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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Occupational incidents and accidents are still commonplace in the contemporary workplace, despite
increased understandings of safety.
OBJECTIVE: This article aims to yield new insights into safety-related thinking, decisions and behaviours through the
application of an institutional logics perspective.
METHOD: Semi-structured interviews with twenty-two managers in a railroad construction and maintenance organisation
were conducted, in which a variety of topics related to occupational safety and management were discussed.
RESULTS: The results illustrate that an institutional logics perspective provides useful insights into the different logics of
the market, profession, and corporation in the occupational safety context. Furthermore, the results demonstrate contradictory
viewpoints, so-called complexity, between these three logics and subsequent management approaches.
CONCLUSIONS: We demonstrate that viewing occupational safety through the lens of institutional logics leads to a better
understanding of safety and reveals various rationales for safety attitudes and behaviours that otherwise may have been
dismissed as irrational. Understanding and possessing the discourse of logics can help managers and safety professionals
with analysis and prevention of accidents.
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1. Introduction

Occupational accidents are still commonplace
in contemporary workplaces, despite increased
understanding of safety, human psychology, and
human-technology interaction [1–3]. Researchers
and practitioners not only struggle to understand,
reduce and prevent occupational accidents but also
seemingly view such events as a result of irrational
behaviours and decisions [4]. However, dismissing
behaviour as irrational is ‘simply an admission that
the behaviour is inexplicable in terms of the con-
cepts to hand’ [4, p148], which subsequently makes
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it difficult to develop policies and interventions to
counter (unsafe) behaviour. In the present study, we
propose that the perspective of institutional logics
[5–7] can be used to uncover, illustrate, and explain
dynamics that are overlooked by traditional meth-
ods of studying occupational safety. We have three
aims with this introduction of logics in the safety con-
text. First, to reveal the different logics at play when
safety is discussed. The multiplicity of logics and
their settlement in organisations enables us to better
understand why occupational safety often fails. Sec-
ond, to explain how employees apply different logics
and thereby differ in terms of their approach to occu-
pational safety, which can be traced by seeing how
they explicitly articulate their logic. Third, to increase
current understandings of the various logics in order
to help find solutions that minimise the amount of
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conflict within organisations, which depends on the
manners in which the multiple logics are treated in a
given situation.

2. Theoretical framework

Behaviours and decisions at a given moment are
based on the knowledge, perspective and under-
standing people have of the situation at that time,
something that is called ‘local rationality’ [8]. View-
ing occupational safety issues through the lens of
different institutional logics provides a pragmatic
avenue for identifying such local rationalities and
analysing the complexities associated with them, as
there are distinct logics present in organisational con-
texts that each provide their own coherent rationale
for safety [9].

Institutional logics are ‘the socially constructed,
historical patterns of material practices, assump-
tions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individuals
produce and reproduce their material subsistence,
organize time and space, and provide meaning to
their social reality’ [10, p804]. Greenwood et al.
[6, p318] summarise the content of this pattern
by describing how institutional logics ‘provide
guidelines on how to interpret and function in social
situations’. Such institutional logics define what
is considered valuable within a cultural system [5,
p232] and what is considered the most rational
choice to make. Combined, these cultural systems,
or institutional orders, ‘compose the key cornerstone
institutions of society’ [7, p53]. Logics are the more
subtle and abstract underlying mechanisms that
guide institutional orders and social meaning [11]. A
logic ultimately comes down to the root metaphors
that people use to view reality [5]. This creates a
coherent logic as people define rationality from a
certain perspective. The use of an institutional logics
approach thus allows for the explanation of behaviour
beyond the assumption that people think alike about
the consequences of working unsafely. Depending on
the specific dominant logic, people will differ in their
assessment of what is (in)appropriate, (ir)rational,
and (un)safe in the safety context.

The most widely accepted set of ideal types of
institutional logics, which we therefore also apply
in the present study, was proposed by Thornton et al.
[7]. This set comprises seven institutional orders: the
market, the profession, the corporation, the state, the
family, the community, and the religion. Each of these
orders has its own distinct logic that provide guide-

lines for the interpretation and functioning in social
situations [6, p318]. This set of logics has proved
effective in a variety of studies [cf. 12–14]. The
institutional logic forms the basic unit, and field log-
ics, organisation logics, and individual logics emerge
from there and are ‘nested within these societal-level
logics’ [15, p366]. We will summarise each of the
orders and their application to the safety context (see
Table 1).

