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ABSTRACT

Based on a mixed-methods case study, this article explores the impact of formal affiliations and 
informal associations in professional organizations, relating these questions of belonging to work-
place dynamics and collectives. Using the experience of departmental administrators within a 
Swedish university as an ideal case to investigate the formal and informal connections at work, this 
article argues that a multiplicity of belongings within organizations brings strain and opportunities, 
altering the relations at work. The study contributes to discussions on belonging and social relation-
ships at the workplace level by applying the concept of belonging to different sites in the organiza-
tion. It suggests that sites of belongings within organizations can serve as a discrete concept, useful 
for adding insights into the dynamics of work organizations.

KEYWORDS

loyalty / new public management / Nordic academia / occupational identity / organization of work /  
sites of belonging / university administration / workplace collectives / workplace relations 

Introduction

Questions of belongings (Yuval-Davis 2006), identities (MacKenzie & Marks 
2019; Salaman 1974), work-based collectives (Korczynski 2003; Lysgaard 2003; 
Skorstad & Karlsson 2020), loyalties (Alvesson 2000; Guillon & Cezanne 2014), 

and the impact of informal social relations in work organizations (Glover 2011) has 
for a long time garnered significant attention and sparked intense debates among social 
scientists interested with workplace relations and issues regarding the organization of 
work. Much attention has been given to the relations between management and work-
ers, bringing a range of conceptualizations of the various collectives, work groups, and 
loyalties fundamental to many workplace dynamics. At the same time, some aspects 
central to the question of belonging – where the various actors formally and experience 
wise belong in an organization – often seem to be overlooked or taken for granted when 
the social relations in work organizations are explored. While not arguing against the 
relevance and importance of the dynamics of power between, for example, management 
and workers or professionals and managers, this study adds to the debates of workplace 
dynamics by making visible the influence of multiple sites of belongings in the organiza-
tion and the process enabling the emergence of additional such belongings.

The type of administrative workforce – departmental administrators – that con-
stitutes the case in this exploration has been argued as being increasingly a resource at 

1 �You can find this text and its DOI at https://tidsskrift.dk/njwls/index.
2 �Corresponding author: David Regin Öborn. E-mail: david.oborn@kau.se.
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the side of management rather than as support for the academic professions (Agevall & 
Olofsson 2020). Although there is a uniqueness to the academic organization in its com-
bination of collegial and line management (Wall 2020), autonomy (Lynch & Ivancheva 
2015), and independence (Ese 2019), the changed role and relations of administrative 
support is to be found in other professional organizations as well, where everyday sup-
port staff are being moved further from the professions (Forssell & Westberg 2014; 
Hall 2012). Research in this field has mainly focused on the relationship between man-
agement and professions and the emergence of a ‘third space’ inhabited by academic 
administrators and strategic actors closer to management (Collinson 2006; Karlsson & 
Ryttberg 2016; Whitchurch 2008), rather than the administrative support staff located 
closer to the professions. This has left a blank spot where some aspects might have gone 
unnoticed – not least regarding the changed relations and division of labor between 
professional and administrative staff (Bach et al. 2007). This study contributes to filling 
that gap by providing insights from a group in the margin of the power centers of man-
agement and professionals that often are in focus, contributing additional perspectives 
on the workplace dynamics in professional organizations.

One such insight is the dynamics of multiple belongings in organizations. The find-
ings in this study suggest that while the administrators are being organized in, and there-
fore formally belonging to, a centralized administrative department, they, to some extent, 
remain included in the academic departments where they perform their work. However, 
as a consequence of their formal site of belonging to the administrative department, the 
administrators in this study experienced a sense of mistrust from the academics regard-
ing their involvement and position in, for example, debated managerial decisions or new 
routines and processes of work, making them more of ‘peripheral partners’. As such, 
the administrators experienced the need to meet the expectations of the academics to 
remain included, which created difficulties in drawing a line in terms of workload and 
job content.

Another insight is the opportunity the departmental administrators’ multiple sites 
of belonging bring. As the administrative manager makes the formal decisions regard-
ing the administrator’s job content, the individual administrator could refer to these 
decisions as a way of rebalancing the demands and expectations of the academics. The 
multiple belongings, therefore, enable increased agency in the hands of the administra-
tors, making it possible to play out the conflicting expectations from management and 
academics against one another, giving the administrators more influence over some 
parts of their jobs. This also has an impact on the discretion and work content of the 
academics.

The nature of the administrators’ relations and positions provides a third key 
insight. Rather than moving away from academics and becoming closer to manage-
ment, the administrators have created informal routines of coordination and job shar-
ing, shaping a shared understanding and idea of their role and function. This could be 
seen as a part of the process of emergence of the departmental administrators as a group 
in themselves, with their own norms, collective identification, and organizational site of 
belonging, which has an impact on the dynamics between the different actors within the 
organization.

In exploring formal and informal belongings at an organizational level, this study 
introduces the concept of sites of belonging, uncovering two central features of belong-
ing in organizations that are important to recognize. 
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1)	 There is a difference between formal and experienced sites of belonging in terms 
of the formal affiliation and individual experiences of ‘home’ in the organization. 
These belongings are not statical as establishing and developing a formal site of 
belonging alter the reception and potentially the thresholds for membership at expe-
rienced sites of belonging. 

