement of multiple goals (like economic growth, adult’s 

up-skilling, etc.), policy domains (such as economy, labour, education, etc.) and 

governments (e.g. national, regional and local governments in EU’s members states, as 

well as candidate and associate countries). Adopting such a perspective helps in 

identifying complex policy mixes, and the relationships between instruments or tools 

and possible existing conflicts and synergies, which reveals the extraordinary policy 

coordination challenges facing policy-makers and researchers. 

Further, we draw on Lascoumes and Le Galès’ (2007) take on policy 

‘instrumentation’ and their distinction at the ‘levels of observation’ between 

‘instruments’, ‘techniques’ and ‘tools’ to enable a better understanding of these policy 

mixes and their mode of working. Accordingly, we define the concept of governance 

mechanism as a policy process aimed at reaching specific policy objective(s) that 

naturalizes these objectives and the effects it produces. Empirically, it focuses on power 

and interests, or the debates surrounding the creation and introduction of policy 

objectives, the ways they were modified, and their controversies. Moreover, we define 

the concept of policy instrument as the means used to reach policy outcome(s), in the 



sense of more or less stable frameworks that structure collective action. Finally, we 

define a policy tool as the micro device through which instruments concretise. Adopting 

such a perspective enables deeper analyses of the policy process – the nature of the 

change, the interactive effects among goals/domains/actors during implementation, or 

the thinking and practices that shape and condition policy mixes. 

Drawing on this conceptual framework we perceive ET 2020 and the Renewed 

Agenda as two policy mixes that, agreed among EU institutions and member states, may 

connect to and influence national and local governments’ decisions on adult education 

within the EU, though diverse governance mechanisms and policy instruments. 

2. Education and Training 2020 

In 2009, the Council of the European Union agreed on a strategic framework for 

European cooperation in education and training up to 2020 through Council 

Conclusions (Council of the EU, 2009), which outlined four specific objectives, five 

benchmarks and a list of working methods. This is seen as an ‘integrated’ framework as 

it refers to all levels and contexts of education. 

This integrated framework may be seen as a complex policy mix, as it refers to a 

broad range of educational policies including early childhood, schooling, vocational 

education and training, higher education and lifelong learning. It serves as a policy 

umbrella for several parallel processes including Bologna, Copenhagen process and 

development of European qualifications framework. It is a policy framework for 

cooperation with Member States, focused on mutual learning, but it does not have a 

financial allocation attached to it. Following the achievements of a work program 

Education and Training 2010 (ET 2010), in 2008, the European Ministers for vocational 

education and training, the European social partners and the European Commission took 

on the commitment to ‘assess and reflect on the future of the Strategy and of the 



Education and Training programme’ with a goal of creating a new strategic vision for 

European education policies (Council of the EU, 2008). The policy instruments selected 

for implementing the ET 2020 emerged in response to the changing policy objectives in 

education and training since the year 2000. They were influenced by the Lisbon 

Strategy, which introduced a new open method of coordination at all levels. It was 

based on the idea of setting up a framework to enable a development and 

implementation of a long-term strategic vision, a large scale collective action, and a 

large budget. As a consequence, the education and training, became the ‘fourth pillar of 

the European Union’ (Novoa & deJong 2003, p. 55) through a report on ‘The concrete 

future objectives of education systems’ (European Commission, 2000) adopted by the 

Education Council in February (Council of the EU, 2001). This is the first document 

that outlines a comprehensive and consistent approach on education in the context of the 

EU for national policies. It also emerged following the experience from ET 2010, which 

included a number of the policy instruments (indicators and benchmarking, exchange of 

best practices, peer review, monitoring and evaluation). These ‘instruments of 

cooperation’ put in motion several governance mechanisms: target setting, procedural 

norms and elite learning (Héritier, 2002; Martens & Jakobi, 2010). ET 2010 provided a 

detailed roadmap for the member states in terms of objectives, methods and instruments 

to be used to achieve progress. These governance elements later become a cornerstone 

for the ET 2020 strategy development. Nevertheless, the ET 2010 experience also 

illustrated the weaknesses in ‘voluntary’ measures of these instruments, where the 

member states were highly engaged in target setting and policy development phase, but 

the implementation at national level was lagging behind. 



3. The Renewed Agenda on Adult Learning 

In 2011 the Council of the EU approved a Resolution on a Renewed European Agenda 

for Adult Learning (Council of the EU, 2011).  

The Renewed Agenda recognises that adults need to be keep developing their 

personal and professional skills and competences so there is a need for strengthening the 

adult learning in the national lifelong-learning systems. Accordingly, it sets new 

priorities in this policy domain that are ‘to be seen in the context of a longer term vision 

for adult learning which – in the period up to 2020 – will endeavour to raise the sector’s 

profile’ (Council of the European Union, 2011, p. 3). This vision stresses: enhancing the 

possibilities for adults to engage in learning activities; developing new approaches 

based on learning outcomes and lifelong learning guidance systems; increasing 

awareness among employers of adult learning’s benefits for productivity; encouraging 

higher education institutions to embrace non-traditional students; promoting learning 

opportunities in support of seniors’ active, autonomous and healthy aging; enhancing 

the involvement of civil society, social partners and local authorities on the basis of 

shared responsibility; and promoting adult learning as a means to increase solidarity 

between age generations and cultures. 