2.1. Multiplicity of logics

Within organisations stakeholders rarely consider
the same set of values, beliefs, rules and behaviours
as rational. As organisations strive for stability and
external support they incorporate a variety of incom-
patible structural elements [16, p356] often leading
to the presence of multiple logics [6, 15]. Such mul-
tiplicity of logics can lead to confusion and tension
[17], because the participants in the interaction do
not share the same set of values, definition of ratio-
nality and reality. A typical example of such a clash
between logics can be found in the field of healthcare,
in which the logics of the market and the profession
collide [18, p199].

Whereas early work about logic multiplicity
framed the relationship between conflicting logics
in terms of dominance [18], later research asso-
ciated logic multiplicity with increased durability,
sustainability, and innovativeness [15]. Additionally,
research found that multiple conflicting logics can
coexist for long periods of time or remain unre-
solved [18], and identified organisations that could
not achieve their goals with one singular logic [11].
In order to account for these conflicting outcomes
of logic multiplicity research, Besharov and Smith
[15] developed a framework that allows for the cat-
egorisation of organisations along two (continues)
axes: the degree of logic compatibility (i.e., the extent
to which logics provide (in)compatible prescriptions
for action) and the degree of logic centrality (i.e.,
the extent to which one or multiple logics are core
to organisational functioning). On the outer edges
of these axes, Besharov and Smith [15, p371-373]
identify four ideal types of organisations incorpo-
rating multiple logics: (1) contested organisations,
(2) estranged organisations, (3) aligned organisa-
tions, and (4) dominant organisations. With their
framework, Besharov and Smith [15] focus on the
implications of logic multiplicity for internal conflict,
as it is a central concern in previous research about
logic multiplicity.
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Table 1
An overview of key references, the defining characteristics of the seven interinstitutional orders, and their application to safety

Logic Summary Defining characteristics for
rationality

Application to occupational
safety

Market order Within the order of the market, the
focus is on ‘the accumulation,
codification, and pricing of human
activity’ [7, p44]. Central to the
market logic is that efficiency
underlies profitability, business
practices are determined by the
maximum value possible from
transactions, and firm reputation is
based on success in the market [27].
The influence of the market logic is
exemplified in critics’ reviews of a
symphony orchestra [28].

• Priority is given to
(consumer) choice, quality
and profit.

• Values are competition and
customer preference.

• Success is a larger share
and profit.

Safety is considered an asset
for gaining market share.
Although safety might
decrease efficiency,
securing it might outweigh
the costs associated with
incidents, accidents, and
(lost time) injuries, and can
give the organisation an
advantage in consumer
choice.

Profession order Within the order of the profession,
individual members form organised
bodies who ‘create knowledge and
belief systems that define arenas of
interest and jurisdiction’ [29, p83].
The basis for autonomy and
authority of professionals stems
from the legitimacy of a mission and
the professionals’ ‘exclusive ability
to apply expert and esoteric
knowledge to particular cases’ [29,
p83]. The organisation structure of
the professional is based on
individual relations. As such, it is
often viewed as antithetical to the
hierarchical means of control of
corporations [29]. The logic of the
profession has been exemplified in
written pitches of architecture firms
[30].

• Priority is given to the
opinion of credible
members of a professional
community.

• Values are membership,
expertise, training, and
mentoring.

• Success is a product of high
quality provided by
professionals, socialised
within their community.

Safety is left to the discretion
of the professional who is
thought to have the
knowledge and ability to
make skilled independent
judgements of situations.
In extremis, safety is left to
expert safety managers.

Corporation order The order of the corporation is centred
around the organisational structure
of the organisation with its
hierarchical levels. Its sources of
legitimacy stem from the market
position of the firm, and authority is
exercised by the board of directors
and top management. The influence
of the logic of the corporation was
exemplified in a study on the higher
education publishing industry [10].

• Priority is given to
predictability and
compliance to those higher
in the hierarchy.

• Values are hierarchy,
control and routines.

• Success is following
routines that are defined
within the corporation and
increased hierarchical
status.

Safety is secured through
following rules and
procedures. Compliance
with rules and procedures
is controlled top-down by
managers through
hierarchical and formal
structures. The hierarchical
nature of the corporation
also entrusts managers
with a responsibility they
have to take.

State order The focus in the institutional order of
the state is on converting ‘diverse
issues into consensus or majority
vote’ to increase community good
[7, p44]. Its source of legitimacy
stems from democratic participation
and authority is exercised through
bureaucratic domination [7]. The
influence of the state logic has been
exemplified in studies on young
firms and innovation [31].

