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Dimensions of professional knowledge
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Abstract: This study concern how professional knowledge is discussed, understood and employed by
integration workers in an integration activity in Sweden called Civic Orientation. The changing and complex
nature of integration work implies that integration workers need specialized knowledge to ensure quality of
the activity. Defining what is meant by professional knowledge is especially important and to address these
issues, this study focuses on what constitutes professional knowledge with respect to the efforts made to support
immigrant integration. Our study reveals that professional knowledge in Civic Orientation encompasses the
understanding and responding to the heterogeneity of the groups in daily interactions, developing standardized
procedures; and knowledge about how to establishing a cumulative approach to knowledge in the organization.
We argue that these motives are embedded in different perspectives on culture and knowledge. Furthermore,
these different perspectives are expressed as tensions between values of creativity and standardization as well as
between equality and heterogeneity.

Keywords: professional knowledge, communication, integration work, standardization

1 Introduction

The focus of this study concerns how professional

knowledge in integration work is understood and de-

fined by integration workers and managers in one of the

main programs used by Swedish authorities to help im-

migrants integrate into Swedish society, a program called

Civic Orientation (CO).

In recent decades, societal structures, welfare organi-

zations, and work processes have been challenged be-

cause of increased immigration and changing immigra-

tion policies. In this context, public integration work

has been transformed by both public policy mandates

as well as general demographic and societal changes.[1]

These transformations involve how activities are orga-

nized, what methods are used, and how operating pro-

cedures are implemented as well as management and

governance. The changes are discursive changes at the

social, business, and professional level,[2] where differ-

ences in logic and principles are at play in the determi-

nation of what is professional knowledge.
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Given the nature of the work involved, integration

workers in this field often need to have specialized

knowledge and one can ask if the transformations of

work practice with immigrants, refugees and asylum

seekers is developing into a new field of practice.[3]

However, we argue that it is reasonable to assume that

the transformations have generated new demands on pro-

fessional expertise as well as questions in need of further

research.

The issue of professional knowledge suggests a highly

relevant question: How is professional knowledge de-

fined and how is it dealt with in a new integration activity

such as CO? Understanding the processes of integration

work requires understanding how dimensions of knowl-

edge are discussed, understood, and employed, by the

integration workers but first we need to define what inte-

gration is.

1.1 Integration and integration work

Integration is a concept that has been addressed in

many ways, but it often involves both social structure

and individual behaviour.[4, 5] The structural component

of integration incorporates a dimension where individu-

als participate in formal organizations and activities such

as in politics, education and labour to seek agency. This

view of integration also means that participation can vary

from low to high and that integration activities in general

aim to support both formal and informal relationships.

On the individual level, integration can generally be de-

fined as structural or affective interconnectedness with
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others as well as with social institutions, as individuals

position themselves and are positioned by others through

social interaction and relationships with different kinds

of institutions.[6]

1.2 Civic orientation

In Sweden, CO is a 60-hour integration program di-

rected to some immigrants; those who has a residence

permit and join the establishment-program from the Pub-

lic Employment Service, and those who are a family

immigrant. The regulation[7] states that the purpose of

CO is to facilitate the integration of new arrivals into

the work and life of the community by providing a ba-

sic understanding of Swedish society and by forming a

basis for further knowledge acquisition. Therefore the

government encourage to participate as early as possible

after arrival to the municipality. CO must be conveyed

in the form of dialogue and discussion adapted to the

immigrant’s own conditions and perspectives. The in-

formation should therefore be given in the immigrants’

mother tongue. The CO should be seen as a common

base where the municipalities’ efforts are supplemented

by the county councils, government agencies and other

actors.

CO provides the immigrants with information about

the following:

(1) Human rights and fundamental democratic values

(2) An individual’s rights and obligations in general

(3) How society is organized

(4) Practical everyday life

Furthermore, one goal with CO is to ensure a certain

national standard in terms of form and content.

The emphasis is on the practical aspect of living in

Sweden but the exact content, extent and focus of each

thematic area are adapted from the participants specific

conditions and the local conditions. The program is

given in the immigrants’ native language, so the groups

are categorized by language. But the immigrants are

a heterogeneous group with different experiences and

knowledge they are young and old, men and women,

skilled and unskilled, from urban and rural areas, and

from different countries with various religious back-

grounds.