Council Resolutions have no legal effects on EU member states, as they are non-

binding documents, but express political positions on a specific topic, and set out future 

work within a particular policy domain that is not (or not entirely) of EU exclusive 

competency. Accordingly, they may have different scopes that span from inviting 

member states or other EU institutions to take action in a particular area to coordinating 

member states’ actions by setting objectives and proposing assessments and monitoring 

procedures. Although not binding, the Renewed Agenda constitutes a policy mix that 

performs three substantive authoritative functions: legal, epistemic and procedural, 

which ease European governance in the adult education policy domain. 



Legally, the Renewed Agenda elevated political authority on adult education 

from the EC (accountable to appointed impartial and independent commissioners) to the 

Council of the EU (accountable to national governments) (Klatt, 2014). A precedent had 

been established in 2008, when the previous Action plan on adult learning had gained 

legitimacy through the EP’s Resolution on adult learning (European Parliament, 2008). 

Epistemically, the Renewed Agenda’s short-term priorities and longer-term 

vision legitimate an ‘instrumental epistemology’ in the adult education policy domain 

that, as Bagnall and Hodge (2018) argue, has come to be favoured in contrast to 

alternative, competing ones (i.e. disciplinary, constructivist, emancipatory) in the 

contemporary cultural context. 

Procedurally, the Renewed Agenda sets the objectives of member states’ action 

(e.g. liaise ministries and other stakeholders, co-finance adult learning activities, promote 

mutual learning) and of EC’s action (e.g. ensure complementarity and coherence between 

policy initiatives, establish close liaison with member states, enable knowledge sharing, 

reinforce research capacity of existing structures, pursue and/or intensify collaboration 

with other international organizations). But it also prescribes the policy instruments 

through which these shall be achieved (see section: Structuring collective action…). 

Finally, it interlocks the short-term priorities in adult education, and related policy 

instruments, to ET 2020, a different policy mix.  

In short, the Renewed Agenda, through its legal, epistemic and procedural 

functions, has put in motion a complex process of instrumentation in the adult education 

policy domain, which frames ‘adult learning’ as the process leading to the acquisition of 

skills by adult citizens, and which, in turn, increases the pool of skills available in a 

country, and, by extension, within the European region as a whole, and undivided 

territory, in its racing for global competition. 



4. Governance mechanisms and policy instruments at work 

We identified specific governance mechanisms employed within ET 2020 and the 

Renewed Agenda, and several policy instruments that have been used to coordinate the 

EU policy-making to implement these policies - see tables 1 and 2. 

Table 1. – Governance mechanisms at play to implement the Renewed European Agenda on Adult 
Learning 

Governance 
mechanism 

Description 

Standard-setting It involves normative actions (including benchmarking and standardization) that 
concur towards the establishment of a single, European model in the area of 
adult education and learning, to which all MSs should conform. 

Capacity-building It promotes ‘good’ or ‘best’ practices that help orienting the practical 
implementation of policy solution in the area of adult education learning to what 
framed as common European problems, by EU institutions, national 
governments and other stakeholders. 

Financial 
redistribution 

It implies that EU’s wealth is shared out between MSs as a deliberate effect of 
joint decisions that include conditionality, and are used in support of reforms 
and activities in the area of adult education and learning. 

 

Table 2. – Policy instruments used to implement the Renewed European Agenda on Adult Learning 

Policy instrument Description 

Coordinated 
working 
groups/networks 

Groups established and coordinated by the EC, whose members, appointed by 
MSs’ governments or the EC, represents different elite positions (i.e., 
governmental agencies, other stakeholders, experts), and are assembled, over 
a period of time, to work on important policy issues in the area of adult learning. 

Mutual- and 
peer-learning 
arrangements 

Occasions for representatives of MSs, and EC’s staff that support this activity, to 
identify and learn about initiatives and practices in place in different MSs (and 
beyond) in the area of adult learning. 

Data generation The gathering of quantitative and/or qualitative data, the method used to 
generate data from different sources, and the procedure through which data 
reaches a database or otherwise organized collection of data. 

Benchmarks Accepted standards at European level, at times negotiated and agreed among 
Heads of states and governments, by which MSs’ performances in the area of 
adult education and learning can be measured, compared, and thus their level 
of quality judged. 

Funding schemes Plans or arrangements designed by EU institutions to encourage governments, 
organizations or people to attain a particular objective or to put an idea into 
effect by providing money to finance an activity, a program, or a project entirely 
or in part.  

 



Elsewhere we illustrate in detail the working of the above mechanisms and 

instruments under each policy mixes under consideration (Milana & Klatt, 2019a, 

2019b). Here it shall suffix that policy instruments are not neutral devices, as they assist 

in naturalizing the objectives behind the governance mechanisms. For instance, peer 

learning activities, in-depth country workshops and working group activities not only 

address specific thematic objectives, they also produce specific effects, independently 

of the objectives pursued. They bring together a variety of actors representing different 

interests and different beliefs and values and create a space for socialization and 

exchange of these values as well as they initiate the development of national 

administrative adjustments, which influence the growing interdependence and future 

coordination of EU policies. For all these reasons, in the following section, we focus on 

one policy instrument (i.e., expert groups coordinated by the EC) employed in both 

policy mixes. 