• Priority is given to
deliberation and following
the rules that come from
voting.

• Values are debate and
consensus, democracy, and
rules.

• Success is predictability
from rules, defined and
followed by committed
people.

Safety is secured through
legislation, designed and
imposed by
(representatives of) the
state who are elected
through democratic
majority.

(Continued)
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Table 1
(Continued)

Logic Summary Defining characteristics for
rationality

Application to occupational
safety

Family order Within the institutional order of the
family the focus is on ‘converting
social relations into reciprocal and
unconditional obligations oriented to
the reproduction of family members’
and ‘beliefs are reinforced through
rituals’ [7, p44]. In the family logic,
an ‘unconditional loyalty to family
underlies business practices’, the
firm’s identity relies on the family
reputation, and status within the firm
is determined by family membership
[27, p8]. The family logic is
exemplified in Japanese corporate
networks and Japanese management
practices [32].

• Priority is given to
obligation to the family.

• Values are closeness,
warmth, caretaking,
obligation.

• Success is following
established rituals and
taking care of each other,
and continuation of the
family line.

Safety is important for the
continuation of the family.
Safety is secured through
orders that are based on
established rituals and
tradition, irrespective of
changes in society.

Community order Communities are created through
common boundaries or territories
that create common goals [7, 27].
Within the order of the community,
actions are driven by emotional
connections between participants,
and cooperative actions should
benefit all [27], not just the
‘common economic needs of the
communal economy’ [7, p68]. The
community logic is exemplified in
research regarding activists’ protests
aiming to protect local business
communities from chain stores [33,
34].

• Priority is given to a good
balance between social and
economic aspects of work.

• Values are community,
balancing, deliberation.

• Success is collaboration and
welfare.

Safety is considered a
communal good and is
accomplished through
taking care of your fellow
members.

Religion order Initially the order of the religion was
described as being centred around
truth, similar to science [5].
Following critique, Friedland later
states that ‘the institutional logic of
the religion centres on the order of
creation, locating humanness in the
cosmos, replicating cosmology
through ritual, a practical
metaphysics that necessarily points
before life and after death’ [35,
p134]. This notion is also more in
line with the definition by Thornton
et al. [7, p44], who state that the
order of the religion focuses on ‘an
explanation of the origin of the
world and in converting all issues
into expression of absolute moral
principles on the basis of faith’. The
logic of the religion is exemplified in
Friedland’s essay about religious
nationalism [36].

• Priority is given to
submission to faith.

• Values are obedience,
morality, and the order of
creation.

• Success is harmony with
the creator.

Safety is best guaranteed
when following the
exegesis of the faith but is
rooted in the acceptance of
fate (i.e., when it costs, it
costs).
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2.2. Applying logics to occupational safety

We propose that an institutional logics perspec-
tive provides new methods to uncover, illustrate,
and explain the rationale(s) underlying safety-related
thinking, decisions and behaviours and that aware-
ness, acknowledgement, and understanding of these
different rationales can further improve workplace
safety and are much needed to do so.

Institutional logics ‘provide guidelines on how to
interpret and function in social situations’ [6, p318],
defining what is considered valuable within a cultural
system [5] and what is viewed as the rational choice.
As such, occupational safety should not be viewed
as a distinct logic, although logics on different lev-
els (e.g., institutional, field and organisational) can
be used to explore and explain occupational safety
(related) issues [cf. 20–24]. As different logics pre-
sume different ideas about safety, and uncovering
those different ideas provide insights into what makes
safety so difficult to address, their identification and
interpretation can help create safer workplaces. View-
ing existing research through an institutional logics
lens reveals that others have already implicitly illus-
trated the presence of the state [25, p1001], religious
[25, p1001], market [4, p146], and corporate [26,
p416] logic in the occupational safety context, as
well as implicit illustrations of opposing logics [25,
p1002]. An overview of the defining characteristics
for rationality and an application to occupational
safety of the institutional orders can be found in
Table 1. To explore and illustrate the applicability
of logics to the safety context, we analysed data from
an organisation in which safety issues arose due to
different logics.

3. Method

The data reported in this manuscript were collected
as part of a larger project regarding the role of occu-
pational safety in managers’ work. In the current
analyses and report, the focus is exclusively on data
concerning institutional logics and logic multiplicity
in the occupational safety context.

