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Abstract

Regional expertise is a crucial aspect of effective and legitimate policy formulation within the
multilevel governance system of the European Union (EU). We argue that EU-funded research
contributes to the multilevel network governance in the EU. However, until now, this aspect of
expertise formation has undergone little analysis. Drawing on materials from an EU-funded research
project on energy transition processes as well as our participation in this project as contracted
researchers, we investigate how regional expertise is assembled in co-creation workshops of
scientists and regional stakeholders. We first reconstruct the implicit programme theory of
transformative research which emphasises the value of practical knowledge of (regional)
stakeholders in complementing scientific knowledge for governance purposes. Using our analysis of
the interactions between workshop participants, we point out the benefits and challenges of
assembling regional expertise from heterogeneous actors. Finally, we compare this hybrid mode of
knowledge co-creation with (hypothetical) more segregated forms of expertise.

Keywords

Mode 2, academic knowledge, practical knowledge, socially robust knowledge, multilevel governance

INTRODUCTION

Some decades ago, scientists were divided in their assessment of whether society was able to adapt
to the environmental risks that emerged as externalities of human activity on earth (Beck 1992;
Luhmann 1989). The different logics of the functional subsystems of society, such as science and
politics, were regarded as being major obstacles (Luhmann 1989). It is the task of expertise to bridge
these logics by assembling reliable knowledge for collective decision-making. While politics has
relied on academic expertise for many years, this relationship has recently become closer, but also
more contentious, transforming both the production of knowledge as well as the governance
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structures. For several decades, policy advice and expertise have been provided by think tanks
operating at the interface between science and policy (Gellner 1995; Weaver 1989). The European
Union (EU) has become especially known for relying on expertise when formulating its policies
(Radaelli 1999). Yet, this proliferation of expertise seems to have also contributed to the current crisis
in which policy knowledge is needed but is also mistrusted (Bechmann 2003; Eyal and Medvetz
2023). In the EU, this paradox has been addressed by structural changes to knowledge production
as well as new forms of multilevel governance in networks (Borzel and Heard-Lauréote 2009).
However, within these networks, regions have had extremely diverse and often (only) informal
influence (Bauer and Borzel 2010). This paper focuses on the hybridisation of knowledge production
for governance purposes in an EU research project, which contributes, at the same time, to the
creation of policy networks among regional stakeholders.

One structural change in scientific knowledge production results from the framing of funding
programmes by formulating so-called “grand challenges” (Isakova et al., 2024; Kaldewey 2018), such
as climate change, and the uncertainties these represent for policymaking (Ruser 2018). The aim is
to align research questions with the knowledge demands of policy formulation from the outset. The
EU’s Horizon 2020 funding programme, for example, encourages grant proposals oriented toward
policy goals (Gengnagel et al., 2022; Kim and Yoo 2019), such as climate mitigation research
(Boezeman and Coninck 2018).

Furthermore, in response to the perceived gap between science and policy, the production of
knowledge has also been transformed from within science. The concept of a Mode 2 society, for
example, assumes that the production of scientific knowledge becomes more integrated with society
to produce “socially robust knowledge” (Nowotny 2003; Nowotny et al., 2001), i.e., knowledge that
is scientifically reliable as well as socially accepted by potential users. Helga Nowotny (2003)
suggested three possible strategies for creating such knowledge: widening the circle of those who are
considered legitimate contributors to knowledge production; experimenting with methods that
account for the uncertainties implied in knowledge production; and repeatedly testing and modifying
knowledge. Yet, “socially robust knowledge” has been criticised as being a term that is more
programmatic than analytical (Weingart 2008). This paper, in contrast, turns to the empirical
example of a research project which aimed to produce such knowledge, and explores some benefits
and difficulties that arise in pursuing this objective. We analyse a project from the EU Horizon 2020
programme in which, following a transformative science approach, co-creation workshops made up
of scientists and regional stakeholders were designed to produce “socially robust” policy
recommendations based on the scientific and practical knowledge of the region.

The co-creation workshops from the ENTRANCES (ENergy TRANsitions from Coal and carbon:
Effects on Societies) project are exemplary in highlighting the hybridisation of knowledge production
at the interface between science and policy because they embody both a theoretical and
methodological approach to research. Some of the recently defined transdisciplinary scientific
approaches are regarded as playing a particular role in contributing to the responses to societal
challenges (Renn 2021) and hence aim to restore academic as well as political agency. Among those,
transformative research (Schneidewind et al., 2016; Strohschneider 2014; Trevors et al., 2012) is an
approach which strives to create “socially robust” knowledge that can be translated into policy
formulation, implementation and, consequently, social change. This catalytic understanding of
research deviates from the assumption that objectified scientific knowledge is necessarily superior
to less universal forms of knowledge. Regarding regions as places with unique properties, for
instance formal academic knowledge, is incomplete because it lacks the practical knowledge base of
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regional actors (Groves 2017). Accordingly, deliberative methods of knowledge co-creation that
integrate researchers and issue stakeholders are valuable due to their potential to create
transformative knowledge based on principles of reciprocal interaction (Renn 2021). However, the
rather messy empirical reality of the interaction between such heterogeneous actors has rarely been
examined (e.g., Fritz et al., 2019).

We build our theoretical perspective on concepts of knowledge and expertise (Collins and Evans
2002; Epstein 2023; Scott 1998). Using these concepts heuristically, we analyse programmatic
literature on transformative research in order to reconstruct the “programme theory” (Bickman
1987) of the scientific approach. Programme theory describes the assumptions that are explicitly or
implicitly made in any line of organised action. The aspiration of transformative research to produce
knowledge for catalysing social change neatly fits the notion of expertise, which emphasises the
assemblage of knowledge for governance purposes. While some theoretical approaches would lead
us to assume that certified experts and scientific knowledge are likely to dominate a setting in which
researchers and practitioners interact in a co-creative task (Collins and Evans 2002; Scott 1998: 311),
this would contradict the declared objective of transformative research. Others argue for a more
nuanced view. The notion of lay expertise, for instance, stresses the hybrid nature of expertise
marshalled by groups with members who are not formally considered experts. Lay expertise
assembles heterogeneous knowledge bases, including formal and experiential knowledge, to make
expertise effective in informing collective action (Epstein 2023). We conceptualise regional expertise
as a specific form of lay expertise that includes formal and practical knowledge about a region,
including singular regional features and particular people and networks.

