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A prevalent feature of public sector life is the multiple, and sometimes
incongruent, forms of control. Since the development of New Public
Management (NPM), we know that public institutions are expected to
manage activities efficiently by relying on markets, financial con-
straints, and output controls. We also know that institutions are re-
quired to address welfarian ideals, where needs, professional expertise,
and equity are regarded as important programs residing on somewhat
contradictory principles in contrast to the NPM agenda. Thus, it is a
challenge to govern activities based on NPM and welfare at once, a
matter about which fairly little is known in research. In Between
Competing Ideals is a monograph that seeks to address this gap.
   Based on fieldwork at a Swedish compulsory school setting, the book
explores how practitioners use accounting to integrate multiple ideals,
but also the fragile nature of such a form of governance, whose reliance
on accounting easily transforms integrating experiences into dis-
integrative senses. Overall, the dissertation is relevant for practitioners
and researchers to explore, especially for those interested in the
relationships between accounting, NPM, and welfare.
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Abstract
We know that public organizations today are expected to manage activities on multiple, and somewhat incongruent ideals.
Since the development of the New Public Management (NPM) wave, public organizations have been increasingly subject
to governance by markets, economic frugality and outputs for the purpose of improving efficiency. At the same time, they
are also required to manage their daily work according to the ideals of needs, equity and professional expertise, which
have traditionally been foundational to the realization of a welfarian agenda. Together, these requirements make up dual
expectations of public organizations as well as the accounting technologies used to manage them: a form of paradoxical
management that seeks to measure, evaluate and document both efficiency and welfare. But how do actors realize these
plural ideals in practice? And what is the role of accounting in this? These are some of the aspects and problems with
control that lie at the very heart of this dissertation.

Based on 41 interviews and 28 observations in a Swedish school context, this dissertation shows how the paradoxical
expectations become manifest in the design and use of accounting technologies. On the one hand, it shows how school
actors attempt to integrate welfare and NPM in practice by relying on accounting technologies, which results in hybrid
outcomes. On the other hand, the dissertation also shows the fragility of such a style of governance, which continuously
leads to failures and breakdowns that actors have to readdress as a consequence of attempting to achieve competing ideals
by relying on accounting.

By leaning on governmentality as a metatheoretical framework, this dissertation contributes to some new understandings
of control in public sector contexts. First, in contrast to the literature on colonization, which suggests that the expansive
use of accounting is a direct threat to welfarian ideals, this dissertation shows that accounting can equally serve as a means
for welfarian ideals to eclipse NPM. Second, in contrast to the stream of separation that treats the loose or minimal use of
accounting as a mechanism for sealing off welfare from NPM-led intrusions, the dissertation shows that even a marginal or
loose application of accounting can in fact be conceived as a threat to welfarian ideals. Third, this dissertation also provides
additional understanding in relation to the hybridity approach, not only by illuminating how NPM and welfare were brought
together through various hybrids, but also by showing how these hybrids were facilitated by accounting technologies, whose
functions served to make integration a practically viable outcome amenable to both breakdowns and reintegration. Overall,
the dissertation thus contributes to current knowledge on public sector governance in general, and more specifically about
the relationships among accounting, NPM, and welfare, in terms of their entanglement, disentanglement, interdependencies,
and modes of reproduction in public sector life, a gap also echoed by recent calls in research.
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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We know that public organizations today are expected to manage activities on mul-
tiple, and somewhat incongruent ideals. Since the development of the New Public 
Management (NPM) wave, public organizations have been increasingly subject to 
governance by markets, economic frugality and outputs for the purpose of improving 
efficiency. At the same time, they are also required to manage their daily work accord-
ing to the ideals of needs, equity and professional expertise, which have traditionally 
been foundational to the realization of a welfarian agenda. Together, these require-
ments make up dual expectations of public organizations as well as the accounting 
technologies used to manage them: a form of paradoxical management that seeks to 
measure, evaluate and document both efficiency and welfare. But how do actors real-
ize these plural ideals in practice? And what is the role of accounting in this? These 
are some of the aspects and problems with control that lie at the very heart of this 
dissertation.  

Based on 41 interviews and 28 observations in a Swedish school context, this dis-
sertation shows how the paradoxical expectations become manifest in the design and 
use of accounting technologies. On the one hand, it shows how school actors attempt 
to integrate welfare and NPM in practice by relying on accounting technologies, 
which results in hybrid outcomes. On the other hand, the dissertation also shows the 
fragility of such a style of governance, which continuously leads to failures and break-
downs that actors have to readdress as a consequence of attempting to achieve com-
peting ideals by relying on accounting. 

By leaning on governmentality as a metatheoretical framework, this dissertation 
contributes to some new understandings of control in public sector contexts. First, in 
contrast to the literature on colonization, which suggests that the expansive use of 
accounting is a direct threat to welfarian ideals, this dissertation shows that accounting 
can equally serve as a means for welfarian ideals to eclipse NPM. Second, in contrast 
to the stream of separation that treats the loose or minimal use of accounting as a 
mechanism for sealing off welfare from NPM-led intrusions, the dissertation shows 
that even a marginal or loose application of accounting can in fact be conceived as a 
threat to welfarian ideals. Third, this dissertation also provides additional understand-
ing in relation to the hybridity approach, not only by illuminating how NPM and wel-
fare were brought together through various hybrids, but also by showing how these 
hybrids were facilitated by accounting technologies, whose functions served to make 
integration a practically viable outcome amenable to both breakdowns and reintegra-
tion. Overall, the dissertation thus contributes to current knowledge on public sector 
governance in general, and more specifically about the relationships among account-
ing, NPM, and welfare, in terms of their entanglement, disentanglement, interdepend-
encies, and modes of reproduction in public sector life, a gap also echoed by recent 
calls in research. 
  



Abstract in Swedish 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Offentliga organisationer förväntas idag styra sina verksamheter efter flera och oftast 
motstridiga ideal. Sedan början på 90-talet har idéer om marknad, ekonomi och 
resultatstyrning fått allt större utrymme i både utformandet och styrningen av offentlig 
sektor – förändringar som i sin tur införts mot bakgrund av ökade krav på effektivitet. 
Samtidigt förväntas offentliga organisationer sträva efter en rad olika välfärdsideal, så 
som att tillgodose individuella behov och minimera socioekonomisk ojämlikhet, ideal 
baserade på expertgruppers mandat och bedömningar. Tillsammans skapar dessa mot-
stridiga ideal olika förväntningar på organisationer såväl som redovisningstekniker, 
där både välfärd och effektivitet ska mätas, dokumenteras och följas upp. Men hur 
genomförs en sådan typ av styrning i praktiken? Finns förutsättningar att styra efter 
flera olika typer av ideal samtidigt? Detta är några av de aspekter och problem med 
styrning som ligger till grund för denna avhandling.   

Baserat på 41 intervjuer och 28 observationer i en svensk skolkontext, visar av-
handlingen på hur ovan nämnda paradoxala förväntningar manifesteras i utformning 
och användning av olika styrtekniker. Centralt för avhandlingen är intresset för att 
förstå hur skolaktörer integrerar till synes olika ideal genom användandet av styr-
teknologier, men också hur dessa hybrida styrformer fallerar och blir föremål för 
förändring.  

Genom att använda governmentality som ett metateoretiskt ramverk bidrar 
avhandlingen till nya perspektiv på styrning i offentlig sektor. För det första visar 
avhandlingen hur redovisning, som enligt tidigare litteratur beskrivits hota välfärden 
genom främjandet av NPM, tvärtom kan förstås som ett sätt för aktörer att hindra 
NPMs framväxt. Detta görs genom att begränsa förutsättningarna för marknad, 
ekonomi och teknisk effektivitet appliceras. För det andra visar avhandlingen hur en 
minimal eller symbolisk användning av redovisning, strategier som tidigare ansetts 
skydda välfärdsideal från NPM, i stället kan riskera att underminera välfärden. För 
det tredje adderar avhandlingen till en ökad förståelse för hybriditet, både genom att 
visa hur NPM och välfärdsideal sammanförs genom hybrida konstellationer, men 
också hur dessa konstellationer möjliggörs och hindras av styrteknologier.  Samman-
taget bidrar avhandlingen till nuvarande forskning genom att diskutera relationen 
mellan teknologier, NPM och välfärd, i termer av deras sammanflätningar, uppbrott 
och interberoenden.  
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1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Accounting, NPM, and Welfare: A Background 

“It does not matter whether the school has money or not—the pupils must get 
their resources […] regardless of our economic situation. They can’t be de-
clined because we are out of money […] The pupils must always get what they 
need.” 

 
With this statement, a bursar1 highlighted a contradiction that lies at the very 
heart of the Swedish compulsory school context. According to the National 
School Act, schools are expected to provide resources for pupils according to 
their needs. While such a demand has long been a characteristic trait in edu-
cational contexts (e.g. Ezzamel, Robson, and Stapleton 2007) and today is 
evaluated through various forms of accounting technologies and inspections, 
it has been challenged by another demand central to school management: hav-
ing a balanced budget. As this demand ascribes to the notion of economic 
frugality (Hood, 1995), this means that Swedish schools are not only seen as 
sites where services are provided for those in need, but also as economic enti-
ties required to subsume their activities under a financial calculative mindset. 
Together, these two ideals make up seemingly contradictory imperatives for 
how schools should be performing their services. Should they provide their 
pupils access to resources, and thereby put themselves at risk of ending up 
with an economic deficit? Should they ration costs for the sake of maintaining 
their budget, thereby violating a need? Or perhaps more importantly, is there 
a way to align both, despite their incongruencies? 

Contradictions like these are not only limited to the Swedish compulsory 
schools, but currently are a problem that is characteristic of the management 
of public sector services at large (Hood, 2000; van Thiel, and Leuuw, 2002; 
Wällstedt and Almqvist, 2015). Since the expansion of the new public man-
agement (NPM) movement (Hood, 1991; 1995), evidence suggests that the 
increasing pressures of efficiency have created a variety of contradictions in 

                                                
1A person who manages the financial affairs of a college, or in this case, at a compulsory 
school. 
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the everyday management of public institutions across the globe (Hood, 
2000). Being a movement that stresses the importance of market-based solu-
tions, managing within current financial constraints and establishing formal-
ized knowledge of the relationships among resources, activities, and output, 
NPM has been found to contrast with principles traditionally found in public 
sector settings, something this dissertation refers to as welfare. Due to the ex-
pansion of NPM, and the prevalence of welfare, this means that public sector 
institutions are expected to secure the interests of their citizens by steering on 
principles such as needs, equity, professional expertise, or public notions of 
accountability. Additionally, they must manage activities within an economic 
mindset that requires fiscal constraints, a reliance on customers’ expertise, en-
dorsing self-interested styles of competitive behavior, or seeking to narrow 
the scope of output relevant for steering economic life (e.g., Stewart and 
Ranson, 1988; Hood, 1991; Broadbent et al., 1997; Lynch and Baker, 2005; 
Krohwinkel, Larsson and Sjögren, 2008). From such a perspective, one could 
understand the problems formulated by the bursar above as another creation 
of a conflict so prevalent in contemporary management of public sector life: 
the need to manage activities of NPM and welfare simultaneously (Hood, 
2000; van Thiel and Leuuw, 2002; Wällstedt and Almqvist, 2015).2 

Since scholars began noticing the wide application of NPM in public sector 
settings, an expansion that today has been described as “one of the more in-
fluential reforms of modern nations” (Kisner and Vigoda-Gadot, 2017, p. 
532), efforts have been made to study NPM, which consequently resulted in a 
wide range of disciplines writing on the topic. For instance, NPM has engaged 
scholars in such fields as public administration (e.g. Dunleavy and Hood, 
1994; Barzelay, 2005), philosophy (Andersson, 1990; Pellegrino, 1999), edu-
cational research (Ball, 2001; Englund and Frostensson, 2017) and studies on 
professions (e.g., Noordegraaf, 2007; Evetts, 2011). Another field, which will 
be the main interest of this study, stems from research made within the public 
sector accounting field, and more specifically, studies rooted in the idea of 
treating accounting as a social and institutional practice (Hopwood, 1978; 
Burchell et al., 1980; Hopwood, 1993). While being a field that also shares an 
interest in studying NPM and welfare, the accounting body of literature has 

                                                
2The idea of treating public sector life as a site of contradictory ideals is, of course, not a new 
one: studies that emphasize such features date way back in the history of research (e.g. Weick, 
1976; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Hofstede, 1981). The point is rather that NPM has intensified 
conflicts, something that has also been referred to by other scholars as an era of paradoxes 
(Hood, 2000; van Thiel and Leuuw, 2002; Wällstedt and Almqvist, 2015). 
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paid closer attention to the role of accounting in the reproduction, deconstruc-
tion, and realization of ideals (such as efficiency) in the everyday life of public 
sector work. From this view, NPM and welfare serve as two overarching ide-
als that have little substance prior to the use of accounts, as it is only the latter 
that makes it possible to express the ideational into instrumental terminologies 
(Hopwood, 1993). Knowing whether public institutions control their activities 
according to the idea of economic constraints, needs, or equitable service re-
quires practitioners to engage in the use of budgets, statistics, documentation, 
and metrics in order to ascribe what a resource, need, want, or equitable ser-
vice is and when it is to be achieved in practice (Miller and Rose, 1990; 
Radcliffe, 1998; Rose et al., 2006). Thus, if interested in the expansion of 
NPM and welfare and the dilemmic nature of control, these studies suggest 
that we need to look into the mundane techniques of computation to under-
stand how these ideals manifest and are instrumentally achieved in everyday 
work. 

Together, these three tenets—accounting, NPM and welfare—form the 
foundation for the writings in this book. It is directed toward the interest of 
the expansion of NPM and its consequences on values traditionally associated 
with public sector life, represented through the concept of welfare. But more 
importantly, it is concerned with accounting and its role in making NPM and 
welfare operable in practice, which in turn allows for steering public sector 
life according to plural ideals in their everyday work. Thus, this dissertation 
could be considered to be dealing with an issue that is contemporary to the 
management of public institutions (such as schools, health care, and higher 
education), and relevant due to the ascribed status public sector institutions 
have for addressing problems in our societies at large. 

1.2 What do we Know? The Dominating Approaches 
As the prevalence of NPM and welfare seem to have yielded contradicting 
imperatives for controlling public sector services, there have consequently 
been a variety of accounting studies that sought to theorize about the conse-
quences and roles of accounting in the reproduction of NPM/welfare ideals. 
As will be elaborated on in the next chapter, this has resulted in two types of 
literature, each having become a dominating mode of thought in the public 
sector accounting domain. The first is the literature on colonization, which is 
used here to denote the sorts of studies that have shown how accounting has 
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operationalized efficiency ideals, thereby serving as a means to eclipse or re-
place values associated with welfare in the control of public sector work (e.g., 
Ogden, 1995; Townley, 1996; Broadbent et al., 1999; Kurunmäki, 1999; 
Fountain, 2001; Dillard, 2002; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; van Thiel and Leuuw, 
2002; Adcroft and Willis, 2005, Kelly, 2005; Neu, 2006; Kraus, 2012, 
Campinale and Cinquini, 2016; Oakes and Oakes, 2016). Within this stream, 
one can read about situations when tighter budgetary constraints have sub-
sumed public sector life under the ideal of economic frugality, a form of rea-
soning that has threatened the value of needs (e.g. Lawrence et al., 1997). An-
other example is that through surveys, management of public sector activities 
fostered a market-like reasoning, placing a greater focus on customers’ wants 
and demands rather than the judgments of professional experts (e.g. Kelly, 
2005). Or, in line with the NPM rationale of technical efficiency, studies have 
shown that the use of measurements for holding public sector actors account-
able for results, or the cost per produced result, has threatened concepts of 
accountabilities normally associated with welfare (e.g. Broadbent et al., 1999; 
Townley et al., 2003). Together, these studies illuminate the sorts of 
knowledge typically produced under the literature of colonization, i.e. that ac-
counting reinforces NPM-led initiatives, which in turn steer public sector ac-
tivities away from ideals associated with welfare. 

The second field of literature, which has also become an established ap-
proach within the public sector accounting domain, is the stream that this dis-
sertation labels as studies on separation. On a general level, separation litera-
ture has developed alongside colonization, as it is an approach that illuminates 
somewhat different conclusions about the consequences of accounting in pub-
lic sector settings (see Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Kraus, 2012). While coloniza-
tion suggests that accounting has served as a powerful tool to transform public 
sector life under demands of efficiency, studies on separation emphasize how 
such a transformation has only been marginal or even non-existent in practice 
(e.g., Meyer, 1986; Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Llewellyn, 1998b, 1998a; 
van Thiel and Leeuw, 2002; Modell, 2003; Tooley and Guthrie, 2007; Kraus, 
2012). Key for producing such outcomes is, as indicated by the name itself, to 
employ strategies that ensure separating welfare from NPM, something that is 
regarded as possible when practitioners reduce the role of accounting in con-
trolling their everyday work (Ibid.). Therefore, within this stream, one can 
read about instances where public sector actors minimize the influence of 
NPM ideals by absorbing groups whose purpose is to soak up intrusions from 
NPM-based accounting initiatives in order to leave the operational core intact 
(e.g. Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998). Other examples are studies that show 



5 

how the existing design, or use of accounting, is insufficient for realizing the 
ideal of technical efficiency, as the visibilities produced by the systems are too 
aggregated for exerting output controls (e.g. Nyland and Pettersen, 2004). 
Overall, studies within the separation stream contend that the values associ-
ated with welfare are held intact, either through responses directed at account-
ing techniques, or as a result of poorly designed accounting techniques. 

Together, the streams of colonization and separation have been regarded 
as valuable theorizations for understanding accounting and contemporary 
management in public sector services. While colonization has brought new 
knowledge about the ways accounting manifests NPM into public sector prac-
tice, and thereby intrudes on welfarian ideals, separation studies provide 
knowledge on the loose links between efficiency ambitions and the ongoing 
practices of public sector actors. This means that separation and colonization 
show the importance of accounting technologies, in terms of both their design 
and use for the reproduction and transformation of values in public sector life, 
thereby remaining consonant with the social view on accounting. This sug-
gests that public sector control research needs to pay attention to the mundane 
techniques when examining ideals such as NPM and welfare. Therefore, from 
this view one could state that separation and colonization are both fields of 
research that examine accounting, NPM, and welfare, albeit being streams that 
draw different conclusions about the status of certain ideals in the manage-
ment of daily activities. This is where the value of these approaches resides. 

1.3 What is Lacking? Problems and Emerging Streams 
While separation and colonization have both become established bodies of 
research valuable to our understandings of accounting, NPM, and welfare, 
there are some gaps that these fields also leave relatively unexplored. As illu-
minated in the upcoming chapter, these can generally be divided into two an-
alytically distinct yet interrelated issues. The first is how colonization and sep-
aration treat NPM and welfare, and more specifically, their potentials to 
analytically grasp how NPM and welfare integrate in public sector life. The 
reason for this lies in the fact that colonization and separation are streams that 
seek to theorize situations when either NPM or welfare are reproduced in the 
daily reasonings of public sector practitioners, and consequently, fail to ex-
plain situations when actors rely on both rationales through identifying com-
promising grounds (see e.g., Miller et al., 2008; Wällstedt and Almqvist, 
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2015). Such forms of dualistic reasoning should arguably be an important as-
pect to explore, as it would bring new knowledge of how NPM could possibly 
expand into public sector settings without necessarily intruding on welfare 
ideals. In summary, this suggests that public sector accounting literature has 
lacked theorizations suitable for understanding the enmeshed forms of reason-
ing between welfare and NPM. 