5. A Social Network Analysis of expert groups coordinated by the European 

Commission  

Expert groups coordinated by the EC are the lynchpin in the instrumentation of the 

governance mechanisms in both policy mixes as they structure a collective action with 

the aim of reaching the policy objectives. These expert groups are consultative bodies 

set up by the EC or its departments when external specialist advice is needed ‘for sound 

policymaking’. They advise the EC and their inputs are not binding, yet, these 

groups/networks fit into the principles of the Open Method of Coordination with its 

stress on mutual learning, exchange of good practice and socialisation process. 

Appointed members may include: (1) member states, candidate countries, European 

Free Trade Association’s countries, and relevant EU bodies or agencies (e.g. 

CEDEFOP, European Training Foundation, Eurydice) representatives; (2) Education 



and training associations and European social partners (e.g. European Trade Union 

Confederation, BUSINESSEUROPE); and (3) Independent experts. Unless there are 

overriding priorities or emergency conditions, all appointed members are selected 

through public calls for applications, with the exception of public authorities who are 

appointed at their national level. Participation is on a voluntary basis. 

In ET 2020, expert groups have been seen as a significant coordination 

instrument since its inception – see table 3 below. The objectives, shape and working 

modes of these groups have shifted three times within the history of this policy mix with 

three ‘generations’ of working groups in existence. In 2015, the Council and the 

Commission jointly agreed to strengthen the ET 2020 ‘toolbox’ by introducing ‘new 

generation’ working groups launched in 2016 (Council of the EU, 2015). These are four 

temporary and two permanent Commission Expert Groups (European Commission, 

2018). The new generation groups are tasked to work on ‘concrete issues’ identified in 

the 2015 Joint Report. The Commission gave member states a choice to select, in 

accordance with national priorities, those areas and issues for work and cooperation in 

which they wished to participate. As not all ‘concrete issues’ were able to be addressed 

within these working groups, a selection of priorities was made for the years 2016-2018 

(European Commission, 2015). There are four ‘sector-focused’ groups on: schools, 

VET, lifelong learning, and HE; and two ‘issue-focused’ groups on digital skills, and 

citizenship (European Commission, 2015). 

Under the Renewed Agenda, since foundation stage to date (2018), five expert 

groups have been established in the adult education policy domain, under the 

coordination of the EC: four temporary working groups and one permanent network - 

see table 3 below. All expert groups were tasked to assist the EC with the 

implementation of existing EU legislation, programmes and policies and to coordinate 



with member states, through views’ exchange. Only the Working Group on the 

Implementation of the Action Plan on Adult Learning, active from 2008 to 2010, was 

tasked also to assist in the preparation of legislative proposals and policy initiatives.  

Operating under a looser interpretation of the Open Method of Coordination’s 

principles, both the Thematic Working Group on Quality Assurance in Adult Learning 

and the Thematic Working Group on Financing Adult Learning had a thematic focus 

(quality vs. finance), and higher interest in research gaps. The Thematic Working Group 

on Quality Assurance in Adult Learning explored synergies to strengthen the policy 

links between EU policy development on quality in vocational education and training, 

higher education and adult learning through three subgroups on indicators, accreditation 

/ governance, and staff competences. In the meantime, the Thematic Working Group on 

Financing Adult Learning explored existing good practices to produce policy 

recommendations to assist member states in improving the efficiency and coherence of 

adult learning financing. Two subgroups focused, respectively, on funding adult 

learning for re-skilling and up-skilling to support innovation and growth, and funding 

adult learning for social inclusion and active citizenship. Both working groups 

appointed also individuals in their personal capacity.  

By contrast, the Working Group on Adult Learning, in line with its tighter 

governance function, did not appoint any individual in his/her personal capacity, and 

instead increased representation of other public entities, and particularly of candidate 

countries (now including Albania, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey). Further, among EU 

agencies, it replaced Eurydice, a network of institutions that facilitate sharing of 

information on national education systems, with the European Training Foundation, an 

agency that supports education, training and labour market reforms in transition and 

developing countries.  



Yet, silent members of all expert groups are consultancy firms that, having 

signed framework contracts with the EC, provide their services as facilitators and 

rapporteurs for the groups/networks’ activities. 

Insert Table 3 

5.1 Methodological clarifications 

In order to describe the form of network governance in European education (ET 2020) 

and adult education (the Renewed Agenda), specifically, we performed a SNA. For each 

policy mix under consideration, we started from a 2-mode matrix generated from the six 

ET 2020 and five Renewed Agenda expert groups (or events), respectively.  

The ET 2020 matrix includes a total of 137 actors (or nodes), i.e., organizations 

representing national ministries, third sector associations, EU agencies, etc., while the 

Renewed Agenda matrix includes 98 such actors (cf. Annex, tables A.1 and A.2). For 

each actor with a national horizon of action, we added a two-letter country code in 

accordance with the ISO 3166-1 alpha 2 standard. 