2)	 The sites of belonging in organizations are not mutually exclusive. One individual 
could at the same time have multiple formal sites of belonging – being formally 
affiliated with different parts of the organization – as well as multiple experienced 
sites of belonging – feeling a sense of home with multiple groups that all influence 
actions and experiences of work. 

This exploration of belongings, leading up to the suggestion of using sites of belonging as 
a way of analyzing workplace dynamics, is informed by a range of debates regarding the 
organization of work and organizational relations. Issues regarding identities (MacKenzie 
& Marks 2019; Salaman 1974), collectives (Korczynski 2003; Skorstad & Karlsson 
2020), and loyalties (Alvesson 2000; Guillon & Cezanne 2014), as well as the impor-
tance of informal social relations (Glover 2011), are central in analyzing work. By adding 
aspects of these frameworks to explore belonging in organizations, this study contributes 
to our understanding of the social organization of work at the workplace level.

The article is based on a sequential integrated mixed-methods case study of depart-
mental administrators at a Swedish university, exploring the impact of formal affili-
ations and informal associations in a professional organization. It demonstrates how 
these formal and informal relations create a multiplicity of belongings that bring strain 
and opportunities, fueling a process of emerging collectivization. This study contributes 
to the debates on belongings and the social organization of work by exploring the influ-
ence of simultaneous existing belongings, ultimately suggesting the notion of sites of 
belonging as a tool to analyze work organizations. 

This is achieved via the exploration of the influence the multitude of sites of belong-
ing has on behaviors in organizations by addressing the questions of

•	 Where do the departmental administrators see themselves belonging in the 
organization? 

•	 What is the foundation of these belongings?
•	 How does organizational practices inform belongings?

A review of debates related to the concept of sites of belonging, such as belongings, iden-
tity, collectives, and loyalty, now follows. After this, the methods used are presented. The 
findings are then presented under the headings ‘Belonging at the academic department?’, 
‘Belonging with the administrative management?’ and ‘Emergence of an additional site 
of belonging.’ In the final section, the main argument – the relevance of organizational 
sites of belonging – is discussed. 

Sites of belonging, loyalty, and identification 

As a general concept, ‘belonging’ has a long history of usage in sociological theory, 
containing aspects such as social locations, identification, emotional attachments, and 
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values (Yuval-Davis 2006). While belongings could be seen as the individual experience 
of feeling as a part of a surrounding system, belongings are also dependent on the indi-
vidual’s capability and opportunity to act according to social norms conditioning others’ 
perception of whether an individual belongs or not (Allen et al. 2021). These belongings 
are formed in our everyday practices and play a part in shaping identification and social 
relations. Rather than static, belongings are changing over time as the world around us 
changes (May 2011; 372). A sense of belonging is an important aspect of engagement 
in collective actions at the organizational level (Dufour-Poirier & Hennebert 2015). 
However, as demonstrated in this study, there are a multitude of sites in an organization 
to belong to in different ways, each with its norms for inclusion, expectations of actions, 
and rewarding resources. 

The notion of different groups of actors with different demands within work 
organizations could be conceptualized in terms of competing systems. In those terms, 
the ‘workers collective’ and the manager’s ‘techno-economic system’ (Axelsson et al. 
2019; Lysgaard 2001; Skorstad & Karlsson 2020) each have their demands regarding 
the performance of actions to display loyalty. However, while the antagonistic relation 
between workers’ collective and management’s techno-economic system is the primary 
concern for Lysgaard, in this study, organizations are understood to contain a multitude 
of belongings in terms of attachments and loyalties (Fox 1969) that inform the actions 
of the organization members (March & Simon 1993: 13–14). As this study is inspired 
by a behavioral understanding of loyalty (Hart & Thompson 2007) rather than the 
more universal philosophical aspects (Keller 2007; Kleinig 2014; Royce 1995), loyalty 
is understood as something that informs actions (Connor 2007) and is manifested via 
actions (Guillon & Cezanne 2014; Oglensky 2008) in response to expectations (Lysgaard 
2001). Loyal actions, therefore, are understood as actions establishing or maintaining a 
belonging to a group by living up to their expectations (Regin et al. 2020).

The understanding of different types of belongings draws on various debates regard-
ing worker collectives, making a clear distinction between occupational and organiza-
tional belonging. The study draws from Van Maanen and Barley’s (1984) differentiation 
between an organizational perspective on belonging and an occupational perspective, 
where the former focuses on hierarchical movement, prestige, power, and rewards within 
an organization, whereas the latter emphasizes the social, moral, physical, and intellec-
tual character of the work itself. In addition to that, one can argue that organizational 
belonging is foremost a construct of management, tying the worker closer to the organi-
zation, whereas occupational belonging is controlled and established by the workers as 
part of keeping their autonomy and control over work practices (Salaman 1971b; Van 
Maanen & Berlys 1984). In practice, the occupational and organizational belongings are 
intertwined as members of occupational communities often have dual loyalties to their 
occupation and their employing organization (Van Maanen & Barley 1984), while at 
the same time occupations transcend work organizations, making individuals subject to 
multiple reference points of identification (Ashforth et al. 2008).