However, a program generally starts when there is a

full group (i.e., 15-20 people). If a participant is absent

from one occasion (session), it can be made up the next

time the program is given since the program is highly

structured. However, this strict structure means that de-

viation from the planned activities or changes in the pace

at which the activities are provided is greatly restricted,

constraining the immigrants’ other priorities such as ed-

ucation and work.

1.3 Professional knowledge

But what is professional knowledge? We often talk

about professional knowledge just like Muzio and Kirk-

patrick[8] we see professionals as a collective setting,

who develop approaches, values and strategies.[9] Pro-

fessional knowledge is often treated as a concept where

we assume that we know and almost intuitively recog-

nize it. But the meaning and essence of professional

knowledge is not easy to define in words; it is multi-

faceted, perspective-rich and complex phenomenon and

therefore tends to slip between your fingers like sand.

However, in this study, professional knowledge is related

to the social structure of integration work since that is a

key issue in the assignment of CO.

Knowledge can be seen and understood in several

ways but in this study we see knowledge as being con-

nected with facts and principles, having familiarity or

conversance with subjects, which in this case should be

subjects related to integration work. On a general level

one can say that professional knowledge is a prerequisite

for competent acting that is valued in situations, which

also means that knowledge is the ability to participate in

an integration activity. From our perspective, knowledge

is embedded in activities and just like Th̊ang,[10] we ar-

gue that knowledge is personal, but also manifested and

shared between people in activities.

Since there is no definitive definition of what con-

stitutes professional knowledge in integration work, the

aim of this study is to get an understanding of how pro-

fessional knowledge in integration activities is under-

stood and defined by integration workers and managers

in one of the main programs used by Swedish authorities

to help immigrants integrate into Swedish society.

1.4 Perspectives of activities

Even though we are now in a situation where integra-

tion work is discussed in most Western countries, we still

need to know more about how professional knowledge

in integration work is understood and in what ways the

meanings of professional knowledge enter and transform

everyday integration practices. Consequently, we argue

that the way professional knowledge is understood has a

massive influence on how to organize work, but also on

staff members’ (integration workers) modes of expres-

sion and, more specifically, methods of performing in-

tegration work. From this point of view, the theoretical

and methodological perspective of this study is that pro-

fessional knowledge cannot be isolated from the context

in which it is put to work.

CO can be understood as an activity system and can

be scrutinized at three interrelated levels: activity, ac-

tions, and operations.[11] In this study, our prime focus
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is the local organization of the activity in a municipality.

The interplay between society, institutions, and individu-

als becomes relevant for understanding how through dif-

ferent voices various perspectives on professional knowl-

edge arise (i.e., ways of acting, reasoning, and handling

the experiences that are made in relation to the task of the

activity system) where the activity is directed at newly

arrived immigrants. Governmental policy categorizes ac-

tivity as providing information about Swedish society in

a way that helps immigrants integrate into Swedish soci-

ety.

However, even if the immigrants’ integration gives

meaning to the activity, individuals have their own goals

and engagements. To be able to teach a class on democ-

racy, an integration worker must carry out a series of

actions, for example, preparing for the lesson. Such

preparations imply that the general objective of the les-

son (e.g., lessons on democracy) is accomplished by the

integration worker’s perceived motive and goals coupled

to each action. However, the integration worker’s actual

performance, the operations, depends on current condi-

tions and tools, i.e., the means or methods by which their

actions are carried out. Such aspects of work are em-

bedded in daily routine practice and are not always con-

sciously performed. For example, the integration work-

ers do not have to think about how to keep a session mov-

ing; they just do it.

The interdependence between the different levels[11]

implies that CO is shaped and transformed by generat-

ing actions and operations. An integration worker, how-

ever, might find it difficult to establish a link between

the durable object of an activity and the goals of their

on-going actions, although these are connected. Such

paradoxical relations are characteristic for activity sys-

tems and can be thought of as sources of change. The

changing dimensions of CO imply that it is not always

clear how professional competence is defined. There is

an inseparable relationship between the knowledge re-

quired to handle situations that challenge routine aspects

of work and aspects of quality. In other words, the con-

cept of professional knowledge is an historical accom-

plishment and is ‘recurring patterns of purposeful activ-

ity that are distributed over people and technologies in

work practice’.[12]

An integration worker’s main concern is to estab-

lish links between the immigrants’ cultures and Swedish

culture, a process that Akkerman and Bakker[13] call

‘boundary crossing’. Boundary crossing involves gen-

erating new meaning and new understanding across cul-

tural differences. How the integration workers identify,

understand, and frame distinctive perspectives in mean-

ing making processes becomes central to facilitating the

immigrants’ understandings of everyday life in Sweden.