Starting from this 2-mode matrix, for each policy mix, we produced a 1-mode 

matrix, symmetric and binary, for the nodes, through this matrix we obtained a simple 

graph of contacts among actors (cf. figures 1 and 2 below). We then used Ucinet 6 

software (Borgatti, Everett & Freeman, 2002) to perform the Social Network Analysis, 

and the NetDraw software (Borgatti 2002) to obtain the graphs.  

In other words, we assume that if two actors were in a same expert group they 

had at least one occasion for interacting and cooperating. We are aware that this 

presents some limitations in terms of the validity of our indicators of tie (i.e., we 

suppose that, but do not know if, two actors in the same expert group interacted for real; 

moreover, we do not know if two actors who do not share any expert group membership 

interact in other circumstances), and of the the reliability of the relational data we 



identified (i.e., although the analysis of a network of organizations can justify the need 

of a longer time to be taken into account, the activity periods of the working groups are 

partly different). Despite these limitations, our analysis led to interesting findings that 

we describe and discuss below.  

5.2 ET 2020’s form of network governance 

Figure 1 illustrates a network governance in education (ET 2020). In the form of 

network governance under consideration the level of cohesion, which represents the 

density or ‘proportion of possible lines that are actually present in the graph’ 

(Wasserman & Faust 1994, 101), is equal to 60.61%. 

Figure 1 

5.2.1 Actors’ connectivity 

For each of the actors involved in this form of network governance, we calculated its 

level of centrality in terms of Degree (of a node) or ‘the number of lines that are 

incident with it’ (Wassermann & Faust 1994, p. 100), and its normalized measure (with 

a range of 0-1) (cf. Annex, table A.3). This measure is a proxy for an actor’s 

connectivity/level of integration within the form of network governance under 

consideration.  

Perhaps expectedly the organizations with the highest level of integration 

(nDegree 1.00) are for the most administrative divisions of governments that hold 

responsibility for education at national level – eight are ministries from member states 

(Slovenia, Cyprus, Finland, Estonia, Spain, Lithuania, France, Sweden), one is a 

ministry from an European Free Trade Association‘s country (Norway), and one is the 

Flemish Department for Education and Training (Belgium). Interestingly, however, is 

that also the three major worker unions active at European level showcase such a 



highest level of connectivity (the European Trade Union Committee for Education, the 

European Trade Union Confederation, and the European Federation of Education 

Employers).  

Interestingly, among ministries with a relative high level of integration, four are 

from candidate states (Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Turkey) and two are from 

European Free Trade Association’s countries (Iceland, Switzerland). 

It is also worth noting that different ministerial branches of the same member 

state may have different levels of connectivity. For example, the Italian Ministry of 

Education, University and Research has a relative high level of integration (nDegree: 

0.93), while the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies has among the lowest 

levels of connectivity (nDegree: 0.42). Similarly, in Portugal, the Ministry of Education 

and Science (nDegree: 0.71) has a better level of connectivity when compared to the 

Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher Education (nDegree: 0.43). 

Perhaps not surprising, member states with federal and regional representations 

at ministerial level are also characterised by varied degree of connectivity. In the case of 

Germany, for instance, the Hesse Ministry of Culture (Germany) has a medium degree 

of connectivity (nDegree: 0.63) but the Saxon State Ministry of Culture (nDegree: 

0.30), the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport of the State of Baden-Württemberg 

(nDegree: 0.40), and the Ministry of Education and Training of the State of North 

Rhine-Westphalia (nDegree: 0.40) are all on the lowest end of the spectrum. 

Interestingly, also the social partners representing all-sized enterprises 

(BUSINNESSEUROPE) (nDegree: 0.91) as well as small and medium enterprises in 

Europe (UEAPME) (nDegree: 0.84) have a relative high degree of connectivity. 

Also relatively well connected are a few EU specialised agencies like 

CEDEFOP (nDegree: 0.93) and the Education Training Foundation (nDegree: 0.91), 



whereas other international organizations like the Council of Europe (nDegree: 0.73) or 

the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (nDegree: 0.60) 

still have a medium degree of connectivity. Noticeable, among major international 

organizations, the United Nations Organization for Education, Science and Culture 

(UNESCO) (nDegree: 0.43) is on the lowest end of the spectrum. 

If we consider organizations representing education providers, only two 

umbrella organizations active at European level – the Lifelong Learning Platform 

(LLLP) (nDegree: 0.62) and the European Association for the Education of Adults 

(EAEA) (nDegree: 0.59) – and the University of Belgrade (RS) (nDegree: 0.58) present 

a medium degree of connectivity. 

Finally, the level of integration of the two Directorates General of the EC 

involved in ET 2020 goes hand in hand with their coordination role.  In fact, Directorate 

General for Education and Culture, which coordinates four out of the six ET 2020 

expert groups, is better connected (nDegree: 0.81) when compared with Directorate 

General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (nDegree: 0.52). 

