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ABSTRACT: The aim of this article is to contribute to the development of the domain analytical approach by using tools from
the theory of professions. This is accomplished by showing how the symbolic values of professional information can create,
sustain, and alter professional interests, power relations, and occupational identities. By taking this approach, the importance of
considering the issues of power and knowledge use as a social practice is highlighted — two themes that only to a certain extent
have been attended to within domain analysis. The aim is accomplished through a study of nursing literature that reveals how
professional information is regarded within the Swedish nursing profession. These are analyzed in relation to changes and de-
velopment within the profession’s applied knowledge domain over time. It is argued that the knowledge domain of nursing has
shifted from a primarily practical orientation towards an increasingly theoretical orientation. Its previous subordination to
medical expertise has been replaced by an aspiration towards professional autonomy. This shift is seen as a result of a profes-
sional strategy where the specialist literature, libraries and databases of the occupational community play an important sym-

bolic role.

1. Introduction

Domain analysis has, during the last decade, devel-
oped as an important theoretical approach within li-
brary and information science. It has, among other
things, brought out the importance of epistemologi-
cal questions and criticized mentalistic oriented re-
search. The primary aim of this article is to contrib-
ute to the development of the domain analytical ap-
proach by using tools from the theory of profes-
sions. This will be accomplished by making visible
the symbolic values of professional information,
through which professional interests, power rela-
tions, and occupational identities can be created, sus-
tained and altered. In this way I want to highlight the

importance of power and knowledge use in a social
practice, which are two areas that only to a certain
extent have been attended to within domain analysis.
The point of departure is domain analysis as it has
been put forward by Birger Hjerland.

Empirically, I investigate the Swedish knowledge
domain of nursing, which is clarified and portrayed
through a historical account of key events in the his-
tory of nursing education, the institutionalization of
nursing research, and the growth of the domain’s
professional information.! The following question
guides the analysis of the empirical material of this
article: What ways of regarding professional informa-
tion are expressed within the nursing profession in
relation to change over time in the profession’s

htpsi/dol.



https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2003-3-4-170
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Knowl. Org. 30(2003) No.3/No.4

171

O. Sundin: Towards an Understanding of Symbolic Aspects of Professional Information

Swedish knowledge domain? In particular, I study
the increasing emphasis on academic knowledge
within the professional knowledge domain of nurs-
ing. This knowledge domain has shifted from a pri-
marily practical orientation towards an increasingly
theoretical orientation. Its previous subordination to
medical expertise has been replaced by an aspiration
of professional autonomy. This shift is seen as a re-
sult of a professional strategy in which the specialist
literature, libraries and databases of the occupational
community play an important symbolic role. The ar-
ticle focuses on the decades following the year 1977,
an important date in the history of Swedish higher
education reform. The empirical material is primarily
taken from Swedish professional journals of nursing.

2. Nurses and professional information

Nurses constitute the largest occupational group
within the healthcare sector and nursing has in Swe-
den, as well as internationally, undergone major
changes in organization, education, research and in
the professional information of the occupation (e.g.
Erlov & Petersson, 1992, 1996). At the same time,
library and information science research shows that
nurses, only to a minor extent, seek and use formal
professional information in the work practice (e.g.
Silverstein, 1995; Spath & Buttlar, 1996; Urquhart,
1998). Instead, nurses rely mainly on personal con-
tacts and ward-based information. Furthermore, the
research shows that nurses, compared to other occu-
pational groups within healthcare, use hospital librar-
ies to a lesser extent (e.g. King, 1987; Spath &
Buttlar, 1996) and then usually only in relation to
their further education (e.g. Urquhart, 1998).

These earlier studies generally use the information
system as a starting-point and justify the study with
how these systems can be better and more often used
in the work practice of nurses. Therefore, although
research articles concerning nurses in library and in-
formation science have been quite numerous, the lit-
erature has often had a normative state of departure
in how nurses ought to conduct information seeking.

» o«

Metaphors like “gap,” “barriers” and “bridges” fre-
quently recur when problems are discussed. The use
of these metaphors indicates a view of the relation of
professionals to professional information that I claim
has its starting-point in a sender/receiver model of
communication (cf. Day, 2001). Information seeking
and use is seen, according to this approach, as a way
of receiving information that is seen essentially as ex-
ternal facts that the individual, prior to information
seeking, does not have.
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I argue instead that professional information
should not only be seen as a representation of “facts,”
which can be transmitted between a “sender” and a
“receiver.” The media researcher James Carey (1989,
p. 14ff) distinguishes in a similar way between two
perspectives on communication. In the transmission
perspective, communication IS seen as a process
where information is transmitted between individuals
with a geographical distance between each other. In
the ritual perspective, on the other hand, information
is seen as a tool through which common norms and
values can be sustained. In this article the latter per-
spective is at the fore, which I underline by talking
about the symbolic values of professional informa-
tion. Professional information is, therefore, seen as a
socio-cultural tool whose meaning and relevance is
constructed within the community it exists (cf. Cor-
nelius, 2002; Hjorland & Albrechtsen, 1995).