The second issue is how the streams of colonization and separation have 
examined accounting and its role in reproducing ideals of NPM and welfare 
in practice. As hinted on above, studies on colonization and separation are 
both streams that assume the relationship between accounting and efficiency 
as the primary one prior to conducting an analysis. Studies on colonization 
presume, on the one hand, that the relationship between accounting and effi-
ciency is a close one, as this is conditional for understanding how NPM eclip-
ses welfarian values. Studies on separation, on the other, argue that the rela-
tionship between accounting and efficiency is remarkably loose, or when 
perceived as tightly interknit, does little to threaten welfare, as practitioners 
only use accounting marginally when controlling public sector work. When 
taking colonization and separation together, it then appears as if accounting 
and its relationship to welfarian values is almost non-existent, as it is over-
shadowed by the presumed relationship between accounting and the efficiency 
ideal. Therefore, one conclusion is that earlier research has developed little 
knowledge of accounting and its role in reproducing welfare ideals. This is a 
surprise, given that such knowledge would not only be important for grasping 
new experiences/usages of accounting in public sector contexts, but also for 
understanding the possibilities and limitations of integrating NPM and wel-
fare. This is because, once taken as a means to reproduce ideals in practice, 
accounting would arguably be expected to be integral in the alignment of NPM 
and welfare ideals in action. 

So, even if colonization and separation were useful approaches for con-
structing knowledge about accounting, NPM, and welfare, there are still some 
gaps that have only received marginal attention in the public sector accounting 
field of research. Based on the discussions above, the dominance of coloniza-
tion and separation have resulted in a lack of studies that (i) explore the capa-
bilities of actors to endorse pluralistic reasonings stemming from NPM and 
welfare (ii) seek to understand the role of accounting in the reproduction of 
welfare, and (iii) examine how NPM and welfare integrate in public sector 
practice. Considering the development of NPM in public sector settings pre-
viously dominated by welfarian ideals, it is a trend that today seems applicable 
to a variety of countries and institutions across the globe (Hood, 2000; Lapsley 
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and Miller, 2019). This means that more work has to be done within the public 
sector accounting domain to understand issues that today seem contemporary 
to the management and control of public sector services at large. 

While the streams of colonization and separation have been influential for 
the construction of knowledge about accounting, NPM, and welfare in the 
public sector accounting domain, alternative pathways have emerged to ad-
dress the aforementioned problems. In line with early studies made in the ANT 
research tradition (e.g. Preston et al., 1992; Chua, 1995), scholars have begun 
to pay close attention to the heterogeneity of accounts by examining how pub-
lic sector actors alternate the design of instruments in response to competing 
and pluralistic ideals (e.g. Ezzamel et al., 2012; Chenhall et al., 2013; Amans 
et al., 2015; Lepori and Mountiani, 2020). In line with such an interest in het-
erogeneity, there has also been an increasing body of research concerned with 
the hybridity of reasoning, an emerging field that seeks to understand how 
domains/ideals that are traditionally considered distinct from one another, 
such as medical or economic expertise, now appear enmeshed in some ways, 
as the reasoning and attitudes of the public sector practitioners can neither be 
understood as a sole expression of welfare or NPM (e.g. Llewellyn, 2001; 
Kurunmäki, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 2007; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2008; 
Macinati, 2010; Wällstedt 2017; Fernler and Sjögren, 2019). Furthermore, and 
also similar to the interest of examining heterogeniety of accounts or reason-
ings, there have also been studies that (albeit if seldom discussing NPM or 
welfare) seek to understand the use of existing accounting systems and how 
this use serves to bring different elements together in practice (see Miller and 
O’Leary, 2008; Chenhall et al., 2013; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Wällstedt, 
2020). Taken together, these studies can be understood as attempts to address 
problems prevalent in colonization and separation due to their ways of bring-
ing more attention toward dualistic thinking in public sector life (thereby ad-
dressing problem (i) above), the role of accounting in reproducing ideals in 
welfare (thereby addressing problem (ii) above) or exploring the potential and 
limitations for accounting to integrate different ideals in practice (thereby ad-
dressing problem (iii) above). In short, this dissertation will refer to these stud-
ies as the literature on hybridization. 

However, despite positing alternative avenues for studying accounting, 
welfare, and NPM, hybridization is yet a field that is in its infancy, and calls 
for more research have consequently been made (e.g., Miller et al., 2008; 
Pflueger, 2016; Wällstedt and Almqvist, 2015; Rana and Hoque, 2020). These 
calls were made within each strand of hybridity, ranging from more calls for 
studies that seek to examine the heterogeneity of design (Ezzamel et al., 2012; 
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Rana and Hoque, 2020), the hybridity of reasonings (Miller et al., 2008; 
Macinati, 2010) and the production of hybrid practice through the use of ac-
counting as a means of steering public sector work (Chenhall et al., 2013). 
Among these various calls, Chenhall et al. (2013, p. 268) perhaps formulated 
the need for hybridity the most elegantly: 

“[T]here is much scope for future research to examine how accounts can create 
sites that bring together (or indeed push apart) organizational actors with dif-
ferent evaluative principles, and the ways in which this coming together can 
potentially be productive and/or destructive.” 

 
When taking these calls and the lack of studies together, this suggests that 
more is yet to be known about the hybrid nature of public sector control. Over-
all, this gap in knowledge reflects the dominance of colonization and separa-
tion, two streams that have influenced ideas and assumptions in the public 
sector field of accounting research at large. 

1.4 The Aim, Research Question, and Themes 
In sum, one problem in public sector work is managing the competing de-
mands of efficiency and welfare. According to studies within the social turn, 
central to the management of efficiency and welfare are accounting instru-
ments that cause ideals like markets, needs, equity, output, or economic fru-
gality to be manifested in practice. This is also why the study of the relation-
ships among accounting, NPM, and welfare are a relevant topic to explore. 
However, when considering the streams within the public sector accounting 
domain, it becomes apparent that more knowledge is required. As a field that 
has been dominated by the perspectives of colonization and separation, we 
have learned a lot about the (loose) links between the accounting and effi-
ciency agendas formulated by the NPM movement, but little in terms of the 
relationships among accounting, NPM, and welfare, in terms of their entan-
glements, disentanglements, interdependencies, and modes of reproduction in 
the public sector context, a gap also echoed by recent calls for studies on hy-
bridization. 

Thus, to address this gap, the aim of this dissertation is to add to our exist-
ing knowledge about the relationships among accounting, NPM, and welfare. 
Based on fieldwork made in a compulsory school setting, this dissertation will 
seek to address this aim by answering the following research question: 
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RQ: How are school actors manifesting, integrating, and disintegrating both 
NPM and welfare in practice using accounting instruments? 

 
The purpose of the question is to redirect research in certain directions, 
thereby addressing the problems already discussed in the previous section. 
First, the question indicates developing more knowledge on how both welfare 
and NPM are manifested in practice through the use of accounting instru-
ments. Based on this view, this means that accounting is not presumed to 
solely be an instrument for creating links between NPM ideals and public sec-
tor activities, but could subsume under demands of welfare in the management 
of public sector life. Second, the question seeks to draw attention toward how 
NPM and welfare integrate through the means of accounting. In line with hy-
bridity, this means recognizing the role of accounting in coordinating and 
aligning seemingly incompatible elements in practice. Furthermore, it also in-
dicates that such types of integration are integral to accounting instruments 
whose potentials to define and link up various actors at a distance could serve 
as a means of producing sweet spots and coordinating activities based on mul-
tiple principles at once (see Miller and O’Leary, 2008). Lastly, the question 
also considers a need to examine how NPM and welfare disintegrate through 
the means of accounting. Disintegration is seen as important because, as we 
know from earlier research, accounting is seldom a reliable means for creating 
alignment: steering of activities can easily get out of hand, where previously 
achieved compromises turn into conflicts, when either NPM or welfare gets 
the upper hand in practice. Taking these three aspects together, the research 
question will thereby seek to engage with the lack of knowledge on hybridity 
in the management of public sector services, a matter that should be regarded 
as relevant to explore in order to address the relationship among accounting, 
NPM, and welfare. 

This dissertation will be based on empirical work in a Swedish compulsory 
school setting. The argument for why Swedish compulsory schools are con-
sidered to be a relevant sector is twofold. First, for a long time schools have 
been regarded as institutions associated with welfarian notions of control. As 
we know from previous research, compulsory schools have historically been 
regarded as a means to secure the interests of citizens (Ramirez and Boli, 
1987), seen as an extension of the power of the state (Ibid.), and have a long-
standing tradition of organizing work based on professional ideals (Meyer and 
Rowan, 1977). Therefore, as a consequence, one could presume that welfare 
has a role in the justification of existing modes of governance in schools. For 
instance, due to their ascribed powers and role in societies, schools can easily 
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be questioned when found to reproduce inequalities in societies rather than 
reducing them, a critique we also recognize in critical research (e.g. Bourdieu 
and Passeron, 2008). Furthermore, one would also expect schools to be re-
quired to provide pupils with resources according to their needs, which in turn 
suggests that the possibility of making economic tradeoffs is limited, as this 
would now be regarded as a violation of a right (e.g. Borell, 2019). Besides, 
as compulsory schools are organizations rooted in the power of the state, this 
means that one would expect the quality of services to be evaluated by admin-
istrative or professional expertise rather than being left to the external market 
to define. Together, this suggests that compulsory schools would presumably 
be a relevant case for examining welfarian conceptions of control, being sites 
where concerns like equity, needs, or the influence of administrative or pro-
fessional expertise seem to matter for the management of these institutions. 

The second argument for motivating the empirical site relates to the re-
forms of the Swedish school system over the past decades. Since the early 
1990s, the Swedish educational sector has undergone changes consonant with 
the NPM agenda (Erixon Arreman and Holm, 2011; Lundahl et al., 2013). In 
short, these reforms were initiated for the purpose of improving efficiency by 
(i) placing a greater emphasis on markets as an ideal to govern schools, for 
example by empowering customer choice and increasing competition between 
private and public service providers (e.g. Gov. bill 1992/93:230, p. 25-26); (ii) 
increasing pressure to reconsider and ration the use of financial resources ac-
cording to the ideal of economic frugality (Borell, 2019); and to (iii) stressing 
the importance of managing based on results (Englund and Frostensson, 
2017), materialized through reforms that placed greater value on schools that 
work systematically to establish linkages between activities, resources used, 
and output produced (Sheridan, Williams, and Sandberg, 2013). Based on 
such reforms, this means that Swedish schools are expected to manage their 
services efficiently, thereby making them sites that subsume under demands 
typical for the NPM movement (see Hood, 1991). 

Based on these arguments, one could expect the Swedish educational sec-
tor to be a relevant site for studying the research question. When considering 
the sorts of values previously guiding educational institutions, as well as the 
development of the Swedish educational sector at large, one would expect a 
need for managing public sector activities based on both principles of welfare 
and NPM. On the one hand, we would expect schools to demonstrate welfar-
ian ideals, suggesting that the techniques of computation, measurement, and 
evaluation should make visible any (in)equitable distribution of credentials, 
which schools should censure in order to provide resources to those in need, 
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as well as incorporate various interests of the citizens via politically formu-
lated aims—matters that in turn involve the judgments of welfare experts, who 
have been given discretion to set the standards and the basis for how such 
forms of definitions should be made. On the other hand, we would also expect 
schools to subsume under the rationale of efficient and economic reasoning, 
meaning that the quality of services should be resolved through relying on the 
solutions in the market; to rationalize costs and calculate financial outcomes; 
or to endorse singular, comparable, or controllable metrics when held account-
able for results. As the latter aspects seldom align with welfare, this means 
that we would come to not only expect attempts to integrate NPM and welfare, 
but also that such an integration turns into disintegrations. It is the dilemmic 
nature of education that makes it a relevant site. 

However, since NPM and welfare are two ideals that involve a variety of 
conflicts or possibilities of alignment, it would not be possible to explore all 
sorts of conflicts or integrations between NPM and welfare, at least within the 
scope of this book. This is also why this dissertation will address three specific 
dilemmas between NPM and welfare to answer the question. In short, these 
themes are as follows: 

Theme I: Welfare Markets. This theme will concern how school practitioners 
manifest, integrate, and disintegrate welfarian concepts of expertise and equity 
with the NPM demands of markets through the use of accounting instruments. 
 
Theme II: Needs-Based Economies. This theme will concern how school 
practitioners manifest, integrate, and disintegrate welfarian concepts of need 
with the NPM demands of economic frugality through the use of accounting 
instruments. 
 
Theme III: Technically Efficient Welfare. This theme will concern how 
school practitioners manifest, integrate, and disintegrate welfarian concepts of 
public sector accountability with the NPM demands of technical efficiency 
through the use of accounting instruments. 

 
Each of these themes will serve as a theoretical basis for answering the 
research question, and together address the aim of this dissertation. As will 
be illustrated in the upcoming chapter, each theme is developed throughout 
the research process and is based on the main tenets of the NPM movement. 
The theme will also be examined in a separate chapter and form a way to 
divide the multiple experiences and use of accounting within a Swedish 
compulsory school context. 
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1.5 Findings and Contributions 
Based on 41 interviews and 28 observations completed within a Swedish com-
pulsory school context, the study shows how the manifestation, integration, 
and disintegration of NPM and welfare through accounting took form in a va-
riety of ways. One finding was that schools employed accounting for the pur-
pose of evaluating and manifesting ideals of the market, economic frugality, 
and technical efficiency into school practice, and for securing a variety of is-
sues related to the welfare demands. In line with this use of accounting, school 
actors employed mundane techniques of computation, measurement, and doc-
umentation to coordinate educational practice and reach practically viable 
compromises between NPM and welfare. Based on the themes of welfare mar-
ket, needs-based economies, and technically efficient welfare, it was also 
found that integration was expressed in a variety of hybrid constellations. For 
instance, schools could seek to align the welfare market by relying on the idea 
of fair pricing or right preferences, two hybrid constellations that both resided 
in ideas of the market (to reach efficiency through self-interested calculation, 
entrusting pupils as experts, or providing information in the market for making 
comparisons and securing a rational choice between alternatives) as well as 
welfare (to entrust professional experts or to make educational services equi-
table for various socioeconomic groups). Moving into the theme of the needs-
based economies, it was found that schools integrated the otherwise incom-
mensurable demands of economic frugality and needs by aligning activities 
and functions with scalable needs, rationalizable needs, and fundable needs, 
hybrid outcomes that were all made possible through instruments for defining 
needs and economic frugality. Finally, in the chapter about technically effi-
cient welfare, it will be shown how actors sought to evaluate practices aligned 
with public ideas of accountability and technical efficiency, a matter that could 
be called a hybrid outcome of technically efficient welfare. Together, all of 
these findings suggest that the manifestation and integration of NPM and wel-
fare were both integral to the use of accounting instruments. 

While the manifestation and integration of NPM and welfare were recur-
rent themes for making sense of how public sector actors used accounting, it 
was yet evident that integration was a fragile accomplishment that easily broke 
down. Therefore, disintegration was a recurring topic within all the investi-
gated themes; an outcome that could either stem from failures in the account-
ing design, the use of accounting, or from difficulties in aligning competing 
elements. Integrating welfare and markets through pricing presumed that the 
real costs of socioeconomic groups could be perfectly captured, which could 
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easily be criticized and thereby turn self-interested calculation into an activity 
that yielded inequitable services. Desires to steer schools both on technical 
efficiency and the public good were seldom found to be possible through the 
same output metrics, which in turn ended in difficulties reconciling both de-
mands without either hampering the other. Finally, bringing together eco-
nomic frugality and needs through scalable needs could easily break down 
when needs were treated in more individualized terms, as the links between 
needs and more resources became looser through diverting the use of prevail-
ing accounting documents. These are just a few examples of integrating am-
bitions ending up in disintegrations, thereby showing the fragility of solutions 
based on accounting instruments. 

However, even if the integration of NPM and welfare was a fragile accom-
plishment that easily broke down (often as a result of an insufficiency of ac-
counts in terms of how they manifested ideals or how they were used), it was 
simultaneously evident that actors seldom abandoned the ambition of steering 
schools based on both NPM and welfare ideals. For instance, in cases where 
pricing produced economic incentives and as well as inequitable mechanisms 
in the school market, actors were soon found to alter the design and the system 
in order to address such mispricing. Or, in cases when performance infor-
mation issued by welfare experts was not used as an input for guiding cus-
tomer choice, actions were undertaken to persuade customers of the im-
portance of the metric in achieving coordination again. Or, when school actors 
found that budgetary demands of economic frugality were difficult to recon-
cile with needs, they started to form new conceptions of needs that aligned 
better with imperatives of achieving economies of scale. These are only some 
of the various examples of how actors strived to reintegrate NPM and welfare 
in their everyday work: a matter that also involved accounting technologies. 

Thus, even if the chapters of welfare market, needs-based economies, and 
technically efficient welfare were distinct themes developed to answer the re-
search question, it became evident that they also participated in a larger story 
about the manifestation, integration, and disintegration of NPM and welfare 
through the use of accounts. This dissertation shows how, by dividing the ma-
terial into three analytical themes. The first concerned the multiple functions 
of accounting in hybridizing public sector life, which states that the use of 
instruments forms conditions from which integration could occur. These con-
ditions were then related to four functions that accounting undertook in the 
production of hybrids: (i) to represent and manifest NPM ideals (ii) to con-
strain the expansion of NPM ideals (iii) to represent and manifest welfare ide-
als, and (iv) to legitimize the expansion of NPM. The second theme concerned 
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the fragility of hybrids. This theme related to the fact that the entrustments in 
accounts for coordinating NPM and welfare were similarly followed by cer-
tain presumptions about the world that easily broke down from one moment 
to the next, thereby making integration into a failing operation. The third 
theme was about the various strategies of reintegration. In line with a belief in 
accounting as a mechanism for reaching compromising grounds, this theme 
related to the ways actors sought to resolve experienced drifts by altering the 
existing use or design of the accounting instruments to move from disintegra-
tion to integration. These responses were categorized into two analytically 
separate attempts: to either reach integration through: (i) increasing the limits 
imposed on NPM (ii) or loosening the limits imposed on NPM, thereby allow-
ing for its own legitimate expansion alongside welfarian ideals. Together, 
these analytical themes served as a way to make sense of the various chapters, 
thus enriching the theoretical basis from which the research question was ad-
dressed. 

By contrasting the aforementioned findings against existing forms of 
knowledge produced within the streams of colonization, separation, and hy-
bridization, it became possible to illuminate some new insights about account-
ing, NPM, and welfare. First, in contrast to the literature on colonization that 
suggests treating the expansive use of accounting as a direct threat to welfarian 
ideals, this dissertation shows that accounting could equally be the means of 
reducing the scope and possibilities for NPM to expand without concern for 
welfare. Thus, instead of understanding accounting as a means for NPM to 
eclipse welfare, this suggests acknowledging accounting equally as a means 
for welfare to eclipse NPM. Second, in contrast to the stream of separation 
that treats the loose or minimal use of accounting as a mechanism for sealing 
off welfare from NPM-led intrusions, this dissertation shows that marginal or 
loose applications of accounting could be threatening welfare, as the condi-
tions for coordination sometimes presume a tight use between distinct actors. 
Third, this dissertation provides additional understandings for accounting, 
NPM, and welfare in relation to the hybridity approach, not only by illuminat-
ing how NPM and welfare are brought together through the hybrids of right 
choices, right preferences, fair prices, scalable needs, rationalized needs, 
fundable needs, or singular and inclusive output, but also in terms of showing 
how these hybrids were facilitated by accounting technologies, whose four 
functions served to make integration a practically viable outcome in school 
settings. Overall, these are some of the insights that this dissertation brings 
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forward, which together serve to add to our previous knowledge of the rela-
tionship among accounting, NPM, and welfare in the public sector accounting 
domain of research. 