3.1. Participants

Face to face interviews were conducted with
supervisors employed at an organisation where occu-
pational safety plays a prominent role in the planning
and execution of work (railroad construction and

maintenance). Supervisors were explicitly targeted,
as they are seen as ‘the primary carriers of the
contending conceptions of control’ [9, p102], are
likely to have the power ‘to determine organiza-
tional responses to multiple institutional logics’ [6,
p344], and play an increasingly important role in the
delegation of job tasks, management of subordinate
performance, and balancing competing production,
quality, and safety demands [37].

Making use of a stratified sampling technique
(N = 30) managers were approached to take part in
the study. An employee satisfaction survey con-
ducted earlier within the organisation inventoried
employees’ willingness to participate in safety-
related follow-up research. From those employees
willing to participate in additional research, a selec-
tion was made by the HR manager that mirrored
the managerial structure of the organisation. Poten-
tial participants were first approached via e-mail, of
which 22 participated in the study (response rate of
73%). All participants were male and at least 40 years
old (M = 51.7, SD = 5.3). Participants’ tenure with the
current company ranged from 3 to 37 years (M = 18.8,
SD = 9.1), and their overall tenure in the railroad con-
struction and maintenance industry ranged from 3 to
38 years (M = 24.1, SD = 9.4).

3.2. Instrument

Qualitative methods are widely used and have
much potential for studying institutional logics [38].
Data were therefore collected via interviews held in
offices located at or nearby work locations, and all
interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder
with consent. The semi-structured interviews cov-
ered themes related to participants’ work (e.g., ‘Can
you tell me about the day-to-day activities in your
work?’ and ‘How many people do you supervise?’),
the role of safety in their work (e.g., ‘How does safety
play a role in your work?’) and potential conflict-
ing demands between safety and other organisational
demands (e.g., ‘Do you ever experience tensions
between safety and other organisational demands?’
and ‘Does it ever happen that other demands get pri-
oritised over occupational safety?’). The interviews
lasted between 40 and 96 minutes, with an average
duration of 62 minutes.

3.3. Data analysis

The recordings were transcribed verbatim and
subsequently coded using the ATLAS.ti software
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package (version 7.5). We used a deductive multi-step
content-analytic procedure to analyse the data.

First, the first author read the transcripts and
marked meaningful units of analyses consisting of
single or multiple sentences. Second, this author took
the lead in proposing a categorisation of the units
of analyses into the institutional orders. Here, a sin-
gle unit of analysis could reflect a singular logic
or be reflective of logic multiplicity. Third, the pro-
posed categorisation was discussed in iterative rounds
with the entire research team, linked to the theory,
and modified until agreement about the interpreta-
tion of each of the different units of analyses was
reached. Three logics were found to be most promi-
nently present: the logics of the market (26 quotes
by 11 interviewees), the profession (34 quotes by 16
interviewees), and the corporation (28 quotes by 12
interviewees). Additionally, six quotes that reflected
the state logic and one quote that reflected the com-
munity logic were found. There were no quotes that
reflected the logics of the family or religion, which
is in line with earlier findings from Johansen and
Waldorf [11] that the state, market, profession, and
corporation orders are mainstream organisational-
capitalist orders.

As we searched for strong patterns of institutional
logics in the data, the decision was made to exclude
statements referring to the community and state log-
ics. For the community logic, this was done because
there was only one reference present in the data (i.e.,
‘And, that is why I say [ . . . ] you go out with the four
of you, and all four of you have to feel responsible.
Because then you can get the job done. And, they also
have to help each other because otherwise things are
not going well.’ – M10). For the state logic, this was
done because there were only six references present
in the data. Additionally, in discussing this categori-
sation, it proved difficult to interpret the references
to the state logic unequivocally due to uncertainty
about the origins of certain rules and regulations (i.e.,
state or corporation). For example, one interviewee
stated that ‘officially’, he was not allowed to walk
from the level crossing to the workplace without the
presence of a ‘safety man’. From this quote, it is not
clear whether ‘officially’ refers to corporate policy
or to state rules. Finally, in the proposed categori-
sation, ten units of analyses from five interviewees
that reflected logic multiplicity, wherein the logics of
the state, market, profession, and corporation were
present, were found. Five quotes that reflected logic
multiplicity but included a (possible) reference to the
state logic were excluded from further analyses, leav-

ing five quotes that the authors agreed reflected logic
multiplicity.

4. Results

The analysis identified three logics in the data: the
logics of the market, the profession, and the corpora-
tion. First, the emergence of each of these logics will
be illustrated and explained (4.1). Second, the pres-
ence of logic multiplicity and conflicting logics will
be analysed and presented (4.2).