EU-funded research projects offer good opportunities to study how researchers and practitioners
interact to produce policy expertise. The ENTRANCES project was one of the Research and
Innovation Actions (RIA) funded under the Horizon 2020 call “Building a low-carbon, climate
resilient future: secure, clean and efficient energy”. RIAs are intended to establish new knowledge
and explore “a new or improved technology, product, process, service, or solution” (REA n.d.). The
ENTRANCES project combined several theoretical frameworks but had a strong focus on
transformative research. The project applied a mixed-methods case-study approach to compare
thirteen European coal mining and/or carbon intensive industrial regions. The methods applied in
ENTRANCES ranged from the secondary analysis of administrative data, to content analysis of
media, standardised surveys, semi-structured regional stakeholder interviews, focus groups and co-
creation workshops made up of regional stakeholders whose objective was to formulate policy
recommendations. This paper focuses particularly on the co-creation workshops with regional
stakeholders, whose lay expertise was considered crucial for formulating and implementing policy
in the regional transition process following the phase-out of mining activities. The co-creation
workshops embody most clearly the transformative aspiration of the project because they explicitly
aimed to formulate policy recommendations. Focussing on these workshops, we investigate the
ways in which academics and regional stakeholders interact in co-creation workshops when they
are expected to formulate policy recommendations for German lignite mining regions. How can
the knowledge of regional stakeholders be utilised in policy formulation? Our objective is to
establish an empirical base for reflecting upon the potential benefits and problems of co-creation
workshops as a research format that aims to create “socially robust knowledge” for policy
recommendations.

Our empirical analysis is based on the mixed-methods case studies of the lignite mining regions
Central Germany (Mitteldeutschland), Lusatia (Lausitz) and Rhineland (Rheinland) which were
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developed within the framework of the ENTRANCES project. We participated in this project as
contracted researchers and were involved in coordinating regional surveys, conducting semi-
structured stakeholder interviews, and moderating focus groups and co-creation workshops. We also
participated (virtually) in the project’s final hybrid conference, where results were presented and
discussed with representatives of the European Commission in Brussels. We performed a secondary
analysis of the project materials and reflect on our participation as researchers in the project,
especially our moderation of the co-creation workshops.

We begin by describing the institutional background of the research project, then outline the paper’s
theoretical context and methodological approach. The section headed 'The co-creation of research
expertise' presents the results of our empirical analysis, and these are discussed in the subsequent
section.

THE MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE OF REGIONAL DECARBONISATION

Political and institutional work has been performed at various social levels to reduce global CO.-
emissions, as well as to mitigate negative economic and societal effects of clean energy transitions.
Political aims of climate change mitigation have been formally defined at the international level,
most importantly with the 2° C and 1.5° C thresholds agreed on in the Paris Agreement of 2015
(Folkers 2022:94). The document was ratified by both the EU and Germany. One important element
of climate change mitigation policies is the phase-out of coal and lignite mining (David and Gross
2019).

Research on past coal mine closures identified several socio-economic and societal challenges, such
as rising unemployment, the establishment of new regional identity narratives, and the creation of a
sense of justice (Diluiso et al., 2021; Measham et al., 2024; Strambo et al., 2019).* To compensate for
possible negative effects of climate change mitigation policies, the EU put in place the Just Transition
Mechanism, which will run from 2021 to 2027 and is expected to mobilise 55 billion euros for the
regions most affected by the transition to a climate-neutral economy (European Commission n.d.).
In Germany, the Commission on Growth, Structural Change and Employment (‘Coal Commission’)
was created in June 2018 and presented its policy recommendations in January 2019. The political
process in the run-up to the formation of the Coal Commission was embedded in increasingly heated
public debates. These were most contentious around the time that the commission was formed and
peaked in 2019 after the commission had presented its results (Bartl et al., 2022b: 106; Markard et
al., 2022: 130). The energy transition narrative became deradicalised and hegemonial in national
public discourse (Buschmann and Oels 2019). However, comparative studies suggest that regional
discussions in mining regions have remained more contentious than the national public debate
(MDR 2022; Radtke and David 2024).

In August 2020, the German Bundestag passed three acts as part of a legislative package, which we
will refer to as the Coal Phase-out Act (Kohleausstiegsgesetz).2 The act aims to phase-out lignite coal
production in Germany by 2038, compensate power plant companies and affected workers (over the
age of 58), and initiate significant investments in mining regions (Brachert et al., 2023: 17). In this
context, several scenarios were published for an earlier phase-out of lignite, some of which were

1 The following three paragraphs build on a section in Baron and Bartl (2024).

2 The legislative package consisted of the Act to Reduce and End Coal-Fired Power Generation (Gesetz zur Reduzierung
und zur Beendigung der Kohleverstromung), the Coal Region Investment Act (Investitionsgesetz Kohleregionen) and the
Structural Reinforcement Act for Mining Regions (Strukturstarkungsgesetz Kohleregionen).

Serendipities 10.2025 (1-2): 114-140 | DOI: 10.7146/serendipities.v10i1-2.164272 117



“ . . . . . . .
= Q Se rend | pltIeS Bartl & Heer: Assembling Regional Expertise
 S—

Journal for the Sociology and History of the Social Sciences

commissioned by Germany’s federal government (e.g., Luderer et al., 2021). In 2022, the state
government of North Rhine-Westphalia, where the Rhineland mining area is located, and the federal
government, agreed to accelerate the regional coal phase-out and complete it by as early as 2030. In
contrast, the state governments of Brandenburg, Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt, responsible for the
mining areas of Central Germany and Lusatia, rejected bringing forward the phase-out date to 2030,
which corresponds to the opinion of the regional majority (MDR 2022, 2023).

As part of the legislative package, the Structural Reinforcement Act for Mining Regions
(Strukturstdarkungsgesetz Kohleregionen) allocated up to 14 billion euros to the lignite mining
regions until 2038 for investments aimed at facilitating structural change. Furthermore, the federal
government has also agreed to support the coal mining regions by providing another 26 billion euros
until 2038 through its own measures (Bartl et al., 2022b: 50).

The legislative procedure was accompanied by structural development programmes created by the
affected federal states themselves. These were preceded by bottom-up strategic visions (Leitbilder)
for transforming the lignite mining regions (Heer et al., 2021) affected by the Coal Phase-Out Act
(BGBI 2020: 1803-1808). Lignite mining regions, which historically have no formal boundaries,
were created as spaces for policy intervention and were demarcated along county lines through the
Coal Phase-Out Act (Ribbeck-Lampel et al., 2023: 35). The lignite mining regions of Central
Germany and Lusatia straddle more than one federal state; therefore, new governance structures
had to be set up to manage project approvals, the allocation of federal subsidies, and implementation
(Heer et al., 2024: 7.). These governance structures differ considerably between regions (Barrett
2022: 46—49; Bartl et al.,, 2022a:52-55; Bartl et al., 2022b: 49—52). Even though public
participation in the regional governance of structural transformation processes is highly important
for its acceptance (Heer 2020), opportunities have been rather limited (cf. Herberg et al., 2020;
Radtke and David 2024).