Sometimes, however, situations that disturb the on-going

conversations emerge and challenge the routine aspects

of the work. How well integration workers deal with

these interruptions is an indication of their professional

knowledge.

From a boundary crossing perspective, we consider

professional knowledge in relation to how different

viewpoints are produced with specific voices and relate

to specific positions. This multi-voicedness, for exam-

ple, illustrates how individuals can take on varying per-

spectives and move between different positions. Such

a view becomes relevant for describing how boundaries

are constructed and overcome. In our study, different

positions are evident in discourses about professional

knowledge, as people both respond to former utterances

and anticipate future responses. Hence, processes of po-

sitioning are both shaped by context and are context re-

newing.[14]

2 Methods

The empirical material in this study comes from inte-

gration offices in Sweden. And just like a schoolroom,

the physical facilities of the integration offices include

tables and chairs, distributed in rows, and a whiteboard

located at the front. The activities are scheduled four

days a week with each meeting lasting two hours. Pro-

fessional knowledge and continuity in everyday work, in

terms of both content and form, are uphold and accom-

plished through the schedule and the framing and struc-

turing of activities.

2.1 Data collection

After being provided with the details of the study, all

the staff members and management agreed to participate

in the study. To embrace the relation between individu-

als’ ways of talking in and about everyday practice and

the collective organization of activity, we focused on the

entire activity system, which made it possible to anal-

yse individual, collective, artefact-mediated, and profes-

sional knowledge with respect to CO.

To grasp the workflow and the ways work was or-

ganized, about 115 hours of observations were carried

out, divided between both authors. The purpose of those

observations was to understand the overall expectations,

norms, purposes and procedures already in place that ad-

hered to the organization and coordination of work. The

observations were focused on different activities and dis-

cussions and can be described as a funnel shaped process

where the point of departure was questions starting with

What is valued?. Observations also involved talking to

different staff members in and about various situations.
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Field notes were written in close conjunction with the

observations, and time, place, activities, as well as what

the immediate interpretation of what the participants ad-

dressed as important were all recorded. These notes have

been used as complementary data to support and illus-

trate our interpretations.

Another purpose of the observations was to highlight

for closer scrutiny those activities that played a critical

role for how professional knowledge is defined in im-

migrant integration work. The periodic work meetings

at the department were distinguished as a sort of cru-

cial activity as they focused on aspects of professional

knowledge related to the organization, development, and

understanding of their work. These meetings included

the manager of operations, administrative staff, and inte-

gration workers. Eight meetings were recorded, all be-

tween 60 and 90 minutes long. The video recorder was

arranged to capture how the integration workers and the

managers interacted with each other and what was pre-

sented on slides.

Additionally, a total of 18 interviews were conducted

and tape-recorded, 16 with integration workers and two

with management. Most interviews were done with the

integration workers since their work is specifically tar-

geted in the study. The interviews generally lasted about

one hour, but varied between 30 and 90 minutes. All

interviews were conducted at locations specified by the

integration workers. Attention was focused on knowl-

edge and quality in work. The interviews with the man-

agement were transcribed verbatim, but the interviews

with the integration workers were summarized as an ini-

tial step. When transcribed, some of the oral remarks

were edited to make them easier to understand.

2.2 Analysis

This study focuses on some aspects of professional

knowledge and how integration workers and managers

involved in CO conceive of professional knowledge. All

data were used as a basis for analysis, and to form a pre-

liminary hypothesis of how professional knowledge was

understood and expressed, the field notes were initially

used for documenting the workflow as well as guiding

the analyses. Thereafter we made a content analysis of

the interviews and the video recordings to find recurrent

patterns of the way the staff and management understood

aspects of professional knowledge. In that process, the

interviews and the video recordings were listened to, re-

viewed and scrutinized several times.