5.2.2 Actors’ brokerage capacity 

Furthering our analysis, for each of the actors involved, we calculated its level of 

centrality in terms of Betweenness, and its normalized measure (nBetweenness, 

expressed as a percentage) (Freeman, 1979) (cf. Annex, table A.4). ‘The important idea 

here is that an actor is central if it lies between other actors on their geodesics, implying 

that to have a large “betweenness” centrality, the actor must be between many of the 

actors via their geodesics’ (Wassermann & Faust, 1994, p. 189). Hence, Betweenness 

and nBetweenness, expressed as a percentage, is a proxy for an actor’s brokerage 

capacity within the form of network governance under consideration. It illustrates the 



actor’s position within the ‘neighbourhood’ and its perspective to act as an agent in 

relations with other actors (Hanneman & Riddle, 2005). 

There are resemblances between both measures of an actor’s centrality (cf. 

Annex, table A.3 and A.4). Largely, those actors that have a high level of integration 

(nDegree) also have a high level of brokerage capacity (nBetweenness). At the same 

time, all seventy organizations with a low level of integration (nDegree: ≤0.47) have no 

brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 0). Despite this, also a few divergent patters turn 

visible when comparing these measures.  

Outstandingly, a few organizations, although relatively well connected do not 

have a strong brokerage capacity. For instance, SOLAS (Ireland), the State Agency 

for Further Education and Training has the lowest brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 

0.05%), despite its medium degree of connectivity (nDegree: 0.52). Similarly, the 

Federal Ministry of Education and Research of Germany (a founding EU member state) 

has a weak brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 0.13%), notwithstanding its medium 

degree of connectivity (nDegree: 0.63).  

Noticeably, all candidate countries (Albania, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia 

and Turkey) have a relative high degree of integration, but while Turkey, Serbia and 

Montenegro also have a relative high brokerage capacity, Albania and Macedonia have 

a significant weaker capacity. 

Similarly, among EU specialised agencies, CEDEFOP has a high connectivity 

(nDegree: 0.93) like the European Training Foundation (nDegree: 0.91), but a relative 

weaker brokerage capacity by contrast (CEDEFOP: nBetweenness 0.77%; European 

Training Foundation: nBetweenness: 0.87%). Other international organizations with a 

medium degree of connectivity, like the Council of Europe (nDegree: 0.73) and the 

OECD (nDegree: 0.60), however, have a far weaker brokerage capacity (Council of 



Europe: nBetweenness 0.27%; OECD: nBetweenness: 0.11%) than EU specialised 

agencies. 

Interestingly, the brokerage capacity of both Directorates General of the EC 

involved in the ET 2020 is lower that their level of integration. Specifically, Directorate 

General for Education and Culture has a high connectivity (nDegree: 0.81) but, 

comparatively, a medium brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 0.56%), whereas 

Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion is among the 

organizations with the weakest brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 0.05%), in spite of 

its medium level of connectivity (nDegree: 0.52). 

Finally, four additional actors stick out in this form of network governance as 

holding an equal position to the Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and 

Inclusion (nDegree: 0.52; nBetweeness: 0.05%): the Ministry of Employment, 

Vocational Training and Social Dialogue of France, the Federal Institute for Vocational 

Education and Training of Germany, the National Agency for Qualification and VET of 

Portugal, and SOLAS (Ireland). 

5.2.3 Actors’ maximal cohesiveness 

Finally, we performed an analysis of the cliques. ‘A clique in a graph is a maximal 

complete sub-graph of three or more nodes’ (Wasserman & Faust, 1994, p. 254). In 

other words, a clique here represents a group of organizations where everyone has an 

unmediated connection to all the others within the same group. Our analysis allowed the 

identification of thirty-four cliques in ET 2020 network (cf. Annex, figure A.1). 

Unsurprisingly, thirteen actors belong to all thirty-four cliques, and these are the same 

institutions that have the highest connectivity and a very high brokerage. These include 

nine national ministries responsible for education in Cyprus (node no. 9), Estonia (node 

no. 12), Finland (node no. 10), France (node no. 28), Lithuania (node no. 26), Slovenia 



(node no. 5), Spain (node no. 13), Sweden (node no. 43), and Norway (an European 

Free Trade Association’s country) (node no. 11), the Flemish Department of Education 

and Training (BE) (node no. 25), and three social partner organisations: the European 

Trade Union Committee for Education (node no. 17), the European Trade Union 

Confederation (node no. 24), and the European Federation of Education Employers 

(node no. 34). 

5.3 The Renewed agenda’s form of network 

Figure 2 illustrates a network governance in the Renewed Agenda. In the form of 

network governance under consideration the level of cohesion, which represents the 

density is equal to 63.20%. 

Figure 2 

5.3.1 Actors’ connectivity 

Like for ET 2020, for each of the actors involved in this form of network governance, 

we calculated its level of centrality in terms of Degree (of a node) and its normalized 

measure (with a range of 0-1) (cf. Annex, table A.5). This measure is a proxy for an 

actor’s connectivity/level of integration within the form of network governance under 

consideration. 