Decarbonisation policies have been accompanied by research programmes at the national and EU
level that strive to create expertise for policy purposes. Oriented toward climate change mitigation
policy, the EU’s Horizon 2020 programme has funded research that strives to generate and improve
knowledge production at the science-policy interface through, e.g., “collaboration, stakeholder
participation and iterative communication” (Boezeman and Coninck 2018: 1). The ENTRANCES
project is an example of the coordination between policy and research at the EU level. The German
phase-out policy is evaluated separately at the national level (Brachert et al., 2023).

FORMS OF EXPERTISE IN CO-CREATIVE RESEARCH

Transformative research was an important theoretical approach that informed the ENTRANCES
project. While expertise is not a central concept in transformative research, we use the notion of
expertise to reconstruct the co-creative methodological “programme theory” (Bickman 1987) of this
approach and to analyse actual practices in co-creation workshops. The notion of expertise is
especially useful for highlighting how co-creation workshops instrumentally create spaces of
interaction for researchers and stakeholders, and for analysing how participants in these settings
interact. In the ENTRANCES project, they were designed to form regional expertise from
heterogeneous actors.

The hybridisation of expertise
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Expertise is a form of assembling knowledge at the interface between science and policy.
Paradoxically, governing public issues increasingly depends on expert knowledge; however, this
knowledge is called into question more frequently and publicly (Biittner and Laux 2021; Eyal and
Medvetz 2023). Two debates have emerged in response to this paradox: the question of participation
in the formulation of expertise, and the relationship between certified academic knowledge and
various forms of “alternative” knowledge (Epstein 2023). Public issues that require specialised
knowledge might come under the scrutiny of societal actors who question the legitimacy of the
expertise contributing to policy recommendations. One response to this critique has been to widen
the circle of expertise taken into consideration when developing policy recommendations. Widening
participation acknowledges that expertise is never purely technical but also normative because it
(implicitly) has political consequences. A second line of critique towards formal academic knowledge
questioned its technical effectivity. Several case studies showed that scientific expertise was often
not enough to effectively respond to the problems at hand because it lacked a good deal of
experiential knowledge about the subject (e.g., Wynne 1989: 37). Similar arguments have been put
forward about the specific properties of places that are relevant for place-based policies (Groves
2017).

Both debates prompted attempts to delineate expertise on the basis of its epistemological
foundation. Collins and Evans (2002), for example, distinguish between no expertise, interactional
expertise and contributory expertise. At the same time, they acknowledge that relevant expertise is
not necessarily grounded in formal academic knowledge but might be based on non-certified forms,
variously referred to as experience, implicit knowledge and local knowledge. Concerning spatial
planning, they clearly see a role for local expertise, but stress that it might nevertheless be partially
or politically biased toward the location (Collins and Evans 2002: 267). Their understanding of local
knowledge corresponds to the notion of place as a space with a unique identity that cannot be fully
captured by formal measures (Knoblauch and Loéw 2020: 274). Practical local knowledge
encompasses singular features of a place including credible networks of issue stakeholders (cf. Levelt
and Metze 2013). To rebalance this potential bias of local knowledge, Collins and Evans recommend
combining local expertise with the knowledge of professional experts. Hence, in their view, local
expertise is complementary to but also subordinate to academic knowledge, a view that is widely
shared (cf. Epstein 2023: 82). James Scott, for instance, when distinguishing between academic and
practical knowledge, is sceptical about combining them on equal terms: “The relation between
scientific knowledge and practical knowledge is, as we shall see, part of a political struggle for
institutional hegemony by experts and their institutions” (Scott 1998: 311).

Epstein’s concept of lay expertise speaks to the same debate as the ideal types developed by Collins
and Evans. Unlike their ideal types, lay expertise, an ostensible oxymoron, emphasises the hybrid
character of knowledge situated between ‘pure’ experts and ‘pure’ lay people. Furthermore, in
response to criticism that the epistemological foundation of such expertise had remained unclear,
Epstein (2023: 84) adopts a definition of expertise that shifts the focus from knowing to doing:
“Experts mediate between the production of knowledge and its application; they define and interpret
situations; and they set priorities for action” (Grundmann 2017: 27). Furthermore, following Eyal
(2013), he characterises expertise as a collective phenomenon that draws on diverse elements
(Epstein 2023: 85). This emergent combination of heterogeneous elements becomes evident, for
example, in stakeholder groups that lack formal credentials but draw on their subjective experiences
as well as on scientific evidence to press for policy change (Rabeharisoa et al., 2014). But this
combination also seems to be at play when lay expertise becomes a strategic complement to scientific
knowledge as well as a legitimacy booster in transformative research.
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Transformative research and the co-creation of catalytic knowledge

Transformative research aims to produce knowledge that is politically useful for changing social and
economic conditions in the direction of sustainable futures, becoming itself a driver of change
(Meisch 2020; WBGU 2011: 22). This requires knowledge of leverage points (Abson et al. 2017),
transformative capacities (Wolfram 2016) as well as transformative interaction modes among the
relevant stakeholders. Within this line of research, it is clear that neither a strong goal orientation
nor well-thought-out transformation paths nor well-developed normative justifications necessarily
lead to the desired outcome of sustainability transitions, as these processes are emergent and offer
no guarantee of positive results (Geels and Schot 2007).

A methodological consequence of this contingency is that the recourse to formalised methods of
knowledge production alone is considered insufficient (Fazey et al., 2020; Holscher et al., 2021).
Overly abstract disciplinary perspectives are often problematic in that the derived policy
recommendations can be politically difficult to implement, for example, when strictly disciplinary
solutions lack a regionally adapted embeddedness or when they have failed to generate the necessary
local acceptance of a political action. Therefore, transformative research strives to gain insights into
how societies can translate knowledge into action (Keeler et al., 2017).

Methodologically, transformative research seeks to integrate formal, academic expertise with the
expertise of practitioners in co-creative research settings in order to produce knowledge that is likely
to catalyse change (Parli et al., 2022; Renn 2021; Schuck-Zoller et al., 2017). The creation of solution-
oriented transformative knowledge that translates into implementable policies is assumed to be
facilitated by minimising possible hierarchies between academic knowledge and the expertise of
regional stakeholders. Such transdisciplinary research settings have rarely been analysed empirically
(Fritz et al., 2019). Therefore, it is useful to investigate the extent to which such a level playing field
can be achieved.

