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ABSTRACT

The role of unions as agents of professional knowledge is seldom addressed in studies on working 
life relations. This article investigates how unions with different degrees of professionalization con-
ceptualize members’ interests and influence in the workplace. Two unions of professionals and one 
general union in the Norwegian public sector are compared. The data consist of union documents, 
speeches, and interviews with 12 workplace representatives. A ‘union logic’ and ‘professional as-
sociation logic’ are developed and applied as analytical ideal types, and the unions’ conceptualiza-
tions and combinations of these institutional logics are analyzed. The article finds similarities and 
differences between the unions and interesting differences between the unions’ micro and macro 
levels. Further, a distinct hybrid logic is identified as a ‘union of professionals logic’, with professional 
influence and the agency of elected representatives as key aspects. Introducing perspectives from 
the study of professions, the article contributes to a reconceptualization of the study of unions 
within the Nordic model – and beyond.
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Introduction

An increasing number of employees are professionals or other experts; accordingly, 
unions increasingly aspire to function both as unions and as professional asso-
ciations. Still, knowledge about the specific characteristics of unions with different 

degrees of professionalization is scarce. The present article explores unions’ conceptu-
alizations of members’ interests and influence to gain insight into their approaches to 
employee participation and professional issues in the workplace. The findings contribute 
to a reconceptualization of the study of unions and workplace democracy by highlight-
ing knowledge, skills, and professional autonomy. 

Previous research has defined ‘unions’ as democratic actors that contribute to 
balancing power in society and work life (Behrens et al. 2004; Heiret 2012); as such, 
unions have been viewed as agents of power within class struggle, highlighting employee 
participation in relation to rights, wages, and working conditions (Caraker et al. 2016; 
Knudsen 1995; Knudsen et al. 2011). More recent research on union revitalization 
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has highlighted union organization, capacity, and purpose (Fairbrother 2015), the 
importance of institutional frameworks and external coalitions (Ibsen & Tapia 2017), 
and the critical role of unions’ strategic capabilities and the need to further develop  these 
( Murray 2017). Employee participation and engagement in constructive partnerships 
with employers has also been highlighted as a means to increase worker influence, 
strengthen workplace development, and renew the relevance of unionism (e.g., Caraker 
et al. 2016; Frege & Kelly 2004; Irgens 2018). These approaches, however, largely 
overlook the question of how professional knowledge, autonomy, and identities relate to 
unions’ purpose and power, and the ways unions may exert influence. One exception to 
this is the typology developed by Danish researcher Scheuer in the 1980s; he described 
professionalism and professional influence as rationale for union organizing (Scheuer 
1986). Exceptions can also be found related to studies of unions in the education sector, 
where several contributions have highlighted teachers’ unions as key actors in professional 
development (e.g., Bangs & MacBeath 2012; Stevenson & Gilliland 2015). One study 
on teachers’ unions even tried to describe how ‘professional unionism’ diverts from 
‘industrial unionism’ (Kerchner & Koppich 1993). However, from a Nordic perspective, 
these approaches seem incomplete because they do not embody the specific traditions 
of Nordic working life relations, such as the role of elected workplace representatives 
and institutionalized bipartite cooperation in the workplace. Generally, few studies have 
targeted unions of professionals or other unions that have highly educated members to 
investigate how their members’ knowledge and skills may impact union revitalization 
or union influence.

Previous research on professions and their associations has dealt with organiza-
tions as knowledge agents and stakeholders in professionalization at the national level. 
‘Professional associations’ are defined as necessary precondition of professionalism and 
a key characteristic of professions, linking them to the profession’s knowledge base, pro-
fessional ethics, and professional development (Brante 2013; Molander & Terum 2008). 
In addition, professional associations have been seen as altruistic social actors motivated 
to do good and as egoistic power agents aiming at monopoly and benefits (Fauske 2008; 
Parsons 1978). As such, professional associations have been viewed as ‘hybrid organi-
zations’, containing both professional and union interests (Wilensky 1964). How the 
unions of professionals balance professional unionism against more traditional indus-
trial unionism influences how they perceive rights and obligations and, eventually, what 
it means to them to represent members’ interests (Kerchner & Koppich 1993). Some 
studies have analyzed organizations inhabiting the double role as union and profes-
sional association at the national level (e.g., Buch & Andersen 2014; Nerland & Karseth 
2015); however, the workplace level of these organizations remains largely unexplored, 
including issues related to participation and employee representation.

The Norwegian work life is characterized by a strong tradition of employee partici-
pation and institutionalized influence through tripartite and bipartite cooperation, often 
referred to as the ‘Nordic model’ (Heiret 2012). Highly educated employees are charac-
teristic of the Norwegian public sector, and both general unions and hybrid unions – for 
example, unions of physicians or teachers – inhabit key positions. Furthermore, the 
European trend of union decline has not been manifested in the Norwegian public sector, 
which is still characterized by an organizational density of about 80%. Employees join 
a union individually and voluntarily, and most workplaces have elected employee repre-
sentatives who are engaged in continuous partnership and cooperation with employers 
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(Falkum et al. 2009). This relationship and the respective rights and duties of employers 
and employees are regulated by the Basic Agreement(s). Accordingly, the Norwegian 
public sector represents a relevant case for studying how presumably strong and influ-
ential unions that have different degrees of professional aspiration conceptualize mem-
bers’ interests and influence in the workplace. Moreover, these Norwegian unions may 
develop our general understanding of unions as knowledge agents in ways that might be 
relevant beyond the Nordic context.

The organizations subject to closer examination in the current article are the Nor-
wegian Medical Association (NMA), the Union of Education Norway (UEN), and the 
Norwegian Union of Municipal and General Employees (NUMGE), which, respectively, 
organize the medical profession, the teaching profession, and a variety of municipal 
employees who belong to different professions or vocations. The data consist of a vari-
ety of union documents as well as interviews with 12 workplace representatives from 
the three organizations. 