As work and employment relations remain central in the formation of identities and 
the perception of others (MacKenzie et al. 2006), the distinction between identification 
with an occupational belonging and an organizational belonging, and how the function 
and meaning of those identifications might shift over time (MacKenzie & Marks 2019), 
is an important inspiration to the understanding of sites of belonging, as it displays the 
dialectic relations between different belongings. Furthermore, the understanding of the 



	 Nordic journal of working life studies� 5

process of emerging sites of belonging is influenced by debates on occupational identi-
ties, such as the importance of shared history, norms and values, the role of spatial close-
ness and shared experiences (MacKenzie et al. 2017; Salaman 1971), and the function 
of the collective as a resource to draw upon (see MacKenzie et al. 2006). Forming such 
work identities is an ongoing project and part of a contested terrain where different 
actors might mobilize different identities to legitimize or resist changes (McDonald et al. 
2006). The content and implication of the identification might alter and shift over time 
(MacKenzie & Marks 2019). A vital prerequisite of forming occupational identities is 
the perceived similarities with each other and differences from others (Jenkins 2014; 
Salaman 1974) in the line of work. The shared values and perceptions of distinct attri-
butes tied to the members of the occupational communities are strengthening the col-
lective identity (Bechky 2006), as communities are ‘among the most important sources  
of collective identification’ (Jenkins 2014: 135). These occupational communities are 
rooted in work practices (Bechky 2006), where factors such as physical proximity, the 
experience of work, requirements of specific technical skills, and informal mentoring 
might strengthen the sense of community (Orr 2006; Salaman 1971). 

While the departmental administrators in this study share some work processes 
with the academics, the administrative and academic work are fundamentally different, 
meaning that the administrators and academics do not share the same experiences of the 
labor process. However, as suggested by Salaman (1974), an occupational community 
is not solely determined by direct experience of the work but also by the social condi-
tions surrounding the occupation. Drawing on the idea of marginality in terms of an 
individual who has strong links to two groups without fully being a member of either, 
Salaman (1971a, 1971b, 1974) discusses marginality in relation to occupational groups, 
described as situations where members of an occupation aspire to be included among a 
higher status group but are denied full access (Salaman 1971). This marginality might 
foster the development of other belongings, as individuals seek validation and support 
from peers within their occupation when excluded from higher-status groups (Salaman 
1971b). However, the marginal position of an individual in relation to an established 
occupational group might also lead to a situation of peripheral inclusion. The tendency 
of workers outside of a dominant occupation to be included as members within an 
occupational community via shared history and experiences is further developed by 
McLachlan et al. (2019), finding that a community of fate based on, for example, shared 
experiences of restructuring and changes in the organization can create a strong sense 
of belonging to an occupational community, opening up the possibility of ‘peripheral 
membership’ to workers outside the dominant group. Thus, a marginal position might 
enable a peripheral membership but also spur the development of other communities. 

The idea of external pressure as the foundation for self-organization also aligns 
with Lysgaard’s (2001) concept of workers’ collective as a protective buffer, emerging as 
a response to the pressure from the techno-economic system, and Korczynski’s (2003) 
concept of ‘communities of coping’. Korczynskis (2003) argues that service personnel 
and front-line workers tend to create informal communities of coping where they turn 
to one another for support as a way of coping with abusive customers. The emergence of 
additional sites of belonging might be considered both a result of similarities and shared 
identification (Jenkin, 2014) – a pull toward each other – but also as a result of being 
questioned or challenged by other groups (Korczynski 2003; Lysgaard 2001) – a push 
away from others.
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Context and Method

The case

This study is set in a Swedish university, one among about 50 institutes for higher educa-
tion universities that employ about 79,000 individuals (65,500 full-time equivalence). 
The institutes for higher education, mainly universities, are the largest employer in the 
Swedish state sector, facilitating about 26% of all employees employed by the state. Of 
these 79,000 individuals, about 33,000 are active in teaching or research. The group 
in the focus of this case study, departmental administrators, is a significant workforce, 
as part of the category ‘administrative staff’, consisting of just under 1400 full-time 
equivalents (UKÄ 2022). While named ‘departmental administrators’ in this study, they 
hold different titles in different organizations. Until about 20 years ago, they were called 
secretaries, with different prefixes such as departmental secretary, project secretary, or 
course secretary. More recently, they have been called administrators (with different pre-
fixes), such as course administrator, research administrator, student administrator, and 
departmental administrator, as part of the process of changing the organizational func-
tion and job content of the occupation. There has been a redistribution of work between 
professional and administrative staff (Agevall & Olofsson 2020: 29–30; Forssell & 
Westerberg Ivarsson 2014), where more and more administration in terms of reports 
and the provision of key figures are expected to be produced by different professions. 
This development has altered the roles and relations between professionals and support 
staff, where administrative staff is considered to increasingly be a resource at the side of 
management rather than a support function for the professionals (Angevall & Olofsson 
2020), which makes issues of belonging and workplace dynamics relevant to explore 
from the perspective of this group, to complement the studies made on more specialized 
administrative functions (Karlsson & Ryttberg 2016). 