3. A theoretical framework
3.1 Domain analysis

Domain analysis can be understood as a broad theo-
retical approach that helps to unite researchers who
look at the problems posed by library and informa-
tion science from a sociological perspective, as op-
posed to a psychological one. In a narrower sense,
domain analysis is an approach formulated by Birger
Hjorland who, together with Hanne Albrectsen, de-
scribes it as follows in a programmatic article from
1995:

The domain-analytic paradigm in information
science (IS) states that the best way to under-
stand information in IS is to study the knowl-
edge-domains as thought or discourse commu-
nities, which are parts of society’s division of
labor (Hjerland & Albrechtsen, 1995, p. 400).

Opposed to an individualistic view on information
needs as subjective expressions of lack of knowledge,
Hjerland argues that questions concerning individu-
als’ interaction with professional information and in-
formation systems must, in order to be meaningful,
be related to the social practice that individuals are a
part of (e.g. Hjorland, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c, 2002).
Information needs, relevance judgment and knowl-
edge organization should, thus, be observed from a
socio-cultural perspective.

The view of domain analysis on the relation be-
tween knowledge and social reality is, thus, not com-
pletely unambiguous. A realistic-materialistic per-
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spective of knowledge is often expressed, wherein
knowledge seems to be regarded as determined, in a
one-way direction, by the division of labour in soci-
ety (e.g. Hjorland & Albrechtsen, 1995, p. 400). I ar-
gue instead that a domain analytical viewpoint does
not necessarily exclude the possibility of seeing
knowledge as constructed in a social and communi-
cative interplay. In such a perspective, communica-
tion with professional information between actors
within a community comes into focus. The empirical
object of study is then partly shifted from the social
conditions of knowledge to the discourses where
knowledge is produced, communicated and used.
Knowledge claims about social reality and their rep-
resentation in professional information, can not, ac-
cording to such a neopragmatist position, be judged
in an absolute sense as “truer” than other knowledge
(cf. Wenneberg, 2000).

By “knowledge” I refer to what a group of people
with a common social practice regard as knowledge
and which forms a guide to their activities. In the
professional practice of nurses, as for other profes-
sionals, there is a continual evaluation of knowledge
through more or less visible negotiations between ac-
tors in different arenas about the choice of different
working methods or values and the significance of
professional information. The knowledge claims of
different professional groups convey different per-
spectives of social reality — perspectives that can be
in conflict with each other.

If we accept that phenomena such as information
needs, relevance and the practice of knowledge or-
ganization benefit from being researched as social
phenomena while at the same time they include an in-
terest in power, a significant question emerges. That
is: how are the norms and values of these phenomena
created, sustained and altered and by whom? To help
answer this question I want to put the spotlight on
the importance of investigating conflicts within and
between professional knowledge domains. Domain
analysis, as formulated by Hjerland, does not provide
explicit guidelines for how these norms and values
can be studied as expressions of conflicting group in-
terests. I therefore turn to the theory of professions.

3.2 Professional interests and power

Research on professions has contributed to an un-
derstanding of the struggle for the professionaliza-
tion of nursing during the 20th century. Since the
seventies, sociological studies on professions have
been interested in the strategies used by occupational

groups to attain social status as professions — in
other words, their professional project (e.g. Witz,
1992). From this point of departure, occupational
groups strive to attain autonomy and the tools that
they use for this activity are different kinds of strate-
gies of closure — a concept taken from Max Weber.
These closure strategies refer, among other things, to
how new members are taken up in the occupational
community, how the formal knowledge of the occu-
pational group is protected, and how occupational
groups try to exclude other occupations from their
practice (MacDonald, 1995, p. 27ff). In the realiza-
tion of occupational groups' professional projects, ri-
valry between professions plays an important role,
not least within healthcare, and to study such com-
petition has become an important task for contem-
porary research on professions (Abbott, 1988). The
medical profession's dominance over the work prac-
tice of other professions within healthcare is strong,
which means that these other professions have to de-
velop strategies in order to relate themselves to the
exceptional position of medicine. The relation be-
tween the medical profession and the nursing profes-
sion can thus be characterized by a relation of domi-
nance, subordination and resistance (Witz, 1992).