Based on the conception of union members as employees and professionals, the 
following research question guides the investigation: How are members’ interests and 
influence in the workplace conceptualized by unions with different degrees of profes-
sionalization, and how are the conceptualizations combined at different levels in the 
organizations? To explore this question, the institutional logics perspective is used as a 
theoretical frame and analytical tool. This provides a fruitful framework for analyzing 
ideas and beliefs at both national and local levels, as well as discussing the agency of the 
unions’ workplace representatives. The institutional logics perspective deals with belief 
systems and associated practices, thereby linking agency to socially constructed institu-
tional practices (Friedland & Alford 1991; Thornton & Ocasio 2008). Previous studies 
have used the institutional logics perspective to investigate issues such as work environ-
ment management (e.g., Madsen & Hasle 2017), and professionals’ responses to the 
introduction of bureaucracy and market logics (e.g., Alvehus & Andersson 2018). Until 
now, the perspective has not been applied to explore the characteristics of unions with 
different professional histories and aspirations. Therefore, in this article, a ‘union logic’ 
and ‘professional association logic’ are developed and applied as analytical ideal types. 
The investigation reveals differences between the unions – and, in particular, between 
the unions’ macro and micro levels – and insight into the agency of elected representa-
tives. The findings are discussed in light of the unions’ different histories and character-
istics, and theoretical implications are suggested. The article identifies a distinct hybrid 
logic, provides new insight about unions as knowledge agents, and contributes to bridge 
the gap between studies of working life relations and studies of professions. 

Institutional logics

Thornton and Ocasio define ‘institutional logics’ as ‘the socially constructed, historical 
patterns of material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individu-
als produce and reproduce their material subsistence, organize time and space, and pro-
vide meaning to their social reality’ (1999, p. 804; 2008, p. 101). Studies of institutional 
logics have often concentrated on how a dominant logic organizes and guides the behav-
ior of the actors. Recently, more attention has been directed toward the coexistence of 
multiple logics and cooperation among logics (Goodrick & Reay 2011; Reay & Hinings 
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2009), as well as the existence of hybrid logics (Battilana et al. 2017; Meyer & Hammer-
schmid 2006). ‘Hybrids’ can be understood as organizations that instantiate the values 
and practices associated with multiple distinct logics. Such hybridity poses a number of 
challenges and opportunities to actors, however, if they acquire legitimacy, such hybrids 
can benefit from a broader resource base than can a single logic (Battilana et al. 2017). 
Moreover, the institutional logics perspective rests on an understanding of embedded 
agency, as the logics are expected to both shape and constrain the behavioral repertoire 
of social actors (Delbridge & Edwards 2013; Friedland & Alford 1991; Ocasio et al. 
2017). In this perspective, the elected union representatives exercise agency in the for-
mation, reproduction, and transformation of their respective unions. Elected representa-
tives can be seen as either ‘representatives’ or ‘strategic users’ of logics, or as representing 
different combinations or degrees of such approaches (Greenwood et al. 2017). The 
Scandinavian approach to institutional logics emphasizes that ideas are translated and 
edited as they diffuse and are adopted (Greenwood et al. 2017) and adjusted to different 
organizational contexts. Together, these insights make the institutional logics perspective 
a fruitful approach for analyzing values and beliefs at national and local levels in differ-
ent unions and exploring the agency of elected representatives in this respect. 

Institutional logics can be studied and operationalized in a number of ways. One 
approach holds that institutional logics determine ‘which issues and problems are salient’ 
and ‘which answers and solutions are the focus of attention’ (Meyer & Hammerschmid 
2006, p. 1005). In this article, ‘members’ interests’ are used as a proxy for issues and 
problems, and ‘the means of influence’ suggested by the unions as adequate to secure 
those interests, are used as a proxy for answers and solutions. To facilitate a structured 
comparison of the conceptualizations of members’ interests and influence in the differ-
ent unions, two ideal typical institutional logics are developed, named ‘union logic’ and 
‘professional association logic.’ The logics are ideal types and analytical constructs in 
the sense that they represent condensations of the most salient issues addressed and the 
main channels of influence suggested by the unions. Most unions can be expected to 
display aspects of both union logic and professional association logic. A key question of 
this paper is whether and how the logics are combined by the different unions.

The seminal work of Friedland and Alford (1991) identifies the capitalist market, 
the bureaucratic state, democracy, families, and religion as key institutional logics in 
Western societies. Later contributions have included other logics, among them being 
professionalism (Thornton et al. 2012). The general logics of democracy and profes-
sionalism are seen as backdrops when the logics of unions and professional associations 
are operationalized below. 

Union logic

Participation is a key characteristic of the logic of democracy (Friedland & Alford 
1991), and participation is also a crucial aspect of unions. Unions are democratic 
actors, both in society and in the workplace, and union presence and representative 
institutions strengthen employee participation (Behrens et al. 2004, p. 15). Unions are 
agents of power, and their legitimacy rests with their organizational density, which is 
the percentage of members a union organizes in a relevant field. For general unions, 
this potential may be unlimited, whereas unions of professionals typically only accept 



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 10  ❚  Number 4  ❚  December 2020 47

members with specific education and/or in specific positions (Liljegren et al. 2008). The 
power and legitimacy of unions also follows from their members’ status and position 
in the labor market, as well as from the laws and agreements regulating the rights and 
duties of employers and employees. In Norway, the Basic Agreement(s) are of specific 
importance here. 

The most salient issues and problems raised by unions are related to workers’ rights. 
Fundamental purposes of unions are to defend and secure the members’ interests, dignity, 
and rights, both individually and collectively (Hodder & Edwards 2015; Murray 2017), 
and to represent the interests of those who are underrepresented when decisions are 
made (Behrens et al. 2004). Most unions couple this with a broad social agenda related 
to equality, equal opportunities, and other social policies. Accordingly, the key issues that 
unions seek to influence are members’ wages and working conditions and their right 
to participate in the workplace, as well as broader social and political concerns. More-
over, unions will pursue objectives that reflect their identity (Hodder & Edwards 2015, 
p. 847), and unions of professionals—hybrid unions—can be expected to forward pro-
fessional issues of relevance to their members. However, in the ideal typical union logic, 
the main issues and problems raised will relate to the members’ interests as employees.