As argued by Wall (2020), Swedish universities are an interesting topic of explora-
tion, partly due to their size as a workplace but also to the combination of collegiate 
leadership and administrative organization that sometimes creates conflicts (Lynch & 
Ivancheva 2015; Wall 2020). Besides that, Nordic universities have been found to share 
some similarities that perhaps set them apart in an international context (Dahllöf 1996). 
These differences consist of, among other things, the dominance of public funding, a 
privileged position in the national budget, and a shared belief that higher education 
and research are ‘public goods of national economic and cultural significance’ (Karran 
et al. 2023: 4). This has been part of establishing the narrative of ‘Nordic exceptional-
ism’ (Browning 2007: 27), with a particular Nordic university model (Rinne 2021). 
However, this model seems to have been declining and challenged, not least due to the 
process where European education systems are being integrated to operate in a common 
market (Allvin & Movitz 2011; European Commission 2022). The management struc-
ture and logic of Swedish universities have changed, with an increased customer focus 
(Friberg 2015), as the governance of higher education takes a more market-like form. 
This influence of ‘academic entrepreneurship‘ (Keisu et al. 2015) and increased market 
governance in Swedish academia has been argued to undermine the collegial autonomy 
and core values of academia, making the workplace dynamics within academia relevant 
to explore from different perspectives.
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The changes in management and administration in Swedish universities are part of 
a larger trend where public administration in Sweden is leaning toward marketization 
and corporatization (Hall 2012), connected to the perhaps vague notion of new pub-
lic management (NPM). While debated in its content (Hood 1991, 1995), the general 
trend could be described as going from the professional’s discretion to make decisions 
in a bureaucratic organization toward an adaption of universal management concepts 
carried out by professional managers as the old professions have been challenged by 
new (Hasenfeld 2009). The growth of an ‘audit society’ in terms of increased focus 
on accountability and provision of key figure indicators (Power 1997), and the influ-
ence of managerialism in academia (Trow 1994) has for a long time been a topic of 
debate, inside as well as outside of the Swedish academia (SOU2018:38). While this 
study focuses on a Swedish university, the changes toward increased ‘managerialism’ 
within professional organizations are not unique to Sweden, nor universities (De Coster 
& Zanoni 2019; Ese 2019; Leišytė 2016; Steinþórsdóttir et al. 2019). As a similar trans-
formation of organizational and managerial logics has broadly taken place in other 
public professional organizations within and outside of the Swedish context (Forssell & 
Westberg 2014; Hall 2012; Thomas & Davies 2002), such as in the healthcare sector 
(Karlsson 2011; McDonald et al. 2006), human service organizations (Hasenfeld 2009), 
and public administration (Ackroyd et al. 2007; Bach et al. 2007), the findings in this 
study might be relevant for understanding the dynamics in academic and professional 
organizations beyond the Nordic context. 

Methods

The article is based on a case study, in terms of an intensive study of a single setting 
(Gerring 2004; Hamel et al. 1993), using a sequential integration of methods (Plano Clark 
& Ivankova 2016), including two rounds of interviews, participant workshops, and an 
organization-wide survey to achieve depth and breadth (Mason 2002: 33, Nowell et al. 
2017). The initial interviews raised questions that the survey could modify and verify. 
The workshops explored some early assumptions and nuanced others. The concluding 
interviews added more depth to the surfacing narratives. The interviews were recorded 
and transcribed. Field notes were taken from the workshops. In total, the data consists of 
13 interviews with administrators, two interviews with academics, two interviews with 
persons in managerial positions, a survey among administrative staff (total survey, 57% 
response rate), workshops with a total of 40 administrators, a group discussion with seven 
managers, and a group discussion with 11 HR personnel. The illustrative quotes presented 
are from individual interviews with departmental administrators, presented in Table 1.

The initial data generation stage consisted of four semi-structured interviews with 
departmental administrators of varying backgrounds. They were asked questions regard-
ing their experience of work, their relations to academic and non-academic colleagues, 
their formal roles, and others’ expectations of their performances. These hour-long 
interviews were supplemented with four individual interviews with two academics and 
two managers to add to the organizational context. The participants were almost exclu-
sively female, which reflects the gender balance of the occupation in general. Some were 
employed within the last five years; others had been in their jobs for more than 20 years. 
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Table 1 Participants. 

Name Gender Located within Employment time, years

Alex Female SS –5

Mia Female SS –5

Jenny Female SS –5

Emma Female ST –5

Lisa Female SS 5–10

Karin Female SS 5–10

Beatrice Female ST 5–10

Eva Female ST 10–15

Vendela Female ST 10–15

Kim Male ST 15–20

Pia Female SS 15–20

Ina Female SS 20+

Ingela Female ST & SS 20+

Kristine Female ST & SS 20+

The classification of departments is analytical categories that do not fully match the actual departments. 
SS, social sciences; ST, science and technology.

The data from the interviews was used to develop a questionnaire aiming at providing a 
broad picture of the job and social relations experienced in the organization. The ques-
tionnaire was sent to all employees within the administrative departments (n = 101), of 
whom 57% responded. While not generalizable to administrative workers in society, the 
survey provides reliable data on this organization, as 57% of the population responded 
(Baruch & Holtom 2008), and no visible patterns emerged among non-respondents. To 
develop the interpretations of the survey, the results and initial analysis were discussed 
in workshops with departmental administrators (eight groups consisting of five admin-
istrators each), as well as employees in managerial positions and HR representatives. 
These workshops provided insights into the administrative role and the potential ten-
sions and benefits that came from vague job descriptions and multiple affiliations. 