1.6 The Proceeding Structure 
All aforementioned issues will unfold throughout this book in this order: 

Chapter 2 will outline a detailed literature review of accounting, NPM, and 
welfare. The chapter starts by presenting some approaches toward accounting, 
NPM, and welfare, and declares the underlying perspectives employed in the 
context of this dissertation. Serving as a basis for the selection and reading of 
the literature, the chapter then moves into a literature review by presenting the 
streams of colonization, separation, and hybridization in detail, by showing 
how they contributed to our current knowledge in the field, and the underlying 
assumptions and problems that have yet to be addressed. 

Chapter 3 will outline the theoretical framework employed for analyzing 
the empirical data. Starting with a brief outline of the ambiguous, albeit cru-
cial, meanings of the terms theory and theorizing within research, it will seek 
to decide how this dissertation comes to treat these terms and the conse-
quences for the writing of this book. The chapter then moves to the selection 
and motivation of method theory, which will be based on readings of the gov-
ernmentality field of research. Argued to be a suitable theory for addressing 
the existing questions and aims formulated in this dissertation, the chapter then 
ends with a conceptual overview that provides the reader with theoretical def-
initions and how they are translated in the context of the study. 

Chapter 4 presents some underlying perspectives on methodology as well 
as the methods employed when conducting this study. It starts with presenting 
some approaches, discussed in terms of quantitative and qualitative research 
methods, and their loose but typical assumptions related to methodology. The 
chapter will then present the research process of this dissertation, where the 
reader will learn how the data was collected, how the research problems grad-
ually emerged through the process, and how this dissertation was written. A 
central tenet in this chapter is to understand research as an iterative process, 
characterized by a constant back and forth between the empirical material, 
literature, and choices made along the way. 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are the empirical chapters, divided into three themes: 
welfare markets, needs-based economies and technically efficient welfare. 
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Each chapter will be devoted to a certain aspect of accounting, NPM, and wel-
fare. Chapter 5 concerns the issue of steering schools according to three prin-
ciples in the market program: making schools responsive to customer choice, 
incorporating customer preferences, and acting as self-interested actors who 
calculate the prices and costs of serving a market, and contrast them against 
the welfarian ideals of professional expertise and equity. Chapter 6 moves into 
the issue of steering schools both on the principles of economic frugality 
needs, two values that each illuminated other conflicts between NPM and wel-
fare. Lastly, chapter 7 focuses on the contradictions between technical effi-
ciency and welfarian notions of accountability, based on experiences related 
to the selection and use of output metrics for steering schools. Together, each 
of these chapters brings forward certain problems with expanding NPM into 
the public sector context, and how actors seek to align such steering with the 
demands of welfare. 

Chapter 8 will represent the findings made in chapters 5, 6 and 7 and ex-
emplify how they address the stated research question. The chapter will then 
bring the previous chapters together into an overarching storyline, which out-
lines three themes that can be used to make sense of the empirical material. 
The chapter ends by discussing and juxtaposing the findings with the streams 
of colonization, separation, and hybridization. 

Chapter 9 will then summarize the findings and contributions presented in 
the previous chapters. It will end with a brief reflection and some suggestions 
for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In the previous chapter we saw that public sector management is currently 
characterized by contradictions and paradoxes (Hood, 2000; Wällstedt and 
Almqvist, 2015). Earlier research showed that the New Public Management 
(NPM) movement led to an expansion of economic reasoning that then posited 
a range of challenges for public services around the globe (Hood, 1991; 1995; 
2000; Lapsley and Miller, 2019). Since accounting was seen as central to de-
fining ideals worded in steerable terms (Miller and Rose, 1990), it was argued 
that actors would need to have faith in technologies in order to manage these 
ideals in practice, operating as a way to counter, align, or even coordinate 
(Miller and O’Leary, 2007) NPM and welfare at once. However, while being 
a pressing trait for contemporary forms of management in the public sector, it 
was said that little is yet known about this matter (e.g. Miller et al., 2008; 
Wällstedt and Almqvist, 2015; Rana and Hoque, 2020). It was due to such a 
lack of knowledge that the motif for this study was formulated, albeit in a 
relatively loose fashion. Through examining how actors align the contradict-
ing demands of NPM and welfare using accounting technologies, we would 
provide a better understanding of how such paradoxical, albeit characteristic, 
forms of steering take form in public sector life. 

While beginning to outline the arguments for the aims and research ques-
tions for this dissertation, the previous chapter only did so in a brief manner. 
To address such a lack of detail, this chapter will provide a more thorough 
account of the topic and present the underlying motifs for why more research 
is still needed. This will be done in the following order. The first section (2.1) 
provides an overview on accounting, NPM, and welfare, in terms of how pre-
vious research has treated them, and how this dissertation comes to view these 
terms. Serving as a basis for how the literature was read, the chapter then con-
tinues into the subjects of accounting, NPM, and welfare by reviewing some 
of the dominating bodies of research (2.2) found in the public sector account-
ing field. This will be done through discussing the three strands that have each 
attained various degrees of attention—colonization, separation, and hybridi-
zation—and outlining their contributions, assumptions, and limitations with 
our previous knowledge of accounting, NPM, and welfare. Based on these 
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arguments, the chapter then ends with a motivation for why this study is 
needed (2.3) and formulates the aim and research questions that in turn will 
serve as a basis for this book. 

2.1 Reading the Literature: Underlying Perspectives, 
and Approaches 

“The whole point of seeing through something is to see something through it 
[...] If you see through everything, then everything is transparent. But a wholly 
transparent world is an invisible world. To see through all things is the same as 
not to see” (Lewis, 1947, p. 91) 

 
Reading and writing research are not free from our own convictions, but are 
rather practices made possible because of them (Thanem and Knights, 2019). 
Among scholars who emphasized the centrality of perspectives in doing re-
search (e.g. Baxter and Chua, 2008; Modell and Humphrey, 2008; Thanem 
and Knights, 2019), Lewis perhaps formulated it the most eloquently. As il-
lustrated in the quote above, seeing should not be confused with the idea of 
making research free from assumptions, driven by a desire to unravel the 
world with full transparency, because in the end we need assumptions to talk 
and make sense of the world as it appears to us. Without any idea of what sort 
of questions to guide our interest or assumptions about the world as we see it, 
there would simply be nothing to explore. Our own preconceptions might thus 
cause a lot of trouble indeed, but are equally important for us to generate new 
knowledge (Thanem and Knights, 2019). 

This dissertation is by far no exception. Being rooted in an interest for ac-
counting, NPM, and welfare, it would not take long to realize the importance 
of these themes in the production of this book. They have all been central to 
my own process of selecting, reading, and writing the field of research, there-
fore making it possible to find problems and gaps, as well as the sort of ques-
tions believed to address them. My own interest and assumptions have served 
as a way to talk about our current knowledge and the steps lying ahead: I have 
needed them to see things in the way I did. 

While being central themes in this book, the notions of accounting, NPM, 
and welfare are, however, far from ready-made constructs that the reader 
could be presumed to know in advance. In terms of accounting, we do know 
that there are multiple perspectives available at hand for anyone interested in 
this kind of research (Baxter and Chua, 2008). Similarly, notions like NPM 
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and welfare are both constructs that have been subjects of many definitions 
and used within a variety of streams, and therefore could evoke different in-
terpretations of their meanings and implications in practice (Miller and Rose, 
1990; Hood, 1991). As these aspects serve as the underlying basis for the 
theme in this dissertation, it might, therefore, be suitable to discuss some po-
tential avenues for how accounting, NPM, and welfare could be employed, 
and, moreover, to formulate their use in the context of this dissertation. Such 
an elaboration would, of course, not resolve their ambiguities once and for all; 
this would be an impossibility, perhaps even an undesirable route, within the 
scope of this dissertation. But hopefully, it will provide the reader with enough 
means to understand the input for how I selected, read, and reconstructed the 
articles, and thereby created a better basis for understanding how the literature 
review came about. 

Therefore, to address these issues, this section will clarify some of these 
presumptions and classifications that together serve as a basis for the review 
and the dissertation as a whole. This section will do so by first outlining the 
perspective on accounting, which will be discussed here from the viewpoint 
of being a social and institutional practice (Hopwood and Miller, 1994). The 
section then moves into NPM and welfare by discussing their use in previous 
research and how this dissertation treated these terms. 

2.1.1 The perspective on accounting 
As already noticed by Hopwood (1993), accounting has been considered a 
field traditionally informed by the discipline of economics. Early studies in 
management accounting understood accounting as a tool whose dissemination 
and use could be explained by its fit with an organization’s economic condi-
tions, serving as a means to increase survival of the business in an increasingly 
competitive environment (e.g. Govindarajan, 1988; Simons, 1994; Otley, 
1994). In line with such a view, today one could identify studies that seek to 
study accounting as a means of representing transactions in fair(er) ways 
(Penman, 2007), or to improve the quality of information to make markets 
function more efficiently (Basu, 1997; Francis et al., 2005). All of these are 
instances of studies that treated accounting as a function for replacing arbi-
trariness with structure, inefficiencies with efficiencies and misinformation 
with correctness: a heritage of the influence of economic domain, residing on 
a belief that an economic reality exists independently from the accounting 
constructs aiming to represent it (Hopwood, 1993). Perhaps it is no wonder 
that accounting has been associated with norms of objectivity and scientific 
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endeavor (Porter, 1992; Miller, 1992), because in line with the economic field 
of research, such an approach also resembles the view that there is an objective 
truth waiting to be found. 

However, although being a prevalent perspective in contemporary writ-
ings, accounting has gradually become a field inhabited by other “alternative” 
approaches as well (Baxter and Chua, 2003). Through relying on theories 
rooted in “interpretative, critical, and postmodern turns that have occurred 
more widely throughout the social sciences,” (Baxter and Chua, 2003, p. 98), 
these streams served as a countermovement against the functional agenda, by 
challenging many of the assumptions previously found in accounting research 
(Laughlin and Lowe, 1990). Due to such developments, scholars have argued 
that today accounting is a field situated in a plurality of perspectives spanning 
between the functionalistic and the “alterative” turns (Chua, 1987; Baxter and 
Chua, 2003). Therefore, any engagement in accounting requires an orientation 
among these perspectives, requiring the researcher to make choices about the 
type of perspective employed, and thereby the sorts of literature aimed to be 
addressed and discussed. 

Due to such plurality, it might be relevant to explain the underlying per-
spective employed in this dissertation. The next sections will do so by pre-
senting some general approaches, here discussed from the viewpoint of treat-
ing accounting as a social, and foremost institutional, practice. Together, these 
will form the basis of how this dissertation has constructed the accounting 
domain, being the underlying assumptions influencing the selection as well as 
readings of the literature. 

Accounting as a social practice… 
Stated in general terms, this dissertation is situated within the latter of the 
aforementioned domains, essentially treating accounting as a social practice 
(Hopwood and Miller, 1994). In contrast to the functionalistic approach, this 
perspective does not reside in the belief that there exists an objective economic 
reality independent of our own interventions, but rather rests on the belief that 
such realities are socially constructed (Hines, 1988; Hopwood, 1993). Ac-
counting is thereby not seen as a neutral tool, but rather as a practice that “in-
clude[s] particular discursive representations and vocabularies” (Miller, 1993, 
p. 3), and, therefore, provides actors with means to represent abstract ideas 
like efficiency, economy or needs into measurable or calculable terms (Miller 
and Rose, 1990; Miller et a. 1993). Therefore, central to the social approach 
is to consider accounting as a powerful tool in the process of reality construc-
tion (Hines, 1988), both in terms of providing actors power to intervene in 
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social life based on calculable standards (Miller and O’Leary, 1987), but also 
for challenging existing ways of doing and thinking in organizations (Hines, 
1988). A useful metaphor for describing such a role could be made by leaning 
on the work of Hines (1988, p. 257), who described accounting as a way to 
“create a picture” of reality that actors employ to enact certain versions of 
organizational life in their everyday practices: 

“We create a picture of an organization, or the economy, whatever you like, and 
on the basis of that picture (not some underlying real reality of which no-one is 
aware), people think and act. And by responding to that picture of reality, they 
make it so: it becomes real in its consequences. And, what is more, when people 
respond to that picture, and the consequences occur, they see it as proof of our 
having correctly conveyed reality. Clever, isn’t it? That is how society works.” 

 
Thus, even if accounting is not seen to be a representation of an objectively 
real world, it nonetheless comes to be “real in its consequence” (Hines, 1988, 
p. 257). By responding to the “pictures” portrayed by accounting techniques, 
actors will involve themselves in decisions and discussions in order to test, 
modify and challenge existing versions of social life, therefore being a means 
to partake in a reality construction (Hines, 1988). 

Treating accounting from this view also has consequences for how its re-
lationships with ideas and constructs are understood. Notions that are com-
monly presumed to form the evaluation of accounting are now treated as real-
ities with little substance prior to the use of accounts (see Miller and Rose, 
1990; Hopwood, 1992). Efficiency, needs, equity, and expertise are all matters 
that actors might need to address when managing everyday life, but are by 
themselves ideas that are mainly formulated in a rather loose fashion. When 
accounting comes into the picture these ideas become manageable and phrased 
in more precise terms. Such a realization was addressed by Hopwood (1993, 
p. 136), who described the relationship between ideas and accounting in the 
following way: 

“[Accounting] does more than merely reveal what is already there […] What 
previously might have been presumed to be there but poorly revealed, once op-
erationalized, can start to provide a way in which the organization can be 
changed.” 

 
Consequently, accounting could be seen both as a representation of ideas and 
as a way of intervening in them (Hacking and Hacking, 1983) by providing 
precise, combinable, and moveable definitions that can be employed to eval-
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uate practices “at a distance” (Latour, 1987). It can thus be seen as a transfor-
mational tool that creates certain ideas to possibly be shared among organiza-
tions and societies at large (Hopwood, 1993; Jacobs, 1995). 

…But foremost an institutional practice 
Although this is a central tenet for how this dissertation treats accounting, it is 
not enough to position its approach relative to other research within social 
research. While the perspective allows us to see accounting as inherently tied 
to the (re)production of social life, we simultaneously know that there are mul-
tiple ways of perceiving such a relationship in research. For instance, some 
scholars might consider sociality as residing in localized settings by examin-
ing accounting and its (re)production of framing of particular events (Bay, 
2011; Svärdsten-Nymans, 2012). In contrast, others have studied accounting 
in relation to social practices (Ahrens and Chapman, 2007), suggesting that 
sociality resides on another ontological level (Schatzky, 2002). Due to their 
different nuances, it might be relevant to explain how this dissertation will 
treat these terms. 

In contrast to the aforementioned studies, this dissertation will instead un-
derstand accounting as an institutional practice (Hopwood and Miller, 1993). 
In line with Giddens’ (1984, p. 17) notion of structural principles, this means 
paying attention to “the most deeply embedded structural properties, impli-
cated in the reproduction of societal totalities,” and how these principles man-
ifest in action through accounting techniques (see also Englund and Gerdin, 
2008; Modell, 2019). As will be elaborated on in the next section, this suggests 
that research resides in an interest in studying the relationships between prin-
ciples identified across particular local settings, and which are prevalent fea-
tures in the management of particular fields, such as the values of needs, equal-
ity, fairness, and efficiency in the public sector context and their relationships 
to techniques like budgets, metrics, and documents in the steering of everyday 
work. As has been pointed out by other scholars, these principles are charac-
terized by being phrased in a general fashion (Miller and Rose, 1990), are not 
always directly observable (Englund and Gerdin, 2008), and have proven 
some degree of durability in time and space (Giddens, 1984). This means that 
situated framings and norms tied to certain practices are now seen as relevant 
insofar as they relate to some underlying idea that has reached a certain level 
of acceptance in a wider collective. Put somewhat bluntly, I will refer to this 
as an interest in studying accounting in relation to overarching ideals, connot-
ing some form of sociality that resides on a wider discursive level than the 
local framings and referents made in the field. 
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Treating accounting as interlinked with overarching ideals means recog-
nizing some further consequences in terms of how this dissertation will view 
accounting and its role for reproducing social life. As indicated by the name 
itself, ideals suggest that the object of inquiry captures widely shared ideas 
normally found unattainable in their pure forms. Though being associated with 
a reduction or simplification of those ideals, accounting is now regarded as 
the means by which actors restate ideals into practically viable terminologies, 
entering an instrumental world that is embodied through calculations, statis-
tics, and documentations that now become integral to the processes in which 
ideals are institutionalized in everyday life (see Radcliffe, 1998; Hasselbladh, 
and Khalinkos, 2000). As I will elaborate more thoroughly in the next chapter, 
such links between overarching ideals, accounting, and practice could easily 
become disputed, as actors could easily find such a link loose or even detached 
from one moment to the next3. But more on this later. 

2.1.2 The perspective on NPM and welfare 
Viewing accounting as a social and institutional practice means there will be 
consequences for the construction of the accounting domain. One of those 
consequences relates to the selection of articles that have been formed by an 
interest in exploring the relationship between overarching ideals and account-
ing techniques, thereby paying less attention to studies that only treat them 
marginally or simply not believing in such forms of sociality. Another conse-
quence relates to how studies were read, in which the interpretations of earlier 
research were made from an institutional lens. Together, these aspects show 
that the choices made also matter when making the review. 

However, if the interest in accounting and overarching ideals serves as in-
put for the construction of our research domain, little has been done so far in 
terms of explicating what sorts of ideals are of interest in the context of this 
dissertation. Based on our concerns with NPM and welfare, two movements 
that have become widespread across various forms of public sector contexts 
(Miller and Rose, 1990; Hood, 2000; Lapsley, 2008), it might therefore be 
relevant to outline what is actually meant when referring to these terms, being 

                                                
3As will be emphasized in the next chapter, it is also precisely this link between the ideational 
and practical that could be subject to dispute: because through requiring actors to formulate 
unattainable ideas stated in practically achievable terminologies, this also tends to be a source 
of tensions, as actors could now find the ideals represented in excessively reductive or simplistic 
fashions. It is from this view that instruments and the link between overarching ideals and 
practice is somewhat loose.  
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precisely the sorts of ideals that this dissertation wishes to examine. The pro-
ceeding sections will do so by illuminating how earlier streams of research 
discussed NPM and welfare, and how this dissertation will treat them. In this 
way, one could get a closer look into the conditions for how the review was 
possible to produce. 

The section will have the following structure. The first section starts by 
outlining NPM in terms of its expansion, ambiguities, and content identified 
in the literature. The section then continues with an outline of how I treat the 
term, i.e. as an umbrella movement consisting of seemingly loosely related, 
albeit distinct, doctrines. I will then present an overview of welfare, here re-
garded as a counter movement designed to describe values associated with the 
idea of serving the public good. The section then ends with a final remark on 
the relationship between NPM and welfare, serving as a way to clarify their 
meanings and use. Together, these forms of understanding will be the central 
means upon which the rest of the dissertation will be written, being the very 
sorts of overarching ideals that set the framing of this study in general. 