The unions’ answers and solutions can be understood as the means by which the 
members’ interests are secured. For unions, the main channels of influence in the work-
place can be described as ‘direct employee participation’ and ‘representative employee 
participation’. ‘Direct participation’ refers to individual employees’ influence over their 
own work situation, which is typically related to task performance at the operational 
level. ‘Representative participation’ is exercised indirectly – for instance, through elected 
representatives – and is intended to give employees influence at a tactical or strategic 
level in relation to goals, the organization, and long-term development (Hagen & Tryg-
stad 2009; Knudsen 1995; Knudsen et al. 2011). Representative participation is clearly 
linked to democratic values and the distribution of power. Direct participation is simi-
larly intrinsic to workplace democracy; however, more recently, it has also been linked to 
the instrumental, management-driven logics of increased productivity and innovation, 
which is contrasted against the democratic aspects of representative participation. This 
distinction is less valid in the Norwegian context, where both forms of participation 
tend to exist side by side. Moreover, the direct and representative forms of participation 
are increasingly seen as mutually dependent and even mutually reinforcing in Norwe-
gian workplaces (Hagen & Trygstad 2009; Trygstad et al. 2015).

Professional association logic

The logic of professionalism relates to specialized work grounded in discretionary knowl-
edge and skills, exclusive jurisdiction, qualifying credentials, a formal training program, 
and an ideology committed to quality rather than economic efficiency ( Freidson 2001, 
p.  127). Further, ‘professions’ are described as ‘organized bodies of experts’ (Fauske 
2008, p. 35), and the ‘professional association’ is often understood as the collective 
voice of a profession and as a necessary precondition for professionalism (Brante 2013; 
Larson 1977; Molander & Terum 2008). Hence, in the literature, the concept of a ‘pro-
fession’ is often used interchangeably with that of a ‘professional association’. This lack 
of differentiation between the concepts blurs the role and mandate of hybrid unions in 
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the workplace, as it is unclear whether or not they should be regarded as the professions’ 
collective voice. Moreover, it hides the fact that professionals may be unorganized or 
organized in different associations or unions. 

Professional associations are also agents of power. Their most important sources of 
power and legitimacy are the members’ knowledge and status in society, and the power 
is typically translated into different professionalization strategies aiming at strengthen-
ing and securing the professions’ positions and influence (Larson 1977; Torstendahl 
1997). One could say that ‘professions are organized into associations that unite mem-
bers and take care of their interests’ (Brante 2013, p. 4). Accordingly, the most salient 
issues and problems for professional associations relate to how to secure members’ pro-
fessional interests, both individually and collectively. Typically, this relates to knowledge 
use, methods and practice, and the ability to act as professionals with autonomy, to take 
professional responsibility, and to adhere to professional ethics (Brante 2013; Freidson 
2001). Therefore, the ideal typical professional association logic highlights the issues and 
problems related to the members’ interests as professionals rather than as employees.

Professional associations’ answers and solutions—or the means available to secure 
members’ interests—follow from the professions’ autonomy, specialized knowledge, 
and exclusive jurisdiction in their fields of expertise (Brante 2013; Freidson 2001). Con-
ceptually, it is possible to differentiate between individual and collective professional 
autonomy, where the first relates to the individual professionals and the latter to the 
professional community or association (Engel 1970). The literature on employee par-
ticipation accordingly distinguishes between direct individual participation and direct 
collective participation; the first relates to an individual employee’s job autonomy and 
the second relates to collective participation through staff meetings or project groups in 
the workplace (e.g., Knudsen 1995; Knudsen et al. 2011). The concept of participation 
is not commonly used in the literature on professions; however, for the current inves-
tigation, similar concepts are developed for professional associations, most notably to 
highlight professional knowledge as the basis for participation. Conceptually, as the 
main channels of influence for the ideal typical professional association in the work-
place, this article distinguishes between ‘individual professional participation’ through 
individual professionals and ‘collective professional participation’ through the profes-
sional community. 

This translates to an ideal typical ‘union logic’ that is characterized by an emphasis 
on the members’ rights and interests as employees and an ideal typical ‘professional 
association logic’ that is characterized by an emphasis on issues that relate to members’ 
interests as professionals. The two logics are similar in a number of ways: unions and 
professional associations are power agents and member organizations that must balance 
self-interest and social responsibility. However, they have different power resources, and 
the key issues and means of influence available in the two logics also differ. Importantly, 
when the members are understood as employees, as in the union logic, this implies cer-
tain rights; when the members are understood as professionals, as in the professional 
association logic, this evokes certain responsibilities. Moreover, the union logic draws 
heavily on the Basic Agreement(s) and representative participation in the workplace, 
whereas the professional association logic builds on the knowledge of the professional 
community, implying collective participation, often without a designated spokesperson, 
as the most powerful source of influence. The ideal typical logics are summarized in 
Table 1. 
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Table 1 The ideal types of union logic and professional association logic 

Approaches to the 
members’ interests 
and influence

Union logic Professional association logic

Issues and problems 
in the workplace

Key issues relate to rights, wages, and 
working conditions, as well as social 
political issues 

The main task is to secure members’ 
interests as employees, individually 
and collectively.

Key issues relate to professional 
autonomy, ethics, methods, practice, 
and quality of services

The main task is to secure members’ 
interests as professionals, individually 
and collectively.

Answers and 
 solutions in the 
workplace

The Basic Agreement and institutions 
for work life cooperation secures 
employees’ access to decisions, and 
the organizational density gives power 
and legitimacy.

Influence can be exerted through 
direct employee participation 
or representative employee  
participation.

The profession’s specialized knowl-
edge secures exclusive jurisdiction 
and some degree of autonomy, and 
the association gives legitimacy and 
collective strength.

Influence can be exerted through 
individual professional participation or 
collective professional participation.

Data and methods

This study rests on the premise that union members are both employees and profes-
sionals, and that professionalism is a rationale for union organizing. The unions’ con-
ceptualizations of members’ professional interests and influence in the workplace are 
analyzed using documents from the unions’ national level and interviews with local 
union representatives. The three unions subject to examination and comparison are 
large and influential in the highly organized Norwegian public sector and belong to 
three different union confederations, hence representing three distinct union traditions 
in Norway. 