In the present article an interest in the symbolic
role of knowledge is brought together with an inter-
est for how this knowledge is represented in the arti-
facts of professional information. Research on pro-
fessions places the knowledge claims of professions
as the focus of its interest. Up to the beginning of
the seventies, it concerned itself primarily with the
role of knowledge in connection to professional
problem solving; the better developed the knowledge
system is, the better the possibilities for professional
problem solving. The better professional problem
solving becomes, the more status and power the pro-
fession will have in society. The relation between
power and knowledge is one where by power accrues
to a well developed knowledge system. Research on
professions since that time has instead highlighted
the symbolic value of knowledge, where the relation
between knowledge and professional problem solv-
ing is more blurred (e.g. Collins, 1979). The relation
between power and knowledge can here be expressed
as a situation where those who have power also have
better possibilities to raise their knowledge claims.
According to the last mentioned perspective, the link
between formal knowledge production of the profes-
sion and its actual use in practice is not clear, but the
significance of this knowledge for the profession is
just as important through its symbolic function.

htpsi/dol.



https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2003-3-4-170
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Knowl. Org. 30(2003) No.3/No.4

173

O. Sundin: Towards an Understanding of Symbolic Aspects of Professional Information

A recurrent theme in the professional project of
nurses is the argument, advanced by representatives
of the nursing profession, for increased autonomy
vis-a-vis the medical profession and increased status
in society supported by the fact that there exists a
developed nursing knowledge system, a system inde-
pendent from medicine. Professional information is a
key component of the symbolic value of knowledge.
When, for example, a researcher is interviewed on
television it is often done with a well-filled bookshelf
in the background. Professional literature declares
power, scientific authority and the preferential right
of interpretation. Regardless of the nature of the re-
lation between the abstract knowledge system and
professional activity, it is on this relation that the
professional argument is based. The academization
of nurses’ education, the institutionalization of nurs-
ing research and the scientification of the work prac-
tice can, therefore, be regarded as parts of the profes-
sional project of nurses (cf. Rafferty, 1996; Traynor,
1996, 1999). This professional discourse, formed out
of prevailing interests, thereby exerts a disciplinary
logic that influences individual practitioners’ infor-
mation seeking and use by mediating a suitable col-
lective professional identity (Evetts, 2003; Fournier,
1999).

The significance of the symbolic value of knowl-
edge is highlighted by the fact that even if the mem-
bers of the profession are regarded as experts and are
acknowledged by society, including other profes-
sions, they may not be given jurisdiction over the
application of their knowledge. Jurisdiction entails
both that the profession can solve work tasks in their
own way and that they are formally granted the right
to exclude other professional groups from their
problem solving (Abbott, 1988). Patrick Wilson dis-
cusses professions, their knowledge claims and need
for professional information in a similar manner.
Wilson does not explicitly use theory of professions,
but treats professionals' information seeking and use
with the support of the concept of cognitive author-
ity. Wilson underlines that the questions of who de-
cides what knowledge is important, and what profes-
sional solutions are best, is settled by experts from
different knowledge domains, but he emphasizes
that such expertise is constructed within a social
arena. In Public Knowledge, Private Ignorance this is
expressed in the following way: "It is not enough, in
order to be a contributor to public knowledge, to
think one is; the rest of us have got to think so, too”
(Wilson, 1977, p. 16). In relation to theory of profes-
sions this could be expressed as the belief that the
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knowledge system of a profession has to possess so-
cietal acceptance in order to pursue its jurisdiction.

4. Material

Hjorland (2002) presents eleven approaches to study-
ing knowledge domains. The most relevant for this
article is to investigate the epistemological “truths” of
a domain and their manifestations when the signifi-
cance of professional information is discussed in a
historical perspective. Professional journals are one of
the tools that mediate norms and values of the occu-
pational community after basic training. The empiri-
cal material is therefore constituted primarily of arti-
cles from Swedish professional nursing journals.
These are supplemented with nursing textbooks, re-
search articles and other documents where the pro-
fession’s views of professional information are ex-
pressed. The literature has been selected with the ob-
jective of making visible the norms and values of the
profession concerning the importance of professional
information to nurses in their work.

In the analysis, some documents have been ana-
lyzed on a descriptive level of interpretation in order
to contribute to an understanding of factual histori-
cal and institutional circumstances. At the same time,
documents (sometimes the same ones) have been
analyzed in order to contribute to a discursive inter-
pretation. In the latter case, the epistemological direc-
tion of the domain, and its significance for the role
of professional information within the occupation’s
knowledge domain, is expressed through the litera-
ture. In other words, the empirical material has been
used partly to describe the actual circumstances that
lie “beyond” the text and partly to reveal which ques-
tions are under discussion where the text itself is the
object of study.