Excerpts of interest for this study were transcribed ver-

batim. To grasp what was valued, how and in relation

to what, the staging of rules, community, and division

of labour[15] guided our analysis as well as the ways in

which different interlocutors positioned themselves and

others. Such positioning made visible their formal stance

in relation to the activity as well as the ways in which

they articulated specific agenda and perspectives on pro-

fessional knowledge. Additionally, different positioning

played out in terms of different responsibilities and peo-

ple were held accountable for distinct tasks accordingly.

The initial analysis identified two categories that

emerged as significant tools (or even strong actors)

in maintaining and securing professional knowledge:

culture and material and methods (standardizations).

Specifically, culture stood out as a core aspect of profes-

sional knowledge in relation to the integration workers’

ability to perform their daily tasks, making information

intelligible and meaningful to the immigrants. Subse-

quently, we continued with closer analysis of the inter-

views and transcribed parts of the video recordings, start-

ing with more detailed analysis of culture by scrutinizing

how differences in the groups of immigrants were under-

stood and what values and attributes emerged as aspects

of professional knowledge in relation to the integration

workers’ actions. Specific focus was directed towards

narratives about the bridging aspects of the integration

workers’ tasks.

In relation to learning material and methods at hand

for the integration work, a structured order seemed to in-

fluence the distribution and processing of information.

This finding directed our focus to analyse what rules and

attributes emerged as aspects of professional knowledge

in relation to the regulations and guidelines that directed

the activity. The next step directed our analysis to exam-

ine the cumulative approaches to knowledge inherent in

the system of activity. We identified professional knowl-

edge aspects in relation to how actions and responsibil-

ities were horizontally and vertically distributed in rela-

tion to the community.

3 Results

In the daily work associated with CO, the integration

workers and management refer to professional knowl-

edge in different ways and in different contexts: in ev-

eryday interactions in the classroom and in relation to

resources such as methods and learning material. What

becomes professional knowledge is revealed in the en-

actment of rules, community standards, and division of

labour.

3.1 Professional knowledge as culture in ac-

tion

One central aspect of professional knowledge in daily

activities is culture. Culture is integral in the integra-

tion workers’ daily work in both expected and quite un-
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seen ways, and professional knowledge is manifested as

the workers invoke culture in classroom interactions with

the immigrants. CO is designed to provide information

about Swedish society and to make comparisons between

different cultures. What is less noticed is that the integra-

tion workers’ work relies on the ability both to recognize

the multiplicity of differences in the groups and to rec-

ognize the group members’ sense of cultural belonging.

This awareness enables the integration workers to bridge

cultures. That is, culture functions as the organizing el-

ement of an activity, embracing interactive and mutually

constitutive relations between cultural contexts and as-

pects of quality. As an organizing element, culture serves

to continuously shape the activity in which the integra-

tion workers are operating.

In relation to the central functioning of culture it is in-

teresting to note how institutional expectations on the in-

tegration workers were related to their dual cultural com-

petence. As one manager expressed it: ‘You will still

need a certain amount of time in Sweden to be able to

compare the cultural part in any way, and at the same

time, it has sometimes been on the contrary; to be a bro-

ker, you cannot have been too long in Sweden. Other-

wise you do not have the material to compare with.’

This utterance positions the integration workers as

brokers between cultures. The interactions across con-

texts such position enables is an aspect of professional

knowledge in the integration workers’ work, where cul-

ture becomes a core feature. A decisive aspect of the

value given to culture is made visible in how the integra-

tion workers deal with the heterogeneity in the groups.

The integration workers consistently expressed the view

that it was their responsibility to recognize the multiple

differences in the groups: ‘When you’re small, you are

socialized into norms and values and a culture (...) you

have the culture as a starting point. It is easy to bring

this up in the classroom too, but when you see that there

are also other opinions, then one understands. (...) it’s an

advantage, it is a resource for me that a person may see

different things with different perspectives. That is what

I am trying to emphasize in class.’

This utterance stresses that people’s positions are rela-

tional and linked to cultural and historical experiences.