The NMA is both a union and professional association for physicians, with 
approximately 36,000 members constituting almost 95% of all practicing physicians 
in  Norway. It is a member of the Federation of Norwegian Professional Associations 
(Akademikerne). The UEN organizes teachers at all levels of the education system, from 
preschool to university. The union has more than 170,000 members, constituting an 
organizational density of around 80% of all schoolteachers. The UEN emphasizes that 
it is both a union and professional association, and it is the biggest affiliate in the Con-
federation of Unions for Professionals (Unio). In Norway, most physicians and teachers 
work with public welfare services. Therefore, these unions are predominantly public 
sector unions, and membership in both unions requires relevant higher education. The 
NUMGE, in contrast, is a general union, encompassing members who identify with 
different vocations and professions. Membership does not depend on a level or field 
of education; most of its members work for municipalities in roles typically related to 
welfare services. With more than 360,000 members, the NUMGE is the largest union in 
Norway and belongs to the Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions (LO).
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These three unions can be placed on a continuum when it comes to professional-
ization. Unions organizing employees who have their primary loyalty to the profession 
and the professional community can be described as characterized by professionalism. 
General unions, in contrast, are characterized by collectivism, extending beyond the 
occupation or workplace. Between these extremes, professional collectivism is a middle 
characteristic of professional groups with weaker positions in the labor market than 
classic professions enjoy (Scheuer 1986), and they tend to be organized as traditional 
unions rather than as professional associations (Brante 2013). Whereas the NUMGE 
is clearly a general union, both the UEN and the NMA are characterized by profes-
sional collectivism, with the NMA characterized by the strongest professionalism. The 
NUMGE cannot be expected to relate to professional issues in the same way as do the 
unions of professionals. Nevertheless, the NUMGE acknowledges the professional and 
vocational identities and needs of its members, and its internal structures organize mem-
bers according to professional or vocational belonging.

The unions represent three distinct cases in this study, chosen on the basis of their 
relevance and expected variation when it comes to the issues in question (Ragin 1987). 
The comparison has an explorative purpose, and a central aim is to identify the simi-
larities and differences among the unions. Further, the current study aims to single 
out key characteristics to identify new questions. Two unions of professionals and one 
general union are compared. This selection of cases will contribute to highlight poten-
tial specific characteristics of unions of professionals, and display possible similarities 
between quite different public sector unions, thereby bridging the gap between the 
often too simplified division between unions and professional associations. As such, the 
comparative approach used in the study can be understood as descriptive and heuristic 
(Kocka 2003, p. 40). 

The documents selected for the study are the organizations’ key policy documents 
that have been adopted by the unions’ national congresses as well as speeches given by 
the organizations’ elected leaders to the same congresses. These documents are expected 
to synthesize the unions’ main principles, values, and priorities, as well as the strate-
gies used to secure their interests. To analyze comparable documents approximately 
from the same period, documents and speeches from two congresses for the NMA and 
the NUMGE are included, whereas only one congress is included for the UEN (it was 
planning its next congress at the time of analysis). Further, the data include handbooks 
for the elected representatives. These documents provide guidance for the union rep-
resentatives on how to fulfill their roles in the workplace and thereby clearly express 
expectations to and ideas about representative participation. The different texts vary in 
terms of scope, the issues addressed, and the level of detail; nevertheless, they belong to 
relatively fixed genres of union documents, making them useful for comparison. Finally, 
the data include semi-structured, qualitative interviews (Rubin & Rubin 2011) with 
12 workplace representatives—four from each organization. The interviewees work in 
hospitals, basic schools, or municipal care. These workplaces are typical of the unions 
in the current study; however, there are other member groups in the unions that are not 
directly analyzed. The main themes of the interviews are the elected representatives’ 
perceptions of their roles, including the key issues they are involved with and the means 
of influence available to the employees in the workplace. Each interview lasted approxi-
mately 60 minutes and was recorded and transcribed. (See Appendix 1 for an overview 
of the data material.)
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Taken together, this data material provides insight into the socially constructed 
patterns that shape and constrain the behavioral repertoire (Friedland & Alford 1991; 
Thornton & Ocasio 1999, 2008) available to union representatives in the workplace. 
The data is expected to conceptualize the most salient issues and problems, as well as the 
preferred answers and solutions, put forward by the unions and perceived by their local 
representatives. The ensuing analysis entails an interplay between deductive and induc-
tive perspectives, to generate new insights about challenges and opportunities related to 
the agency of workplace representatives and to develop theories and hypotheses about 
unions as knowledge agents. The ideal types of union logic and professional association 
logic are applied to detect and describe the conceptualizations as conveyed in the differ-
ent data sources, and as a point of departure for exploring possible hybrid logics in the 
empirical material. 

Accordingly, the first step of the analysis involves pattern matching (Reay & Jones 
2016) by comparing the empirical data to the ideal types of union logic and professional 
association logic. How the selected documents and informants frame the values, beliefs, 
problems, and solutions are interpreted as indicators of the different logics. For instance, 
claims related to employee rights, wages, and working conditions were coded as expres-
sions of a union logic, whereas claims promoting professional autonomy as inseparable 
from the quality of service were coded as expressions of a professional association logic. 
Furthermore, when the elected union representative is highlighted as a way to exert influ-
ence, this is coded as part of a union logic, whereas efforts to forward the professional 
community as the key actor in the workplace is coded as part of a professional associa-
tion logic. This first step also implies giving specific attention to repetitions and so-called 
‘missing data’ (Ryan & Bernard 2003), meaning issues and logics that stand out or seem 
absent in the documents or in the informants’ perceptions. The second step of the analysis 
involves pattern inducing (Reay & Jones 2016) to identify other, supplementary patterns 
not satisfactorily covered by either of the two logics. This implies specific attention to 
alternative narratives, combinations of the logics, and data that complicates the picture 
or goes against expectations (Roulston 2014). The third step of the analysis explores the 
similarities and differences among the three unions, thereby singling out key findings and 
themes for discussion. The steps of analysis are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2 The steps of analysis applied in the present study 

Aim Analytic strategy Empirical research question

1st step Detect the most salient issues 
and problems highlighted 
by the unions, as well as the 
answers and solutions put 
forward.