5. Changes in the knowledge domain of nursing

The Swedish nursing profession, as in the rest of the
world, has deep historical roots. In this article, how-
ever, I introduce the empirical study with an account
of an important historical breaking-point in the pro-
fessionalization of Swedish nurses, namely the Swed-
ish university reform of 1977. Thereafter, I portray,
in two parts, how professional information has been
used as a tool in the professional project of nurses.
The empirical account concludes with a discussion
on the specific phenomenon of evidence-based nurs-
ing in relation to the struggle of the occupations to
become a profession.
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5.1 From a craft to a profession

The sociologist Anne Witz (1992) makes visible two
competing discourses in the Anglo-American history
of nursing: one discourse that primarily underlines
the unique, often described as “female,” craft in the
nursing occupation and one discourse that primarily
emphasizes professionalism, formal knowledge and
academic education. The former discourse domi-
nated the Swedish knowledge domain up to the
1970s and its norms and values pertaining to profes-
sional literature can be characterized by the follow-
ing quotation from 1867 by Florence Nightingale:

This is the reason why nursing proper can only
be taught by the patient’s bedside, and in the
sick-room or ward. Neither can it be taught by
lectures or by books, though these are valuable
accessoires, if used as such; otherwise, what is
in the book stays in the book (in Nutting &
Dock, 1907, p. 261).

The education of nurses became increasingly theo-
retical during the 20th century, internationally as
well as in Sweden, but the core of nursing was for a
long time based on science and medicine. Thus, nurs-
ing knowledge was subordinated to medicine and
nurses subordinated to physicians. A decisive break-
ing-point occurred with the Swedish university re-
form of 1977 (SFS 1977:218) and from then on the
discourse of professionalism came to dominate the
knowledge domain. Nursing education should, just
as in other forms of education that were being inte-
grated into the university system, be based on the
scientific grounds of nursing research.

Even if the research base of nursing education had
been under discussion for some time, it was from
that point stipulated in the legislation. Iris Erlév and
Kerstin Petersson designate the ideology of this pe-
riod as holism and maintain that nursing, as such, has
not been paid attention to in this way since the days
of Florence Nightingale (Erlév and Petersson,1992,
p. 183ff). Instead of integrating more medical
knowledge into the education, the profession in-
creasingly pursued the development of their own
formal nursing knowledge. A comparable profes-
sional strategy can also be ascertained in the Anglo-
American world (Rafferty, 1996). Nurses were edu-
cated to become experts of nursing instead of medi-
cal assistants of physicians. The reform thus chal-
lenged the medical hierarchy of knowledge with the
physicians at the top and the notion that other occu-

pational groups, in varying degrees, had been pro-
vided with lesser medical skills in their training.

What then, is meant by nursing, which since 1977
is described as the core subject of nursing education?
The Swedish Medical Research Council appointed as
early as 1974 an interdisciplinary committee for
promoting nursing research. They defined it initially
as “... an important supplement to a technically well-
developed healthcare which has been experienced as
too impersonal and sometimes even inhuman”
(Medicinska forskningsrddet, 1978, p. 108. My
transl.). Their work ended in 1982 with, among other
things, an often cited definition of nursing and nurs-
ing research:

Nursing requires that we meet universal and
personal human needs and in doing so make use
of the individual's own resources for maintain-
ing or recovering optimal health as well as
meeting the need for care during the final
stages of life. Nursing coincides partly with and
constitutes a supplement to medical care, tak-
ing into consideration physical and social as
well as cultural aspects. Nursing research stud-
ies this process, the situation and the environ-
ment where nursing is given, the aids that are
used, the results of nursing together with the
relations and interplay between staff, patients
and their relatives. Nursing research also in-
cludes research concerning the organization of
healthcare and education in nursing. (Medicin-
ska forskningsridet, 1982, p. 10. My transl.)

One of the prerequisites that would eventually en-
able nursing to develop as a scientific subject was the
production of doctoral degrees by members of the
knowledge domain. However, in the middle of the
1970s there was not yet any Swedish PhD pro-
gramme in nursing. In 1980 Umed University was
granted a temporary professorship in nursing re-
search and a PhD education was initiated two years
later. The first professorships of nursing research
were established at Umed University in 1986,
Link&ping University in 1986, Uppsala University in
1987 and the Nordic School of Public Health in 1987
(Bentling, 1995, p. 53).

5.2 Professional information at the fore
The change of direction within the professional

knowledge domain which the university reform of
1977 and its related institutionalization of nursing
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research in Sweden demonstrated, left its mark on
the growth and direction of, and the meaning given
to, the professional information of the domain. The
nursing libraries faced in 1977, as did the majority of
teachers and students, a changed and partly unex-
plored knowledge domain. Also, access to hospital
libraries was for the majority of Swedish nurses an
important issue in the 1970s. Restrictions on access
to hospital libraries by nurses were challenged during
the 1970s and instead the importance of access to
hospital libraries for all occupational groups was un-
derlined. Already, in an article in The Municipal
Worker? from 1971, the author called attention to the
fact that a hospital library ruling gave access only to
physicians. An interviewed employee asked rhetori-
cally the following question:

But why should the medical library only be
open to doctors? Why should all the other staff
be shut out? That's annoyed me for a long time.
We can read as well, you know. (Midfeldt,
1971, p. 6. My transl.)