NPM: Expansions, ambiguities, and contents 
To begin with, the new public management (NPM) can first be conceived of 
as a movement that, on a global level, can be said to be successful (Hood, 
2000; Lapsley and Miller, 2019). Spanning across institutions like hospitals, 
schools, universities, public transports, the military, social services and elderly 
care (Llewellyn, 1998; Ball 2001; Kurunmäki, 2003; Modell, 2005; Catasus 
and Grönlund, 2005; Kraus, 2012) and identified across continents like 
Europe, North America, Africa, and across the Pacific Ocean (Broadbent et 
al.1997; Townley et al., 2003; Rubakula, 2014), the NPM movement has been 
said to be part of a variety of policies and regulations across the globe (Hood, 
2000; Lapsley and Miller, 2019), even argued to be “one of the more influen-
tial reforms of modern nations” (Kisner and Vigoda-Gadot, 2017, p. 532). De-
spite being a movement initiated roughly 30 years ago (see: Hood, 1991), it 
seems as if the conclusion of NPM is yet to be found, as its legacy still con-
tinues to serve as crucial conditions for how contemporary forms of public 
sector life are being governed. Thus, it might be fair to say that NPM has 
managed to maintain its own relevance, due to its scope and application in our 
societies at large. 

Due to its success, NPM is also a term that has received significant atten-
tion across various forms of communities, such as in research, regulation, and 
news media. Within the first, one could notice that NPM has become a widely 
debated topic, which apart from the social stream of accounting research (e.g. 
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Hopwood, 1993; Jacobs, 1995; Broadbent et al., 1999; Kurunmäki, 2004) has 
also been elaborated on in such domains as philosophy (e.g. Pellegrino, 1999; 
Andersson, 2001), educational research (Ball, 2001; Lundahl et al., 2013), and 
public administration (Christensen and Lægreid, 2001; Noordegraaf, 2007; 
Lowe and Wilson, 2017). Aside from such discussions within the academic 
communities, one can also identify various types of other expert groups that 
seek to employ and define the content, scope, or usefulness of NPM, such as 
public administrators, legislators, or other contestants in the news media 
(Almqvist, 2001). Thus, it seems fair to say that the NPM movement has not 
only shown its impact in terms of effects in policies and regulations identified 
across the globe, but has also become a provocative topic that engages aca-
demics in theoretical issues and provokes debates in the public sphere at large. 

However, despite being a well-known phenomenon, even considered to be 
one of the most influential reformations of public sector life in modern times, 
NPM has also proven to be a difficult concept to define. As suggested by 
Almqvist (2001), one reason for this seems to relate to the variety of writers 
and discussants on the topic, which consequently opens it up for various views 
and definitions on what NPM actually entails. Such a variation of the theme 
of NPM was also discussed by Hood (1991), who illuminated the seemingly 
inconsistent types of reforms and ideas that seem associated with the move-
ment. For instance, in the article one can see how NPM has been associated 
with matters such as (i) hands-on professional management (ii) increasing fo-
cus on explicit standards and measures of performance (iii) greater emphasis 
on output controls (iv) shifts to greater competition and freedoms to choose 
and (v) a stress on discipline and frugality in resource use (Hood, 1991). Taken 
together, this suggests that NPM can be regarded as a movement that rests on 
fragmented, or even inconsistent, styles of management in public sector set-
tings (Hood, 1991). As a result of such incongruencies, scholars have thereby 
suggested viewing NPM as more of an umbrella term that connects loosely 
related doctrines together forming a constellation of the sorts of policies, reg-
ulations, and techniques that were introduced in many of the OECD group of 
countries somewhere around the 1980s and 1990s (Hood, 1991). 

Even if associated with such incongruencies, it should simultaneously be 
noticed that the expansion of NPM doctrines has also been said to be rooted 
in the same agenda: overcoming the inefficient use of resources in the public 
sector sphere at large (Miller and Rose, 1990; Hood, 1991; 1995; Broadbent 
et al., 1999; Kurunmäki, 2004; Lapsley and Miller, 2019). If the explanations 
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for why such an agenda took form through the 1980s and 1990s4, this form of 
critique was found to be directed toward previous styles of public sector man-
agement that, according to policy makers, researchers, and other constituents, 
were unable to secure the quality of welfare, thereby making public sector 
governance into a costly activity that now required actors to reconsider and 
rationalize their use of resources (Hood, 1991; 1995). Markets, output con-
trols, decentralization, or tighter cost controls could thus be regarded as means 
for making the otherwise ambiguous and potentially polyvocal ideal of effi-
ciency (Hopwood, 1993) operationalized in practical terms. 

Together, these realizations suggest that one can paradoxically view NPM 
as a movement that resides on both congruent and incongruent grounds. In 
line with its various themes that appear somewhat loosely related and even 
somewhat contradictory in practice, NPM can be considered an umbrella term 
to describe fragmented and inconsistent principles. But it can also be regarded 
as a movement directly engaged with the agenda of improving the efficiency 
of public sector work: an ideal that in itself could be realized through various 
means, allowing such pluralistic themes to be neatly bound under a common 
frame of reference. This is also how this dissertation will treat the term. 

NPM in three themes: Markets, economic frugality, and technical 
efficiency 
More specifically, this dissertation will be based on an analytical distinction 
of NPM based on three themes: markets, economic frugality, and technical 
efficiency. Each will be regarded as a means of addressing public sector inef-
ficiency, and therefore can be seen as a way of highlighting the incongruent 
aspects of NPM, but also of illuminating how they are welded together. Such 
a distinction was based on readings in the public sector accounting fields of 
research, as each came to address important relationships between NPM and 
the various forms of accounting techniques that have been susceptible to ex-
amination. Hence, I will elaborate on these below by showing how each of 
these doctrines has been illuminated by various forms of accounting research. 

The first aspect of the NPM agenda relates to the idea of achieving effi-
ciency through relying on mechanisms of the market. In short, this idea pro-
poses that the problems of inefficiency could be solved through an outsourcing 
choice and delivery into the hands of a competitive market, where actors are 

                                                
4For instance, scholars have suggested that such an aim resulted from economic factors (such 
as shifting demographics in the population or financial downturns, see Almqvist, 2006 for an 
overview) or cultural shifts, such as an expansion of neo-liberalism (Miller and Rose, 1990) or 
the ideal of making organizations more “rationalized” (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 
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expected to act according to a utilitarian concept of control, where each party 
is presumed to rationally pursue his or her own self-interest (Hood, 1991; 
Friedson, 2001). Based on this view, accounting is regarded here as the means 
by which these principles are operationalized, thereby making it possible to 
realize markets in practice. Publicly available ranking systems, customer sur-
veys, self-interested calculations, and allocation systems coupled with choice; 
all of these are seen as examples of how accounting makes public sector life 
more sensitive to customer wants and judgments to increase competition 
among services, or to restate services into transactionable goods exchangeable 
between two self-interested parties (e.g. Broadbent et al., 1996; 1999; 
Kurunmäki, 1999; Modell, 2005; Plfueger, 2016). 

The second aspect of NPM relates to studies concerned with economic fru-
gality (or financial prudence). In short, this theme is based on the idea of ad-
dressing inefficiencies through increasing pressures to manage within given 
financial constraints, which are believed to foster a greater degree of aware-
ness on a cost of service provision (Hood, 1991; 1995). Thus, in contrast to 
the idea of outsourcing expertise into the hands of the market, this mode of 
control presumes judgment to be made by the public sector expert who, in 
combination with knowledge on financial matters, is expected to carry out the 
activities that will improve the cost efficiency of service provision. Therefore, 
studies that adopt this version of NPM tend to draw attention toward the adop-
tion of financial calculations, expressed through increasing demands to man-
age within budgetary constraints, and their impact on current modes of thought 
in public management. A particular interest has been to relate budgets to pro-
fessional experts, such as to rest upon other forms of values in governing daily 
activities (Jacobs, 1995; Llewellyn, 1998a; 1998b; Edwards et al., 2000; 
Lapsley and Meila, 2001; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Nyland and Pettersen, 2004; 
Tooley and Guthrie, 2007; Kraus, 2012). Central to this theme is to stress an 
overarching concern with economic reasoning, seeking to address inefficien-
cies through portraying service provision as a benefit foregone to someone 
else.5 

The third aspect of NPM regards the notion of technical efficiency, which 
is a theme concerned with the formal links between consumed resources, ac-
tivities, and output produced (see Lowe and Wilson, 2017). Quality and the 

                                                
5Lapsley (1998, pp 127-128)  relates to this idea in the following way: “The concept of 
opportunity cost and the existence of rationing do not sit well with the ethos of the ‘caring 
professionals’, such as doctors, nurses, social workers, educationalists, who are not trained to 
recognize the existence of finite resources and the need for careful evaluation of alternatives.” 
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problems of inefficiencies are thus neither outsourced to the market, nor sub-
ject to judgments made by professional experts, but rather predefined through 
formalized accounting systems that in turn are expected to serve as a standard 
on which actors are held accountable (Miller, 1993). Due to this concern, one 
can identify a variety of ways that accounting realizes this method in practice. 
Some studies have shown how financial techniques, such as DRG/HRG cost-
ing (e.g. Chua, 1995; Jones, 1999; Llewellyn and Northcott, 2005), provide 
actors with “clear linkages between financial input to output and outcome 
achieved” (Laughlin, 2007, p. 280). While this illuminates a linkage between 
accounting and technical efficiency through studying financial metrics, others 
have studied such relationships by examining the increasing use of non-finan-
cial metrics as a means of defining output in order to hold public sector work-
ers accountable for results (e.g. Townley, 1997; Townley et al., 2003; Berry 
and Oaks, 2009; Svärdsten-Nymans, 2012; Campinale and Cinquini, 2016; 
Holmgren-Caicedo et al., 2019). Although emphasizing various aspects of 
technical efficiency, these studies ascribe accounting to be a mechanism for 
producing knowledge in line with an “input-output” chain of reasoning (Lowe 
et al., 2017). 

Together, these themes of research illustrate two important aspects of 
NPM. First, they show that the movement is a multifaceted one, studied 
through the relatively distinct themes of markets, economies, and technical 
efficiencies, each bonding to the efficiency agenda in a relatively loose fash-
ion (Miller and Rose, 1990; Hood, 1991). Secondly, in line with our afore-
mentioned perspective on accounting, it also illuminates how the mundane 
techniques like costing, budgeting, and performance measurements all relate 
to the (re)production of overarching ideals, by serving as the means that can 
be linked up with the NPM agenda. A summary is provided in the table below. 
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Aspect of 
NPM 

How efficiency is 
achieved 

Examples of 
accounting 
techniques 

Examples in the 
literature 

Market 

Through a reliance 
on matters such as a 

competition, 
customer choice, 

and self-interested 
calculations. 

Customer surveys, 
allocation based on 
choice, tendering 
through contracts, 

performance league 
tables, budgets 

Broadbent et al., 1996; 
1999; Kurunmäki, 1999; 

Neu, 2006; Almqvist, 
2006; Plfueger, 2016 

Economic  
frugality 

By stressing the 
need to make public 
sector service aware 
of resource scarcity, 

and that the 
provision of service 

is an economic 
tradeoff. 

Budgets 

Jacobs, 1995; Edwards et 
al., 2000; Lapsley and 

Meila, 2001; Kurunmäki et 
al., 2003; Kurunmäki, 

2004; Nyland and 
Pettersen, 2004; Tooley 

and Guthrie, 2007 

Technical  
efficiency 

To stress the need 
to hold public 
sector services 
accountable on 

output, and 
adopting an input-

output chain of 
reasoning. 

DRG costing 
methods, various 
forms of output 
measurements 

Chua, 1995; Lawrence et 
al., 1997; Townley, 1997; 

Samuel et al., 2005; 
Llewellyn and Northcott, 

2005; Berry and Oaks, 
2009 

Table 1. An overview of NPM, related accounting techniques,  
and examples in the public sector accounting literature. 

 
While being a distinction used for making sense of how previous accounting 
studies have treated NPM, it is also evident that similar classifications can be 
found in other research as well. Apart from the work made by scholars dis-
cussed earlier in this text, another example can be found in the study made by 
Bäck and Larsson (2006). Based on an interest in studying NPM in a Swedish 
context, Bäck and Larsson (2006) found that the movement could be divided 
into two paradigms: one that stresses the need to make public services more 
“business-like” and another associated with the idea of making services more 
“market-like.” Based on these insights, one can argue that the categories of 
markets, economic frugality, and technical efficiency proposed above all re-
semble these conclusions: The first is tied to the aim of making public sector 
life more market-oriented, while the second and third connote the idea of mak-
ing it more business-like. 

Despite being a means of operationalizing NPM into distinct doctrines, one 
should also note that the classification is not always clear-cut in practice. As 
will be shown in chapters 5 and 6, a budget can span across both market-re-
lated principles and ideas of economic frugality, thereby making it subject to 
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multiple doctrines at once. Another aspect concerns how they can be em-
ployed to classify earlier research. Studies do not always utilize a singular 
approach within the NPM movement (e.g. Broadbent et al., 1999; Kurunmäki, 
2004), which makes it possible to fit them into many categories at once6. Mar-
kets, economic frugality, and technical efficiency should thus be seen as ana-
lytical categories, allowing me to pinpoint certain elements of NPM and 
thereby study how it manifests in practice through the use of accounting tech-
nologies. Hopefully, this will become more evident throughout the reading of 
this book. 

The perspective on welfare 
So far, we have presented the NPM movement by discussing both its ambigu-
ities and associated ideals. This section will now turn to the other paradigm 
that will be employed for studying accounting in the public sector context, 
welfare, by presenting the term in earlier research, as well as how this disser-
tation will employ it. 

In a general sense, welfare is a broad term that can include a variety of 
means to be achieved in public sector settings. When searching for a definition 
of welfare, one can find that the term denotes “[t]he state or condition of doing 
or being well; well-being, prosperity, success; the health, happiness, and for-
tunes of a person or group” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2021). Taking such a 
definition seriously, this implies that the activity of managing welfare can span 
across a variety of issues, including aspects such as personal choice, increas-
ing efficiency, securing distributions according to needs, or ensuring that ac-
cess to public services is provided in such a way that it will include the interest 
of various socioeconomic groups: as long as each of these matters is consid-
ered to be related to the well-being or even the overall happiness and fortune 
of a person/group, one can also argue that this is engaging in welfare. It is also 
for this reason that the term might appear to be a vaguely formulated one, 
which in fact can embrace ideas similar to those prevalent in the efficiency 
concerns under the NPM movement. 

However, when turning to its use in research, it soon appears that welfare 
is a term that connotes more specific meanings, such as the one proposed 
above. In economics, for instance, one can read about welfare as a form of 
management concerned with a fair allocation of resources, in which the pro-
vision of public services should be “intended for all socioeconomic groups” 
                                                
6The multiple roles of accounting are in line with the preceding arguments in this dissertation, 
which will emphasize the need to study accounting as a potentially hybrid practice (Miller et 
al., 2008).  
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(Barr, 1992, p. 743), or to provide citizens with a minimum level of security 
to satisfy their daily needs (Barr, 1992; Korpi and Palme, 1998). In sociolog-
ical traditions, one can also identify a similar use, but more as a way of de-
scribing prevailing norms and values prevalent in public sector contexts. 
Miller and Rose (1990) denoted welfare as an idea alongside “security” and 
“solidarity” as a contrast to neoliberal ideologies such as NPM, as the latter 
resides on the belief that individuals should become active subjects that “shape 
and manage his or her own life in order to maximize its returns in terms of 
success and achievement” (ibid). Taken together, these examples indicate that 
welfare has been a term employed for describing management that does not 
always align with the NPM agenda (i.e. to ensure prosperity through self-in-
terested maximization, choices or tradeoffs) associated with a concern for col-
lective aims and mindsets. 

Consequently, there has also been a variety of research that has attempted 
to describe such a meaning of welfare in more detail. In line with the sort of 
use of the term proposed above, Clarke and Newman (1997) describe welfare 
as a way of governance that resides on the ideal of representing the public 
interest. Similar to the efficiency that applies in NPM, this ideal can be real-
ized through various forms of principles for how to govern public sector life. 
The first is through relying on bureaucratic knowledge, such as rules or spe-
cific administrative expertise, which are justified and legitimized as protecting 
the well-being of the citizens and, thereby, founded on the idea of protecting 
the interests of individuals or groups. The second is professionalism, which 
suggests governing public services based on accredited groups of experts (e.g. 
doctors, researchers, teachers) who, on behalf of the accreditation from the 
state, have the authority to handle situations when social problems and social 
needs are deemed as entities too complex to be responsive to simple political 
or administrative solutions (Clarke and Newman, 1997, p. 7). The third is po-
litical representation, which is founded on the idea that the selection of repre-
sentatives is used as a means to mediate and reconcile social and sometimes 
conflicting interest on public services (Clarke and Newman, 1997). Each of 
these three modes sought to provide a “general argument about the character 
of the welfare state as a whole” (p. 8), as each serves as a means for securing 
public interests, either through the use of formal rules and laws, relying on 
professional judgments or through the mechanism of votes (Clarke and 
Newman, 1997). 

Therefore, borrowing such uses of welfare, one can conclude that it is a 
movement seeking to direct attention toward certain kinds of problems in pub-
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lic sector life, and moreover, associated with various types of means of ad-
dressing such problems. As indicated by the work of Clarke and Newman 
(1997), welfare is first concerned with the overarching value of representing 
the public interest: a vaguely formulated ideal can then be manifested in dif-
ferent ways, spanning among the various needs of certain individuals, or en-
suring an equitable distribution of resources among populations, as each pro-
motes various ways to represent and support the interest. In addition, the 
means by which to organize such aims are typically based on the idea of exer-
cising control within the power of the state, either through relying on bureau-
cratic rules and legislation, professional judgments, or political interventions, 
which now have the mandate to imagine and construct the subject of investi-
gation, citizens, who are now quite passive and dependent under welfare 
(Miller and Rose, 1990). 

Based on such a conceptualization of welfare, this will also have implica-
tions for the sorts of incongruencies that could potentially occur. As Clarke 
and Newman (1997) noticed, one example of this relates to the potentially 
incongruent relationships among various bodies of expertise: bureaucratic ad-
ministration, professional judgment or political wills may each provide alter-
native versions of public interests. Furthermore, and also related to our earlier 
conceptualization of accounting, it could equally lead to conflicts related to 
the very technologies employed to steer public sector life: there might be var-
ious forms of calculations to represent a need, what it is to distribute resources 
in equitable ways, or which forms of metrics should best be used to be held 
accountable toward a public group (for this argument, see also Steward and 
Ranson, 1988; Agyenemang, 2010; Krohwinkel Larsson and Sjögren, 2008; 
Wällstedt, 2020). As Clarke (2005, p. 412) stated, this is also why welfare can 
be perceived as a movement engaged in various (accounting) classifications 
that in turn serve as a way to make welfare into a manageable but also contra-
dictory practice: 

“This ‘grammar of difference’ […] provides the taxonomic basics for the 
golden age of welfare states as nation states: the distinctions between citizens 
and non-citizens […]; the racialised imagining of the nation and its others […] 
Many of the struggles around welfare policy and practice that mark the trajec-
tory of western welfare states have been about trying to rearticulate this taxon-
omy—to reorder its structure of inclusions and exclusions, dominations and 
subordinations, marginalizations and repressions.” 

 
Taken together, one might thereby regard welfare as a movement that, in con-
trast to NPM, resides on vaguely formulated agendas (efficiency vs. public 
interest) that could each be susceptible to various forms of interventions and 
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means (markets, economic prudence, technical efficiency, vs. bureaucratic 
rules and expertise, professional judgments and political representations of 
needs, equity etc.). It is based on this form of classification that this disserta-
tion will treat the term. 