Like in the case of ET 2020 the organizations with the highest level of 

integration (nDegree 0.94-1) are the administrative divisions of governments that hold 

responsibility for education at national level, with two country exceptions. One is 

Belgium, where the Flemish Department of Education and Training is among the 

organizations with the highest level of integration (nDegree: 1), yet its counterpart, the 

Ministry of the French Community of Belgium, is among those with the weakest 

connectivity (nDegree: 0.29) within the network governance under consideration. 



Another is Portugal, where the National Agency for Qualification and VET showcases a 

highest level of integration (nDegree: 0.94) when compared with the national Ministry 

of Education and Science (nDegree: 0.51). 

But among the ministries of education only three from Northern and Eastern 

Europe share the highest possible level of integration (nDegree: 1): the Ministry of 

Education and Science of Latvia, the Ministry of Education and Culture of Finland, and 

Flemish Department for Education and Training of Belgium. Interestingly, they 

represent one among the oldest members of the EU (Belgium), one among those that 

joined the EU at the time of its 1990s enlargement (Finland), and one among the new 

members that joined the EU in the biggest enlargement of 2004 (Latvia).  

Alongside national ministries, also a few trade and worker unions active at 

European level (European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises, 

UEAPME; European Trade Union Confederation) showcase a relatively high level of 

integration (nDegree: 0.85). Remarkably, however, unions representing workers in the 

education sector (the European Trade Union Committee for Education; the European 

Federation of Education Employers) have a weaker level of integration within the 

network under consideration (nDegree: 0.57-0.70), when compared to their generalist 

counterpart (i.e., the European Trade Union Confederation) or to trade unions like 

UEAPME or BUSINESSEUROPE (nDegree: 0.78). At the same time, the social partner 

representing small and medium enterprises in Europe (UEAPME) is better integrated 

than the its counterpart representing all-sized enterprises (BUSINESSEUROPE). 

Among EU agencies specialised in education, CEDEFOP (nDegree: 0.85) has 

the higher level of integration, followed by the Education and Training Foundation 

(nDegree: 0.78), whereas Eurydice has a rather weakest connectivity (nDegree: 0.59).  



Actors other than ministries yet from the public sector that show a medium level of 

integration include organizations like the Adult Education Foundation (Liechtenstein) 

(nDegree: 0.76) and the Centre for Vocational Education (Montenegro) (nDegree: 0.73) 

from non-EU member states, but which are either member of the European Economic 

Area (Liechtenstein) or negotiating access to the EU (Montenegro). 

Finally, when we compare the level of integration of the two Directorates 

General of the EC that are involved in the form of network governance under 

consideration, the Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion 

has a higher level of integration (nDegree: 0.73); this despite the fact that the 

Directorate General for Education and Culture (nDegree: 0.59) coordinated a higher 

number of expert groups (cf. table 2). 

5.3.2 Actors’ brokerage capacity 

The two measures of an actor’s level of centrality (cf. Annex, tables A.5 and A.6) 

showcase some similarities. Overall, most actors show a high level of integration 

(nDegree) as well as a high level of its brokerage capacity (nBetweenness). However, a 

number of actors point at interesting differences in these measures, which are worth 

attention.   

Strikingly the Ministry of National Education of Turkey has a relatively high 

brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 1.38%) when compared to the ministries of 

education from a group of countries (Iceland, Netherlands, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Croatia, 

and Portugal) with a higher level of connectivity (nDegree: 0.94) than Turkey (nDegree: 

0.87). It shall be noted that although accession negotiations have stalled, Turkey applied 

to accede to the EU since 1987, and represents today one of the main partners of the EU 

in the Middle East. Moreover, since the mid 1990s, the EU-Turkey Customs Union 

regulates free trade in the area. 



Noticeably also the Adult Education Foundation of Liechtenstein has a high 

brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 0.75%) but a medium level of integration when 

compared with other actors. In fact, while the level of integration is very close to that of 

the Ministry of Education and Research of Sweden, a EU member states, the European 

Training Foundation, a EU specialised agency, and BUSINESSEUROPE, a worker 

union active a European level (nDegree: 0.78), its brokerage capacity is markedly 

higher when compared to that of these organizations (nBetweenness: 0.38%). Not a EU 

member state, likewise Turkey, the EU-Liechtenstein relations are shaped by the 

country’s participation to the European Economic Area, and its adhesion to the 

Schengen Area.   

Lastly, there are also a number of organizations that, despite their relative level 

of integration (nDegree: 0.57), have no brokerage capacity (nBetweenness: 0%). These 

include the ministries of education from a number of candidate countries (Albania, 

Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia), the State Secretariat for Education, Research and 

Innovation of Switzerland, which is neither a member of the EU nor of the European 

Economic Area, but also the ministries of two EU founding members (Italy, France). 

Interestingly, for France, also the Ministry of Employment, Vocational Training and 

Social Dialogue falls into this group.  

Remarkably, the two organizations that represent educational providers at 

European level (the European Federation of Education Employers, the European 

Association of Vocational Education and Training, the European Association of 

Vocational Education and Training) belong to this group as well. So do a few national 

institutions other than ministries, but that are under ministerial supervision (State 

Education Quality Service of Latvia, ex Institute for the Development of Professional 

Training of Workers, now National Institute for Public Policy Analysis, of Italy, 



SOLAS of Ireland). Finally, this group includes also the University of Belgrade and the 

Adult Education Action of Serbia, and the Association for Research and Media in 

Education of Austria 

5.3.3 Actors’ maximal cohesiveness 

Advancing our inquiry, we performed the cliques analysis, as we did for ET 2020. In 

this case, our analysis allowed the identification of 8 cliques (cf. Annex, figure A.1). 