Several regional evaluations of the role of Swedish
hospital libraries were made during the 1970s and
1980s. These evaluations revealed that different types
of libraries had existed in hospitals for a long time,
but these had often been reserved for physicians (e.g.
Stockholms lins landsting 1976). The representatives
of the nursing profession took the library issue seri-
ously. The following was written in1979 in an article
from The Healthcare Union:

We are aware that the level of nursing school
and medical libraries is very uneven. Within the
nursing school area, much has been developed.
Unfortunately it does not look quite so good as
far as hospital medical libraries are concerned
and perhaps we have ourselves to blame. The
demand for nursing literature must come from
us, from our representatives in library commit-
tees! (Soderlund, 1979, p. 66. My transl.)

The need to develop nursing libraries at the nursing
schools, and professional libraries at the hospitals,
was now given increasing attention. In the Swedish
professional journals a number of articles were pub-
lished during the 1980s and the early 1990s concern-
ing nursing school libraries, their role in education
and how the growing professional information of the
domain could be searched using bibliographical
tools.

The lack of scientific nursing literature and the
poorly equipped nursing school libraries were
pointed out in a report from The Swedish Federation
of County Councils as a problem for the research
base of nursing education (Landstingsférbundet,
1981). A similar manifestation of the need for better
access to professional information is proclaimed in
the Nursing Union pamphlet from 1981. It is a pol-
icy platform that consists of eighteen articles, of
which the fourth article emphasizes the importance
of access to libraries:

Well-functioning libraries are needed to sup-
port the connection to research. At present the
level is uneven both at nursing school libraries
and at hospital libraries. Nursing school librar-
ies are developing strongly at the present time.
Members of the Nurses Union are not particu-
larly considered a target group by either hospi-
tal libraries or academic libraries. The Union
should have representatives on the library
committees that require libraries to provide
books and journals that are of interest to Union
members. In the future there ought to be a re-
search library for nursing in every university
region. (SHSTF, 1981, p. 11. My transl.)

I argue that developing access to professional infor-
mation for nurses, both students and clinicians, was
seen as a prerequisite in order to realize the inten-
tions of the university reform. Nursing libraries were
a part of this explicit information strategy. The quo-
tation above can also be seen as a manifestation of
the professional project and its need to display both
to the surrounding world and the members of their
own occupational community the existence of a for-
mal nursing knowledge base.

However, to justify demands for better access, the
professional literature has to be read. In a 1984
Swedish thesis on the growth of nursing as an aca-
demic discipline, the author describes the relation of
practicing nurses to formal professional information:

Just as it is the nursing researcher's obligation
to supply healthcare workers with new knowl-
edge it is the healthcare personnel’s responsibil-
ity to accept it, evaluate it and use it. This is
easy to say but not so easy to do. Today's
nurses are not educated or trained in reading,
understanding or critically evaluating research
articles. This is a feature that has developed
during the last five-year period. They also do
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not have a tradition to fall back on of continu-
ing to read professional literature once they
have completed their education. It is not natu-
ral for a nurse to read professional journals at
work during working hours. As a rule, there is
no ward-based literature or journals. The de-
mand to be at hand for the patient makes it im-
possible for nurses to visit the hospital library
in the same way that doctors can. (Andersson,
1984, p. 53. My transl.)

This thesis, with its meta-disciplinary character, con-
stitutes an important and early basis of the growth of
the Swedish nursing discipline during the 1980s. The
quotation further illustrates the importance that the
representatives of the profession placed on the close
relationship to professional information and special-
ist libraries.

Also, in the journal Care, it is possible to see the
normative role that nurses’ professional journals
have in mediating norms and values concerning the
significance of formal professional information for
the occupation. Below is a striking example of this
information strategy, taken from an 1988 editorial
encouraging nurses to be active participants in the
occupational community:

Sometimes you will hear and perhaps even find
yourself saying that you do not choose to work
in nursing if you enjoy reading and writing. It's
contact with people that you're interested in
and not reading and writing reports. --- You
can get into the habit of reading a professional
journal or a book, or why not an article in
CARE, and then write a summary of it. This is
also a great way of remembering what you've
read. --- If we, who work within such a soft
sector as healthcare must be considered to be,
learn to describe in writing what we actually do,
if we document what we do in the same way as
the articles in this issue, then perhaps we will
quickly be taken more seriously. The tacit un-
derstandings that characterize nursing to a
great degree need to be documented, spread
and read. ([unknown author], 1988, p 5. My
transl.)

By the end of the 1980s, clinical questions had be-
come key issues for the nursing trade-union and The
Healthcare Union introduced a ”Clinical supple-
ment” in 1989. This supplement was devoted to
clinical articles mainly by members from the occupa-
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tional community “...to mediate knowledge that is
necessary to everyday work” (Stubbendorff, 1989, p.
3. My transl.). The Healthcare Union, which all
nurses get in their mailbox, was (and is) thus an im-
portant tool for the communication between single
members of the occupational community and the oc-
cupational level. The Healthcare Union can therefore
be said to mediate the professionalization strategy of
the occupation by describing the growth of their
own formal knowledge base, i.e. nursing. Union is-
sues and the knowledge formation of the occupation
were seen to go hand in hand.