By understanding the immigrants’ cultural belonging,

the integration workers can understand how their dif-

ferent positions affect the way they perceive the envi-

ronment and the issues that are dealt with in the ses-

sions. This utterance also indicates an understanding of

peoples’ need to belong and their ability to move be-

tween different positions. Such movement can be con-

sidered as sense making processes and therefore part of

identity[16] with a potential of spanning cultural bound-

aries. Even dichotomies between cultures and differ-

ences in the group are used by integration workers to go

deeper into the subject, which becomes a crucial aspect

of professional knowledge in their work. The integration

workers express how professional knowledge depends

on varying perspectives and that there is a constant ne-

gotiation between different positions in the class about

various issues. For example, when talking about gen-

der equality, one integration worker says: ‘Sometimes

the illiterates handle issues of gender equality better that

highly educated (...) I give the illiterates the chance to

defend their thoughts and ideas.’

Likewise, the integration workers’ discourse also re-

vealed how professional knowledge depends on bringing

the immigrants into account: ‘What is it that Iranians,

for example, with that culture and that background are

concerned about?’

The integration worker is simultaneously ‘othering’[13]

the Iranians and locating culture to them. By distanc-

ing oneself from a cultural value system, the integra-

tion worker is bringing the immigrants into account by

challenging them to participate in the activity. The inte-

gration workers’ objective positioning of ‘themselves’ is

a prerequisite for directing and jointly scrutinizing cul-

tural boundaries (i.e., how the different cultures relate

to one another). The integration workers’ understand-

ing of the immigrants cultural belonging enable the an-

ticipation of relevant issues that most surely will raise

questions and lead to the negotiation of different norms

and values, which makes new courses of action possi-

ble while letting each group member take his or her own

stance. Such identification and negotiations of bound-

aries have the potential to lead to new understandings

of everyday life, norms, and values in different cultures.

The utterance below refer to user-based aspects of pro-

fessional knowledge that concern positioning the immi-

grants as active and responsible, encouraging them to re-

spond to their on-going life projects: ‘They (the immi-

grants’) think that we want them to forget their traditions

and turn Swedish. We discuss that a lot (...) But our role

is to raise questions. Where are you? Who are you, as

a human, as a father or mother? It is their (the immi-

grants’) role to become more active in society.’

This understanding of society’ through their (the im-

migrants’) thoughts’ indicates the integration worker’s

desire to make connections between the already known

and the desired outcome, which is successful integra-

tion into Swedish society. Such dimensions of perfor-

mance become important aspects of professional knowl-

edge, aiming to increase the immigrants’ access to active

participation in society. Thus, the choices the integra-

tion workers make regarding how to carry out a specific
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action are partly (re-)enacted from experience, partly im-

provised, and partly coupled to envisioning the future. In

other words, the objective is not to overcome differences,

but to establish continuity in action and interaction be-

tween different positions and cultures. Such enactment

pinpoint process aspects of professional knowledge aim-

ing to satisfy individual needs and interests.

3.2 Professional knowledge in methods and

learning material in action

According to the national regulations,[7] different as-

pects of standardization and responsibility to secure a

uniform delivery of service to all immigrants are inter-

linked with professional knowledge. Standardization as

an aspect of professional knowledge involves an insur-

ance that the same content is delivered in an equal man-

ner to all immigrants. In CO, both the content and the

form are stipulated at a national level, implying that the

freedom to choose, e.g., the literature to be used, is ut-

terly constrained. Hence, methods and material found

in textbooks and presentations are based on eight pre-

defined themes stipulated in the restriction, which are

divided into subthemes and provide a set of categories

that define the ‘problem areas’. Consequently, these con-

straints significantly influence how integration workers

perform their tasks and how professional knowledge is

defined.

According to the data, the scheduled processing

through the different themes assures that all immigrants

receive the same information. By using standardized

tools such as PowerPoint presentations, professional

knowledge becomes equated with equality. Moreover,

according to the interviews, there is also a cumulative

professional knowledge as all immigrants move from

one scheduled theme to another in the same way, indi-

cating that the tools are seen as providing measurable

variables to evaluate the activity. However, as the infor-

mants argue, it is reasonable to always critically consider

whether these standardized programs do what they claim

they do or even provide equal opportunities once an im-

migrant completes the CO.