Ideal types 
(pattern matching)

How do the unions conceptualize 
the members’ interests, and what 
channels are suggested for exerting 
influence in the workplace?

2nd step Explore the findings, and 
specifically, the intersection 
between union logic and 
 professional association logic.

Inductive
(pattern inducing)

What characterizes the different 
unions at different levels, and how  
are the logics combined?

3rd step Investigate similarities and 
differences between the  
three unions.

Descriptive and 
heuristic comparative 
methods

How can similarities and differences 
be described? Which new questions 
are raised by the findings?
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This is a qualitative, explorative study; however, with contextual sensitivity and critical 
examination of the findings, analytic generalization to similar unions within the Nordic 
model may be possible (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). Moreover, the article raises ques-
tions and suggests theoretical perspectives that have general relevance for future studies 
of unions and professional associations – even beyond the Nordic context.

Findings

The following sections describe how the different unions conceptualize members’ inter-
ests and influence in the workplace in terms of a union logic and a professional associa-
tion logic, and explore how these logics are combined. Moreover, the unions are com-
pared to highlight key differences and similarities in how they evoke the different logics.

Conceptualizations of members’ interests and influence

The NMA

The NMA’s policy texts and speeches investigated in this study are primarily concerned 
with professional issues and professional influence. Professional ethics, autonomy, 
and professional standards are highlighted in the documents, and it is argued that 
‘ specialists … must be involved to secure better decisions and results’ (NMA 2015). 
It is also argued that physicians need more time to share experiences and engage in 
development work. By this, a professional association logic is evoked—both in terms 
of the issues addressed and in terms of the prescribed solutions. The solutions highlight 
individual professionals and the professional community, signifying individual and col-
lective professional participation.

In contrast, in its instructions to elected representatives, the NMA evokes a clear 
union logic. The issues addressed in the handbook primarily relate to workers’ rights, 
and the workplace representatives are merely expected to secure the members’ inter-
ests when it comes to wages and working conditions: ‘The most important task for an 
elected representative is to discuss/negotiate issues related to wages and working condi-
tions’ (NMA 2009, p. 26). Thus, the different texts evoke quite different institutional 
logics. Generally, the written data from the NMA do not seem to integrate the roles of 
union and professional association in the workplace. However, one exception is found in 
the latest policy document, from 2017, which is the first policy document issued after the 
big physician strike in 2016. Here, a new formulation is included to state that ‘elected 
representatives must be involved and heard in organizational development and in the 
daily operations’ (NMA 2017, p. 3). This new rhetoric, highlighting the union represen-
tatives, is also evident in the latest speech from 2017, in which the elected leader of the 
NMA states that ‘we fight for co-determination, involvement and the Norwegian model’ 
and that the NMA ‘defends the right to co-determination and professional integrity’. 
Such references to union means of influence are not evident in the earlier policy texts. 

In contrast to the written texts, the elected union representatives in the workplace 
describe hybrid roles that integrate their means of influence with the members’ profes-
sional interests. One informant argues that the strong position of an elected representative 
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also gives her influence over professional issues because the leaders must listen to what 
she says. Another informant describes his motivation to be an elected representative 
when referencing the opportunity to influence professional decisions; he says that he 
wants to facilitate the prospects for professional influence and fight for members’ pro-
fessional autonomy. He further describes how the members usually promote their own 
professional opinions, arguing that many professional issues are best handled through 
such direct professional influence. However, he adds the following:

I feel that I must be there to facilitate the possibility [for individual professional 
participation] – not because I am the one to fight for professional issues in the different 
departments, but [because] I shall secure the possibility and the general understanding that 
such influence is necessary.

This expresses the rationale behind what might be termed a ‘hybrid logic,’ integrating 
the roles of union and professional association in the workplace. The informant argues 
that his representative influence—typically associated with union logic—can be used 
to secure professional autonomy—an issue typically associated with professional 
association logic. This hybrid logic is hardly conceptualized in the NMA policy texts but 
seems to be intuitive to the interviewed NMA representatives in the workplace. 

The UEN

The other union of professionals in the current study—the teachers’ union UEN—displays 
quite different characteristics. The policy document and speech clearly evoke both a 
union logic and a professional association logic while also conceptualizing a hybrid 
logic. That is, wages and working conditions are addressed along with professional 
issues, and the texts highlight the traditional means of influence available to unions 
while stressing that the professional community is key to professional development and 
quality. Moreover, the policy document states, ‘The elected representatives in the UEN 
shall actively promote professional autonomy’ (UEN 2015, p. 6) and that ‘professional 
influence is exerted through co-determination, other formal and informal bilateral 
cooperation, and political advocacy work’ (UEN 2015, p. 21). It further states that the 
elected representatives ‘shall forward knowledge- and experience-based arguments …, 
and represent the profession on professional issues as well as other issues related to the 
employees’ work (UEN 2015, pp. 21–22). This expresses a hybrid logic by linking the 
union’s means of influence with the issues promoted by the professional association. 
In addition, the speech given to the national congress in 2015 highlights the teachers’ 
strike in 2014 as a fight for professional autonomy and the right to take professional 
responsibility. At the same time, the professional community is noted as the key actor 
in systematic development work (UEN 2015, pp. 12–19), and the 2015 speech further 
demonstrates professional association logic by stressing the need to ‘develop the 
professional community’ as crucial for securing professional practice. This ambition, 
however, is not coupled with related expectations directed at elected representatives. 

The handbook for elected representatives briefly states that they are expected to 
‘forward the members’ interests and contribute constructively with professional judg-
ments in the cooperation with the employer’ (UEN 2017, p. 6). Generally, however, 
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union logic seems to dominate the handbook, and the relationship between the profes-
sional community and the elected representative is not clarified. 