4.1. Institutional logics

The results illustrated that interviewees justi-
fied their safety-related behaviours using various
logics. Interviewees’ justifications of safety-related
behaviours were not only rooted in different institu-
tional orders but also accounted for using arguments
that could be linked to the repertoire of elemental
categories within these orders [see 7].

4.1.1. Logic of the market
Interviewees’ rationalisations of safety-related

behaviours and decisions reflected the logic of the
market. For example, interviewees referred to the sys-
tem (the NEN Safety Culture ladder) put in place
by the public contracting authority [see 39] to pro-
mote occupational safety through offering economic
advantages. Within this system, organisations can
obtain a fictitious discount within public bids if
their safety performance meets certain standards. The
higher the safety standards, the higher the fictitious
discount, thus increasing the chance of winning the
bid. Employees use that financial stimulus as a moti-
vation to work safely:

‘That [fictitious] discount by [the public con-
tracting authority], it increases our chances, it
increases our continuity; loosely translated, it
means that I can keep my job. They will not
all think like that but . . . , so that drive is pretty
inherent. People have started to think very com-
mercially, to put it bluntly: “we have to do it
safely because then we get a discount”’ – M20,
Higher-level manager

This example exemplifies the logic of the market:
safety performance is considered an asset for gain-
ing market share, as better safety performance leads
to increased consumer preference. The market logic
was also reflected through the focus on increased
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efficiency profit, as rail contractors face heavy com-
petition and are willing to accept the same work for
much less than before:

‘For example, the contract [area], we accepted
that contract for 60% of the budget we used to
get. So, all offerings are brought on the market for
about half of their value. And, that really leads
to a competition between contractors, which is
not good. Because, as foreman, you are responsi-
ble for both safety and production. And, that is a
balance that you have to keep.’ – M10, Foreman

The foreman expresses his worries regarding the
negative effects that the competition between con-
tractors has on the balance between safety and
production. Albeit implicit, he is worried that the
focus on increasing profitability will lead to a focus
on production which in turn will result in less safety.

4.1.2. Logic of the profession
Inherent to a profession are certain standards, and

interviewees described the influence of such stan-
dards in their work when it comes to occupational
safety. Interviewees stated that they make their own
decisions in work and that they use their professional
expertise to prioritise safety over conflicting organi-
sational demands:

‘Well, you know for yourself that you can perform
the work safely. I myself know what I do, and I do
it safely. Look, if it really cannot be done, then
you will say: “scr*w you”’ – M24, Group leader

Interviewees also expressed that they prioritised
work over following standard working procedures
that are put in place to ensure the safety of employ-
ees. Here, quality of craft and personal reputation are
associated with ‘getting the work done’:

‘People want to get started with their work. That
is it. It is only a waste of time when you are waiting
there. [ . . . ] But, you know, I would walk to the
workplace too. Even if I had more time. Because
you can always have a setback you know? And,
then, you need that time; you just really need that
time’ – M31, Group leader

These quotes are reflective of the manner in which
professionals use their expert knowledge and ability
to make skilled and independent judgements about
what is safe and what is not.

4.1.3. Logic of the corporation
The institutional logic of the corporation is centred

around the organisation’s structure with its hierarchi-
cal levels. The influence of managers’ hierarchical
power on safety-related decisions and occupational
safety was visible in the data. Managers used their
hierarchical power to unburden their subordinates.
One of the interviewees described a situation in which
his department reached its maximum capacity in
terms of occupancy of machinery:

‘Well, then I called the director of projects on
Friday afternoon and the manager of another one
of our branches and I told them: Guys, we have
reached our maximum capacity and we are all
out. If we have to choose which one of you to
cancel this weekend due to sickness of a driver
or for some other reason, let’s agree that I will
call you. My men know that they can call me,
and if the moment comes that we have to make
decisions, then we can call with the three of us,
and we decide on what to do.’ – M16, Higher-
level manager

When managers take the responsibility they are
entrusted with, they help their employees make
safe choices. Employees do not have to deal with
higher managers that they do not know and might
be more willing to choose safety over the fear
of negative consequences. However, managers also
used their hierarchical power to determine the con-
tent and planning of work by requesting actions
from their employees that conflicted with safety but
could be beneficial for the market position of the
firm:

‘I notice sometimes that I ask my employees, what
I call “immoral questions”. For example, safety
is very important, but can’t we cancel that safety
appointment and focus on our enterprise resource
planning?’ – M20, Higher-level manager

Although they were aware of the pressure that can
follow from their managerial position:

