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Institutional Ethnography 
in the Nordic Region

Developed in response to the theoretically driven mainstream sociology, 
institutional ethnography starts from people’s everyday experiences, and 
works from there to discover how the social is organized. Starting from ex-
perience is a central step in challenging taken-for-granted assumptions and 
relations of power, whilst responding critically to the neoliberal cost-benefit 
ideology that has come to permeate welfare institutions and the research 
sector. This book explicates the Nordic response to institutional ethnogra-
phy, showing how it has been adapted and interpreted within the theoretical 
and methodological landscape of social scientific research in the region, as 
well as the institutional particularities of the Nordic welfare state. Address-
ing the main topics of concern in the Nordic context, together with the way 
in which research is undertaken, the authors show how institutional eth-
nography is combined with different theories and methodologies in order 
to address particular problematics, as well as examining its standing in re-
lation to contemporary research policy and university reforms. With both 
theoretical and empirical chapters, this book will appeal to scholars and 
students of sociology, professional studies and anthropology with interests 
in research methods and the Nordic region.
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What is institutional ethnography?

Institutional Ethnography (IE) is a methodology-of-inquiry associated with 
the Canadian sociologist Dorothy E. Smith (e.g. Smith (ed.) 2006). IE is de-
signed to discover, unpack and challenge the social organization of everyday 
life and involves commitment to doing research with and for people, rather 
than about them (Smith 1987, 2005). Ontologically, people are understood 
as essentially social beings and the social, in turn, is understood as peo-
ple coordinating activities. Speaking of the social as “coordination”, rather 
than “structure”, “rules” or “system”, implies people’s actual activities. This 
ontology is central to understanding the development of IE as a sociologi-
cal method-of-inquiry which does not end with individual experience, but 
never loses sight of it either. In this way, IE challenges structure-agency, 
macro-micro and individual-society distinctions and dualisms.

The theoretical, methodological and onto-epistemological underpinnings 
of IE have grown in and responded to debates in sociology and feminist 
studies, particularly the methodological discussions related to the linguistic 
turn, the critique-of-representation and processes of objectification in main-
stream sociology. Smith developed a thorough critique of theory-driven re-
search as well as positivist ideals and principles in knowledge production 
(Smith 2005). In her book The Conceptual Practices of Power: A Feminist 
Sociology of Knowledge (1990a), Smith noted how theory-driven knowledge 
production involves the reproduction of institutional orders, of ideology, 
and ultimately societal orders and inequity in terms of whose experiences 
and interests gain representation:

The categories structuring data collection are already organized by prede-
termined schema; the data produced becomes the reality intended by the 
schema; the schema interprets the data […] though it is perfectly possible to 
prove or disprove statements, issues of objectivity must be framed within 
established structure. Issues, questions, and experience that do not fit the 
framework and the interrelated relations of categories and schemata do 
not get entry to the process, do not become part of the textual realities …

(Smith 1990a, 93–94)

1 Introduction
Conditions for doing institutional 
ethnography in the Nordics

Rebecca W. B. Lund and Ann Christin E. Nilsen
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In her critique of objectifying processes, she notes how it happens in at least 
four ways. (1) The subject disappears and is replaced by social facts or social 
phenomena, e.g. through the nominalization of verbs. (2) Agency is trans-
ferred from the subject to the social phenomenon. Hence the social phe-
nomenon, rather than people and their actual relations, becomes the object 
of study. (3) People’s actual sayings and doings are translated into an ex-
pression of discourse or category, and the researcher’s theoretical narrative. 
People are held accountable to discourse and categories, but discourse or cat-
egories are not held accountable to people. (4) The subject is reconstructed as 
a category identified through looking for discursive attributes (e.g. gender, 
class and ethnicity) (Smith 1999).

Smith developed IE in order to understand processes of objectification 
in research and other institutions, and to challenge such processes, not to 
overthrow them. Indeed, no form of research can overthrow processes of 
objectification “that would be a contradiction”. Rather, by acknowledging 
that all knowledge claims are embedded in values and are essentially con-
tested, Smith suggests that we can challenge dominant knowledge claims 
by starting inquiry from the standpoint of people whose “knowing” and 
“interests” have hitherto been downplayed in institutional representations. 
The epistemic privilege ascribed to a particular experience and standpoint 
is not automatic but empirically and contextually justified (e.g. Lund 2015). 
Through people’s everyday embodied experience and work-knowledge, un-
derstood generously as “everything people do, from they get up till they go to 
bed, that takes time, effort and emotion, as they participate in or resist insti-
tutional orders” (see Smith 2005), we may learn how institutions are made to 
work and shape people’s lives in ways that are not necessarily in their own 
best interests. In learning from what people know, the institutional ethnog-
rapher should avoid institutional capture, that is, avoid treating concepts and 
discourses as if they are descriptive of experience rather than organizers of 
experience.

As with all Smith’s concepts, institutions or the institutional are under-
stood in a manner that privileges inquiry above theory. There is

… a complex of relations forming part of the ruling apparatus, organ-
ized around a distinctive function – education, health care, law and the 
like. In contrast to such concepts as bureaucracy, “institution” does not 
identify a determinate form of social organization, but rather the inter-
section and coordination of more than one relational mode of the ruling 
apparatus.

(Smith 1987, 160)

The relational modes occur on at least two levels: the local and the translo-
cal. While the local is the immediate site of our embodied practice (e.g. the 
act of writing, teaching, sitting in a meeting, engaging with a client), some 
of the translocal social relations that organize and regulate our lives in 