The accumulated data from the initial interviews, the survey, and workshops 
informed nine additional interviews with departmental administrators. The respon-
dents for these hour-long semi-structured interviews were selected to provide a range of 
employment time and organizational background. The participants were asked about 
their experience working in the organization and the changes and transformations they 
experienced during their current positions. The aim was not to get data on how it used 
to be but to get richer data on how they experience their current everyday situation in 
relation to a remembered past. These kinds of work-life biographical questions are one 
way to access the participant’s ‘personal reflexivity’ (MacKenzie et al. 2017) and get 
deeper insights into complex social processes. The narrative of how it ‘used to be’ is 
the current frame of reference for how the current position is lived and understood – 
the understanding of the current nowadays is achieved with the background of recon-
structed yesterday. 
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The qualitative data was coded thematically (Braun & Clarke 2006) using NVivo. 
The coding and thematization were made in different stages, focusing on identified 
themes of expectations, social relations, and belongings. This thematization occurred 
throughout the research process, with recoding and refinement at each step (Saldaña 
2016). The coding of the interviews was closer to inductive coding (Braun & Clarke 
2006) than theoretical or conceptual-driven coding (Saldaña 2016). This type of coding 
decided by an ‘emergent conceptual framework’ (Saldaña 2016: 71) resonates with the 
idea of constructing concepts from the point of experience (Smith 2004).

There are always ethical issues to address when researching areas close to the 
researcher. In this case, even more so, the researcher has experienced both administra-
tive and academic roles. In many ways, this background has been helpful in designing 
the study (see Corbin & Strauss 2008) and conducting the interviews. The experience 
of talking about work with someone who, to some degree, shares a similar experience 
from work as oneself might provide a sense of similarity between the researcher and 
participants, creating a more comfortable and trustful atmosphere that leads to a richer 
or more honest interview (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002). At the same time, this pre-
understanding also increases the need for vigilance and transparency, as well as manu-
factured distance and reflexivity to limit the risk of bias. This was achieved by analyzing 
the data after each step of data generation and testing those analyses in interactions 
with participants in interviews, focus groups, and workshops. In that way, a reflexive 
approach was built into the analysis process. The research project has undergone an 
ethical review and has been approved by an ethics committee at the university level. 

Findings

Belonging at the academic department?

I have always preferred to see myself as part of the discipline. I will not say that it has 
been difficult to come to terms with the outcome of the reorganization, but… I think that 
applies to quite a few of us; we belong to the department, psychologically and mentally – 
we belong to the department. ‘Eva’ 

Despite being formally employed at a centralized administrative unit, the experienced 
site of belonging among the departmental administrators was with the academic depart-
ment where they were placed. At least, that was the standard answer given to a direct 
question regarding their sense of belonging. The physical proximity, joint objectives, 
and a sense of shared understanding of the academic departments’ aims, goals, and his-
tory strengthened these departments as their experienced site of belonging. While the 
departmental administrators were highly aware of their formal site of belonging in the 
administrative units, they sensed a belonging within the academic departments. One 
interviewee, Lisa, explained that ‘those who work at [the academic department] know 
what I do’. However, that narrative became more complex when discussed further in the 
interviews.

The work of the departmental administrators consisted mainly of handling ongoing 
requests and expectations from students, academics, other administrative departments, 
and stakeholders outside of the organization. These requests and expectations were not 
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always easy to combine. As the departmental administrators encountered multiple, some-
times conflicting, expectations and demands, the experienced belonging played a part 
in prioritizing. While the departmental administrators had a sense of belonging with 
the academics within the various disciplines, their inclusion was based on actions and  
manifestations – what they could do – rather than in formal memberships based on a 
shared occupation – what they were. This belonging was, in a sense, peripheral and condi-
tional in demonstrating loyal actions, making them more vulnerable to exclusion as they 
needed to reconfirm their position continuously. They were included based on what they 
had done and could do for the group rather than being considered a natural insider as one 
of the academics. This led to a fear, expressed by some of the participants, of damaging 
their relations and jeopardizing their positions as members of that group if they failed to 
live up to the academics’ expectations. They also mentioned the difficulties in knowing the 
amount of work needed to meet the expectations, as no clear line was drawn. 

You absolutely have to say no sometimes. But if I don’t do the task, it will not be done, 
and then it feels like you let them [the academics at their department] down in some way. 
You still have good contact with your colleagues. That is what makes it difficult when you 
are close to each other. ‘Kim’

The administrator’s peripheral membership strengthened the sense of need to meet the 
expectations of the academics in order to remain included. This created a risk of taking 
on too much work and difficulties in drawing a line. These difficulties were further rein-
forced by the vague job descriptions given by the organization. The majority of respon-
dents in the survey stated that they had no formal job description and experienced a 
great deal of discretion in deciding how and in what order to carry out their tasks within 
set time frames. While there was an ongoing process of streamlining the administrative 
routines in the organization, which led to decreased discretion for the academic depart-
ments to form local routines, the details and everyday tasks of the departmental admin-
istrators were vaguely defined, creating uncertainties. 

It can be hard to know, should I really do this, is it part of my job? It is not clear, but we 
are loyal. We are a loyal group of workers. We do a lot, as much as we can. ‘Vendela’ 

The quote above not only expresses the vagueness of the job but also how the perfor-
mance of work is connected to social bonds, in this case, expressed as the display of 
loyalty by ‘do as much as we can’ in terms of work. This is understood as a part of their 
peripheral membership with the academics. However, the administrations also faced the 
expectations and tasks given by the managers at the administrative department – the 
administrator’s formal site of belonging. This separate formal site of belonging also 
influences their experience of work as well as their relation to academics. The implica-
tions of this are discussed in the following section. 

Belonging with the administrative management?