Transformative research as a form of valorising lay expertise

We draw these two perspectives together by using the notion of lay expertise as a sensitising concept
for the declarative and procedural knowledge of practitioners. We consider expertise to be a form of
knowledge that is distinct in its aim to inform collective decision-making and implementation
(Epstein 2023; Grundmann 2017). Transformative research is a paradigmatic case for this notion of
expertise because it aims to achieve the co-creation of knowledge that catalyses social change by
methodologically integrating certified academic knowledge with the knowledge of practitioners. In
the governance of mining activities, local knowledge of the place is crucial because of the unique
identity of places. Furthermore, for policy purposes, networks among regional stakeholders can be
considered pivotal. We assessed how researchers and practitioners, confronted with the task of
providing recommendations for regional policy, interact in an actual workshop setting.

ASSEMBLING REGIONAL EXPERTISE: THE ENTRANCES PROJECT

Our empirical findings are based on our participation as contracted researchers in the ENTRANCES
project and in particular on the comparative analysis of three co-creation workshops, each one
organised with stakeholders from the still active German lignite mining regions (Central Germany,
Lusatia, Rhineland). The project employed a complex mixed-methods approach including secondary
analysis of administrative data, content analysis of media publications, standardised regional
surveys, semi-structured stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and co-creation workshops. The basic
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objective of the co-creation workshops was to develop policy recommendations for an effective
regional sustainability transition. Below, we present the workshop design, the characteristics of the
participants, and the analytical approach we used in this paper. Our analysis is based on a secondary
reading of the workshop transcripts and an ethnographic reflection of the interactive performance
of expertise between researchers and other actors involved.

Workshop design

Since the project consortium consisted of twelve research institutions, considerable effort was made
to standardise methods across case studies. At the same time, interdisciplinary differences,
professional judgement and regional specificities limited the effects of standardisation.
Nevertheless, project meetings often provided a general direction of how to conduct the research.
For instance, a phrase that was used by anglophone colleagues for characterising the ethical
orientation of our case studies was that we should conduct “non-extractive research”, i.e., research
that benefits the researched as much as the researchers. While such an orientation could have been
supported by explicit references to academic literature (e.g., Gaudry 2011), coordination was based
to a large extent on an implicit understanding of oral communication. Such an implicit
understanding was possible because the concepts of transformative research and co-creation overlap
rather significantly with concepts that have been around for decades:

A co-creation approach, when used for example in research, has similarities with co-production,
transdisciplinary research, transdisciplinary knowledge co-production, action research,
participatory research, and stakeholder engagement. Beyond research, it has commonalities
with social innovation and collaborative governance (Prager and Nicholas 2024: 51).

Hence, the design of the co-creation workshops was guided by a mixture of explicit criteria and
implicit professional judgement. Two criteria shaped the workshop design: the use of scenario
techniques by researchers and the involvement of regional stakeholders from different categories.

Table 1: Workshop structure by region

Region Duration Moderators Differences in content
(h:mm)
Central 2:41 3 Presentation of survey results and discussion
Germany Three quantified scenarios
Lusatia 3:42 1 Two qualitative scenarios
Rhineland 3:43 3 Presentation of survey results and discussion
Three quantified scenarios

The workshops included the initial description of alternative scenarios for the future of the region.
Scenarios do not claim to be correct or comprehensive and are best understood as approximations
of a possible corridor of development, within the limits of which an actual development might be
assumed (Kosow and GaBiner 2008). However, future scenarios are more than mere speculation. The
scenarios we used were grounded in earlier empirical analyses of the ENTRANCES project. They
took the challenges and coping strategies of the mining regions identified in the project and
extrapolated these approaches into the future. Scenarios provide added value for finding and
designing viable future development paths by questioning conventional assumptions and
considering options that may be ‘unthinkable’ today. Thus, future scenarios ideally enable regional
actors to gain a better understanding of the dynamics and interactions shaping socio-ecological and
technical systems. By using this modelling, they are able to foster strategic decision-making impulses
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for stakeholders within and beyond the region (Wilkinson et al., 2013). The categories used to invite
regional stakeholders (politics, economy, civil society, environmental NGOs) were roughly in line
with the Quintuple Helix innovation model (Carayannis and Campbell 2010).

Scenarios in two of the three workshops were based on socio-economic projections of statistical data
(Table 1). While these formal projections were visualised in the workshops for Central Germany and
Rhineland, in the Lusatian co-creation workshop, the quantitative socio-economic simulations were
qualitatively reworked into narrative stories to make the scenarios easier for the participants to
discuss. Furthermore, one of the authors of this paper interpreted the request for non-extractive
research as an invitation to use the co-creation workshops to inform regional stakeholders about the
initial results of the project and to give them the chance to comment on them. Therefore, in the
workshops for Central Germany and Rhineland, results from a survey analysis comparing economic
concerns in the mining regions were presented. Such first-hand results were thought to be of interest
to regional stakeholders and an immediate benefit for investing their time. Due to these differences
in design, the workshops varied in duration between under three hours to nearly four hours.

The workshops in Central Germany and Rhineland were moderated by a three-person team
consisting of two economists and one sociologist, all members of regional research institutions. The
workshop in Lusatia was moderated by a political scientist affiliated with a regional research
institution. In each case, involving regionally embedded researchers was meant to establish trust
among regional stakeholders and to portray the ENTRANCES project as being motivated by a
genuine interest in regional development and not merely an extractive research exercise.

Participants, data collection and analysis

Participants in the co-creation workshops came from a pool of 50 to 60 stakeholders per region that
were divided into three categories (politics and public administration, the economy, civil society and
environmental NGOs) through desktop research at the beginning of the ENTRANCES project.
During the project, these stakeholders were sequentially contacted for individual interviews, focus
groups and the co-creation workshops. In Central Germany and Rhineland, the entire pool of
stakeholders was invited by personalised emails to participate in the co-creation workshops. The
pattern of participation was the result of self-selection, with little overlap to former participation in
interviews and focus groups. In Lusatia, regional stakeholders that were interviewed or took part in
focus groups earlier in the project were individually invited to participate in the co-creation
workshop. To achieve a broad representation of the three stakeholder categories, members of
missing categories were specifically contacted. In Lusatia, there was a greater overlap in stakeholders
who had participated in previous project activities.