Remarkably the Ministry of Education and Science of Latvia (node n. 4), the 

Ministry of Education and Culture of Finland (n. 10), and the Flemish Department for 

Education and Training of Belgium (n. 25) are part, together, of all 8 cliques. The same 

triad of organizations stick out in previous analysis as having the highest level of 

integration (cf. Annex, table A.3) and of brokerage capacity (cf. Annex, table A.4) 

within the form of network governance under consideration. So, their maximal 

cohesiveness in all 8 cliques points at a circumstance that can certainly encourage a 

mutual coordination among these actors. In other words, they are not only involved in 

all 5 expert groups coordinated by the EC under the Renewed Agenda, but they are also 

involved in all cliques that, together, engage all other 95 actors. This evidence 

highlights the role of strong coordination played by these 3 actors alone, hence they 

result as the most central actors in the form of network governance of European adult 

education. 

5.4. Discussion 

The Commission’s coordinated expert groups are the essential instrument of multilevel 

governance and the Open Method of Coordination, and a linchpin in the European 

policy coordination system. The expert groups constitute a highly complex system 



comprising of national officials, business and social group representatives, academics 

and other experts.  

Our empirical evidence on the forms of network governance that these 

coordinated expert groups create in education (ET 2020) and adult education (the 

Renewed Agenda) specifically, shows how each group member is imbedded in a 

relational network.  

To understand these relationships social scientists focus on structural location 

within a network as a source of potential power (Hafner-Burton & Montgomery, 2010; 

Hanneman & Riddle, 2005, among others). This location can be advantageous or 

disadvantageous to actors. Advantage can come from ties (patterns of association) that 

link together actors in networks, material resources or social resources (like friendship) 

(Hafner-Burton & Montgomery, 2010). This advantage generates power to have access 

to, make connections or spread resources. These ties determine an actor’s importance 

(or centrality) in networks. 

The two forms of network governance under scrutiny in this paper have a similar 

internal density (ET 2020=60.61%; the Renewed Agenda =63.20%); however, the ET 

2020’s network includes a higher number of actors (137), when compared to the 

Renewed Agenda’s network (98 actors). It shall also be noted that the ET 2020’s and 

the Renewed Agenda’s networks are not independent from each other, but connected 

through one expert group coordinated by Directorate General for Employment, Social 

Affairs and Inclusion (i.e., the Working Group on Adult Learning), whose actors are 

thus embedded in both forms of network governance. 

Despite this, both forms of network governance present some similarities, as 

well as important differences in terms of actors’ connectivity, brokerage capacity and 

maximal cohesiveness.  



Among striking similarities is that the Flemish Department of Education and 

Training (Belgium) together with the Ministry of Education and Culture of Finland 

stand out as the actors with a maximal cohesiveness in both forms of network 

governance. This evidence highlights the role of strong coordination played by these 

two actors alone, which may be singled out as the most central actors in both forms of 

network governance. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, they are administrative divisions of governments 

holding responsibility in education. Interestingly, however, the Flemish Department of 

Education and Training (Belgium), although representing one of the founding member 

states, exercises its powers only in the Flemish provinces, the most densely populate 

regions of Europe, and in Brussels, yet limitedly to the Dutch speaking community. Its 

proximity with European institutions seating in Brussels may undoubtedly justify as 

well as reinforce its brokerage capacity. As for the Ministry of Education and Culture of 

Finland, it represents a country that joined the EU during the Cold war, following a 

majority of pro-votes in its 1994 referendum, and is known for having hold quite robust 

relationship with the EU – at least until recent years. Further, since the launch of the 

Programme for International Students Assessments, under the aegis of the OECD, has 

been repeatedly ranked at or near the top of such assessments, and looked at as a role 

model for education reforms in Europe and beyond.  

Additionally, a few other national ministries responsible for education from 

Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Netherlands, Poland and Spain 

have a high integration within both form of network governance. These countries, with 

the exception of Iceland (an European Free Trade Association‘s country), are 

predominantly member states that joined the EU in 2004 and post-2004 enlargements.  



One outstanding difference, however, is the level of centrality of organisations 

lobbying on behalf of workers and trades at European level in the two forms of network 

governance under consideration. Among the brokers in the education network (ET 

2020) are three major worker unions (the European Trade Union Committee for 

Education, the European Trade Union Confederation, and the European Federation of 

Education Employers), which have comparatively weaker connectivity and brokerage 

capacity when it comes to the adult education network (the Renewed Agenda). 

From a country perspective, the United Kingdom represents an interesting case 

across networks. In the adult education form of network governance (the Renewed 

Agenda), for instance, the Learning and Work Institute (United Kingdom), an 

independent policy and research organisation has a higher brokerage capacity than any 

UK’s government departments; whereas within the education form of network 

governance (ET 2020) the brokerage capacity of the Learning and Work Institute 

(United Kingdom) is practically inexistent, when compared to that of United Kingdom’s 

government departments, even if still rather low.  