On the analytical distinction between NPM and welfare: some 
final notes 
In conclusion, this means that we can now begin referring to two overarching 
ideals that seem to offer competing ideas today on the management of public 
sector life. NPM is regarded as being concerned with the value of efficiency, 
operationalized through the themes of the markets, economic frugality, and 
technical efficiency, while welfare is concerned with securing the public in-
terest, grounded in ideas like needs, equity, professional expertise, and public 
accountability. It is these two ideals that allow us to see things through a par-
ticular lens, thereby allowing us to make sense and generate problematizations 
of contemporary streams of literature. 

But before turning to the literature, it would be valuable to first note some 
things about the relationship between NPM and welfare in order to clarify how 
they were employed throughout the rest of the sections in this dissertation. As 
was pointed out earlier in this section, we do know that the NPM movement 
was initially regarded to be the means for addressing public sector interest, 
here manifested by the concerns of making public sector life more efficient 
(see e.g. Hood, 1991; 1995). Such a view suggests that the distinction between 
NPM and welfare might not be as clear cut in practice as proposed above, as 
NPM is a movement interlinked with welfare, albeit in ways that were new in 
contrast to how welfare traditionally was being addressed. So then, what is the 
usefulness of these categories, given that public sector life might not always 
be as clear cut in practice? Is NPM rather a form of welfare that is “new” 
compared to traditional ones? 

The answer to this resides in the way earlier research has treated the term. 
As will be shown in the next section, a majority of public sector accounting 
studies have been based on the idea that NPM-related solutions seldom align 
with concerns traditionally associated with welfare, and as a consequence, this 
means that the techniques used to make efficiency into a practically viable 
ideal should be susceptible to evaluation, resistance, or reflection. This means 
that the term NPM is a way to communicate such a loose link, connoting a 
state where a movement previously regarded as the means to secure the wel-
fare of public sector life now turns into a logic on its own, aiming to secure 
the themes of markets, economic frugality, and technical efficiency without 
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concern for equity, needs, or professionalism. The idea is to illuminate such a 
treatment of the terms, which has had consequences for how accounting has 
been studied in public sector settings. The value of NPM and welfare is thus 
that they provide us with concepts that enable us to analytically grasp earlier 
research, thereby making it possible to illustrate their gaps and problems in 
clearer ways. As will be illuminated in the upcoming section, one can say that 
it is precisely this blurred relationship that will form the very basis of this 
dissertation. 

2.2 NPM and Accounting in Welfare Settings:  
A Literature Review 

The previous section served as a means of establishing a baseline from which 
the following readings and writings of research were made. By treating ac-
counting as a social and institutional practice, this implies drawing attention 
toward the ways accounting (re)produces certain ideals and enacts and mani-
fests them in practice. As the dissertation is mainly concerned with an interest 
for NPM and welfare, two societal movements residing on somewhat distinct 
values in terms of managing public services, this means that attention will be 
directed toward certain types of ideals in relation to accounting instruments. 
In terms of NPM, this dissertation will seek to engage with literature con-
cerned with accounting and efficiency, operationalized either by a reliance on 
markets or through greater emphasis on economic frugality or technical effi-
ciency. Furthermore, in line with welfarian ideals, the dissertation will also 
engage in research that outlines the relationship between accounting and the 
ideal of representing a public interest, either expressed by entrusting the judg-
ments made by welfare experts or in terms of addressing the value of needs, 
equity, and public notions of accountability. Together, these views on ac-
counting, NPM, and welfare form the sort of preconceptions that make it pos-
sible to talk and think about the literature in certain ways. 

Having these preconceptions in mind, this section will present a literature 
review on the relationships among accounting, NPM, and welfare in the public 
sector accounting domain. As will be shown, the review will reconstruct pre-
vious writings into three themes of research—colonization, separation, and 
hybridization—that each ascribe to certain understandings of accounting and 
the reproduction of efficiency and welfare ideals. By presenting the main mes-
sages within each stream and discussing their strengths and weaknesses, this 
section will seek to sketch out an argumentative landscape in the public sector 
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field of research. The section then ends with a motivation as to why this study 
is needed. Together, the following sections will form a basis for juxtaposing 
subsequent findings, and therefore are not only important in order to motivate 
the study, but eventually crucial to understand the contributions for this dis-
sertation as a whole. 

2.2.1 Colonization 
The first sorts of literature that will be discussed throughout this book relate 
to the field of research labeled here as colonization. To begin with, this ap-
proach is one of the most influential strands in the public sector accounting 
domain, and has consequently been a perspective that has been illuminated 
and discussed in a variety of settings throughout recent decades of research. 
Scholars within the colonization approach have studied the effects and use of 
accounting in churches (Laughlin, 1990), schools (Broadbent and Laughlin, 
1998; Neu, 2006), hospitals (Kurunmäki, 1999) elderly care centers (Kraus, 
2012), and universities (Berry and Oakes, 2009) in a variety of countries 
across the globe. Even if this section mainly talks about colonization as an 
approach within an accounting domain, it is also apparent that similar modes 
of reasoning can be identified among other sorts of literature as well. Studies 
in journals of philosophy (Andersson, 1990) or educational research (Ball, 
2001) are just some examples of where the ideas of colonization can also be 
recognized, albeit fields that typically emphasize other forms of agendas and 
problems in conducting research. Overall, one can state that colonization is an 
approach whose messages and ideas have influenced a variety of scholars and 
research traditions. 

According to this dissertation’s treatment of the approach, colonization is 
denoted as a perspective that is associated with certain types of concerns and 
assumptions that together form a basis for why it is considered a relatively 
distinct field in public sector accounting literature. First, and as indicated by 
its name, colonization is an approach based on an interest in examining how 
cultures and values previously associated with a given social context have be-
come eclipsed or replaced by new values that were only regarded to be exter-
nal or marginal in the previous modes of thought (Power and Laughlin, 1992; 
Kraus, 2012). Translated into the values of NPM and welfare, this means stud-
ying the transition of attitudes, beliefs, and values in public sector life from a 
state previously informed by welfarian ideals into a state where efficiency 
concerns have increased in status and prominence (Power and Laughlin, 1992; 
Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Kraus, 2012). Second, as accounting serves to 
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provide the means to make NPM-led doctrines operable, manageable, and 
thereby manifested in action, another characteristic of the colonization ap-
proach is to view accounting as a central mechanism for such transformations 
in public sector life (Ibid.). By providing actors with a language of costs, prof-
its, output, or customer wants, it becomes possible to constitute public sector 
life under the ambitions of the market, economic frugality, or technical effi-
ciency, and eventually steer public sector activities into an “autonomous logic 
of their own that does not reflect the … [values of welfare] anymore” 
(Holmgren Caicedo et al., 2019, p. 4). When bringing these two tenets to-
gether, it then becomes apparent that colonization is a stream of research that 
boils down into a main argument: that the noticed instances of accountingiza-
tion (i.e. the increasing prevalence of accounting for evaluating and managing 
public sector life) resulted in a threat and displacement of welfare ideals in 
public sector practice. 

Due to its wide application, it is possible to identify a variety of studies that 
come to reflect the colonizing approach (Ogden, 1995; Townley, 1996; 
Broadbent et al., 1999; Kurunmäki, 1999; Fountain, 2001; Dillard, 2002; 
Kurunmäki et al., 2003; van Thiel and Leuuw, 2002; Adcroft and Willis, 2005, 
Kelly, 2005; Neu, 2006; Kraus, 2012, Campinale and Cinquini, 2016; Oakes 
and Oakes, 2016; Broadbent and Laughlin, 2017). One of those examples is 
the article written by Lawrence et al. (1997). In short, this study showed how 
alterations in the design and use of accounting systems made medical experts 
change conceptions about health care services in New Zealand. Through the 
introduction of costing systems that restated medical treatments under a logic 
of produced volumes, and was used to hold medical experts accountable for 
financial use of resources, it was found that medical experts changed concep-
tions of health care, from previously being seen as a “fundamental human 
right” (Lawrence et al., 1997, p. 680) into a form of “economic commodity” 
(Ibid.). Thus, the paper came to be a representative case of colonization, as it 
not only made connections between accounting and NPM visible, but also 
showed how such a constellation worked as an intrusive force that made the 
experiences transform from values previously associated with welfare into 
ideals found within an NPM agenda. 

In line with the study made by Lawrence et al. (1997), another example of 
colonization can also be illuminated by drawing on the paper written by 
Townley et al. (2003). In short, this study examined how the introduction of 
performance measurement in the Provincial Government of Alberta got out of 
hand for the purpose of securing public notions of accountability (Townley et 
al., 2003). Initially introduced to foster dialogue about performance, the study 
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showed how actors gradually let the logic of input-output reasoning get the 
upper hand, eventually leading to a “substitution of technical for moral re-
sponsibility” (Townley et al. 2003, p. 1067). A reason for this unwanted drift 
is related to the increasing pressures to adopt narrowly defined versions of 
accountability, upheld by systems that rewarded actors for being responsible 
for their own measured results, rather than encapsulating broader concepts of 
accountability and sharing knowledge across measured responsibilities. Thus, 
despite the initial ambitions to foster dialogue, the study made by Townley et 
al. (2003) illuminated the powerful ways that systems steer modes of thinking 
into narrow and sometimes immoral directions: a defining characteristic of the 
field of colonization. 

While colonization is treated here as a distinct domain of research, it should 
be noted that the field is also subject to variations. For instance, some scholars 
have differed in terms of understanding the experiences and psychological 
mechanisms in which the replacement of welfare ideals occurs. While some 
have argued that the invasive incorporation of NPM-like instruments is related 
to an issue of power distributions in a field (Kurunmäki, 1999; Neu, 2006), 
rewards systems (Broadbent et al., 1999; Townley et al., 2003), and manage-
rial enforcements (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998), others have emphasized a 
form of transition that is made possible due to the seductiveness of efficiency 
standards (Englund and Gerdin, 2019), thereby understanding colonization 
more as a self-induced willingness to be governed (Humphrey et al., 1993; 
Radcliffe, 1998; Ball, 2001; Ball, 2015). As a result of the different ideas on 
how the transition takes place, there are also different conclusions and inter-
ests regarding the possibilities for actors to protect public sector work from 
NPM-led infiltrations. Studies that view colonization as a form of overtaking 
what is experienced as a direct threat typically theorize possibilities for actors 
to seal off and hinder intrusions (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Kraus, 2012), 
while those who perceive the transition as self-induced give less consideration 
to protective responses and more toward how the benign use of accounting 
could be an instance of colonization (Berry and Oakes, 2009; Campinale and 
Cinquini, 2016; Oakes and Oakes, 2016). Therefore, all of these debates can 
be understood as being rooted in various understandings of how colonization 
occurs, thereby leading to somewhat different interpretations of accounting in 
public sector work. 

Where the above examples belonged to different interpretations on the 
mechanisms of transition, it should also be noted that there are also discrep-
ancies in terms of how the literature on colonization views accounting. As 
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illuminated by the example of Townley et al. (2003), some papers do not nec-
essarily perceive accounting colonizing a threat in theory, but rather regard 
the instruments as a potential means of realizing other forms of values than 
merely a mechanized and profoundly problematic version of efficiency (e.g. 
Arrington and Puxty, 1991; Townley et al., 2003; Broadbent and Laughlin, 
2009; Holmgren-Caicedo et al., 2019). Often based on a Habermasian ap-
proach (see Habermas, 1984), these studies normally seek to investigate op-
portunities for fostering a rational dialogue, as opposed to a form of use that 
appears distant to public notions of accountability or professional judgments 
(Ibid.). In contrast, other studies portray accounting as a deeply problematic 
practice that in itself is unlikely to foster any meaningful way of organizing 
life. Apart from the problem of reproducing existing modes of power (e.g. 
Dillard, 2001), others have also regarded colonization as an expected feature 
of public sector work, as the logic of control through accounting fundamen-
tally differs from the welfarian ideals and modes of governance (Adcroft and 
Willis, 2005; Toby and Lowe, 2017). Thus, even if the latter views are the 
most commonly addressed approach, it is worth noticing that there are also 
some nuances in the attitudes toward accounting instruments and their link 
between efficiency and welfare, at least in theory. 

However, regardless of differences in either the mechanisms or the possi-
bilities for accounting to represent some value other than efficiency, coloni-
zation is still a stream of research that is rooted in certain presumptions and 
conclusions on accounting, NPM, and welfare. Studies on colonization are 
firstly concerned with a transition in which public sector actors move from 
being previously informed by welfarian ideals into a state where attitudes and 
beliefs are informed by NPM-like objectives, problematizing, or solutions (see 
Kraus, 2012 for a review on this point). In other words, the objective of inquiry 
is directed toward the expansion of efficiency into public sector settings in 
which steering turns into an autonomous logic of its own, distinct from welfare 
(see Holmgren Caicedo et al., 2019 for this point). Secondly, and in line with 
such an interest, colonization is also an approach primarily concerned with 
accounting in terms of its ability to share in such transitions toward efficiency 
ideals (see Kurunmäki 1999; Townley et al., 2003; Adcroft and Willis, 2005; 
Neu, 2006; Berry and Oakes, 2009; Campinale and Cinquini, 2016). Not only 
is such an assumed relationship between technologies and NPM prevalent in 
studies that view accounting as inherently problematic (Adcroft and Willis, 
2005), but it can also be reflected in other studies that reside on looser con-
ceptualizing of the functions of accounting in public sector settings 
(Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Townley et al., 2003). Just as the study made 
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by Townley et al. (2003) showed that accounting ended up being an empiri-
cally problematic practice to secure welfarian ideals, the latter stream is char-
acterized by stories that still illuminate the colonizing potentials of accounting 
instruments. Overall, this means that the stream of colonization is yet regarded 
as a relatively distinct area of research within the public sector accounting 
domain. 

2.2.2 Separation 
The second stream regards studies that belong to the perspective of separation. 
Separation is a perspective that has also been influential in the public sector 
accounting domain. In line with the broad application of colonization, separa-
tion has been employed through various studies in public sector settings, span-
ning from universities (Modell, 2005), schools (Broadbent et al., 1993; Tooley 
and Guthrie, 2007), hospitals (Jacobs, 1995; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Nyland 
and Pettersen, 2004), across various national contexts as well. Moving beyond 
the accounting domain, similar reasonings can also be identified among other 
fields of research as well, especially within organization and management 
journals: a body of literature that has mobilized and influenced accounting 
concepts and ideas for a long time (see: Weick, 1976; Meyer and Rowan, 
1977; Bromley and Powell, 2012). Therefore, it is evident that separation is 
an approach whose ideas and messages have been influential in various fields, 
and which is considered to be one of the most dominant perspectives within 
the public sector accounting literature at large (Chua and Baxter, 2003; 
Modell, 2009; Lapsley and Miller, 2019). 

In brief, separation is employed here as a term for describing a body of 
literature that rests on somewhat different assumptions and conclusions about 
accounting, NPM, and welfare in contrast to colonization. Instead of treating 
public sector organizations as sites subject to a transition into NPM ideals, 
separation studies argue that the transformation of public sector life has only 
been marginal, peripheral, or symbolic in the management of public sector 
activities: a state that in turn is maintained by responses ensuring the detach-
ment of efficiency concerns from the everyday reasonings of public sector 
actors (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Edwards et al., 2000; Nyland and 
Pettersen, 2004). Central to such mechanisms of detachment are the design 
and use of accounting instruments. Although theorized as a potential means 
by which actors can link organizational visibilities to efficiency ideals and to 
manifest them in action through deliberate modes of control, accounting in-
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struments are found to seldom realize such agendas when translated into pub-
lic sector practice (Ibid.). For instance, instruments could fail to link activities 
with formalized links between resources and output produced (Edwards et al., 
2000), or when seen to provide such links, are only found to be marginally 
employed in the everyday management of activities (Broadbent et al., 1994). 
Thus, as also indicated by the name itself, studies on separation all ascribe to 
the idea that NPM and welfare can be separated from one another, and that 
such a form of separation is made possible through certain responses and use 
of accounting instruments. 

Due to its dominance in public sector accounting research, it is possible to 
identify various studies that employ this perspective on separation, either as a 
means of informing the whole theorization of a study (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 
1977; Meyer, 1984; Edwards et al., 2000; Nyland and Pettersen, 2004; Tooley 
and Guthrie, 2007; Dambrin et al., 2007; Borell, 2019) or by using it as a 
complementary approach alongside other perspectives in the same study (e.g. 
Laughlin, 1994; Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; 
Kraus, 2012). An example of the first application of separation can be found 
in the study by Nyland and Pettersen (2004). Through examining financial 
management among Norwegian hospitals, the authors showed how a budget 
system failed to link medical services with efficiency concerns. The reason 
for this is related to the fact that the budgetary reports were “made at very 
aggregated levels without detailed accounting or activity information” (p. 88), 
which then meant that “the budgets remained as an accounting abstraction that 
could hardly be used for detailed cost calculation of changes in activity” 
(Ibid.). Accounting and the promise to achieve technical efficiency were there-
fore not realized because of the loose link between activities performed and 
resources consumed. Thus, in line with the separating mindset, this study by 
Nyland and Pettersen (2004) illustrated that the transformation from welfare 
into efficiency broke down, as the latter appeared to only marginally inform 
the everyday management of public sector services. 

In contrast to the study by Nyland and Pettersen (2004), studies have also 
employed separation as a complementary structure of thought alongside other 
perspectives as well (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; 
Kraus, 2012). An example of this can be found in the study by Broadbent and 
Laughlin (1998), who employed separation as a means of examining situations 
where actors avoided colonization of NPM-led reforms. By contrasting the 
use and effects of accountability demands in both schools and GP practices, 
the authors showed how public sector actors could minimize the impact of 
NPM reforms through responses that served to absorb intrusions: a strategy 



41 

that succeeded to various degrees. In terms of situations when detachment 
succeeded, it was found that schools coped with budgetary initiatives by out-
sourcing financial routines to principals and bursars, whose absorption of fi-
nancial routines served to protect teachers from being involved in financial 
tasks and concerns, and thereby protected professional values and ideals from 
NPM intrusions. In a similar vein, the study also showed how the intrusions 
from a costing system came to be absorbed by delegating budgetary responsi-
bilities to managerial or administrative functions in medical services. How-
ever, while this form of absorption was found to be the case for financial ini-
tiatives, such a means of handling intrusions differed when it came to other 
accountability demands stemming from NPM. This was illustrated in the sit-
uations when schools became subject to inspections that, in contrast to the 
budgetary routines, were practices more difficult to seal off from the everyday 
work of teachers. As a result, Broadbent and Laughlin (1998) argued that the 
inability for sealing off certain NPM-led intrusions also had “a much greater 
effect on the ethos and activities” (p. 431) of practitioners. The study thus 
subscribes to the idea of placing mechanisms of separation at the focus of 
analysis, and once those mechanisms fail, turns into a form of threat to wel-
farian ideals. It is from this view that the study can be viewed as using insights 
from separation in combination with colonization, serving as an alternative 
explanation for alternative outcomes of accounting and NPM-led intrusions 
(see also Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Kraus, 2012). 