Table 2: Participants by region and stakeholder category

Politics and public Economy Civil society and Total
administration environmental NGOs
Central Germany 1 4 2 7
Lusatia 3 2 1 6
Rhineland 1 2 6 9
Total 5 8 9 22
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The workshops took place online between 24 April and 31 May 2023. In the end, a total of 22 regional
stakeholders participated, seven in Central Germany, six in Lusatia and nine in Rhineland (Table 2).
Five participants were involved in politics and public administration, eight were economic
stakeholders, and nine came from civil organisations and environmental NGOs.

Most of the participants from Central Germany were economic stakeholders, three representing a
large labour union and one representing the regional chamber of crafts. One civil society
representative identified themselves as a researcher in regenerative energy supplies and an activist
for environmental issues through “community organising” (Meier et al., 2022). The second civil
society representative was a professional historian, knowledgeable about the economic and cultural
heritage of the region. The political stakeholder was an active member of a local city council from a
centre-left party.

The participants in the Lusatia workshop were representatives from state politics and public
administration across various levels of government. The civil society representative had once been a
long-term mayor of a village now known for its vibrant local community. Economic actors
represented the regional chamber of industry and commerce and the regional branch of a large
energy supplier.

Most participants in the Rhineland workshop were active in civil society, four were actively involved
in environmental issues at different levels of government, one worked in a regional education
network, and one represented a regional women’s council. The economic stakeholders represented
the regional business association of the chemical industry and the agricultural business chamber.

With prior consent of the participants, the workshops were recorded via a web-based meeting
platform and transcribed afterwards.

Secondary qualitative content analysis and ethnographic reflection

Our aim in this paper is to reconstruct the interactive performance of expertise between researchers
and regional stakeholders. While secondary analyses of qualitative data have yet to reveal their full
potential (Heaton 2008), we did a secondary content analysis of the workshop transcripts (Kuckartz
2014). First, we analysed the transcripts sequentially, focusing later on communicative cues of
declarative and procedural knowledge about the region. Since we were moderators of the workshops
and participated in other parts of the ENTRANCES project, we also reflect upon our observations
and experiences as participants in the field. During our participation in the project, we had no
intention of being participant-observers (cf. Gold 1958), which helped us to perform our roles. Only
afterwards did we reflect upon our observations and experiences and work on objectifying them
through theoretical reflection (Scheffer 2002).

THE CO-CREATION OF REGIONAL EXPERTISE

In this section, we begin by presenting the range of role expectations that participants had in the
workshop. Then we discuss the typical interaction patterns of the scientists and regional
stakeholders that formed the hybrid character of the regional expertise. While scientists were
expected to meet the regional stakeholders on an equal footing, the latter were expected to provide
formal and practical knowledge about the region that was relevant for policy formulation at various
levels of government. Finally, we discuss two issues surrounding selectivity that might undermine
the formation of regional expertise.
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Role orientations of individual participants

If we understand expertise to mean the marshalling of knowledge for action, it is important to note
that the stakeholders in the workshops not only had professionally different knowledge bases but
also differential access to policy formulation. The latter is especially evident in the expectations of
actors regarding their role in the workshop.

The researchers participating in the workshop (including the authors of this paper) introduced
themselves as representatives of the ENTRANCES project and hence advocates of the general
objective to produce policy recommendations. In their roles as moderators, presenters of scenarios,
and technical assistants, they were expected to put their views largely to one side and elicit the
relevant knowledge from stakeholders.

Participants who introduced themselves at the beginning of the workshop as being able to contribute
expertise in policy formulation were stakeholders from the political and economic sectors. Political
actors in Lusatia, for example, expected the workshop to provide them with “food for thought” and
“suggestions to concretise visions”. Since policy formulation is part of the professional remit of
politicians and administrators, the co-creation workshop offered them the opportunity to explore
unconventional solutions and budget restrictions. The city council member in Central Germany
regarded the workshop as a learning opportunity, especially about how a city could contribute to
making the clean energy transition more equitable. The representative of the energy supplier in
Lusatia had been well-established in the region for 25 years and also participated at the national level
in the so-called Coal Commission. He was hoping to find ways to accelerate the process of the clean
energy transition. Similarly, the representative of the business association in Lusatia hoped to
“improve” the structural change process or “correct” maldevelopments that occurred in the course
of this process.

A second functional understanding of expertise expressed by the participants was knowledge
brokering through networking. Representatives of the labour union in Central Germany considered
that their role in policy formulation was to ensure that workers participated in the change process
by networking within and across the lignite mining regions. Similar networking approaches were
used by the member of the chamber of crafts in Central Germany, the educational agency manager
in Rhineland, and the members of the two environmental NGOs in Rhineland. For these
stakeholders, participating in the co-creation workshop was a crucial element of their networking
activities.

A third approach to expertise relates to the articulation of criticism. The representative of a county-
level business development agency in Lusatia took a slightly critical view: While self-identifying as a
political decision maker, he recognised the need to take “citizens more on board”. Similarly, a former
Lusatian mayor expressed the need for more attention to be paid to peripheral areas and for small-
scale developmental projects to be considered in structural change funding schemes. The
representative of a citizens’ group from a village close to an open pit mine in Rhineland took an even
more critical view towards the governance of the transformation process because he believed
stakeholders from civil society were at a severe disadvantage in terms of political participation; the
same views were held by the representative of a civil organisation in Central Germany.

The director of a historical collection in Central Germany was an interesting case. Although he did
not feel he was “worthy” of participating in the workshop, he had nevertheless accepted the invitation
because of his academic profession. While he explicitly denied having technical knowledge about
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structural change, throughout the workshop, he contributed significant knowledge about the
economic history of lignite mining. Due to his reflective professional role, he was able to introduce
more visionary suggestions than other participants. A similarly visionary approach was taken by civil
society stakeholders in Rhineland, who called for discursive spaces for debating values and
developing utopias.

Even though participants were invited particularly because of their assumed practical expertise as
members of stakeholder organisations, some doubted that they had any expertise at all about
structural change. These stakeholders had been encouraged by others to participate, e.g., colleagues,
their superiors, or the research team. The spokesperson of a women’s association in Rhineland, for
example, questioned her own expertise on the topic. Although she had been surprised to receive an
invitation from the research team, she decided to participate because women were also part of the
population affected by the lignite phase-out and she wanted to disseminate the knowledge she
acquired in the workshop afterwards. A public administration officer at the district level in Rhineland
belittled her own potential expertise by saying that her work was concerned with the “details of open
pit mines rather than the broader picture”. Later, she provided clear information on the recultivation
options for open pit mines — but only after being directly addressed by a moderator who deliberately
asked very basic questions that occurred to him as a lay person on that specific topic, e.g., What
would happen if we did not do anything with the open pit mines? Would the mines not be
automatically reclaimed by nature? She ruled this out as a viable option for legal and for safety
reasons. The representative of the agricultural business chamber in Rhineland said she was new to
the job and therefore had almost no expertise on the issue. These participants’ low self-assessment
meant that they only made marginal contributions to the discussion and some dropped out early.