The Swedish university reform of 1977 and the
corresponding developments abroad brought with
them a shift in occupational identity as formulated
within the profession. The new occupational identity
had to be socially assimilated by practicing nurses
and professional information proved to be the medi-
ating tool for the purpose.

5.3 Professional information as a tool for
academization

The next, and still valid, university reform in Sweden
started in 1993. It entailed a further step towards a
“scientification” of the knowledge domain. The
length of nursing education increased from two to
three years. The demands on the students to be able
to follow and participate in the formation of knowl-
edge by means of information seeking and use were
now clearly expressed in the legislation and in other
central texts of the profession (e.g. SFS, 1992:1434).
The new nursing education made it possible to take a
Bachelor of Nursing parallel to a vocational diploma.
During the 20th century, it is thus possible to track a
change in the nursing education from practice to
theory, from medicine and natural science to nursing
and from a vocational education to a more academic
one. The academization of nursing education was re-
garded by the representatives of the profession as a
prerequisite for professionalization and thus, an in-
creased status for the occupation. The efforts of the
profession to mediate an awareness of the signifi-
cance of professional information for the members
of the occupational community should therefore not
only be seen as a safeguard for better patient care,
but also as an expression of the professional project
of Swedish nurses.

The same year as the new university reform was
implemented, The Healthcare Union further devel-
oped the relation between union issues and occupa-
tional issues: ”It is now the Union's ambition to
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prove how union issues are occupational issues and
vice versa” (Stubbendorff, 1993, p. 3. My transl.).

The rest of the nineties will be marked by the
professionalization endeavor. There are thoughts
on how to expand and increase the limited ca-
reer possibilities open to union members at
present and to have their competence recog-
nized as professional. (Ibid)

In the professionalization endeavor of the occupa-
tion, nursing research and its application in both
clinical work and education play an important role,
both in raising the status of the professional and
more academically schooled nurse, but also for “disci-
plining” the members of the occupation through the
mediation of the profession's new norms and values.

In relation to the university reform of 1993, two
Swedish textbooks were published that both aimed at
raising awareness within the occupational commu-
nity of research, literature and information seeking:
Ask the literature! (Segesten & Segesten, 1993) and
Use the results of research! (Segesten, 1994). These
two texts make clearly visible the interest of the pro-
fession in promoting a greater awareness of formal
professional information and are therefore given par-
ticular attention here. Ask the literature! primarily ad-
dresses “older” nurses that have started professional
development courses, but the textbook has also been
used in certain nursing programs. There are two
points of departure in the book: one is the difference
in study between senior high school and higher edu-
cation where the latter requires a more independent
relationship to professional literature. The other is
the need to keep up to date with the literature even
in the future career:

Your education is not complete just because
you have a degree. In order to sustain your pro-
fessional knowledge on a high level you will be
required to develop throughout your life. You
will find that this is regulated in the statutes for
healthcare personnel... When your education is
completed there will be no teachers to ask. You
must acquire an approach to the literature,
which becomes a natural part of your life. This
means among other things that you should
continually read professional literature. In this
way you will keep your knowledge up to date
and be able to follow developments in your oc-
cupation. (Segesten & Segesten, 1993, p. 9. My
transl.)

htpsi/dol.

The book discusses different types of literature, gives
advice for the evaluation of the relevance of litera-
ture, describes how the Swedish classification system
works, and how library catalogues work together
with the principles of bibliographic databases and
subject catalogues. References to current legislation
and passages with wording such as “you must ac-

» « » <«

during your study
time you must” and “you should continually read

quire,” “the statutes maintain,
professional literature” reveal the strongly demand-
ing style of the text (my italics).

Use the results of research! is a textbook that ad-
dresses practicing nurses. In the introduction, an ar-
gument is built for the importance of applying re-
search results, which is motivated by both practical
and normative reasoning with references to laws and
regulations. One section of the book, “Finding the
right articles and reports,” deals with the need to
keep up to date through continual reading and task
oriented information seeking. How the choice of ap-
propriate journals should be made is described in
these words:

Discuss and make a list of the scientific journals
that the group is aware of. Rank them in the
order of importance you think they have for
the group. If possible, seek advice from the li-
brarian. Make sure that the list does not have a
medical bias but that it really contains journals
from our own area of responsibility and activ-

ity. (Segesten, 1994, p. 32. My transl.)

It can be seen that nurses' reading of research litera-
ture is given an important role and a stance is taken
in the last sentence of the quotation — it is primarily
their own knowledge domain that should be used,
not the medical one. Both of the above textbooks
mediate the new, emerging occupational role's expec-
tations of practicing nurses’ relation to professional
information. During the last decade there are a num-
ber of examples of how nurses' journals in Sweden
make room for articles about the ways, among other
things, new information technology can be used to
search for professional information, for example,
“Knowledge thirsty sister finds information on the
net” (Nyman, 1998. My transl.).