Even if treated as a unified field of research, separation is also a perspective 
that contains variations. As indicated in the examples above, one such varia-
tion denotes the sorts of concepts the studies employ for examining separating 
outcomes. Whereas some studies draw on the term “decoupling” to illustrate 
a loose link between efficiency and accounting designs (Meyer and Rowan, 
1977; Meyer, 1984; Edwards et al., 2000; Nyland and Pettersen, 2004; Tooley 
and Guthrie, 2007; Dambrin et al., 2007), others draw on the concept of ab-
sorption to describe situations when such a link between accounting and NPM 
is considered to be in place, but is protected by downplaying the expansion 
into public sector practice (Jacobs, 1995; Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; 
Kraus, 2012). While these are commonly employed concepts today, others 
have also used other terms less frequently, such as “boundary work” 
(Llewellyn, 1998) and “separation in time and activities” (Wällstedt and 
Almqvist, 2015) for denoting a form of resistance or coping strategies that 
serve to detach NPM from welfare, thereby protecting the latter from being 
integrated by the first. In addition, there have also been discussions on how to 
describe the level of detachment, because in contrast to the ideas of absorption 
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or decoupling, which either direct attention to a state where NPM and welfare 
are completely sealed off from one another, or where intrusions are handled 
in small groups, scholars have questioned these terms for relying on an all-
too-dichotomous understanding of separation, and thereby made calls for us-
ing other more nuanced concepts instead (such as loose coupling, recoupling, 
or examining absorption that is not only limited to satellite groups but also 
absorbed at the professional core) (Dambrin et al., 2006; Modell, 2009; 
Hallett, 2010; Kraus, 2012; Borell, 2019). Overall, these studies show that the 
field of separation consists of variations, in terms of the concepts as well as 
the perceptions of the scope of detachment in public sector work. 

Regardless of these internal variations, studies rooted in a separation ap-
proach are founded on certain presumptions about, and interest in, the rela-
tionship among accounting, NPM, and welfare. Firstly, and in line with the 
colonizing agenda, separation is mainly concerned with the relationship be-
tween accounting and efficiency ideals. This is because no matter whether 
such a relationship is considered to be loose or protected by various responses, 
the agenda is still to presume that the use of accounting instruments is foun-
dationally about representing NPM-led ideals. Secondly, and in line with such 
an approach, the field is furthermore characterized by an idea that the mecha-
nisms of separation relate to changing design or use in the accounting instru-
ments. It is also based on these modes of assumptions and ideas that the sep-
arating field is considered to be a distinct body of research within the public 
sector accounting domain. 

2.2.3 Hybridization 
The third and final perspective to address is hybridization. In contrast to the 
concepts of colonization and separation, both of which are dominant streams, 
the literature on hybridity is a somewhat emerging area in public sector ac-
counting research. The emergence of hybridity can itself be reflected in a dis-
persive use of the term and the somewhat loose links between articles that 
cover various aspects of hybridity. In terms of dispersive use, it is possible to 
notice various conceptualizations and problems addressed between articles. 
Whereas some studies draw explicitly on hybridity for formulating new direc-
tions on accounting in public sector contexts (e.g. Kurunmäki 2004; Miller et 
al., 2008; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2009; Miller and Kurunmäki, 2011; Amans 
et al., 2015), others have employed other concepts and ideas for addressing 
similar but sometimes alternative agendas (e.g. Ezzamel et al., 2007; Macinati, 
2010; Ezzamel et al., 2012; Chenhall et al., 2013; Plueger, 2016; Carlsson-
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Wall et al., 2019; Sjögren and Fernler, 2019; Wällstedt, 2020). In terms of 
looseness, various types of cross-referencing between the articles are also no-
ticeable. While some of the papers incorporate the work of others by referring 
and discussing problems among themselves (compare Kurunmäki 2004 vs. 
Miller et al., 2008; Ezzamel et al., 2012 vs. Amans et al., 2015; Chenhall et 
al., 2013 vs. Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016), one can also notice an absence of 
cross-referencing among articles from the perspective of accounting, NPM, 
and welfare, that discuss problems typical of hybridity research (compare 
Ezzamel et al., 2007 vs. Kurunmäki 2004 or Macinati 2010; Carlsson-Wall et 
al., 2016 vs. Miller et al., 2008). Overall, this means that hybridity is not only 
an emerging field, but also one consisting of loosely welded areas that do not 
always appear to make explicit connections between the articles. 

Despite being a loose and diffractive area of research, the literature on hy-
bridization will be treated here as a distinct body of research that encapsulates 
certain perspectives and approaches for accounting, NPM, and welfare. Over 
all, the distinctness of the field can be made visible by contrasting its objec-
tives and assumptions with studies on colonization and separation. While the 
latter two approaches seek to examine how accounting (that serves to link up 
with efficiency) comes to threaten welfarian ideals, and how the outcomes of 
such threats either lead to colonizing or separating effects, studies on hybrid-
ization paid attention to the interwoven (Pflueger, 2016), combined (Ezzamel 
et al., 2007) or compromised (Chenhall et al., 2013) relationships among ac-
counting, NPM, and welfare. Thus, in contrast to the idea of mainly studying 
the relationship between accounting and efficiency, hybridization studies seek 
to focus on how accounting instruments enmesh various ideals and can 
thereby be regarded as a form of hybrid device that changes and manifests 
according to both NPM and welfare over time (Ezzamel et al., 2012). Or, in 
contrast to the idea of conceptualizing actors as dominated by efficiency ethos, 
or as proponents of welfare that seek to detach efficiency intrusions, hybridity 
is an approach that seeks to draw attention toward the entangled forms of rea-
soning that are characterized by a form of apprehension of both welfare and 
efficiency in public sector practice (e.g. Kurunmäki, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 
2007; Macinati, 2010; Sjögren and Fernler, 2019; Wällstedt, 2020). In addi-
tion, in contrast to the idea of treating accounting as a mechanism for imple-
menting some purely operable version of efficiency into public sector practice, 
hybridity research tends to emphasize the potentially compromising potential 
of accounting technologies, as they can steer public sector work in multiple 
directions (Chenhall et al., 2013; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016). Overall, when 
contrasted against colonization and separation, it becomes clear that the field 
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of hybridization rests on other problems and descriptions of public sector life 
and provides an alternate perspective in the study of accounting, NPM, and 
welfare. It is for this reason that this dissertation regards this literature to be a 
distinct area of research despite being subject to variations. 

One example of hybridity was found in the paper by Ezzamel et al. (2007). 
It is a study based on interviews made in the field of education, and it exam-
ined how the increasing pressures of financial management—a characteristic 
trait in the new public management movement—came to affect the everyday 
experiences of school actors, who were previously found to be informed by 
welfarian ideas of public sector work. Based on this background, Ezzamel et 
al. (2007) found that school actors adopted both reasonings in their work 
through the notion of “pupil wealth,” which meant to motivate actions on the 
basis of providing resources to those in need while at the same time ensuring 
it fit within current financial constraints. Based on this finding, Ezzamel et al. 
(2007, p. 109) concluded that the ideals of economic rationalism and welfare 
that were regarded as “two initially separate strands” came to be “gradually 
combining” in everyday practice: a form of “complex interweaving of the fi-
nancial rationale of accountability, combining but also overlying folk norms 
of rationales.” Thus, in contrast to the idea that the financial modes of reason-
ing were detached, the authors contrasted the findings against the field of sep-
aration by stating that the notion of “decoupling” appeared as a less helpful 
tool for making sense of public sector life, because of the noticed experience 
that “[p]ractices of accounting… have effects on organizational cognition that 
go beyond the ceremonial” (p. 109). In a similar vein, the authors also directed 
a form of critique against thinking that is characteristic of colonization, as the 
combined status of economic rationality and welfare implied that the preva-
lence of the first was “not to say the teaching norms are entirely subsumed” 
(Ezzamel et al., 2007 p. 108) under financial modes of reasonings, but rather 
enmeshed in a neat yet unexpected way. Thus, even if the study did not draw 
explicitly on the term hybridity, it is apparent that the arguments share much 
in common with such an agenda: i.e. that the reasonings of public sector actors 
could entangle ideals previously found separate or opposed to one and another 
(see also: Kurunmäki, 2004; Miller et al., 2008; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2009; 
Macinati, 2010). 

Another example of hybridity can be illustrated with another study by 
Ezzamel et al. (2012). Like the above study, this one was also situated in a 
school context, but it emphasized the use and design of budgetary practices 
(Ezzamel et al., 2012). According to this background, the study found that the 
variations in budgetary use came to be a process that was not only informed 
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by a business-like logic, a rather loose term that the authors employ to describe 
NPM-like reasonings, such as economic frugality, markets and technical effi-
ciency, but was also informed by governance and professional logics (which 
resembles the welfarian ideals of public ideas of accountability and profes-
sional judgment). Thus, in contrast to the idea that accounting technologies 
came to manifest some purely stated ideals of efficiency, Ezzamel et al. (2012) 
found instead that accounting reflects a multitude of ideals, and can thereby 
act as a “mediator between competing logics” (p. 298). Overall, the study 
showed how the different technologies can be informed by various heteroge-
neous elements that informed the design and use of accounting instruments—
another lesson characteristic of the hybridity field of research (see also: 
O’Leary and Miller, 2007; Amans et al., 2015; Chenhall et al., 2013; Sjögren 
and Fernler, 2019). 

While the above examples illustrate hybridity by focusing on either the 
hybridity of reasoning or the hybridity of accounting instruments, another area 
to study is how accounting facilitates hybrid outcomes in practice (see: 
Chenhall et al., 2013; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Sjögren and Fernler, 2019). 
An example of this form of hybridity can be illustrated in the study made by 
Chenhall et al. (2013), who highlighted how actors established compromises 
through the design and operation of accounting, here in terms of aligning the 
logic of “learning and uniqueness” with “consistency and competition.” In line 
with such an agenda, Chenhall et al. (2013) found that accounting instruments 
created friction and debates between actors, which in turn resulted in various 
forms of compromises between the two ideals in their everyday work. Thus, 
though the study did not directly illustrate the conflict between NPM and wel-
fare, but rather stressed the issue of making local judgment into commensura-
ble categories, it nonetheless opened the possibility that accounting could steer 
and manifest various ideals in action, that neither need to be a process fully 
informed by one pure rationale but rather can be applied simultaneously (see 
also O’Leary and Miller, 2007; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Sjögren and 
Fernler, 2019). 

Taken together then, it becomes clear that the stream of hybridity provides 
somewhat alternative approaches to the study of accounting, NPM, and wel-
fare. By either positing that the reasonings of actors are informed by plural 
discourses, how the practices of accounting are subject to variations on the 
basis of plural ideals, or how management by accounting could facilitate com-
promises, a core tenet in these studies is to challenge some of the primary 
assumptions and directions of colonization and separation. First, hybridization 
does not ascribe to the idea that public sector actors are characterized by an 
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either/or reasoning (which can otherwise explain why actors would become 
replaced by NPM or seek to detach it from welfare), as the approach aims to 
capture nuances and entangled versions of reasonings. Secondly, by being at-
tentive to the hybridity of accounts, the perspective also posits alternative av-
enues to the aforementioned fields by redirecting attention from only consid-
ering links between accounting and efficiency, into accounting and plurality. 
It is here that the value and potentiality of the field resides. 

However, despite positing alternative avenues, hybridity is still an area that 
requires more research. These calls have been made within each strand of hy-
bridity, ranging from more calls for studies that seek to examine the heteroge-
neity of design (Ezzamel et al., 2012; Rana and Hoque, 2020), the hybridity 
of reasoning (Miller et al., 2008; Macinati, 2010), and the production of hybrid 
practice, through the use of accounting as a means to steer public sector work 
(Chenhall et al., 2013). Among these various calls, Chenhall et al. (2013, p. 
268) perhaps formulated the need for hybridity the most elegantly: 

“[T]here is much scope for future research to examine how accounts can create 
sites that bring together (or indeed push apart) organizational actors with dif-
ferent evaluative principles, and the ways in which this coming together can be 
potentially productive and/or destructive.” 

2.3 A Motivation for this Dissertation 
Taking the three strands together, it is thus evident that their influence has had 
consequences for the public sector accounting field. Due to the dominating 
stance of colonization and separation, and the lack of studies on hybridity, we 
still lack knowledge about the relationships among accounting, NPM, and 
welfare. In line with the presumptions of colonization and separation, we 
know a lot about the links between accounting instruments and efficiency, i.e. 
how accounting serves as a (failing) means for manifesting NPM doctrines 
like market, economic frugality, and technical efficiency in practice. But as 
suggested by the lacking and sparse knowledge on hybridity, little is yet 
known about the relationships among accounting, NPM, and welfare, in terms 
of their entanglement, disentanglement, interdependencies, and modes of re-
production in public sector life, a gap also illustrated in the recent calls. There-
fore, to address this problem, the aim of this dissertation is to add knowledge 
about the relationship among accounting, NPM, and welfare in public sector 
accounting research. Based on fieldwork conducted in a compulsory school 
setting, this dissertation will seek to address this problem by answering the 
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following research question: how are school actors manifesting, integrating, 
and disintegrating both NPM and welfare in practice through the use of 
accounting instruments? 
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Chapter 3: Theorizing NPM, Welfare, and 
Accounting 

A central theme in this book so far has been to motivate the underlying need 
for more research. This ambition was particularly reflected in the previous 
chapter, which outlined how the streams of colonization, separation, and hy-
bridization each treated accounting and the reproduction of NPM and welfare 
ideals in public sector practice. Based on the domination of the first two 
streams, and the gradual emergence of the latter, it was stated that more has 
yet to be known about the hybrid relationship between accounting, NPM, and 
welfare. In this way, the chapter formulated a research domain (Lukka and 
Vinnari, 2014), which in turn formed a basis for how the preceding discussions 
and problems will go about it in this dissertation. 

While having familiarized ourselves with the underlying problems and po-
tential avenues for research, little has so far been done in terms of establishing 
some theoretical framework that allows us to analyze these matters in empiri-
cal settings (Fischer, 2007; Lukka and Vinnari, 2014). Based on the idea that 
research is a social and constructive practice, theories form the very vocabu-
laries that make it possible to orient ourselves in a socially complex world, 
allowing us to talk, think, and structure our writings in certain ways (Fischer, 
2007; Baxter and Chua, 2008; Modell and Humphrey, 2008). Thus, it might 
be equally important to develop a domain in which contributions are made, as 
well as formulating a method theory used to address these issues in practice 
(Lukka and Vinnari, 2014). 

This chapter will address this issue by discussing and formulating theoret-
ical concepts employed in the dissertation. The logic of this chapter will be 
divided into three interrelated, but partly distinct, sections. In the first section, 
I will discuss theory in a general sense by outlining some of the underlying 
perspectives on the term in this dissertation (3.1). The second section will then 
move into my choice of theory—governmentality—by discussing both my 
general understanding of it and its suitability for addressing the research prob-
lems and aims (3.2). The chapter then ends with a third section, which will 
provide a conceptual framework as a means to operationalize governmentality 
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in the context of this study (3.3). Together each of these sections deals with 
different levels of theory, starting at the general and ending at the particular 
operationalization that forms a whole in which this dissertation theorizes ac-
counting, NPM, and welfare. 

3.1 On Theory and Theorizing 
Anyone wishing to explore the meaning of “theory” and “theorizing” would 
soon be struck by their contradictive stance in research. On the one hand, they 
appear as key in the production of knowledge and in the process of doing re-
search (Sorensen, 2002; Corley and Gioia, 2011). Studies that argue for the 
centrality of theorizing—which in this dissertation is regarded as the activity 
of expressing observed events into an abstract frame of reference—are di-
verse, seen to be a central means for making research more intriguing, more 
publishable and thereby improving the likelihood of its being shared across 
the given research community (e.g., Sutton and Staw, 1995; Sorensen, 2002; 
Corley and Gioia, 2011). On the other hand, while the importance of theories 
and theorizing is a commonly held line of thought, one would soon notice that 
the meaning of these terms is still far from being agreed on by the very same 
scholars who argue for their importance (Sutton and Staw, 1995; DiMaggio, 
1995). Studies that explore the meaning and use of the term theory find plu-
rality, an expression that can mean anything between “an explanation of a his-
torical event,” “an established relationship between two variables,” or “a con-
struct made to look and talk about the world in certain ways” (Abend, 2008). 
In addition, theories can be modeled and undertake different implications de-
pending on how the researcher employs them, and therefore can lead to dis-
cussions regarding how a certain theory should be employed (see e.g. Rose et 
al., 2006 on discussions about governmentality). Thus, despite being regarded 
as central to research practice, it is evident that the process of employing, read-
ing, and constructing theory is a dubious task, positing various conflicts that 
need to be navigated by the researcher him or herself. Assuming theory and 
its meaning might thus reduce its ambiguous nature. 

The purpose of this section is to provide some initial clarifications on how 
this dissertation treats theory and theorizing. It will start by elaborating on 
some of the ontological and epistemological assumptions on the meaning and 
purpose of theories, as well as what these assumptions would expect from the-
orizing. The section then moves into the specific role of theories in the context 
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of doing interdisciplinary research, thereby aiming to position the content pre-
sented in this chapter in relation to the previous and proceeding ones. The idea 
is not to provide an all-encompassing elaboration of the term; such an aim 
would be out of the scope for a dissertation like this. The idea is rather to 
address some of the potential conflicts that might occur to the reader along the 
way. In this way, it is believed that the section would form a basis for how the 
preceding application and choice of concepts and framework was made. 

3.1.1 A language for bringing new perspectives 
Among the prevalent ambiguities of theories, one issue relates to the multiple 
and potentially contradicting perspectives on reality and knowledge. Whether 
or not theories are seen as the means by which a researcher understands, ex-
plains, or makes sense of something, one would also need preconceptions 
about what there is to be explained, understood, or made sense of in the first 
place. This means that theorizing requires one to make claims about the nature 
of the world (is there one underlying truth to be found, or are there various 
perspectives that describe the phenomena differently?), the roles of research-
ers (as mere observers of some underlying truth, or rather taking part in a con-
structive process?), as well as the relationship between theory and practice (is 
it to improve and posit recommendations, or to bring new understandings?) 
(see e.g. Burell and Morgan, 1980; Chua, 1987; Schwandt, 1998). To theorize 
means to take a stance in these matters, either explicitly or implicitly, in order 
to make theories meaningful to research and to the development of knowledge. 

According to Harrington (2005), one good way to understand theory is by 
looking into its etymology. Stemming from the ancient Greek word theoria, 
used by Aristotle for denoting a structured way of thinking about social and 
political life (Harrington, 2005), theory and theorizing are seen as synonyms 
to “contemplation”, “sight”, or “spectacle“ (EOD, 2021). Consequently, this 
means that theories can be understood as the means by which humans reflect 
on their experiences derived from their “everyday world” (Harrington, 2005, 
p. 2), which otherwise would appear with too much immediacy, fluency, and 
inconsistency to be grasped (Nussbaum, 2001). As a consequence, the process 
of theorizing is associated with a loss, requiring actors to detach themselves 
from the experiences in particular and endorsing the concepts and ideas for-
mulated in general (Nussbaum, 2001). Theoria is where contemplation is 
made possible, because just as a pair of spectacles reduces certain types of 
vision and enable others to be seen, theories “offer a way of looking at [the 
world] or a way of talking about it” (Abend, 2008, p. 180). In other words, 
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theories can be understood as an abstract language that brings different per-
spectives upon our experiences of everyday life. 