‘So, I have to be careful myself, with what I say
and the way I say it. Because, if those boys think
that they have to do this, have to do that, that
things should be completed, then you put a certain
pressure on them.’ – M4, Foreman

As demonstrated above, examples of rationalisa-
tions rooted in the institutional orders of the market,
profession, and corporation were apparent in the data.
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Table 2
Safety rationale per institutional logic

Order Rationale Example

Market • Efficiency underlies profitability
• Business practices are determined

by the maximum value possible
from transactions

‘Yes, but [Name interviewee], later on, it will be about the money,
and then what? Then, do we still talk about safety?’ – M17

• Self-interest of the client ‘But, if there are incidents, unforeseen circumstances, we think that
[the client] should take their responsibility. And, they do not, and
that’s a shame. Fortunately, we are a big company, and we can
suffer that, but let’s be honest, if you are a smaller company you
cannot simply lose 100.000 euro. Then, you end up in a difficult
situation.’ – M13

Profession • Safety is left to the discretion of
the professional who is thought to
have the knowledge and ability to
make skilled independent
judgements of situations

‘Actually, I should have said that it would have been better to
cancel the work because it did not feel right to me.’ – M5

• The organisation structure of the
professional is based on individual
relations

• Sources of authority: professional
association

‘I mean, if they haven’t made the proper arrangements, then it’s
their bad luck. [ . . . ] Five days later, the same person has not made
the proper arrangements. Then, I say “Good friend, you had five
days to arrange it, you haven’t done so, and now you want me to do
the work illegally.” Well, I won’t do that.’ – M33

Corporation • The informal control mechanism,
the organisation’s culture, is
changing

‘And, now, they should come to understand that our management is
now stepping away from it. Previously, they sometimes stated: “You
have to work safely”, but they did come to you like: “Can you work
for 18 hours?” But that is no longer the case. That is done. And,
luckily, you now notice with 80% of the management that that is
over.’- M17

• Hierarchy comes with power to
control but also with responsibility

‘[Name former manager] did not have such a stance. He was more
like “Yes, that is your problem”, something like that, along those
lines. He thought safety to be important, but he directed a lot of
ownership to everyone. And, fortunately, [name current manager] is
a manager who says: “Okay, that is my problem, we will solve that
together”’ – M20

Table 2 provides more examples of such rationalisa-
tions.

4.2. Logic multiplicity

The previous section already demonstrated that
multiple logics are core to occupational safety. In
addition to these examples, which each reflect a sin-
gle logic, examples that reflected complexity that
arose when incompatible prescriptions from multiple
institutional logics were encountered also emerged
in the data. Examples of complexity between the
institutional orders of the market, profession, and cor-
poration were present (see Fig. 1). Within each quote,
the part referring to a particular logic is underlined.
Words or sentences referring to the market logic are
underlined with a thick line , those referring to the pro-
fession logic are underlined with a dotted line................., and
those words and sentences referring to the corporation
logic are double underlined.

Fig. 1. The institutional orders of the market, profession and
corporation and the complexities arising from incompatible pre-
scriptions between them.

4.2.1. Logic of the market versus logic of the
profession

When the orders of the market and the profession.................
collide, actors face the market logic’s self-interested
focus on increasing (efficiency) profits and the
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profession logic’s focus on delivering high-quality
work and personal expertise.

‘This year, we have cancelled our bids three times.
[Researcher: Yes, but I assume there are just so
many times you can cancel your bids on work?]
[ . . . ] Even if we have to do it a hundred times,
that does not matter. I will not make concessions
to work when the electricity is running. I just do
not. Very simple; we simply do not. And, that is
also something that the customer has to learn.
And, if that means that our organisation does not
have any work in the Netherlands for a while, but
you have to be able to explain it as management.’
– M12, Higher-level manager

In the above quote, the professional is not will-
ing to make concessions to working safely. Based on
his knowledge, he judges that working when electric-
ity is running is unsafe, despite the apparent wish of
the client. The interviewee in this example solves the
complexity arising from the collision of the logic of
the market and the logic of the profession by stating
that the client (market) has to learn that the profes-
sional will not make concessions to working safely.
He implicitly stresses the legitimacy of his choice
based on his expert knowledge about work safety.