The informants from the UEN generally regard the effort to secure members’ inter-
ests as employees as their main task. At the same time, they clearly recognize that they 
could facilitate professional discussions, and one of the informants states that ‘one 
chooses to become an elected representative because of interest in school development’. 
The integration of union and professional interests is, however, unexpectedly weak 
among the workplace representatives. One of the informants acknowledges the inconsis-
tency in that, at the national level, the UEN is a professional actor exerting professional 
influence, whereas locally, as he puts it: ‘I do not feel that I am particularly involved 
in professional development, or that we as union members discuss many professional 
issues’. Another interviewee expresses that if the members wanted a spokesperson on 
professional issues, they should rather elect someone else from among their colleagues. 

When compared with the UEN’s strong professional aspirations at the national 
level, the clear domination of union logic among representatives in the workplace seems 
to be a paradox. Further, the UEN argues that quality depends on confident, competent, 
and ethically aware professionals who take responsibility—individually and collectively. 
The policy texts use ‘we’ to state that the profession will take on this responsibility. 
However, it remains unclear whether ‘we’ refers to the professional community and/or 
to the union and its representatives in the workplace. 

The NUMGE

The only general union studied in the current article, the NUMGE, is clearly character-
ized by a union logic throughout the empirical material. The policy documents and 
speeches emphasize workers’ rights as specifically related to wages and working condi-
tions, along with social policy issues such as public welfare, equality, climate action, 
and culture. The NUMGE’s speeches are highly political, and the 2013 speech under-
lines that ‘the union movement must now, as before, take a broad social responsibility’. 
 Furthermore, the 2017 speech states, ‘It is in the local, daily work in the different work-
places that we [the NUMGE] are most visible, through well trained elected representa-
tives’. The members, the union representatives, and the other traditional union means of 
influence, such as collective action and negotiations, are highlighted as the main answers 
to the questions posed. The members’ knowledge and right to lifelong learning are also 
addressed but not in relation to the members’ professional responsibility. The NUMGE, 
therefore, hardly induces a professional association logic. Nevertheless, the NUMGE is 
concerned with development and quality in the public sector, however, its texts seem to 
indicate that tripartite cooperation at the national and municipal levels are key to such 
developments, rather than bipartite cooperation involving elected representatives in the 
workplace. Further, a union logic is also evoked in the instructions to elected representa-
tives, who are primarily expected to secure the members’ wages and working conditions.

The interviewed NUMGE representatives in the workplace induce a similar union 
logic; they clearly perceive their main task to be safeguarding members’ interests as 
employees, and they highlight both direct and representative employee participation as 
means of influence in the workplace. When asked what the most important tasks to be 
fulfilled by her as an elected representative in the workplace are, one informant states 
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that it is ‘to follow the Basic Agreement, and the laws and regulations supported by the 
NUMGE’. She continues to describe how the union movement has secured workers’ 
interests and rights and that an important issue is to maintain those rights. The other 
informants also highlight the safeguarding of members’ rights and the duty to help mem-
bers as key aspects of their role. 

Generally, the NUMGE documents as well as the informants do not highlight mem-
bers’ professional or vocational interests. Rather, the primary concern is members’ inter-
ests as employees, and the means of influence evoked belong to union logic. 

The unions compared

As expected, a key division between the unions of professionals and the general union 
in the current study relates to how the first two define their members’ interests as both 
employees and professionals while the third merely conceives of members as employees 
only. Interestingly, however, the comparison further reveals that despite the unions’ quite 
different degrees of professionalization, they seem to describe and operationalize the 
agency of workplace representatives in similar ways – primarily inducing a union logic. 

Moreover, the interviewed representatives from the unions of professionals describe a 
similar key challenge: decisions in the workplace are made without sufficient professional 
involvement from the employees. The informants are frustrated by their lack of influence 
over decisions that affect their daily professional work. One informant from the NMA 
highlights that the responsibility, for instance, if something goes wrong, rests with the 
individual physicians, and as such, they ‘want to influence how things are done’. A 
representative from the UEN touches upon the same challenge when saying that ‘the 
professional community wants more influence on professional development work’. In 
contrast, the interviewees from the NUMGE seem to be quite satisfied with their level of 
influence on issues of relevance to their members, as well as with the general prospects 
for direct employee participation. One of the NUMGE informants puts it the following 
way: ‘At this workplace we have the space that we need’. Consequently, it seems that the 
unions of professionals evoke different logics at different levels, whereas the general union 
conceptualizes a union logic throughout. A key characteristic of hybrid unions is that their 
members’ interests clearly follow from their dual role as employees and professionals. 
From this follows not only a double rationale for organizing and a double identification 
with the union for members but also a double expectation related to the role and influence 
of the union. This seems to evoke distinct challenges and opportunities for unions of 
professionals. A mismatch between the professional association logic induced in national 
union documents and the perceptions and experiences of workplace representatives, is 
evident in the frustration expressed by the informants from the hybrid unions. 

Both the unions of professionals combine union logic and professional association 
logic; however, the differences in how they are combined at the different levels are 
interesting in their own right. More specifically, the NMA policy documents clearly express 
a professional association logic at the national level and in relation to daily operations in 
the workplace, while the handbook for elected representatives conceptualizes a narrow 
and clear union logic. The workplace representatives, however, understand their roles as 
part of a hybrid logic. A mismatch between the logics evoked is also seen in the empirical 
sources related to the UEN, albeit for different reasons. The UEN’s policy documents 
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combine and even integrate union logic and professional association logic, but this 
integration is not as salient among the interviewed representatives because they describe 
their roles as predominantly guided by union logic. What might be termed a ‘hybrid 
logic’ is generally weakly conceptualized and primarily materializes as a motivation 
and perception expressed by the workplace representatives in the NMA and as an 
ambition and idea conveyed in the UEN’s policy documents. Nevertheless, the unions of 
professionals do conceptualize the members’ knowledge as a basis for exerting influence 
in the workplace, even if this idea and the associated practice seems underdeveloped. 
In contrast, the logic evoked by the NUMGE appears more consistent throughout the 
different levels, making the mandate of elected representatives less ambiguous; however, 
the union seems to miss out on power resources related to members’ knowledge and 
skills because professional association logic is not evoked. 