With respect to the aforementioned discussions about ontologies and epis-
temologies, this approach to theory and theorizing will also have conse-
quences in terms of how this dissertation treats these terms. From a social 
construction standpoint (Schwandt, 1998), there will be some significant dif-
ferences in relation to how others have treated theories and their purposes. For 
instance, in contrast to the idea of treating theories as the means by which 
researchers seek to establish some “technological control over physical and 
social life” (Harrington, 2005, p. 3), such as providing directives on how to 
improve efficiency (see e.g. Govindarajian, 1980), the idea is instead to “en-
rich people's understanding of the meanings of their actions, thus increasing 
the possibility of mutual communication and influence” (Chua, 1987, p. 615). 
While this relates to the relationship between theory and practice, another dif-
ference concerns the very claims that are made upon reality. While some see 
theorizing as an objective process, where concepts are seen as approximates 
for some underlying singular truth from which the validity of a theory derives, 
this dissertation will see theorizing as a dialogical product between the ob-
servers and the researcher, which together form a language for making stories 
about everyday life plausible (Schwandt, 1998). Such an approach means that 
the validity of one theory does not have to fit with any objective law of truth, 
but rather forms a basis for putting things into other perspectives that were 
presumably previously minimized, unexplored, or untold (Chua, 1987). To-
gether, these aspects will form a quite distinct view on the term, and the reader 
should be aware of them when interpreting the writings of this dissertation. 

3.1.2 Two ways of theorizing: domain vs. method theory 
Related to the aforementioned perspective, another problem with theory is ex-
plicating exactly what sort of perspective our theory is expected to address, 
and, moreover, why one would need further theorization other than the ones 
already provided in the previous chapter. According to Lukka and Vinnari 
(2014), issues like these are especially commonplace within the discipline of 
accounting research (but can also be identified in other fields as well7). The 
reason for this ambiguity resides in the fact that it is a field that usually draws 
on concepts developed in other domains, such as economics, psychology, or 

                                                
7Some examples are the studies made by Baskerville and Myers (2002) and Benbasat and 
Zmud (2003), which are both studies that discuss these issues in relation to the field of 
Information Technology.  
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sociology, also making it more difficult to determine the locus of a domain 
(Lukka and Vinnari, 2014). For instance: is the purpose of accounting research 
to provide new insights into the very theory used to inform accounting studies 
(e.g. sociological theories on calculation), or is it about bringing perspectives 
within a particular set of knowledge developed within an accounting domain 
(Lukka and Vinnari, 2014)? According to Lukka and Vinnari (2014), the an-
swer to these questions requires the researcher to form a conception of the 
domain in which theories are sought to address. While the first treats account-
ing as a purely empirical field whose boundaries to sociology or economics 
are less distinct, the latter resides on the idea of treating them as distinct bodies 
of knowledge separated from one another (Lukka and Vinnari, 2014). Thus, 
depending on how the researcher perceives the field, there will be conse-
quences for what sorts of perspectives theories are expected to provide (see 
Baskerville and Myers, 2002; Benbasat and Zmud, 2003; Lukka and Vinnari, 
2014). 

According to these discussions, this dissertation will be based on the idea 
of treating accounting as a distinct theoretical domain that can be informed by 
theories developed in other fields of social research. That is, it will make a 
distinction between theorization made within a method theory and the domain 
theory (Lukka and Vinnari, 2014). A domain theory is seen here as the litera-
ture on accounting, welfare, and NPM, as presented in the previous chapter. 
In contrast, method theory is used to denote the “meta-level conceptual sys-
tem, or theoretical lens, that originates from another field such as organization 
studies or sociology” (Lukka and Vinnari, 2014, p. 1312), in which the re-
searcher employs “a lever for gaining new insights” (Ibid.), and thereby allows 
a language to develop for drawing “more abstract or general conclusions” 
(Ibid.). It is thus from this view that the necessity of this chapter originates, as 
it seems more as an instrument for addressing our previous problems. Thus, 
one can see how such a distinction is reflected in the very structure and writ-
ings of this book. 

Another consequence of such distinctions relates to the way in which the 
method theory was read and translated. The reason for this relates to the fact 
that the domain now precedes the choice as well as the sort of readings that 
might be deemed more or less suitable in the application of a method theory. 
The purpose of a method theory is thereby not necessarily about serving some 
“initial” problems developed by the originating writer in the first place, but 
rather to use it in a more instrumental fashion. To adjust, select, or interpret 
certain aspects of a method theory is thus regarded as a natural part of the 
development of theoretical thought (see Latour, 1987), which might imply 
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“violations” or simplifications of the theory from what it was meant to do in 
the very first place. In other words, this means that this chapter can be regarded 
as an interpretative act understood from certain sorts of problems formulated 
by our research domain. 

3.2 Selecting a Method Theory: Governmentality 
Given that the writings of this chapter are about method theory, which in turn 
is employed for providing me with a theoretical lens by which to make sense 
of everyday experiences of actors, this also implies that we could posit some 
expectations on what the theory should offer to be suitable for the context of 
this dissertation. Recalling our aims and views on accounting stated in our 
previous chapter, the theory could at least be expected to serve two things. 
First, we need a theory that provides a language for talking and thinking about 
accounting as an institutional practice, and more specifically, that enables us 
to connect accounting with the ideas of NPM and welfare. The reason for such 
expectations is based on the fact that any failure in expressing relationships of 
this sort would arguably make it difficult to align the study conceptually with 
the foundational interest laid in the previous chapter. Secondly, we also need 
a way to theoretically grasp the entangled nature of these elements, which is 
arguably crucial to address the problems of colonization and separation, and 
to mobilize on the findings laid ahead by the hybridization literature. Overall, 
then, these two criteria specify the ways in which our theory instrumentally 
helps us address the problems and ideas in our research domain. 

Due to these criteria, I have chosen to rely on governmentality as a means 
of talking about and structuring my empirical data, thereby serving as the the-
oretical lens upon which this dissertation will be based (see Miller and Rose, 
1990; Kurunmäki, 2004; Miller et al., 2008). This is motivated by two central 
arguments. First, it provides me with a language for examining the relation-
ship between accounting and overarching ideals, and, moreover, to recognize 
that accounting has a particular role in the (re)production of such ideals in 
practice (Miller and Rose, 1990). Secondly, it enables me to study the entan-
gled nature of ideals in practice, as it is based on assumptions of control as an 
achievement requiring actors to hold seemingly incongruent values and ideals 
at once. This section will therefore attempt to outline these ideas more thor-
oughly to motivate the suitability of this term. 

In line with our ideas of method theory, it should be noted that the basis of 
such a motivation resides on a certain way of reading. Governmentality is a 
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theory with many writers, and could consequently have been interpreted and 
applied in various ways (e.g., Rose et al., 2006; Snotty, 2013). Thus, the read-
ing below should not be understood as “the most correct” interpretation of 
governmentality and thereby reject all the other potential interpretations. It is 
rather one of many reasonable interpretations available, based on the sort of 
problems and aims that are sought to be addressed. In this way, one can see 
how my assumptions of theory play out in the readings and writings presented 
in this chapter. 

The logic of this section is the following: To provide a background of gov-
ernmentality, the section starts with a short overview of its application and 
use, especially within the domain of interdisciplinary accounting research 
(section 3.2.1). The section then moves into the particular readings of govern-
mentality (3.2.2), presenting it as a theory residing between the instrumental 
and the ideational, treating control as the accomplishment of creating congru-
ency among seemingly distinct elements. Overall, the idea is to provide the 
reader with a brief overview on what governmentality entails, which will later 
serve as an input for formulating a conceptual framework, as will be outlined 
in the upcoming section. 

3.2.1 Background and application 
In social studies, governmentality is arguably a well-known theory. Since its 
earliest development by Michel Fouceault (1979), the theory has been applied 
to a variety of studies, not least within interdisciplinary accounting research. 
In line with the desire to study accounting in relation to social realities (Hines, 
1988), early on the theory was considered suitable for addressing the intricate 
relationship between mundane techniques and political ideas (e.g. Miller and 
O’Leary, 1987; Hopwood and Miller, 1993). For instance, it has been em-
ployed for studying the construction of governable persons (Miller and 
O’Leary, 1987) and to unravel accounting as it is interrelated with the mun-
dane but modern ways of exercising power (Townley, 2003). Therefore, it is 
perhaps no wonder that governmentality has been regarded as one of the most 
influential theories in the “alternative” paradigms of accounting studies 
(Baxter and Chua, 2003). 

In the context of NPM, governmentality has also been employed as a 
means of studying the construct and effects of such neo-liberal movements 
(e.g. Rose, 1992; Miller, 1993; Radcliffe, 1998; Wällstedt, 2020). Early stud-
ies drew on the theory to illuminate how accounting, which served as a mech-
anism for constructing individual “freedoms” to manage, made it possible to 
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create conditions for self-interested thinking to evolve and thereby reproduce 
the transactional view characteristic of the NPM agenda in practice (Miller 
1993). According to this perspective, we learned, for instance, how accounting 
on results informs a certain version of responsibility that only contends with 
what actors could instrumentally affect, often based on preformulated aims 
that were in their own interest to pursue (see Arrington and Puxty, 1991; 
Miller, 1993). A similar, albeit different, approach has been to illuminate how 
accounting operationalizes various doctrines of NPM, such as efficiency 
through markets, frugality, and technical efficiency, in public sector settings 
(Radcliffe, 1998; Wällstedt, 2020). Overall, this means that the theory has not 
only had a strong position in social fields of accounting at large, but also plays 
a role in public sector accounting research, especially regarding the evolving 
trend of NPM. 

Due to this application of governmentality, today it is a theory with many 
writers. Rooted in the writings of Fouceault (1979), which has also had con-
sequences for the meaning, application, and operationalization of the theory 
(see Zanotti, 2013), there are currently a variety of writers who seek to trans-
late it (Miller and Rose, 1990; Rose et al., 2006; Zanotti, 2013). Discussions 
about the essence as well as objectives of the theory have therefore prevailed. 
In the NPM context, some have claimed that the theory should mainly stay 
true to the course outlined by Fouceualt himself, that is, to employ it for the 
purpose of unraveling intricate power relations for neoliberalism, an approach 
that is ever more prevalent since the expansion of NPM (for an overview, see 
Zanotti, 2013). In contrast, others have viewed the theory as potentially 
broader in application, understood more as a way to study the issue of making 
rationales like NPM or welfare operable in steerable terms (Rose et al., 2006)8. 
Thus, although considered “a” theory, this suggests that there are, however, 
multiple ways to read and translate it into practice. 

Sources and inspiration 
Due to the various forms of writing and translations available in the literature, 
it might be important to clarify the sorts of writings that were key in the read-
ings of the theory in this dissertation. As will be illustrated below, I have 

                                                
 
8The application of governmentality beyond efficiency/NPM was proposed by Rose et al. 
(2006, p. 97) thus: “We argue that although elements of neoliberal ways of thinking and acting 
can be found in most governing regimes and programs today, such as emphasis on the market, 
[…] it is misleading to suggest that such contemporary arts of government are simply 
implementations of neo-liberal philosophy.” 
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mainly leaned on the writings of Miller and Rose (1990), Rose et al. (2006), 
and Miller et al. (2008). The reason for this has to do with their fit with the 
domain theory and problems discussed previously in this dissertation. As 
scholars who employ governmentality as a general theory for studying con-
temporary governance, and who pinpoint the hybrid nature of accounting in 
such forms of control, they all align pretty well with the intent to examine the 
entangled nature of accounting, NPM, and welfare. This means that there will 
be some differences in how the theory will be employed that do not necessarily 
align with how others have treated it. However, such a deviation is not re-
garded as a problem. Treated as a method theory, reading the theory should 
instead be informed by its potential to address a domain. 

3.2.2 Presenting my readings 
Based on the stated selection of articles, it becomes possible to argue that gov-
ernmentality can be understood to reside on certain ideas that together are cen-
tral to how the theory can be employed in contemporary forms of control in 
the public sector. This section will present some of the key aspects that even-
tually will serve as a basis for how it is operationalized. 

About the loose relationship between the ideational and 
instrumental sides of control 
From the viewpoint of my readings, governmentality can, in general terms, be 
described as a theory about the loose, yet so crucial, relationship between the 
ideational and instrumental sides of control9. In terms of the first, governmen-
tality states that steering requires ideas about what and how to achieve in prac-
tice (Miller and Rose, 1990). In other words, claiming that steering directs 
actions in “wrong” ways demands an idea of the “right” ways, leading to sit-
uations where actors have to involve themselves in a process of argumentation 
and construction of a social reality. These ideas can then be framed in more or 
less vague terms, and have a central role in creating possibilities for actors to 
draw on them in order to problematize and legitimatize existing forms of steer-
ing. While the more vaguely formulated ideas tend to serve as important 
means of convincing actors, thereby serving as an important impetus for ad-
dressing critiques (Radcliffe, 1998), the more specific ideas make it easier for 
actors to translate them into more concretized terms, as they redirect thinking 

                                                
9 The terms ideational and instrumental are here inspired by the work of Hasselbladh and 
Kalinkos (2000).  
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into solutions that are more amenable to control (Miller and Rose, 1990). To-
gether, the ideational world forms a powerful way to create opportunities for 
steering, while at the same time being a source of tensions and conflicts. This 
is because actors who, in public sector settings, often rely on various forms of 
expertise, may also adhere to different ideals and hence create tensions be-
tween various groups of interests (Kurunmäki and Miller, 2008). But they may 
also view steering from several ideals at once, thereby creating incommen-
surable demands on how control could possibly be achieved. 

While steering can be viewed as partly different ideational worldviews, 
governmentality also suggests that it is about an instrumental world. This is 
where accounting comes into the picture. To make ideational problems and 
solutions steerable in practice (Radcliffe, 1998), one also needs to come up 
with various forms of techniques that make it possible to make them subjects 
for evaluation at a distance (Miller and Rose, 1990). By reassembling seem-
ingly different types of actions into categories or various forms of quantitative 
metrics, it becomes possible to develop standards for analyzing deviations 
(Miller and O’Leary, 1987) and demand change in situations when actors are 
perceived to violate these demands in their everyday work (Radcliffe, 1998). 
Matters like performance, equity, or economy could now transition from ap-
pealing, yet vague, ideas into something concrete, serving as definitions for 
actors to know whether or not they align with these ideals in practice. It is in 
this way that governmentality rejects the notion that ideas are in themselves 
sufficient for creating realities and identities, since they are only viewed “as 
one element among many for rendering reality governable” (Rose et al., 2006, 
p. 89). 

Together, this means that control can be understood as neither purely ide-
ational nor instrumental, but rather something that involves elements of both. 
In this sense, governance can be considered as an achievement, where actors 
need to create congruency between both levels to make it work in practice 
(Rose et al., 2006). However, this is seldom the case, because as pointed out 
above, actors are part of a social world, with plural and incommensurable 
ideas, each providing rival conditions for how steering can be done (Miller 
and Rose, 1990). In addition, in cases when an agreement on the ideational 
level seems to be within reach, problems can also occur on the instrumental 
side of control. Accounting has the ability to travel across various boundaries, 
involve multiple actors, and cross multiple demands at once (Miller and 
O’Leary, 2007), which also means that these concretized means of governing 
are seldom portrayed as being sufficient for exercising control (Miller and 
Rose, 1990). It is from this perspective that one can argue that steering always 
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involves some element of looseness between the ideational and instrumental 
levels. 

Viewing control as an achievement of aligning incongruent 
elements 
Due to the difficulties of creating congruency, one can also say that govern-
mentality views control as an accomplishment, requiring actors to align seem-
ingly incongruent elements in their everyday work (Miller and Rose, 1990). 
Viewing control from the perspective of governmentality implies that govern-
ance is an “ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and re-
flections, the calculations and tactics, that allow the exercise of this very spe-
cific albeit complex form of power” (Miller and Rose, 1990, p. 2, italics 
added), which could easily break down from one moment to the next. There-
fore, actors may tend toward control in ambiguous terms, stating that existing 
systems are a suitable way of addressing certain problems, while later on ques-
tioning its adequacy for steering everyday life. Here, fragility is a central as-
pect of the theory, as control in itself rests on incongruent grounds, thereby 
being seen as a deeply unstable practice. 

However, despite such fragility, a remarkable fact is that actors seldom 
abandon the very idea of control itself. We know from governmentality that 
actors often seek to address steering problems by implementing newer systems 
that are now believed to set out a new approach that would solve previous 
problems of incongruent steering. It is based on such willingness that the term 
governmentality stems from, as it operates as a form of mentality or willing-
ness to use accounting as a means of solving socially defined problems (Miller 
and Rose, 1990). This contends that another important aspect of governmen-
tality, i.e. paying attention to the inherent optimistic belief in control, is at the 
same time the very principle that inherently fails (Miller and Rose, 1990). 
Thus, control is a recurring theme, despite requiring actors to align seemingly 
incongruent elements at once. 

Overall, governmentality can thus be considered a method theory that pro-
vides a lens for grasping the relationships between instruments and ideals, but 
also for grasping the heterogeneous and potentially failing nature of control. 
These aspects together form a broad basis for approaching the aim, which re-
quires a theory to both recognize links between overarching ideals and instru-
ments, and to theorize on control as a possible yet difficult accomplishment. 
It is herein that the suitability of the theory resides. 
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3.3 Setting up a Framework: Concepts and Their Use 
Central to the process of theorizing is creating concepts. Concepts, which are 
seen here as the language that expresses theoretical ideas into more operable 
terms, provide the researcher with a toolkit for seeing and talking about the 
world, thereby making the very theory that informs them appear in more trac-
table ways (Gerring, 1999). In other words, concepts form the “lenses” from 
which a theoretical framework is built. 

While useful, concepts also come with certain tradeoffs. Calling a word “a 
concept” typically comes with obligations to define it, and in cases when dif-
ferent interpretations and use of the same concept prevail, such a demand is 
likely to increase (Gerring, 1999). Yet, while inherently bound to the practice 
of narrowing down the scope of a theory, concepts are simultaneously associ-
ated with a sense of freedom. By defining the limits and scope of inquiry, 
concepts provide a sense of direction, serving as a guide for knowing where 
things end and begin, and what aspects should be excluded. Moving from 
broadly stated ideas in theories into concepts is thus a practice of translation 
(Gerring, 1999). 

In contrast to the previous sections, which either discussed the meaning of 
theory or outlined a broad reading of governmentality and its applicability, 
this section will shift focus onto the problem of operationalizing these ideas 
into conceptual terms. Based on the previous insights on governmentality, this 
will be done according to the following logic. The first part will focus on the 
concepts that are employed to translate my previous readings of governmen-
tality. By presenting the distinctions among rationalities, programs, and tech-
nologies, here I will show how these concepts provide a language for studying 
the ideational and instrumental sides of control. To complement these con-
cepts, I will also show how the notion of hybridity serves as a suitable means 
for studying the entangled nature of control, seeing it as an accomplishment 
that brings together distinct elements in practice. The section then moves to 
the second part, which will explicate how these concepts are going to be em-
ployed in the context of this study; that is, how such a language can be used 
to define NPM and welfare in relation to accounting practices. Together, these 
parts will not only construct a framework for talking, making sense of, and 
structuring the empirical material, but also more precisely explain how they 
will be used. 
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3.3.1 Conceptualizing governmentality 
Just as the theory of governmentality has been the subject of different read-
ings, such is also the case in terms of how scholars have operationalized it (see 
Radcliffe, 1998; Pflueger, 2016; Wällstedt, 2020). Given such a variety, it 
might be important to clarify what is actually meant when using concepts in 
the context of this study. To address this issue, this section will attempt to 
outline the definitions and meanings of the employed concepts, which are 
mainly based on the work of Miller and Rose (1990), Radcliffe (1998) and 
Miller et al. (2008). The section starts with the notion of rationalities, pro-
grams, and technologies and ends with an elaboration of hybridity. 