5.4 Evidence-based nursing — an epistemological
balancing act

A phenomenon that has received great attention dur-
ing the last decade is evidence-based medicine and
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the corresponding phenomenon of evidence-based
nursing. To base clinical work on research is, of
course, not reserved for evidence-based care, but
during the 1980s, the evidence-based approach was
used for a particular problem solving method. Evi-
dence-based care has, during the 1980s and 1990s,
become a movement with specific journals, confer-
ences, training-centres and institutes. One of the de-
parture points for this movement is the notion that
there exists a gap between research and clinical prac-
tice, a gap that I described earlier in the article.

The importance of nurses’ information seeking
and use in the evidence-based tradition is expressed
in The Healthcare Union: “If nurses want to call
themselves professional they will have to keep up
with research and scientific development” (Olsson,
2000b, p. 40. My transl.). Another example is taken
from an introductory textbook to the evidence-based
movement for nurses: "There is thus a moral impera-
tive for the practitioner to keep up-to-date with re-
search. Reading journals is a first step ...” (Long,
2002, p. xvi). But also the organization of healthcare,
according to the evidence-based movement, needs to
change:

Thus, there needs to be access to libraries (with
on-line searching facilities), dedicated/pro-
tected time to locate, read and appraise evi-
dence (it is not reasonable to expect this to be
done outside of work time) and, perhaps most
challenging, empowerment in the workplace to
implement (agreed) changes in practice. (Long,
2002, p. xvi)

Within the evidence-based movement, especially evi-
dence-based medicine, a hierarchy of scientific
methods has been established in order to evaluate the
“veracity” of research findings. This hierarchy can
differ in details, but at the top is Randomized Con-
trolled Trials (RCT), or compilations of such, and at
the bottom are case studies and qualitative research.
Since medical knowledge has precedence in health-
care, other professions interested in the evidence-
based movement have had to relate to this hierarchy.
Problems occur — depending on how strictly the hi-
erarchy of evidence is followed — in the meeting be-
tween evidence-based medicine and the often quali-
tative human sciences oriented nursing research of
today (cf. Willman & Stoltz, 2002). It can be main-
tained that the methods of the evidence-based
movements have a specific in-built epistemology and
that it is therefore problematic to transmit the ambi-

tions of the movement from medicine to nursing.
The above described hierarchy of evidence has thus
partly challenged qualitative nursing research whose
findings by definition always end up furthest down
in the hierarchy.

The basic standpoints of the evidence-based
movement’s epistemology have been discussed, criti-
cized and partly questioned. The implicit epistemo-
logical basis of the evidence-based movement has
been criticized for allowing only one “truth” and one
“rationality” when the “best practice” is summarized
in the form of clinical guidelines. According to this
criticism the time bound and pragmatic nature of sci-
entific knowledge is not recognized by the evidence-
based movement. Also brought to the fore is the
problem that phenomena, central to nurses, which
cannot be studied with methods that are acceptable
to the evidence-based movement, risk being dis-
missed as less interesting. This may lead to a negative
effect on the status of the qualitatively oriented
nursing knowledge domain. Evidence-based nursing
has also been discussed in professional journals.
Among other things the dominance of qualitative
nursing research has been criticized from an evi-
dence-based perspective. More experimental inter-
vention-based studies have also been called for (Ols-
son, 2000a) even though this criticism has not been
allowed to pass without comment (Olsson, 2000b).

In 1999 The Healthcare Union introduced an on-
going section dealing with research information.
New clinically applicable knowledge is refereed and
written in an accessible language for a target audience
of nurses, midwives and laboratory assistants — pro-
fessionals who in general, according to the journal,
normally do not read scientific journals. The section
is entitled “Practice and Research” (my transl.) and
the evidence-based concept is avoided with the fol-
lowing motivation: “In our opinion, at The Health-
care Union and the reference group of researchers
that are associated with the project, there are differ-
ent understandings of what the concept of evidence-
based research stands for” (Dalenstam, 1999, p. 44.
My transl.). This quotation illustrates the existing
tensions in the attitudes to evidence-based nursing.