Portugal is an equally interesting case across networks, as the National Agency 

for Qualification and VET (Portugal) has a high integration in the adult education form 

of network governance (the Renewed Agenda) but a rather low level of integration in 

the education form of network governance (ET 2020). At the same time, the Portuguese 

Ministry of Education and Science has a quite low connectivity in both forms of 

network governance. 

Finally, it is notable that Latvia has a strikingly different connectivity across 

networks, as its Ministry of Education and Science has the highest brokerage capacity, 

and is one of the three most central actors in the adult education network (the Renewed 



Agenda). At the same time, it demonstrates a lower brokerage capacity in the education 

network (ET 2020). 

Conclusions 

In this article, we examined the working of complex intergovernmental policies 

affecting European adult education and training by concentrating attention on ET 2020 

and the Renewed Agenda. To deepen our understanding of the development, process 

and practice of policy coordination that these policy mixes involve, we explored the 

forms of network governance that emerges from one of its policy instruments (i.e., 

expert groups coordinated by the EC). Our analysis points at noticeable differences 

between the connectivity of each of the official expert groups coordinated by the EC, 

and the groups emerging from the two forms of network governance these produce in 

education (ET 2020) and adult education (the Renewed Agenda), specifically. Such 

distinction produces unpredictable contingency in policy coordination.  

A key result, however, is that two actors (i.e., Flemish Department for Education 

and Training, Ministry of Education and Culture of Finland) stand out as fully 

embedded in both forms of network governance and represent highly connected 

‘informal’ brokers.  

Theoretically a high level of centrality in a form of network governance may 

contribute to influencing other network members; hence to play a more active role in 

the ‘joint decision mode’ through which EU governance works. In fact, a high level of 

centrality might be linked to better access to information, material resources and/or 

relationships that are important considering access to information is a core aspect of 

decision-making. At the same time, such centrality, high integration and brokerage 

connectivity, might lead to superior influence on other countries’ domestic adaptation of 

standards, expertise and ideas. All of which contributes to more efficient European 



policy coordination where EU policies are not prescribed but ‘formed’ within specific 

policy instruments such as expert groups.  

However, the practical effects of a high level of centrality are also dependent on 

individual capacities and organisational backing; two aspects that we did not consider in 

our study. Hence further exploration could benefit from data on individual rather than 

organizational level. 
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Table 3. Coordinated working groups/networks in the adult education policy domain 

    Members (alterative 
members), by type 

N. of 
actors 
for 
SNA4  

Acronym Full title Active Mission Tot. A C D E  

WGPAL 
1 

Working Group on the 
implementation of the Action 
Plan on Adult Learning 

2008-
2010 

Provide the EC with: 
- Policy advice and assistance in implementing, and following up, the actions set out in the Action plan 
(2008–2010); 
- Examples of good practices for dissemination and discussion of proposed actions at EU level, to impact 
and strengthen adult learning participation at national and regional levels.  

49 
 

 7 37 
 

5 50 

TWGQA1 
 

Thematic Working Group on 
Quality Assurance in Adult 
Learning  

2011-
2013 

- Examine the research gaps on quality in the adult learning sector from MSs’ and experts’ point of view; 
- Explore different approaches in MSs on quality in the adult learning sector to improve both systems and 
provision. 

32 4 4 20 4 29 

TWGFAL1 
 

Thematic Working Group on 
Financing Adult Learning  

2011-
2013 

- Examine the research gaps on financing adult learning from MSs’ and experts’ point of view; 
- Explore the effects of different financing approaches in MSs to increase participation rates in adult 
learning;  
- Consider the contribution of adult learning to social cohesion and economic development from the 
cost/benefit point of view. 

28 5 4 14 5 24 

WGAL 
2 

 

ET2020 
Working Group on Adult 
Learning  
 

Since 
2014 

- Benefit MSs in their work of furthering policy development on adult learning through mutual learning 
and the identification of good practices; 
- Provide assistance to clusters of MSs in responding to issues identified in country specific 
recommendations, by having such MSs benefit from the practical experience and good practices of other 
MSs; 
- Will concentrate on delivering concrete and useable outputs that respond to the strategic aims of both 
ET2020 and Europe 2020.  

55  7 35 1
3 

56 

NCAAL 
2 

 

National coordinators for the 
implementation of the 
European Agenda on Adult 
Learning3 

Since 
2012 

Facilitate cooperation with other MSs and the EC in implementing the European Agenda for Adult 
Learning, within the context of ET2020. 
 

39   31 8 40 

1 Led by the European Commission’s Directorate General for Education and Culture (DG EAC) 
2 Led by European Commission’s Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL)  
3 Has a ‘permanent’ status 
4 It includes members type C, D, E and the leading European Commission’s Directorate General, but excludes member type A (i.e. individuals invited in their own capacity) 



 

 

 

 

Figure 1 – The simple graph of European network governance in the adult learning domain 

 

 

Figure 2 - The simple graph of European network governance in the education and training domain 
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