Across the unions, the role and agency of elected representatives stands out as sig-
nificant both in terms of representing and translating the political ideas conveyed by the 
unions when it comes to local professional influence, and in terms of the strategic use of 
available logics in the workplace. The way in which to combine workplace democracy, 
employee participation, and professional influence in the workplace seems largely to be 
left to the interpretation of individual elected representatives. 

Discussion

The key findings of the above analysis can be summarized as follows. First, the find-
ings suggest variation in how members’ interests and influence are conceptualized, both 
between and within the studied unions, as union and professional association logics 
are combined in different ways. Further, distinct challenges and opportunities face the 
unions of professionals in this study, and the dichotomy between unions and profes-
sional associations seems to limit our understanding of such hybrid unions. Last, the 
findings imply that a hybrid logic is at play and that elected workplace representatives 
are key actors in this respect. This logic, however, seems underdeveloped and inconsis-
tently conceptualized in relation to the workplace. The following sections discuss these 
findings in light of the different histories and characteristics of the unions and the pos-
sible theoretical implications of the findings.

Union histories and characteristics

Historical contingency is a key assumption of the institutional logics approach (Thorn-
ton & Ocasio 2008), and the variation between the unions and the various conceptual-
izations across the data material may be seen in light of the unions’ different histories 
and contexts. For instance, the NMA’s history is strongly characterized by professional-
ism, and the NMA’s legitimacy has traditionally depended on a clear distinction between 
its role as a union and as a professional association (Haave 2014). This illuminates the 
weak conceptualization of union representatives as professional agents in the written 
material of the NMA. Further, the NMA’s members have traditionally enjoyed substan-
tial individual power and autonomy, and they have consequently been less dependent 
on collective representation to be heard (Scheuer 1986). The physicians’ autonomy and 
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position have come under increasing pressure, and the 2016 strike – aiming to secure 
members’ professional influence in hospitals – represented something new in the his-
tory of the NMA. The shift toward a union logic in the latest policy paper and speech 
from 2017 may be understood based on this experience. Further, the NMA’s traditional 
distinction between union issues and professional issues, as displayed in most of the 
analyzed texts, seems to be challenged by workplace representatives with strong profes-
sional identities acting as ‘strategic users’ of institutional logics (Greenwood et al. 2017), 
integrating representative participation and professional influence in the workplace.

The UEN, in contrast, is the result of multiple fusions of different teachers’ orga-
nizations; its predecessors have balanced traditional union issues against professional 
issues in different ways. In the 1980s and 1990s, the teachers’ unions chose strategies 
that highlighted wages and working conditions at the expense of professional issues 
(Grove & Michelsen 2014; Rovde 2014). In recent years, the UEN has voiced more 
professional aspirations and developed a distinct professional role at the national level 
(Mausethagen 2013; Nerland & Karseth 2015), and in 2014, the UEN went on strike 
to secure members’ professional autonomy and what they described as the right to be a 
good teacher. These historical developments are a relevant backdrop for understanding 
the UEN documents, which are characterized by a clear political ambition to operate as 
a hybrid union at all levels in the organization. However, the informants in this study 
seem to understand their roles more as representatives and carriers of a union logic in 
line with the teachers’ unions’ strategies from the past. Thereby, the union’s policy does 
not seem to be fully realized in the workplace.

The history of the NUMGE is characterized by collectivism and collective power, 
primarily applied to negotiate wages and working conditions for its members (Scheuer 
1986). An unambiguous union logic is conceptualized throughout the empirical material, 
and their elected representatives seem to act as confident ‘representatives’ ( Greenwood 
et al. 2017) of this dominating union logic. This finding is expected; however, the 
NUMGE is also concerned with its member’s vocational and professional identity, and 
a professional association logic could partially also be tapped for a general union such 
as NUMGE. Policy texts or elected representatives could, for instance, promote issues 
related to knowledge and skills as part of members’ interests and as a basis for exerting 
influence in the workplace. Yet, on such issues, the general unions will hardly evoke the 
same legitimacy, as will unions of professionals. As the latter represents the specialized 
knowledge, exclusive jurisdiction, and autonomy of a professional community, this is 
inseparable from professional responsibility and provides a separate source of power. 

The different knowledge bases of the physicians, teachers, and municipal 
 employees—and the different work organizations and management systems they are part 
of—might also account for some of the differences among the unions. Both the medical 
and teaching professions are experiencing increased external pressure and demands for 
accountability that sometimes conflict with professional autonomy (Alvehus & Anders-
son 2018). The analysis in the current article indicates that the UEN’s response may 
be to move toward more professionalism, whereas the NMA may move toward more 
unionism to secure members’ interests as employees and professionals under chang-
ing conditions. While the NUMGE members’ interests remain more narrowly defined, 
and thereby easier to defend and secure, a union logic is likely to continue to dominate 
throughout. The distinction between union representatives as either ‘representatives’ or 
‘strategic users’ of existing logics may be conceptualized as ‘a continuum of embedded 
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discretion,’ and the position of an actor is likely to vary across situations and over time 
(Greenwood et al. 2017, p. 11). More research is needed to understand under what con-
ditions elected representatives tend to reproduce, challenge, or integrate existing logics. 

A union of professionals logic?

According to the institutional logics perspective, different logics can be evoked simul-
taneously and can, at least temporarily, create hybrid versions that differ from either of 
the two logics (Battilana et al. 2017; Meyer & Hammerschmid 2006). The unions of 
professionals in the current study conceptualize combinations of the ideal typical union 
logic and professional association logic. This article identifies this as a ‘hybrid logic’ 
and argues that its key characteristics are 1) an understanding of members’ interests as 
related to their rights as employees and their responsibilities as professionals and 2) a 
conceptualization of representative participation as a means to secure professional influ-
ence and autonomy. This hybrid logic connects the issues and problems of the profes-
sional association logic with the answers and solutions of the union logic. The hybrid 
may be termed a ‘union of professionals logic’.