4.2.2. Logic of the market versus logic of the
corporation

When the market logic collides with the logic of the
corporation, actors face the market’s self-interested

focus on increasing (efficiency) profits, while at the
same time, they have to uphold their status in the
managerial hierarchy and their bureaucratic roles, and
they must think about the market position of the firm:

‘A few years ago, we sometimes thought we just
bid on a work and then we will see what happens;
we pressure the customer; it is his problem. Well,
the customer responded “you have accepted the
job, it is your problem”. [ . . . ] I am responsible

for the people that work here; well, a safe work-

place must be present; we must have validated
that in the tender phase. If not, we are going to
question it, and if that question is answered unsat-
isfactorily, we will not make a bid on that work.’
– M12, Higher-level manager

The interviewee describes that initially, he was
more motivated by increasing efficiency, but when
confronted with the self-interest of the client rea-
soning from the same market logic, he turned to

the corporation logic and took responsibility for
his subordinates. This example illustrates that the
interviewee tried to solve the complexity initially
by leaving things implicit, reckoning that the client
would take responsibility. However, when the safety
question was made more explicit, complexity arose,
and in this instance, the parties involved were forced
to settle the responsibility question. As the client
refused to pick up the glove, the interviewee was
almost forced to do so.

4.2.3. Logic of the profession versus logic of the
corporation

When the order of the profession collides with the
order of the corporation, actors are confronted with

the managerial hierarchy and the organisational cul-
ture (corporation logic) on one hand and personal
expertise and reputation (profession logic) on the
other:

‘Well, we solve a lot of things ourselves here,
and that is something we shouldn’t do. You
try to have a solution-focussed stance, and
sometimes you do things that are not possible.
And, when you don’t do [solve] them, you are
a dick, but if you do [solve] them and something

happens, you are screwed. And, those are seem-

ingly very small things, but they can have
far-reaching consequences’ – M24, Group leader

The interviewee describes that – following from
the logic of the profession – there is a certain will-
ingness to get the work done, which is also expected
from them. However, getting the work done requires
professionals to use their expert knowledge to make a
translation from the general applicable rules and rou-
tines of the corporation to an approach that fits with
the specific situation. In the process of doing so, they
are likely to deviate from and violate those corporate
routines, and inherently the corporation logic. Mak-
ing this translation is accepted – and perhaps even
expected by managers – but only as long as things
go well. When things go wrong, managers will use
their hierarchical power to protect themselves, hid-
ing behind corporate routines that should have been
followed.

5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to increase our under-
standing of what drives safety-related decisions and
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behaviours. We proposed that the discourse of insti-
tutional logics could be used as a lens to uncover,
illustrate, and explain rationales for safety-related
behaviours and decisions that are otherwise left
uncovered or dismissed as irrational [cf. 4, 25, 26].

This study makes several contributions to the field
of occupational safety. First, it demonstrates that
an institutional logics perspective can be effectively
applied to empirical data and used to uncover and
identify the easily overlooked differences between
the rationales that people employ to justify their views
about occupational safety. By applying the institu-
tional logics perspective to the descriptions of safety
issues by managers, we were able to uncover the
logics of the market, profession, and corporation.
Within this study, the market logic was reflected in
the use of safety performance as a means to increase
consumer preference and the effects of market com-
petitiveness on safety. The professional logic led
managers to prioritise staying safe over getting the
work done, whereas others prioritised the timely com-
pletion of work over standard operating procedures
that should keep them free from harm. The logic of
the corporation was reflected in the means in which
managers made use of their hierarchical power to
determine the content and planning of work. These
examples demonstrate that an institutional logics per-
spective can be used to identify different rationalities
underlying behaviours and decisions and how those
different logics lead to differences in approaches
towards safety.

Second, in addition to illustrations of individual
institutional logics in the data, examples of logic mul-
tiplicity between the logics of the market, profession
and corporation emerged. Here, people use the same
words but speak different languages. Complexity
between the logics of the market and the profes-
sion arose due to the incompatibility of the market
logic’s self-interested focus on increasing (efficiency)
profits, whereas the professional wanted to adhere
to high-quality work standards. In this situation, the
manager resolved the conflict by stating the client had
to learn from the professional’s personal expertise
regarding how to keep the work safe. The complexity
between the logics of the market and the corporation
occurred as result of the market logic’s self-interested
focus on increasing (efficiency) profits, whereas man-
agers have to uphold their hierarchical status and
responsibilities. Initially, the solution to complexity
was sought in leaving the responsibility for occupa-
tional safety implicit. However, when the client made
this issue explicit and refused to take responsibility,

the manager was forced to do so. The complexity
between the logics of profession and the corpora-
tion arose as a result of rules and routines that are
prescribed by the corporation that were incompati-
ble with the work that was expected to be done. The
group lead tried to solve the complexity by using his
expert knowledge to translate the general rules and
routines to fit with the specific situation.