The hybrid knowledge base of regional expertise

To investigate the assembly of regional expertise that was sought after in the ENTRANCES project,
we compare the interaction of scientists and regional stakeholders in several instances where
disputes over knowledge emerged or could be expected to emerge. Previous studies argued that
experiential knowledge was often dominated by abstract forms of academic knowledge (Groves
2017). For this step of the analysis, we assumed that both academic and experiential knowledge could
be relevant for assembling regional expertise, however, we wanted to examine how their relationship
is situated by looking at how different forms were used by participants. Theoretically, experiential
and formal knowledge could complement one another, but they could also conflict with one another
as well.

Scientific knowledge challenged by regional stakeholders

We begin by describing how regional stakeholders interacted with scientific knowledge that was
obtained through a standardised survey in an early attempt to evaluate policy. In the workshops for
Central Germany and Rhineland, the moderator presented survey results relating to the
development of personal economic concerns in lignite mining regions in Germany (2016-2021).
These results were still under review by an academic journal and were based on the German Socio-
Economic Panel Study which defined mining regions according to the statistical construct of labour
market areas. Findings showed that there were no statistically significant differences between lignite
mining regions and the rest of Germany. There was basically a downward trend in the likelihood of
there being strong economic concerns. To a certain extent, this can be interpreted as a positive
evaluation of the regional structural policy that accompanied the coal phase-out. Stakeholders
actively engaged with the results, utilising their experience in interpreting numbers and their
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knowledge about the regions. In Central Germany, for instance, they mentioned contradictory
evidence from other surveys, especially for Central Germany and Lusatia (MDR 2022). Above all,
they questioned the operationalisation of mining regions on the basis of economic arguments about
labour market areas being too broad for the purpose of policy evaluation. Instead, they insisted that
the legally codified definition of mining regions at the county level ought to be used. Regional
stakeholders argued that applying the legal definition would assure comparability with other studies.
As a consequence, the project team changed their operationalisation of mining regions to facilitate
the commensurability of results. While the adjustment in the operationalisation of mining regions
did not significantly change the results, it should be noted that the potential use of the results for
policy formation was decisive for this workshop controversy and not theoretical arguments about
territorially interlocking labour markets.

This part of our analysis demonstrates that it is possible for co-creation workshops to temporarily
establish a level playing field among heterogeneous participants that allows for reciprocal exchange.
This does not mean, however, that institutionalised hierarchies between academic and non-
academic forms of knowledge no longer persist — as will be shown below.

Singular and commensurable regional knowledge

Since the ENTRANCES project aimed to generate policy-relevant knowledge about specific features
of regions, we would like to describe how regional characteristics were marked communicatively
during the workshops. Using an ideal typical distinction: were regions described as singular places
or as commensurable territories?

When participants referred to the regions by name, but also by using indexical expressions, such as
“here”, “in our region” etc., both forms of reference demarcate regions as places with a unique
identity and singular features. However, in order for subjective knowledge about a region to become
policy-relevant, it needs to be connected to more general forms of knowledge, otherwise, it will be
difficult to justify claims in public debates. The workshops provided several examples of how
stakeholders translated specific collective experiences of regions into more commensurable terms
that have already been established as scientific facts. For example, stakeholders in Central Germany
and Lusatia discussed demographic decline and skilled labour shortages to a much larger extent than
in Rhineland. This coincides with current scientific knowledge on the regional pattern of
demographic change but also with the negative experiences of the people in the region, especially in
Eastern Germany. Since public money is largely allocated to municipalities based on population
figures, demographic decline means fewer monetary resources which is often accompanied by a
decline in infrastructure. The effects of demographic decline have been felt most strongly in Lusatia
because of the overall sparser population density there. Infrastructure is a spatially unique feature;
hence, when projects are discontinued or never implemented, this is often perceived as a collective
devaluation or an existential threat to the place itself. Stakeholders in Lusatia, for example, expressed
their disappointment that railway projects they had hoped for have not been realised because “they
[the federal government] think that there is not enough of us”. Administrative regulations use
viability thresholds, translating continuous variables (population numbers) into allocations in-kind
(infrastructure categories for particular places). These criteria play out negatively for Lusatia because
of demographic decline but also because the region borders the Czech Republic, which makes it a
peripheral territory in a national sense despite being quite centrally located in Europe.

Hence, this brief example shows how the specific collective experience of a region can be translated
into more commensurable terms, especially when academic knowledge backs it. However, academic
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knowledge can also be used to challenge experiential knowledge. In another instance, the
representative of the chamber of crafts in Central Germany argued that the value of water turbines
in small streams to make energy production more efficient was being underestimated. While he had
first-hand knowledge from practical cases on how to implement such turbines, his efficiency claim
was challenged by a female environmental activist citing established expert knowledge which states
that the potential for water-turbine-based energy production is basically exhausted in Germany. Her
reference to this quietly ended this debate.

Conceptual debates initiated by regional stakeholders

Often, academic discourse that focusses on a critique of terms used in public or academic debate is
considered too detached from practical relevance (Abend 2023). The debates of lay experts in these
workshops question such a view by speaking to the performativity of academic debates in (mundane)
politics.

The title of the ENTRANCES project includes the notion of “energy transition” as a way of defining
its subject. There was, however, no strict language policy among project members during the actual

» 3

project activities. Project members used terms such as “energy transition”, “structural change”,
“sustainability transformation”, “climate mitigation policy”, etc., depending on their disciplinary or
theoretical background and the situation at hand. The Coal Commission and the resulting federal
legislation had a clear focus on economic terms, such as regional “investment” and “structural
reinforcement” policies. The media, an important source of common knowledge, have not applied a
consistent language policy when reporting on the coal phase-out. Hence, in the absence of clear
terminological expectations, it is rather surprising that debates about the political implications of
concepts emerged in two of the workshops. These debates were initiated by regional stakeholders,

not researchers.