While the administrators had the academic department as their experienced site of 
belonging, considering themselves a part of the academic departments, their formal 
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belonging to a different department in the organization created tensions. As they for-
mally belonged to a different department than the academics, they had responsibilities 
and expectations to live up to outside of the academic department where they were 
located. There was an increasing number of shared documents and policies provided 
within the administrative department and the university, aiming at creating a more uni-
form work process and formalizing the division of labor between administrative and 
academic staff more coherently. The formal and uniform procedures that management 
expected the administrators to follow sometimes collided with the expectations of the 
academics regarding what was to be done and who was going to do it. The departmental 
administrators, therefore, faced additional demands and tasks connected to their formal 
site of belonging that interfered with the wishes of their colleagues in the academic 
departments in their experienced site of belonging. Some of the participants experienced 
that their belonging to another department in the organization affected how members 
of the academic department considered them and expressed an occasional lack of under-
standing regarding their situation from the academics. 

Due to their formal site of belonging to the administrative department, the admin-
istrators sometimes experienced a sense of mistrust from the academics regarding their 
involvement in, for example, debated managerial decisions. Via their affiliation to the 
administrative and managerial structure, the departmental administrators were often 
the first to receive information about new routines and processes and were expected to 
work accordingly. The fact that they had prior knowledge of managerial decisions was 
often confused with them having any influence over the decision, leading up to situa-
tions where the departmental administrators were the ones being the target of protests 
and resistance from the academics regarding decisions made by the management. The 
administrators interviewed stated that they often had to explain themselves and their 
actions, making clear that, for example, new processes or routines that the academics 
were to follow were not created by the departmental administrators but that it was their 
job as administrators to implement and work according to the rules. 

I sort of become an intermediary; sometimes it feels like they [the academics] think it’s me 
who’s troublesome, who wants it a certain way (…). Then I have to show them that there 
is an administrative routine that the managers have decided. ‘Elisabeth’

At the same time, while the difference between the administrator’s formal and experi-
enced site of belonging arguably was a source of tensions, their separate formal site of 
belonging also provided resources to handle conflicting expectations and difficulties of 
delimitations. As the administrative manager made the formal decisions regarding the 
administrator’s job content, the individual administrator could refer to decisions made 
by the managers within their formal site of belonging as a way of rebalancing demands 
and expectations from the academics at their experienced site of belonging. By referring 
to the manager or decisions made at the administrative department, the departmental 
administrators did not need to ‘take the heat’ from the academics in their surroundings, 
as one participant expressed the dynamic. This was a way for the departmental admin-
istrators to attempt to regulate the job content to a manageable level without facing the 
social consequences of directly saying no, as in the incident described below where the 
administrator was asked by an academic to take on extra tasks to cover up for a person 
on sick leave: 
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I said that I couldn’t decide, so you had to go to the administrative manager and ask if I 
could help you. But I couldn’t sit at two jobs, it’s not possible! No, no, nothing came of 
it. And then, in that situation, it was extremely helpful to have another manager I could 
refer to. ‘Ina’

The manager’s involvement, as illustrated above, was a way of resolving or redirect-
ing conflicts. By involving the administrative manager in the discussion, it became a 
conflict between the academics and management rather than between the academics 
and the specific departmental administrator. Drawing on resources from their formal 
site of belonging – in this case the authority of their managers – could therefore buffer 
the departmental administrators from the demanded actions expected by the academics 
within their experienced site of belonging. 

The possibility of using their separate formal site of belonging as a resource was 
used on an individual level as well as on an organizational level. As the departmental 
administrators, located in different disciplines, faced similar situations in their daily 
work, their shared formal site of belonging in the administrative department created the 
possibility to share common problems and address them collectively. The departmen-
tal administrators participating in this study experienced an increased number of joint 
meetings within the administrative department where they came together to exchange 
information and discuss common matters.

Today, the organization is much better in that we administrators have our own manager 
because [the manager] recognizes our issues in a different way. (…) If we bring it up in the 
group, it will also carry more weight, as [the manager] then can point this out as a problem 
that concerns the whole university. ‘Kristina’ 

With common grounds to meet, they could draw attention to problematic job conditions 
and treat them as structural problems to handle in the organization rather than indi-
vidual problems to address in the different academic departments. These meetings and 
documents also provided an arena to discuss their shared experiences of work, develop 
their own values, and develop a distinction between themselves and other groups within 
the organization. 

However, while the formal separation in terms of organizational affiliations between 
administrators and academics seems to have strained the experienced site of belonging 
within the academic departments, that does not mean that the departmental adminis-
trators were brought closer to the management. Instead, their separate formal site of 
belonging provided the grounds to develop the departmental administrators as a group, 
with the emergence of an experienced site of belonging among themselves as departmen-
tal administrators, with their own norms, identification, and expectations of loyalty. The 
defining aspects of this belonging are further discussed in the following sections. 