It is obvious that when the integration workers are

making professional knowledge a question of standard-

ization and equality, it influences how they interact with

the immigrants, i.e. process aspects of the activity. When

the integration workers are conducting a lesson, the stan-

dardized material or scripts coordinate their actions and

predetermines what is relevant to highlight depending

on the immigrants they are interacting with. Simulta-

neously, as the integration workers describe the content

of the lessons as having different significance depend-

ing on the groups and their cultural heritage, indicating

that a uniform script cannot effectively deal with the dif-

ferences between groups, they argue that they must fol-

low the standardized chronological order that is built on

an overall logic. The integration workers position them-

selves as responsible for following the script and overall,

see the script as logical:

I think the arrangement that we have today and the or-

der of the headings is rather logical. It starts with ‘Com-

ing to Sweden’, and it ends with ‘Growing old in Swe-

den’.

The reflective remark made above, on the chronolog-

ical order of the issues in the script, indicates that the

script might be correct and logical from an imagined life

course perspective, and this is perceived as professional

knowledge. However, this objective ‘logic’ and the way

it corresponds to the heterogeneity of the groups can be

called into question as it is designed for institutional use

and can make it difficult for integration workers to re-

spond to individual immigrants’ issues.[17] That is in-

dicating the complex and contested character of profes-

sional knowledge, which is made evident in a manager’s

remark: ‘(standardized scripts) should be a tool to help

you to perform, but also a quality assurance that all re-

ceive our department’s CO’.

This utterance points to a both/and function associated

with standardization. This dual functionality indicates

a need for boundary crossing for the integration work-

ers, highlighting objective as well as subjective aspects

of professional knowledge which exceeds the expecta-

tions of various stakeholders. Boundary crossing,[13] be-

comes in other words a vital competence in achieving

and upholding professional knowledge and distributing

and structuring work that everyone needs to relate to. As

seen from the data, the standardized material is valued as

an important tool in their work. Although, there are times

that the integration workers need to let go of the stipu-

lated order to respond to situations at hand. A challenge

involved in achieving and upholding quality seems to lie

in the way standardized information can be organized to

support the integration workers’ creative abilities.

3.3 Perspectives on knowledge

Many issues in CO require the integration workers to

have specific professional knowledge. One such issue

is sexuality, which is a subject that can be challenging

for anyone and even more challenging in cultures where

it can be taboo to discuss sexuality in mixed-gendered

groups. It is reasonable to think that it is easier to talk

about the parental insurance system than about sexuality.

A reasonable question would be what content and ped-

agogical knowledge is best for maintaining professional

knowledge regarding such issues.
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However, according to the data, professional knowl-

edge in CO is also a matter of handling structures that

support and develop the work processes. As a man-

ager says, this is done: ‘through internal education, man-

agement makes evident their responsibility for securing

the integration workers’ knowledge base where we know

that it differs very much culturally and about group pro-

cesses to make them suitable for the mission’.

One manager emphasizes the need to keep the integra-

tion workers ‘job-ready’, indicating a boundary between

objective knowledge and the integration workers’ sub-

jective knowledge:

We want them trained in some way in order to keep

them job-ready.

The managements’ view reveals a vertical distribu-

tion of knowledge, implying that objectified knowledge

is given precedence over the integration workers’ situ-

ated knowledge. The interviews with management also

reveal that professional knowledge aspects of the organi-

zation of work are related to developing and maintaining

structures and processes for continued knowledge devel-

opment. Such aspects of professional knowledge can be

related to parts of the ISO 9000 system that give impor-

tance to continuously developing methods and processes

within organizations by regular audits.

The integration workers expressed a desire for a com-

mon knowledge base (especially pedagogical knowl-

edge) that would help them adapt their activities for the

specific needs of the immigrants, which point to the pro-

fessional knowledge of processes related to what Sah-

ney, Banwet, and Karunes[18] call the delivery of ser-

vice and the outputs in terms of supporting the immi-

grants integration in society. The following utterance

highlights a boundary between management and the in-

tegration workers and the multiple boundaries between

the integration workers’ level of knowledge, indicating

an organizational perspective that needs to be considered

when assessing professional knowledge. ‘[We] want to

have a course in education science. If we want better re-

sults, we need to create a common denominator among

us. But even among the integration workers, the level

of education is very diverse. It can have an effect, more

or less. But at least we have had a common denomina-

tor the courses that we have had here and the meetings

we’ve had here always provide us with some knowledge

and it’s open you discuss, you criticize, complain, ap-

preciate, everything.’