Overall, regional stakeholders used “energy transition” and “structural change” roughly twice as
much as “transformation”. A civil society stakeholder in Central Germany explicitly asked which
term to use in the workshop because of the normative and systemic implications of concepts. Civil
society stakeholders in the Rhineland workshop discussed the conceptual implications of different
terms more extensively and supported each other in criticising the narrow focus of North Rhine-
Westphalia’s regional policy on economic structural change when actually a much broader societal
sustainability transformation was needed in their view. One civil society stakeholder used a local
example to emphasise the practical implications of differentiating between concepts:

And then you end up with what I call a technocratic understanding of how structural change can
work. That’s what I call the logic of economic development. You can see that here. That’s how it
works here. Occasionally, decisions are made. You find them a bit questionable. And then there
are those who write letters to the editor. ‘Why is the indoor riding arena at Soers Sports Park
being subsidised?’ And so on. What does that have to do with structural change? But the other
thing would be to move away from or beyond this economic development logic to understand
the whole thing as a transformation [...] We are undergoing a major transformation, whether
we like it or not. The transformation actually means, yes, doing business and living more
sustainably. It also means taking biodiversity into account. That is also part of the process if we
want to transform the mining area here in Rhineland (own transcript).

The historian in Central Germany argued for the strategic use of the term transformation because it
allows a link to be made between the current aim of a sustainability transformation and the historical
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experience in the region of the peaceful revolution in the former German Democratic Republic. He
felt that it was crucial to create a connection between these two processes in order to reinforce the
regional identity of the Central German region. In the Lusatian workshop, such conceptual issues
were not discussed in depth. The most frequent term used in that workshop was structural change.
Since the categorical composition of the regional stakeholders in the workshops differed
significantly, it is difficult to ascertain whether this divergence is attributable to regional specificities
or to the stakeholder categories.

Overall, the stances taken by regional stakeholders indicate a greater sensitivity for the implications
that concepts can have on policy than that which was found among the participating researchers.
The similarities between workshop and academic debates could be interpreted as a form of emergent
scientisation of society (Beck and Bon3 1989; Weingart 1983).

Problems of selectivity

Scientific knowledge usually claims to be universal, a claim that is based on methodological
standards on the one hand, as well as on the specification of a scope of validity. Two forms of
selectivity turned out to be especially problematic in relation to the production of regional expertise
for multilevel governance in the co-creation workshops that we analysed.

Selective participation

When interpreting the recommendations produced in regional co-creation workshops, it would be
ideal to be able to control the categorical composition of the stakeholders. In the workshops we
analysed, participation was highly selective. There are many reasons for this, including the fact that
the workshops fostered existing regional policy networks. Another reason is that regional
stakeholders face time restraints and some also lack self-confidence. Time restraints were
mentioned, especially by civil society stakeholders, but probably apply to many other stakeholders
that were invited but did not participate. A lack of self-confidence became indirectly clear in the
reluctance of some participants to actively contribute to the workshop debates. Assuming an equal
composition of stakeholders, specific workshop topics could arguably be interpreted as indications
of regional specificities. In lieu of controlling stakeholder participation, information from workshops
can be cross-checked with current academic knowledge of the region for external validation.
Otherwise, it is difficult to draw conclusions about regional singularities.

The problem is exemplified by the topic of qualified workforce shortages. Such shortages were
alluded to in all regions, with problems being portrayed as being most severe in Lusatia, followed by
Central Germany and Rhineland. This rating corresponds to the scientific information available
(Jansen and Schirner 2020). However, problems related to vocational education were only discussed
in great detail in Central Germany. Economic stakeholders there consisted of three labour unionists
and a delegate from the chamber of crafts. Their expertise was based on universal knowledge as well
as copious experience of the competition between vocational and academic education programmes,
on the one hand, and school dropouts on the other. Their normative and analytical emphasis of this
problem is in contrast with stakeholders in Lusatia and Rhineland. Another example of the subject-
related influence of stakeholder positions and thus evidence for the importance of workshop
recruitment is the evaluation of participatory governance instruments in designing regional policies
of structural change. Although participatory governance instruments were considered important in
all regions, existing procedures were most vigorously criticised by civil society stakeholders in
Rhineland. Since no systematic comparisons of participatory governance instruments across the
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three lignite mining regions exist, it is difficult to assess where improvements would be needed the
most. What can be seen, however, is the degree of elaboration on the arguments put forward.
Stakeholders in Rhineland, for example, justified their criticism by providing more than just negative
experiences. They also suggested that improvements could potentially be made through “citizen
councils” (Dienel 2002; Lietzmann et al., 2021). The discussion of participatory governance was
fundamentally different in Lusatia, where stakeholders criticised citizen participation as often being
ineffective and inefficient. Instead of participatory governance, a broader distribution of the benefits
of clean energy projects at the local level was considered a superior form of “economic participation”.

Hence, if co-creation workshops are expected to gain information on regional specificities, it would
be crucial to minimise selection bias in participation. While a random selection of participants seems
to offer a possible solution to this problem, it does not rule out selectivity completely and might miss
the point of recruiting regional stakeholders, who are relevant for policy formulation and
implementation, instead of individual citizens.

Selective aggregation and communication

As in every research endeavour, contributions to co-creation workshops do not speak for themselves
— they have to be interpreted, evaluated and aggregated to be able to inform policy. This argument
assumes that policy recommendations are written up by researchers in a report or are orally
presented to policymakers. Reports for comparing a relatively large number of regional case studies
(in ENTRANCES there were 13) can be highly standardised and, as a consequence, much of the
regionally specific knowledge is levelled out in the writing process. Alternatively, leaving more space
for professional judgement runs the risk of producing regional reports that are difficult to compare
and aggregate into meaningful messages. While policy recommendations from the co-creation
workshops in ENTRANCES have been documented in public reports, we do not aim to systematically
compare them here. Instead, we would like to describe how we experienced the oral presentation of
policy recommendations to representatives of the European Commission in Brussels, which was
another format of co-creation that we attended virtually.

At a certain stage of the workshop, a summary of the policy recommendations was presented. It was
a rather long list of diverse issues with no explicit aggregation criteria and without a single “take-
home message”. These recommendations were later discussed in a round table attended by several
principal investigators of the project. During this discussion, the conclusion of one economist stood
out to us. He asserted that the conclusions to be drawn were obvious: As a society, we have to restrict
our energy consumption. The best way to achieve this was to raise energy prices, mainly through
carbon emission trading. This would mean less growth in the future compared to what could be
expected were there no restrictions on energy consumption. But the latter would mean not achieving
the internationally agreed on global warming targets, which he did not consider to be an option.