Emergence of an additional site of belonging 

There were several aspects underpinning the emergence of this experienced site of 
belonging for departmental administrators, existing parallel with the experienced and 
formal belongings with the academics and administrative management. As the group 
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of departmental administrators was somewhat peripheral in relation to the academics 
as well as to the management, where neither their manager nor the academics had the 
overview of what the administrators’ day-to-day jobs consist of, they turned toward 
each other for reference and support. The survey indicates that it was common practice 
to confer with each other regarding their job content to compare what are seen as rea-
sonable expectations and what to contest (by, e.g., referring to the manager or formal 
routines). The departmental administrators also turned to one another before making 
decisions in problematic situations: 

It can be challenging for an administrator [to turn down the academics] if it is the case that 
you do not have time and feel very hesitant about how to act. But then we administrators 
must try to be a bit of a sounding board and support each other as much as we can … 
luckily, we are our own college. 1[Kollegium]… ‘Vendela’ 

While the jobs of the departmental administrators were quite individualized and seldom 
performed in cooperation with other administrators, these informal routines of coordi-
nation and job sharing were used to help each other out if needed and tied the group 
as a whole together. The administrators were also developing closer collaborations with 
smaller groups of administrative colleagues that could step in and ‘do each other’s stuff’ 
if needs be, tying them even closer together in this emerging site of belonging. 

The departmental administrators’ organizational position ‘in the middle’, facing and 
balancing different expectations and logics, was a recurring narrative in the interviews, 
on different levels. Regarding formal organization and everyday jobs, the administra-
tors were located between the academics and the managerial structure, often becoming 
the intermediators between the two groups. One reoccurring theme, often presented 
as a defining skill of a good administrator, was the balancing act regarding to what 
extent to follow the formal processes and flows in the administrative systems and to 
what extent to follow the informal local practices developed at the various departments. 
While upholding proper procedures was one shared value connected to the administra-
tor’s role, there were, at the same time, more pragmatic considerations regarding what 
was needed for things to run smoothly. 

I mean, I’m careful about them [the rules], but it also has to be smooth. We have to ensure 
we do not bother about it too much either, as long as it works and no one is getting into 
trouble. ‘Pia’ 

The balance between doing things right and the knowledge of how to get things done 
in a functional way was treated as somewhat of a trade specialty and a crucial aspect of 
their occupational role. This tacit knowledge of the formal and informal processes, rela-
tions, and activities in the organization was a recurring theme in the interviews regard-
ing the prominent qualities of a departmental administrator. Arguably, it could be seen 
as a part of shaping a collective identifying feature of their role. The perception of being 
the backbone of the organization and the ones who knew how things are done, both 
correctly and pragmatically, was an important part of the identification as a group, dis-
tinguished from management as well as academics. They viewed their role as something 
broader than a resource at the hand of management or academics, as additional groups 
such as students and the general public were also considered important actors. 
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We [the departmental administrators] are a service function. We provide service to stu-
dents, teachers, and the general public. That is what we are here for, and what that entails 
depends on what comes in and ends up on the desk. ‘Ina’

The participants frequently mentioned students as a primary source of consideration. 
While there had been quite a significant reduction in the amount of contact with the 
students, the interactions with them were emphasized as one of the most rewarding 
and essential aspects of the job. How much effort they should put in on behalf of the 
students was a contested issue in relation to the administrative management and the 
academics. The issue of how much time and effort was spent on the students was not 
a case of conflicting expectations from management and academics but rather between 
the administrators and management as well as academics. Sometimes, the conflicts were 
regarding the time spent helping students and, on other occasions, what it meant to do 
right by them. 

My manager says you must not have so much contact with students because it takes too 
much time. But what if they have problems? We live for the students – if we have no stu-
dents, then we have nothing, then we have no jobs. ‘Ann’

The relation to, and consideration of, the students was a crucial aspect of the occupa-
tion and viewed as a prominent feature of the group, distinguishing them from other 
groups. This shared idea of what it meant to do right by the students was sometimes 
contradicted by other groups, which could result in actions such as challenging the man-
ager’s wish for them to spend less time helping students or going against requests from 
academics to cut some corners regarding grading an examination: Mia explains that ‘It 
is a matter of compliance with the rule of law as well as ethical issues. It must be fair 
towards the student’. 

In these scenarios, the administrators’ considerations of the students were not 
informed by their formal site of belonging in terms of managerial decisions made at 
the administrative department, nor expectations from the academics at their experi-
enced site of belonging to the academic department. Instead, the acts were informed by 
the departmental administrators’ behavioral norms as a group of peers in an emerging 
site of belonging, illustrating how multiple sites of belonging, sometimes beyond the 
dichotomy of management and professions, inform actions and considerations within 
organizations. 

Concluding remarks

This study explores how formal affiliations and informal associations foster sites of 
belonging and how these belongings create strains and provide opportunities as they 
influence the social organizing of work at the workplace level. This is achieved via a case 
study of departmental administrators in a Swedish university, exploring the influence of 
a multitude of sites of belonging in an organization. 

The findings suggest that the multiple sites of belonging have brought tensions 
as well as increased the discretion of the departmental administrators. The multiple 
belongings provide resources to play expectant parties against each other by referring 
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to managerial decisions or local practices to balance their workload without directly 
antagonizing either side. The different sites of belonging of departmental administrators 
are occasionally used to buffer demands from academics and management (see Axelsson 
et al. 2019; Lysgaard 2001) by, for example, referring them to one another. Therefore, 
the different sites of belonging inspire and enable different sets of actions besides siding 
with either management or professions, adding additional layers of dynamics that need 
to be recognized. 