The new concepts (i.e., the various logics and
their associated elemental categories) introduced
by the institutional logics framework provide both
researchers and practitioners with a discourse that
allows them to study and analyse occupational
safety in new manners. These concepts not only
allow for providing meaning to seemingly irrational
behaviours [4], but also provides a means to break
down the complex structure of behaviours rooted
in various rationales into manageable pieces [cf.
22–24]. Additionally, these concepts complement the
local rationality principle that Dekker [8] introduced
to explain human error and further it by illustrating
that similar people in similar situations can reach
different conclusions based on the prevailing insti-
tutional logic [22].

Third, the framework designed Besharov and
Smith [15] proved to be a useful tool to indicate the
degree of conflict within the organisation. As multiple
logics were core to the safety-related decisions and
behaviours (i.e., a high degree of logic centrality) and
provided contradictory prescriptions for action (i.e., a
low degree of logic compatibility), the organisation in
this study can be categorised as a contested organisa-
tion. In line with the results, this implies that members
of the organisation ‘hold competing expectations
about appropriate organisational goals and lacking a
clear guideline as to which goals should prevail’ and
that the organisation encounters extensive conflict
[15, p371]. The contradictory prescriptions for action
and the resulting competition between organisational
goals jeopardises occupational safety. If safety is not
beyond a doubt the number one organisational goal,
employees cannot be expected to maintain workplace
safety at all times. The ability to predict the degree
of conflict within an organisation and to understand
how this conflict originates provides managers with
opportunities to minimise such conflict and its impact
on performance and stability [15, 40].

In sum, the demonstrated usability of the institu-
tional logics perspective in studying and analysing
occupational safety provides both researchers and
practitioners with new means to explore and address
human and organisational safety issues.
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The demonstrated usability of an institutional
logics perspective for occupational safety also has
implications for practice. First, managers should be
aware that people can have different underlying ratio-
nales for their safety-related thinking, decisions and
behaviours. Second, in addition to this awareness, the
ability to identify the different logics at play allows
managers and safety professionals to minimise the
impact of speed on accuracy in times of haste and
crisis. Third, through awareness and identification
of the different logics, managers and safety profes-
sionals can help in exploring misunderstandings in
conversations between different actors, in addition
to uncovering the nature of these misunderstandings
through articulating the various logics. Fourth, the
discourse of logics can be used in the analysis of occu-
pational safety incidents. As Dekker [8] notes, no one
comes to work to do a bad job, and what they do and
decide makes sense to them in that specific situa-
tion. In the case of a safety incident, the institutional
logics perspective can shed light on the motivations
and rationales that drove employee decisions and
behaviours instead of dismissing the accident solely
as caused by human failure. Finally, the discourse
of logics provides (safety) managers with the abil-
ity to recognise, articulate, and discuss the different
rationales for occupational safety that are easily over-
looked by traditional management approaches. In
doing so, it not only contributes to the understand-
ing of employee functioning in terms of occupational
safety but also provides managers with opportuni-
ties to engage with employees by articulating the
divergent rationales they apply and to use the dis-
course of logics by adapting their arguments in such
a manner that they are in line with the dominant logic
of their conversation partners, thus increasing their
intelligibility and persuasiveness.

Although we are convinced that the findings
presented in this study contribute to the current
knowledge and understanding of safety-related deci-
sions and behaviours, there are some limitations that
must be addressed. First, the group of managers
participating in this study was limited in size, espe-
cially considering the limited number of managers
that made implicit references to institutional logics.
Future research should therefore further explore the
presence of (conflicting) institutional logics concern-
ing occupational safety with larger research samples
and in organisations operating in other sectors. Sec-
ond, although the state logic seemed to emerge from
the data, it proved difficult to unequivocally interpret
these units of analyses. The wordings used by inter-

viewees did not clearly allow for a definite answer
regarding the origins of the referenced rules (i.e., state
or corporation), which led us to adopt a rather conser-
vative approach and exclude all related quotes. Future
research should therefore explore whether references
to the state logic can be interpreted more clearly.

6. Conclusion

The current study demonstrated that the insti-
tutional logics perspective is a valuable lens that
provides new methods to uncover, study, and explain
the different rationales underlying occupational
safety. It allowed us to uncover the logics of the
market, profession and corporation in occupational
safety-related thinking, decisions and behaviours of
managers. Such insights into and understanding of
the various rationales underlying safety can help in
the prevention and analysis of accidents, ultimately
leading to safer workplaces.
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