Hence, there it was, a clear message for policymaking, ready to be translated into governance
structures. It was difficult to see how these comparatively clear-cut conclusions could have been
drawn from the diverse list of policy recommendations presented earlier. Instead, they corresponded
mainly to economic theorising about climate mitigation policy (MacKenzie 2009). These policy
recommendations could have been generated (and indeed have been implemented to a certain
extent) without the co-creation workshops in different European regions. Were these workshops
then in vain?
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We (the authors of this paper) discussed this question and came up with the following answer: Today,
policy — including the coal phase-out policy — is created by actors at different levels of governance.
While the formally derived policy recommendation of economists could have been obtained without
co-creation workshops, the policymakers relevant for such a policy operate at rather high levels of
governance, such as the EU or the national level. At the same time, the design and implementation
of structural change policies accompanying the coal phase-out are, to a large extent, decided at rather
low levels of governance, such as the regional or local level. At these governance levels, the problem
of aggregation is either absent or less severe. Furthermore, at the regional and local level, co-creation
workshops not only contribute to policymaking through the development of declarative knowledge
but also provide procedural knowledge by virtue of being carried out. Co-creation workshops
constitute not only instances of co-operative debate but also potential networking among
participants that could be activated at a later point.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, we set out to analyse the objectives and practice of co-creating regional expertise. We
applied the notion of expertise to the objective of transformative research to produce “socially
robust” knowledge that is assumed to catalyse social change. In transformative research, co-creation
of knowledge between researchers and practitioners is considered a way to produce such knowledge.
In terms of concrete workshops that aim to generate policy recommendations, this places certain
expectations on participants. We analysed three co-creation workshops in German lignite mining
regions to assess how these expectations are met empirically. In this section, we summarise our
results on the assembling of regional expertise in co-creation workshops and then reflect upon the
role of such hybrid forms of knowledge production for science and politics.

We summarise our results by highlighting three points: First, the role orientations of regional
stakeholders in co-creation workshops depend on their access to political power. They ranged from
being open to new ideas among policymakers, to a rather fundamental critique of existing policies
among civil society actors, to a rejection of the notion of being an expert at all. Ideally, such different
viewpoints can stimulate each other to create an emergent form of collective regional expertise that
is more than the sum of its parts. Indeed, interaction formats that enable trust-based relationships
between scientists, decision makers and technical administrative staff are most likely to facilitate
policy learning (Rittelmeyer et al., 2024). For facilitators of workshops with heterogenous target
groups, it is crucial to be attentive to the self-marginalising voices among participants and to
encourage them to make themselves heard. The participants who saw themselves as being rather ill-
equipped to contribute to collective regional expertise were either a) working in a subordinate
position, b) academics scholars from the humanities or c) female. Second, during the interaction in
workshops, the participants did not establish a clear hierarchy between academic and experiential
forms of knowledge so that the collective knowledge base was a rather hybrid one. This became
evident in two ways: Facilitators explicitly encouraged participants to share their views, and regional
stakeholders both challenged the academic knowledge presented to them and drew on objectified
knowledge themselves in addition to their practical knowledge. Third, the regional specificity of
expertise is most valuable at lower levels of governance. If experience-based knowledge is translated
to higher levels of governance, this does not mean that it is actually devalued, but it almost
necessarily changes its form (Demszky and Nassehi 2012, cf.). It is also at local and regional
governance levels that the networking effect for participants of co-creation workshops is most
relevant for further exchange in the future (cf. Levelt and Metze 2013). Such networking effects can
be especially valuable for the practicability of policies, i.e., enhancing their efficiency. While the EU
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uses network governance to increase the efficiency and legitimacy of its policies (Borzel and Heard-
Lauréote 2009), we were able to show how EU research policy fosters this approach.

However, reflecting upon this workshop format, we also identified two main challenges: First,
participation in co-creation workshops is highly selective. This selectivity in the composition of
workshop participants is also reflected in how they contribute during the workshop. Because of this
selectivity, the aim to widen the knowledge of expertise can therefore be questioned not only from a
scientific but also from a democratic standpoint. Stakeholders involved in the co-creation of
(regional) expertise are still self-interested actors (Seibicke 2024). Whose voices are likely to be
assembled into regional expertise? One scientific response to the problem of selectivity is
professional research ethics: Researchers conducting co-creation workshops bear the responsibility
of ensuring a balanced interpretation of results. This responsibility can be pre-structured by
developing professional guidelines for developing policy recommendations (Rudnicki and Wojnicka
2024). Furthermore, from a democratic perspective, it can be argued that policy recommendations
resulting from co-creation workshops are typically fed into policymaking processes that usually enjoy
democratic legitimacy and policymakers are free in their decision to use them or not. While co-
creation workshops, such as the ones presented here, generate recommendations for policymakers,
it is the task of politics to create political liability from them.

A second potential limitation that we identified was the aggregation of regional expertise to higher
governance levels. While there is no obvious or unchallenged mechanism available in processes of
knowledge co-creation to aggregate diverse forms of knowledge, democratic political institutions
usually provide formal and informal rules on how to aggregate a diversity of viewpoints.

Against this backdrop, we point out three possible alternative approaches to complement or stand in
place of co-creation workshops for the purpose of assembling regional expertise: Citizen councils
with randomly selected participants (Lietzmann et al., 2021), surveys with regionally representative
samples, and more socio-demographically representative political institutions. While the first two
alternatives have variously been implemented, the problem of more socio-demographically
representative political institutions has remained unresolved. Engagement in political parties and
candidates running for parliamentary office have increasingly come from an academic and urban
background (Bovens and Wille 2017; Elsasser et al., 2017; Haffert 2024), which means that practical
knowledge of various fields in a functionally differentiated society is systematically crowded out of
policymaking. Therefore, this seems to be the most relevant challenge for the future of democratic
governance.

What do we learn from this form of network governance in EU-funded research for the relationship
between science, politics and society? First, our research shows that EU-funded research is an
important force in the hybridisation of science and politics as proposed, for instance, in the Mode 2
literature. This is even more so because third-party funding has become an indispensable way of
financing research. Indeed, third-party funding increases the likelihood of knowledge exchange
between science and policy (Thune et al., 2023). Even though it can be argued that EU funding
criteria that favour hybrid formats of assembling policy expertise have contributed to methodological
innovation, these formats and their implications will continue to require scholarly reflection
(Barbosa Mendes et al., 2024). Second, while our analysis suggests that (regional) expertise from
such hybrid production formats does not permeate higher levels of the EU governance system to the
same degree as lower levels, this is not necessarily a downside because demand for expertise is likely
to correspond to the responsibilities of the respective governance levels. Other research suggests that
there are also national varieties of evidence use in (energy) policy (McDowall 2024). At the same
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time, the likelihood of policymakers participating in knowledge exchange increases in proportion to
their own experience in academia (Luhmann 1977; Thune et al., 2023). Hence, taking a further step
back from the hybridisation of formats for producing expertise (e.g., through funding criteria), it is
the secular academisation process that produces a hybridisation of expertise in society that is often
overlooked (Stock et al., 2024).
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