The tendency of ongoing separation between the academics and departmental 
administrators might be considered a way to increase managerial control by ensuring 
that administrative groups act on the management’s behalf rather than the academics 
(Agevall & Olofsson 2020) by breaking up any sense of a shared identity with the aca-
demics (cf. MacKenzie & Marks 2019), thus linking the departmental administrators 
closer to management. At the same time, the formal site of belonging with an admin-
istrative department has provided the arenas to share experiences, coordinate work, 
and discuss shared values, which gives the potential ground to develop an occupational 
identity (MacKenzie et al. 2017; Salaman 1971a, 1971b) or, as argued in this case, a site 
of belonging distinguished from academics as well as management. Rather than being 
located in a two-sided struggle between management and academics, there are more 
aspects to consider.

The departmental administrators to some extent consider themselves as belonging 
to the academic departments. However, they are sometimes challenged and mistrusted 
by the academics, creating a reinforced marginality (Salaman 1971b). While Salaman 
(1971a, 1971b) discusses the dynamic of marginality in terms of occupational groups 
of lower status that aspire to engage with higher status groups, and McLachlan et al. 
(2019) develop the notion of ‘peripheral membership’ as referring to the inclusions of 
workers outside the dominant group, the process in this case is rather that of individuals 
peripheral to an occupational group that begins to form as a collective, rather than 
remaining as peripheral members. Their peripheral membership in the academic depart-
ments, combined with the increased opportunities to shape their own identity within 
their occupational group, creates the ground for a separate experienced site of belonging 
among peers. The emergence of a new site of belonging might be seen as a result of the 
combination of external pressure – inspired by Korczynski’s (2003) notion of a com-
munity of cooping – and collectively identified similarities (Jenkins 2014). The findings 
in this study indicate the emergence of departmental administrators as a group in them-
selves, contributing insights to such a process and the debates regarding the potential 
effects of marginality.

This study uses the concept of belonging and relates these belongings to different 
formal and informal social relations and affiliations within an organization, which are 
formulated as sites of belonging in organizations. The formal site of belonging mir-
rors the organizational affiliation, the unit the individual is employed in and formally 
belongs to, which is related to an organizational perspective of belonging (Van Maanen 
& Barley 1984). The experienced site of belonging is the unit the individual sees them-
selves as a part of in their everyday activities, their subjective ‘home’ in the organiza-
tion, related to an occupational perspective of belonging (Van Maanen & Barley 1984). 
As both these aspects in practice are intertwined (Ashforth et al. 2008), the notion of 
sites of belonging in organizations might be a helpful way of capturing additional lay-
ers of dynamics in organizations as a multitude of belongings simultaneously informs 
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actions and the organization of work. These sites of belonging, experienced and formal, 
are not mutually exclusive. One individual could have several formal belongings and 
multiple coexisting experience sites of belongings, sometimes overlapping, sometimes 
separated, as a part of the organization dynamics, similar to how occupational and 
organizational belongings are intertwined, as members of occupational communities 
often have dual loyalties to their occupation and their employing organization (Ashforth 
et al. 2008; Van Maanen & Barley 1984), being subject to multiple reference points of  
identification. 

Central aspects from a range of debates such as the role of practical conditions, 
shared values, and demarcations for an occupational identity (MacKenzie et al. 2006), 
the understanding of loyalties as a multiplicity (Grodzins 1956; Marsh & Simon 1993), 
and the role of expectations on visible actions (Oglensky 2008) have inspired the for-
mulation of sites of belonging as a way of uncovering additional layers of dynamics in 
the organization of work. While informed by these ongoing debates, the usage of the 
concept sites of belonging emerges from the investigation of social relations at the work-
place level (Smith 2005), tracing the question of belonging from subjective individual 
experiences (Allen et al. 2021; May 2011) through the formal structure of the organiza-
tion (Glover 2011) and the shifting power dynamics between academics and managers 
(Agevall & Olofsson 2020; Ese 2019; Trow 1994).

Rather than a priori considering employees or occupational groups as having one 
site of belonging or another, this study argues that by seeing organizational positions 
as one of multiple sites of belonging and involvement in several sometimes-conflicting 
relations of expected loyalties, we reach a broader understanding of actions in organiza-
tions and the impact – expected or unexpected – changing power dynamics has on the 
opportunities to exercise agency and influence in the line of work. By combining the 
data in this study with aspects from ongoing debates on belongings, worker collectives, 
and loyalties, this study introduces the concept of sites of belonging to gain additional 
insights regarding the multiplicity of belongings in organizations and the process of 
their emergence. It demonstrates the existence of a multiplicity of belongings in an orga-
nization and the structural conditions that enable the emergence of additional sites of 
belonging. In doing so, it contributes to our understanding of the organization of work 
by illustrating how different sites of belonging are important in understanding the social 
dynamics in organizations by putting the light on actors beyond the dominant categories 
of professionals and management. 

While universities are a special type of organization with its mix of collegial and 
line management (Wall 2020), historically autonomous professions (Lynch & Ivancheva 
2015), and strong independence (Ese 2019), there are also similarities to other profes-
sional organizations in sectors such as health care, social services, law enforcement, edu-
cation, and public administration, in terms of the influence of NPM, tensions between 
professionals and management, and reworked division of labor regarding administrative 
work (Ackroyd et al. 2007; Forssell & Westberg 2014; Hall 2012; SOU2018:38) mak-
ing the dynamics discussed in this study relevant to explore in other settings within and 
beyond the Nordic context. As this is a case study of one occupational group, the impact 
of sites of belonging and their emergence in different settings is an empirical issue for 
further investigation. Hopefully, the insights brought in this study could be of use for 
such further exploration. 
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