In addition, the utterance addresses how the integra-

tion workers frame their tasks, an understanding that ad-

dresses the ambiguous nature of their activity with re-

spect to assessing its professional knowledge in relation

to a larger collective system of activity. By conditioning

the enhancement of work, the boundary between what

currently characterizes the activity as a whole and what is

yet to be accomplished is emphasized, indicating a pos-

sible path of action. The utterance reveals that the in-

tegration workers desire more action from management

while also acknowledging horizontal aspects of knowl-

edge development. The utterance also indicates a readi-

ness to move from an ‘individual’ view of knowledge

and learning to one that considers the perspectives of

others. In other words, professional knowledge depends

on developing a common denominator in the system of

activity, which requires a learning environment that sup-

ports boundary-crossing activities as a way of promoting

the continuous development of new knowledge.

The approach to the cumulative dimensions of knowl-

edge will have implications for what becomes valued

as quality work, and the above utterance addresses how

boundary-crossing activities can serve to secure both

learning and quality. However, ensuring learning and

quality requires recognizing what the integration work-

ers actually do. The results reveal different perspectives

on where to locate knowledge, which are relative to and

constitutive of one another. Simultaneously, the results

indicate the integration workers’ and management’s dif-

ferent relations to professional knowledge, maintained

through different positioning, voicing, and interactions

within the activity system with different actors, who

jointly design and conduct the CO.

4 Discussion

We started by scrutinizing how professional knowl-

edge is understood with respect to an integration activ-

ity. Our study revealed that professional knowledge in

CO simultaneously encompasses three motives: (1) un-

derstanding and responding to the heterogeneity of the

groups in daily interactions; (2) developing standardized

procedures; and (3) establishing a cumulative approach

to knowledge in the organization. We argue that these

motives are embedded in different perspectives on cul-

ture and knowledge, which become evident in the organi-

zational discourses about professional knowledge. Fur-

thermore, these different perspectives are expressed as

tensions between values of creativity and standardization

as well as between equality and heterogeneity.

As seen in the result, professional knowledge points

to different aspects of integration work that simultane-

ously both constitute and reveal the dilemmas with pro-

fessional knowledge on a conceptual level. For example,

there is no all-embracing definition for either multicul-

turalism or integration for the integration workers to re-

late to. When it comes to integration, the complexities

arise as soon as we change perspectives: from personal
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to societal, from thematic to practical, or from diversity

to coherence. In Swedish society, significant differences

exist and many individuals and groups desire to be so-

cially and politically recognized. Such differences man-

ifest themselves in culture, identity, and interests, which

together are usually referred to as integration. If we talk

about integration, we need to come to an understanding

regarding a number of issues to frame and articulate what

it means. Once these issues are considered, the degree of

inclusivity can be measured, which can be argued as a

measure of quality of those activities that supports in-

tegration. The actions and activities that the authorities

initiate will emanate from the desire to reach this agreed

definition of what is desirable with respect to an inclusive

society.

Professional knowledge can thereby, on the one hand,

be described as to what extent actions and activities reach

this definition of integration. On the other hand, this in-

tegration is an outcome of what a society sees as qualita-

tively desirable. Professional knowledge with respect to

inclusiveness can then include dress code regulations (or

the opposite) in public schools or the workplace, the right

(or absence of the right) to education in one’s mother

tongue, and religious or political freedom (or regula-

tions), but professional knowledge can also include spe-

cific integration activities provided for immigrants that

support their integration process.

4.1 Interests in conflict

Our results revealed a paradoxical relation in the ac-

tivity system between, on the one hand, the effort made

to achieve a specific ‘knowledge domain in relation to

the integration workers’ dual cultural competence’, and

on the other hand, the effort made to standardize routines

in terms of means and methods to secure quality through

detailed ways of accounting for work. While the stan-

dardizations served to structure work, aiming to offer a

uniform and equal delivery of service, we recognized the

immigrants’ culture played a significant role for the in-

tegration workers’ understanding of, framing of, and re-

sponse to the heterogeneity of the groups. We hold that

there is a risk that different motives contradict one an-

other with respect to equality versus heterogeneity. If so,

such a conflict of interest might indicate a paradoxical

aspect inherent in the activity system, which is conse-

quential for the concept of professional knowledge and

essential for the understanding of how to support the in-

tegration of immigrants.