A union of professionals logic integrates the general logics of democracy and 
professionalism because workplace democracy becomes a channel for exerting 
professional influence. This makes elected representatives key actors in representing the 
hybrid logic or even inventing such a hybrid in the workplace. Workplace representatives 
may contribute to professionalism for instance: by securing the involvement of relevant 
specialists when important decisions are made, by initiating or facilitating discussions 
related to professional development in the workplace, or by filling the role of spokesperson 
for the professional community. Moreover, a union of professionals logic confirms that 
it might be analytically fruitful to differentiate between ‘representative professional 
participation’ and ‘collective professional participation’ (Bie-Drivdal 2018, 2019). The 
first concept could be seen as part of the hybrid logic and refers to participation through 
elected representatives as described in the Basic Agreement(s). The second concept is part 
of the professional association logic and denotes direct influence based on the legitimacy 
and knowledge of the professional community. The latter concept is related to what 
Knudsen et al. (2011, p. 385) term ‘direct, collective participation’ however, includes 
the specialized knowledge of the profession as a key aspect. Theoretically, hybrids might 
benefit from a broader resource base than do organizations drawing on a single logic 
(Battilana et al. 2017). In Norwegian workplaces, direct and representative employee 
participation are seen as mutually reinforcing (Hagen & Trygstad 2009; Trygstad et al. 
2015). Future research might discern whether this synergy is also valid for representative 
and collective professional participation.

Institutions and their logics are socially constructed and always temporary 
and preliminary (Meyer & Hammerschmid 2006, p. 1004). To what extent a union 
of professionals logic will develop as a stable logic in its own right, or whether it is 
merely a temporary blend of the other logics, is likely to depend on the future strategies 
employed by unions as well as the organizational and political contexts in which their 
members operate. There is a general trend toward so-called hybrid professionalism in 
public professions experiencing pressure from competing logics, such as market and 
bureaucracy logics (Alvehus & Andersson 2018; Noordegraaf 2015). Future studies 
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should explore the relationship between such hybrid professionalism and hybrid 
unionism to investigate whether new forms of hybrid professionalism influence union 
strategies and working life relations. 

Conclusion

This article explores conceptualizations of members’ professional interests and influence 
in the workplace as conveyed by three Norwegian public sector unions representing 
different degrees of professionalization. The institutional logics perspective is applied as 
a theoretical frame and analytical tool. The article identifies a distinct ‘union of profes-
sionals logic’, as a hybrid integrating a union logic and professional association logic. 
This logic implies that union organizing is not merely a strategy to secure employees’ 
wages and working conditions but also a way to exert professional influence and secure 
professional practice in the workplace. The hybrid logic seems to be limited to the unions 
of professionals in this study and is surprisingly weakly conceptualized.

Unions and professional associations are often described as fundamentally different 
organizations, driven by diverse motives and applying separate strategies for influence. The 
institutional logics perspective enables an explorative study of how logics are combined by 
the unions, thereby challenging this dichotomy. The findings develop our understanding 
of key actors in the Norwegian work life and have general relevance for future studies 
of unions and professional associations. Studies of professions and their associations 
usually do not involve concepts such as ‘employee participation’ and ‘workplace level’, 
and studies of unions typically do not include perspectives on professional autonomy and 
responsibility, or the collective power of the professional community. The gap between 
the research fields has left hybrid unions largely unexplored. Through a combination 
of perspectives from the studies of working life relations and studies of professions, 
this article contributes to a reconceptualization of both fields. Insight into the specific 
characteristics of unions with different degrees of professionalization enhances our 
understanding of unions as knowledge agents—historically, currently, and in the future. 
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Appendix 

Table 1 Data material

The Norwegian 
Medical Association 
(NMA)

The Union 
of Education 
Norway (UEN)

The Norwegian Union 
of Municipal and 
General Employees 
(NUMGE)

Policy 
documents

NMA (2015) [Principles 
for the Norwegian Medical 
Association 1.9.2015 – 
31.8.2019 and work program 
for the Norwegian Medical 
Association 1.9.2015 – 
31.8.2017]. Prinsipprogram 
1.9.2015 – 31.8.2019 for 
Den norske legeforening og 
Arbeidsprogram 1.9.2015 – 
31.8.2017 for Den norske 
legeforening. Oslo: Den 
norske  legeforeningen. 
NMA (2017) [Work program 
for the Norwegian Medical 
Association 1.9.2017 – 
31.8.2019]. Arbeidsprogram 
1.9.2017 – 31.8.2019 for Den 
norske legeforening. Oslo: Den 
norske  legeforeningen. 

UEN (2016) [We 
Educate Norway – 
Policy and Resolutions 
for 2016–2019]. Vi 
utdanner Norge – 
overordnet politikk og 
vedtatte innsatsområder 
for landsmøteperioden 
2016–2019. Oslo: 
Utdanningsforbundet. 

NUMGE (2013) [Principles 
and Action Plan 2013–2017]. 
Prinsipp- og handlingsprogram 
2013–2017. Oslo: 
Fagforbundet. 
NUMGE (2017) [Principles 
and Action Plan 2017–2021]. 
Prinsipp- og handlingsprogram 
2017–2021. Oslo: 
Fagforbundet. 

Speeches given 
by political 
leaders to 
the national 
congresses

Speech given by Hege 
Gjessing, 2015
Speech given by Marit 
Hermansen, 2017

Speech given by 
Ragnhild Lied, 2015

Speech given by Jan Davidsen, 
2013 
Speech given by Mette Nord, 
2017

Handbooks 
for elected 
representatives

NMA (2009) [The Handbook 
for Elected Representatives]. 
Tillitsvalgthåndboka. Oslo: 
Den norske  legeforeningen. 

UEN (2017) 
[Handbook for 
New Elected 
Representatives in the 
Workplace]. TV-guiden. 
Håndbok for nye 
arbeidsplasstillitsvalgte. 
Oslo: 
Utdanningsforbundet. 

NUMGE (2015) [The 
Norwegian Union of Municipal 
and General Employees’ 
Handbook for Elected 
Representatives Elected 
on a General Agreement]. 
Fagforbundets Håndbok 
for tillitsvalgte valgt etter 
en hovedavtale. Oslo: 
Fagforbundet. 

Interviews
(carried out 
between 
November 
2017 and 
February 2018)

Interviews with four elected 
representatives in a hospital

Interviews with 
four elected 
representatives in 
basic schools 

Interviews with four elected 
representatives in municipal 
care work