The professional project of Swedish nurses has,
during the last decades, included the development of
a formal knowledge base through nursing research.
By these means the representatives of the profession
have wanted to prove the uniqueness of the knowl-
edge domain and of the clinical work of nurses, not
least in relation to medicine and physicians. It has re-
sulted in a change of direction from medicine to

htpsi/dol.



https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2003-3-4-170
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Knowl. Org. 30(2003) No.3/No.4

179

O. Sundin: Towards an Understanding of Symbolic Aspects of Professional Information

nursing, where, among other things, the holistic as-
pect of nursing work has been brought to the fore in
contrast to the primarily atomistic interest of physi-
cians (Erlév & Petersson, 1992, 1996). Instead of
quantitative methods from a natural science perspec-
tive, the individual has been placed in the centre and
researched in recent years, often with qualitative and
interpretative methods (e.g. Willman & Stoltz,
2002). When the evidence-based movement became
generally accepted during the 1990s, some members
of the profession saw it as a chance to formalize their
knowledge base in accordance with the principles of
medicine, while others saw it as a threat against the
unique knowledge of the profession which would be
distorted by the traditional epistemology and meth-
odology of medicine.

6. Conclusion

A recurring theme in this article is that the knowl-
edge claims communicated by means of professional
information should be seen in relation to power and
to the competing interests of different occupational
groups. I have described how the epistemological
centre of gravity in the Swedish knowledge domain of
nursing has evolved, from a practical nursing orienta-
tion during the early development of the occupation,
to the more theoretically oriented nursing of today
(Erlov & Petersson, 1992, 1996). An important step
in this change is the academization of nursing educa-
tion initiated with the university reform of 1977 and
the related institutionalization of nursing research.
Nursing education became a university degree pro-
gram and it was expected to be based, through pro-
fessional information, on the knowledge formation of
its own domain. With support from the theory of
professions I regard this process, and its continued
development during the 1980s and 1990s, partly as a
result of a professional project (cf. Abbott, 1988;
Evetts, 2003; Rafferty, 1996; Traynor, 1996, 1999;
Witz, 1992). I also show how representatives of the
profession are forced to navigate in the context of the
natural science oriented epistemology of the evi-
dence-based movement. It can be maintained that the
cognitive authority of the professional information of
nursing is, to a great extent, created in relation to the
high status knowledge domain of medicine.

In the introduction to this article I posed the fol-
lowing question: what ways of regarding professional
information are expressed within the profession in
relation to change over time in the profession’s
Swedish knowledge domain? The study of Swedish

htpsi/dol.

nursing journals and other documents undertaken in
this article, where the profession’s view of profes-
sional information is expressed, makes visible the
growing importance which is attached to profes-
sional information and nurses’ seeking and use of it.
A close relation to professional information implies
increased opportunities for nurses to share common
norms and values concerning the practice of nursing,
but it also seems to have a symbolic value in support-
ing nurses’ professional project; the existence of pro-
fessional literature and information systems, by and
for members of the community, is regarded as one of
many criteria for the professionalization of nursing.
Thus I make visible how professional information is
not just used for rationalistic problem solving, but
also as a symbolic tool to mediate norms and values.
This information strategy challenges prevailing
power relations between the traditional male-domi-
nated medical profession and the female-dominated
nursing profession, that is, between types of knowl-
edge, occupations and gender (cf. Witz, 1992),

The primary aim of this article was to develop the
domain analytical approach by using tools from the-
ory of professions. The domain analytical approach
creates new conditions under which to study human
interaction with professional information and its rep-
resentation through knowledge organization. Do-
main analysis draws attention to the need to investi-
gate this interaction as a social and cultural phe-
nomenon (e.g. Hjorland, 2000a; Hjerland & Al-
brechtsen, 1995). I demonstrate this with an empha-
sis through the empirical examples of the article. But
I have also pointed out some shortcomings in do-
main analysis, especially in the analysis of applied
domains. I have underlined that professional infor-
mation is used in a social practice and its relevance,
to a great extent, is asserted through the cognitive
authority that it is given. From my perspective, do-
main analysis, above all, creates a platform from
which to view the research problems of library and
information science, but it offers no practical tools
for analyzing internal conflicts and competition
within and between knowledge domains. I argue,
therefore, for the necessity of including issues con-
cerning power and the conflicting interests of groups
through theory of professions when professional
knowledge domains are analyzed.

I also make a case in the article for the importance
of studying the symbolic significance of professional
information by combining domain analysis with the-
ory of professions. As a result, I question the effects
of the conduit metaphor, which have been very in-
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fluential in library and information science (Day,
2001). The metaphor leads to a view on how infor-
mation, either seen as facts that mirror an outer real-
ity or as the intentional expression of people's cogni-
tive structures, is transmitted between sender and re-
ceiver. By studying the symbolic significances of
professional information, I strive to distance myself
from professional interests, whether they are nurses’,
librarians’ or researchers’, and instead, adopt a per-
spective where the normative interest of information
seeking and use of professionals are seen partly as an
expression of a strategy in an increasingly researched
based professional life. I thereby show how libraries,
journals and other artifacts of professional informa-
tion do not just represent social reality; they also
contribute to its establishment.

Notes

1 The article is based on the PhD thesis Informa-
tion strategies and occupational identities (Sundin,
2003), which investigates this question and others
more extensively.

2 1 have through out the article translated the
Swedish journal titles and book titles to English.
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