Our results also indicate that professional knowledge

is characterized by the creative dimension of the inte-

gration workers’ performance, as they adjusted their ac-

tions to the immigrants’ needs. We argue that vital as-

pects of professional knowledge emerge in activities and

cannot simply be regarded as a given in the sequential

pre-structured order. Hence, our findings point to the

integration workers’ knowledge as being involved in dis-

playing the situated meaning of information, which relies

on their understanding of the heterogeneity of culture.

The challenge to secure quality can never be addressed

without considering the situated knowledge required for

imposing standardized procedures onto the processes of

meaning making. As Wittgenstein[19] argues, no rules

can sufficiently specify a pattern of behaviour because

the interpretation of a rule requires more rules. Simi-

larly, Kim and Kim[1] argue that ‘the rules for delibera-

tion are to be produced only through deliberation’, im-

plying that such rules and skills are produced by people

interacting with one another. The significance of the inte-

gration workers’ rules became apparent in their creative

performance as they responded to and made use of the

differences in the groups.

4.2 Cultural brokers

The integration workers mean they take many perspec-

tives into account and that an important aspect of profes-

sional knowledge in CO is that they themselves function

as cultural brokers, who create links in a chain of demo-

cratic governance. Accordingly, they have a specific un-

derstanding of the learning context and what Veillard[20]

calls a horizontal expertise that allows crossing bound-

aries between cultures and different positions. Such

boundary-crossing skills involve supporting the immi-

grants’ access to society by enhancing the opportunities

for knowledgeable actions in a new cultural context.[21]

These skills comprise the integration workers’ ability to

take many perspectives into consideration.[22]

The integration workers see themselves as positioned

between two cultures, which enable them to simulta-

neously face the ambiguity of boundaries where they

can address and articulate ‘meanings and perspectives

of various intersecting worlds’.[13] At the same time,

the workers’ in-between position also enables them to

move beyond boundaries by negotiating the meaning of

various subjects in the groups, which entails more com-

plex judgements than just transferring information about

Swedish culture.

However, from a qualitative-perspective the integra-

tion workers are responsible not only for supporting the

immigrants’ trajectories, but also for making sure that

they get the information they have a legal right to. We

argue that the standardized material stabilizes work in

terms of content and procedure and the integration work-

ers mean they must provide supplemental information

for the immigrants to make sense of different subjects.
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Thereby one can say that aspects of professional knowl-

edge are incorporated in both organizational structure

and the work processes. However, what is at stake here

is the way information is organized in terms of sequen-

tial order and content. That is, the order and content

should support the integration workers’ activities,[17] and

the policy discourse should be reflected in the textual ma-

terial. As seen in the result, these concerns are not always

satisfied and transparent. Even if the integration workers

use the material to structure their activities, the funda-

mental structural conditions for their work are never ac-

tually questioned. If the underlying cultural models of

standardizations remain implicit, the potential of stan-

dardized tools to fill a bridging function will presumably

go unrecognized.[13]

4.3 Institutional implications

The complexity of professional knowledge resides in

the fact that the way in which work is constituted must

also be understood in relation to the organizational con-

text. Policy makers and others have argued for the need

for national standards to ensure quality and equal ser-

vice to all immigrants, where equality is similar to pro-

fessional knowledge. However, if professional knowl-

edge and quality in CO is equated with standardization

and equality/uniformity, it is likely that the principles of

a democratic conversation about the organization of ev-

eryday life will suffer. If this is the case, it is likely

that the integration workers’ knowledge in situ will be

ignored and their cultural knowledge becomes invisible.

The struggle for standardization, as a central aspect for

ensuring quality, might collide with the heterogeneous

character of the participants’ needs and their ability to

adapt information. If the multiplicity of different identi-

ties within the groups is neglected, equality might result

in homogenization.

From what is seen in the result, we argue that profes-

sional knowledge of CO practices depends on the capac-

ity of organizations to develop cumulative structures that

support the integration workers’ navigating and bridging

between the different boundaries they encounter in their

work. One aspect of such an organization would involve

spending time on making explicit the integration work-

ers’ in situ rules.
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