Programs, technologies and political rationalities 
As pointed out in the previous section, one way of understanding governmen-
tality was to view it as a theory that resided in both the ideational and the 
instrumental. This form of distinction meant understanding steering as a prac-
tice spanning between the vaguely formulated ideas to the more concretized 
definitions employed by various accounting techniques. Based on this, we 
came to learn that each level played an important role. While the vaguely 
stated ideas served to provide actors with conditions to formulate problems 
and mobilize them, the accounting techniques were crucial for translating 
them into steerable terms. In this way, one could understand governance as 
the somewhat tricky path toward creating congruence between each level, 
which in turn could be somewhat loosely related, sometimes even contradic-
tory in action. 

This kind of division was a simplification, but it reflected the sorts of con-
cepts that are so often employed within governmentality streams of research: 
political rationalities, programs of government and technologies (Miller and 
Rose, 1990; see also Radcliffe, 1998; Rose et al., 2006). These are analytical 
tools for addressing the different characteristics between the instrumental and 
the ideational sides of control. Political rationalities can be conceived as the 
“assemblages of philosophical doctrines, notions of social and human reali-
ties, theories of power, conceptions of policy and versions of justice” (Miller 
and Rose, 1990, p. 6) that provide actors with rather vague ways of problem-
atizing existing forms of control. They are characterized by the fact that they 
are only congruent when phrased in broad fashions (such as “efficiency is im-
portant,” “we can learn from private-sector forms of management,” or “the 
public sector is unique”) but are less congruent in terms of how these problems 
can be addressed. Their strength instead resides in their potential to bind up 
seemingly diffractive solutions and problems into some generic idea that in 
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turn may be difficult to counter-argue and easily become widely shared 
(Radcliffe, 1998). 

While political rationalities can easily get a grip on the actors’ own con-
ceptions, they are not enough to make them steerable. In the public sector it is 
necessary to state how efficiency can be achieved and thereby make it formu-
lable into policies that prescribe which sorts of commitments need to be made 
and the relationships between the actors in the sector. This is where programs 
come into the picture, as they serve as “translation mechanisms between the 
general and the particular, establishing a kind of identity or mutuality between 
political rationalities and regulatory aspirations” (Miller and Rose, 1990, p. 
6). Therefore, it is at the programmatic level that the vague ideas (like effi-
ciency) can be stated into clearer principles (competition, choice, or economic 
frugality) that serve as keywords that can be made into policies, laws, and 
recommendations. Thus, they operate between the rationalities and policies, 
serving as the glue that links them together. 

Rationalities and programs can then be treated as two parts of the idea-
tional, with varying potentialities for making them transferrable into policy 
objectives. This differs from accounting technologies, i.e. the “techniques of 
notation, calculation, procedures of assessment, the intervention of surveys” 
(Miller and Rose, 1990, p. 8), that are found at the instrumental level of con-
trol. In line with our previous discussions, a key difference between programs 
and technologies is that the latter provide actors with tangible means for de-
fining when and how to act in line with the first (Miller and Rose, 1990). Ac-
counting can thus be considered the crucial means for making ideas possible 
in practice, serving as a way to “match rationalities and programs with action” 
(Radcliffe, 1998, p. 381). 

Hybridity 
Another aspect of governmentality, also outlined in the previous section and 
related to the idea of viewing control as difficult yet possible, is accomplish-
ment. The reason this is related to the issue of establishing coherency among 
the seemingly distinct elements, is that it so easily evokes critique and conflict. 
From the perspective of our concepts provided above, such incongruencies 
may relate to different levels of governance, either stemming from loose con-
nections between rationalities and the program believed to address them, or 
with the technologies sought to operationalize rationalities and programs in 
steerable practice. It was based on this insight that one control was said to 
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require actors to “assemble” (Miller and Rose, 1990, p. 2) programs’ rational-
ities and techniques and proponents, a matter that could easily break down due 
to the incongruent nature of social life at large (Miller and Rose, 1990). 

This is where hybridity comes into the picture, as it is the concept used to 
denote the creation of congruency in the practice of steering everyday work 
(see Miller et al, 2008; Kurunmäki, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 2012). Defined as a 
constellation “derived from heterogeneous sources, or composed of different 
incongruous elements” (English Oxford Dictionary, 2020), this will serve as 
a concept that draws attention in certain directions. Accounting can be por-
trayed as a technology aiming to mediate between different ideals at the same 
time, thereby serving as a mechanism for coordinating life in a way where 
seemingly incongruent elements align in practice (Miller and O’Leary, 2007). 
This can also be the case for programs and rationalities. Since they are based 
on various elements that do not always appear with full congruency to actors, 
they can also be perceived as hybrids that could break down from one moment 
to the next. Overall, the concept can be seen to draw attention toward how 
actors establish congruency in a world that normally appears contradictory 
and conflicted (Miller et al., 2008) and toward the situations when such ambi-
tions fail, thereby illuminating the fragile nature of control in practice (Miller 
and Rose, 1990). 

Hybridity should therefore be seen as a concept that complements earlier 
ones, constructed as a tool for addressing our earlier problems and aims of this 
study. Thus, it will be the central means by which this dissertation will talk 
about and analyze accounting in the public sector. 

3.3.2 How the concepts are employed 
Given our earlier division of NPM and welfare (see chapter 2), this means we 
can draw on these concepts to analytically grasp such a movement. NPM and 
welfare can be seen as rationalities10 that consist of programs that each provide 
relatively distinct, loosely welded ideas on how inefficiency or public good 
can be addressed in more concretized terms (Hood, 1991; 1995). Markets ad-
dress inefficiencies by pointing to the principles of competition and freedom 
of choice; economic frugality addresses the same problem by creating calls to 
decentralize responsibility for economic control down to the local manage-
ment level; needs provide a basis for protecting the rights of citizens to access 

                                                
10This is also in line with how Miller and Rose (1990) refer to the term, as they exemplify 
“neo-liberalism” and “welfarism” as two examples of “rationalities of government” (p. 6).  
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a resource; and equity posits that steering should be carried out to offsett struc-
tural injustices, thereby making the public services available to all citizens. 
Thus, overall one can conceive programs like these as relatively incongruent 
ideas that are welded together under the “umbrella” (Almqvist, 2006) value of 
efficiency or securing the public good. 

In addition, this conceptualization also has consequences for how one can 
view the relationship among accounting, NPM, and welfare. While much of 
the previous research was driven by an assumed connectivity between the first 
two, governmentality allows me to view accounting as important to the latter 
as well. In a world characterized by a “will to govern” (Miller and Rose, 1990), 
technologies are presumed to solve many of the problems that also relate to 
welfare (Rose et al., 2006). Programs like needs, equity, or public accounta-
bility also require technologies that define what a need is and how to offset it 
for social injustices, and demonstrate that public organizations are inclusive 
sites. In this way, accounting can also be said to have an “intermediating role” 
(see Wise, 1988; Miller, and O’Leary, 2007), acting as the means by which 
actors seek to hybridize seemingly competitive programs and rationalities at 
once. 

However, while governmentality addresses an inherent belief in account-
ing for creating congruency and control, it equally allows me to illuminate the 
failing nature of such an ideal (Miller and Rose, 1990). As mentioned earlier, 
one problem is that congruence is seldom likely to succeed in practice. The 
reductive nature of technological representations might easily steer activities 
in unwanted directions, creating situations where actors experience a “drift” 
between the steered actions and programmatic ambitions. Furthermore, a so-
lution toward one rationality or program might easily turn into a problem for 
the next. Agreement about neoliberal ideas of efficiency can be attained, but 
can easily provoke problems when translated into programs of markets, econ-
omies, or technical efficiencies, since they provide actors with competing di-
rections for how efficiency is going to be reached. Such an incongruence can 
also be identified at the programmatic level, due to the fact that there are var-
ious aspects within a program that need to be solved in order to work. A needs-
based program might be subject to various definitions according to policies 
and technologies, and could imply different claims about the rightful type of 
expertise. In a similar vein, the program of technical efficiency can always 
lead into ambiguities about whether more produced output is necessarily the 
same thing as achieving output at low cost (see Hofstede, 1981). Overall, it 
allows me to think about steering as both an ideal, and a failing one, because 
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while the will to govern is “eternally optimistic” (Miller and Rose, 1990, p. 
10), the art of governance is yet “a congenitally failing operation” (Ibid.). 

An overview 
The table below provides a conceptual overview of these aspects. It summa-
rizes the concepts, their definitions, how they are employed and why. 
 

Concept Definition How Employed Why Employed 

Political 
Rationality 

The assemblages of 
philosophical 

doctrines, notions of 
social and human 

realities, theories of 
power, conceptions of 
policy and versions of 

justice 

NPM and welfare are two 
rationalities built on an 

assemblage of doctrines, 
each held together by the 

value of efficiency or 
public good 

To make visible the 
interrelated nature of 

the ideational and 
instrumental sides of 

control. 

Programs of 
Government 

The translation 
mechanism between 
the general and the 

particular, establishing 
a kind of identity or 
mutuality between 

political rationalities 
and regulatory 

aspirations 

Markets, economic 
frugality or technical 

efficiency are each distinct 
but loosely related 

programs under the NPM 
rationale. Similarly, needs, 

equity and professional 
expertise are tied to the 

value of public good under 
the rationality of welfare. 

See above. 

Accounting 
Technologies 

The techniques of 
notation, calculation, 

procedures of 
assessment, the 

intervention of surveys 
that result in programs 

stated in operable 
terms 

Performance rankings, 
budgets, surveys, cost 

accounting are all 
techniques that result in 

programs and rationalities 
stated in instrumental 

terms. 

See above. 

Hybrid 

A constellation 
derived from 

heterogeneous sources, 
or composed of 

different incongruous 
elements 

When actors perceive 
control to be congruent 

with many ideals at once, 
based on the definitions 

employed by technologies. 

To make visible the 
entangled nature of 
NPM and welfare, 

through the means of 
accounting, in 

practice. 

Table 2. An overview of the concepts employed in this dissertation. 
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Chapter 4: The Research Process 

We have now reached a point when central aspects have been established, 
motivated, and clarified. In chapter 2, we saw a classification of previous re-
search, which eventually led to a motivation, aim, and question for this disser-
tation as a whole. Based on these insights, we also established some clarifica-
tions of theory by discussing its meaning and purpose as well as developing a 
method theory suitable for addressing those problems, derived from notions 
and concepts in governmentality. This means that we will soon be ready to 
begin the empirical chapters in which these insights will serve as a basis for 
analyzing and discussing contemporary forms of management in public sector 
life. 

But before turning to the experiences of public sector actors, this section 
will first discuss some methodological issues. Writing a dissertation, as will 
be shown below, is a process far from independent of our own interests; nei-
ther is it free from the experiences uttered at our empirical sites, but rather a 
co-constructive process that evolves in the intersection between the empirical 
material, written literature, and the interests formed by the researcher him/her-
self. Therefore, it might be important to clarify this process to make the struc-
ture visible to the reader, and thereby provide a better basis for understanding 
the approach, selection of cases, and the underlying problems and solutions 
that eventually resulted in the writings in this book. 

To satisfy such an aim, this chapter will address some concerns regarding 
methods according to the following structure. In the first section, I will outline 
some methodological concerns that set up the foundation for how the research 
method was chosen, and the sorts of criteria commonly acknowledged as im-
portant in the evaluation of such an approach (section 4.1). Based on these 
concerns, the chapter ends with a section that seeks to outline the research 
process, which in this case took form over a five-year period. Being a simpli-
fication, yet crucial for communicating and making sense of such a process, 
the section will present problems and solutions characteristic of the process of 
research, spanning between three phases: data collection, problem formulation 
and writing (4.2). A key tenet for this chapter as a whole is thus to treat method 
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as a process embedded in contradictions and values, which although poten-
tially limited, are yet crucial for describing research in comprehensible terms. 

4.1 Approaching and Presenting Research Methods 
It is perhaps not so controversial to say that methods play a crucial role in the 
conduct of research. Not only do they provide researchers with material in 
which existing problems and aims can potentially be addressed, they are also 
important in terms of how a study can be seen as trustworthy in a given com-
munity of research. Yet methods are also associated with controversy. What 
is regarded as a trustworthy or suitable method might be subject to dispute, 
due to diverging values on how to evaluate methods, since they are the product 
of norms across various types of research contexts (Baxter and Chua, 2008; 
Modell and Humphrey, 2008). Engaging in methods thus requires one to par-
ticipate in these discussions, which in turn also has consequences for how a 
method is presented. 

Before starting to explain the method for this dissertation, this section will 
begin by outlining some methodological considerations to address some of 
these issues. By contrasting with the quantitative research approach, it will 
show the distinct features that underlie this dissertation, here presented as a 
qualitative research approach (e.g. Baxter and Chua, 2008). Given this stance, 
the section then proceeds with a brief outline of how to go about present-
ing/writing a method, as well as motivating the way that has been chosen in 
the context of this dissertation. Together, they will serve as an input for the 
writings made in the preceding sections in this chapter. 

4.1.1 A qualitative research approach 
Classifying a research approach is not in itself a straight-forward process. For 
anyone who has familiarized themselves with the literature on methods, it 
soon becomes apparent that there are many different ways to speak about 
methods, and that such classifications might not always provide a helpful 
means of drawing out differences in practice. Studies that draw upon ontolog-
ical and epistemological categories (e.g. critical realism, social constructiv-
ism, positivism) might, for instance, illuminate how various methods emanate 
from such assumptions, and therefore serve as a helpful device to make sense 
of their differences (Chua, 1987; Burrel and Morgan, 2017). Yet, we also 
know that although they prescribe fundamental differences to research, they 
might simultaneously provide little means to translate and compare studies, as 
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even different ontologies might manifest in similar ways when translated into 
research settings11. Conversely, studies that seek to imply distinctions by em-
phasizing the various means by which studies are carried out (such as qualita-
tive vs. quantitative approaches) (Baxter and Chua, 2008) might equally fall 
short in capturing ontological differences, and thereby state differences that in 
practice stem from similar worldviews12. These are difficulties that illuminate 
a central aspect of labeling research: realizing that in the end these categories 
are simplified schemes for illustrating a complex world of research (Morgan, 
1980; Burrell and Morgan, 2017). They are tools that allow us to express 
methods in comprehensible terms and serve as the very means by which we 
as human beings offer ways to make sense of the world as it appears to us. 

Keeping this in mind, this dissertation can be said to rest on a qualitative 
research approach: a perspective that is associated with certain assumptions 
about the world and is thereby based on particular norms for evaluating the 
appropriateness of methods (Payne and Williams, 2005; Baxter and Chua; 
2008; Modell and Humphrey 2008). One aspect, which was also hinted at ear-
lier in this book, is that the qualitative approach views research as a co-con-
structive process (Schwandt, 1998). This means that research writing is to be 
seen as a product that forms in the intersection between experiences expressed 
by observers, earlier research, the interest of the researcher him- or herself, or 
even the style of writing (Baxter and Chua, 2008; Modell and Humphrey, 
2008), which together make up problems, cases, and the sort of theorizations 
being made. Thus, a central idea behind qualitative research is to reject the 
idea of separating access to knowledge from our own conceptions and con-
structs, as these are ultimately the means by which certain perspectives occur 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000; Baxter and Chua, 2008; Modell and 
Humphrey, 2008; Thanem and Knights, 2019). Motivating and problematiz-
ing requires certain viewpoints to be made and employed; choices of data re-
quire ideas on what is sought; analysis requires both certain experiences to be 
uttered and a shaping of the language to make sense of such utterances. All of 
these are examples of situations where the researcher needs to engage in val-
ues, ideas, and perspectives that, conjoined with empirics and writings in a 

                                                
11For instance, the social constructivist standpoints in institutional theory might appear similar 
to applications of theories similar to critical realism, as both approaches treat the life of actors 
as ordered under systems of rules that are not always visible or easily captured by research. 
Thus, despite being two ontological standpoints, the approaches may appear to have some 
similarities in research writings.  
12Even if qualitative and quantitative research methods posit different means for examining 
phenomena, this does not necessarily imply that the researcher would have to employ 
different ontologies upon research (Modell and Humphrey, 2008).  
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field, evolve throughout the process (Schwandt, 1998). Schwandt (1998, p. 
243) described such interrelationships like this: 

The joint constructions that issue from the activity of inquiry can be evaluated 
for their “fit” with the data and information they encompass; the extent to which 
they “work”, that is, provide a credible level of understanding; and the extent 
to which they have “relevance” and are “modifiable”. 

 
Based on this approach, one can also see that the claim of viewing research as 
a constructive process is not the same thing as proceeding to write in every 
possible way. Driven by a desire to capture experiences of referrents, or to 
address new perspectives of earlier streams of literature, also implies that re-
search is, as Baxter and Chua (2008, p. 103) stated, “not about the mere se-
duction of the written word [because][t]here are referents to our writings in 
the field—certain things happened, certain things were said.” Therefore, the 
objective should not be seen to downplay these referents and claims, as the 
researcher now needs to navigate between various “authors” in a field (Baxter 
and Chua, 2008), who together form the conditions for how and what things 
can be said. However, while this is crucial, and so often used as a criticism 
against the qualitative agenda13, one should simultaneously note that such a 
recognition of limits might easily miss another target of research: to pay less 
interest to examining claims of truth, and more to the idea of seeking alterna-
tive ways of making sense of certain happenings and sayings in the field 
(Hacking and Hacking, 1983). It is also this difference that characterizes a 
qualitative research mindset, and has also been used by other researchers to 
distinguish the approach from other, more quantitative approaches in account-
ing research (Baxter and Chua, 2008; Modell and Humphrey, 2008). 

Another related, but crucial, standard for evaluating qualitative research 
concerns the norms of plausibility (Modell and Humphrey, 2008). In short, 
this view contends that the world is a “potentially polyvocal and even multi-
plicitous” (Baxter and Chua, 2009, p. 103) thing to explore, and thereby im-
plies that there are different ways of constructing the data, as there are simply 
different ways to make sense of it. Thus, a plausible story is not necessarily 
the same thing as a reproducible story, a value that is commonly held high in 
quantitative research. While the first opens up to a greater degree of flexibility 
in terms of recognizing such a plurality of interpretations, the second posits 
stronger claims of auditability, “wherein the research that has been undertaken 

                                                
13As was pointed out by other researchers (Baxter and Chua, 2008), such a view tends to be 
criticized under the provocative statement “the bastards are making it up!” 
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can almost be reconstructed and redone by the reader, who essentially is able 
to step inside the research project and see if he/she would have come up with 
the same points and conclusions” (Modell and Humphrey, 2008, p. 95). If 
plausibility also requires the reader to be able to follow and reconstruct the 
material as well, it is nonetheless a value that it seeks to stay open to the fact 
that similar material would not necessarily have to be interpreted in similar 
ways, no matter how detailed or tractable it might be. Therefore, plausibility 
requires the researcher to reject the idea of “falsifying” an inquiry for the sake 
of some other valid interpretation, but rather to evaluate research based on its 
potential to provide “a credible level of understanding” (Schwandt, 1998, p. 
243) and to motivate what sort of perspective is undertaken and what it could 
bring about (Schwandt, 1998; Modell and Humphrey, 2008; Baxter and Chua, 
2008). 

Another value that also relates to the qualitative agenda is to illuminate 
richness of material and foster the possibility of making theoretical generali-
zations (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). As noticed by Payne and Williams 
(2005), this is based on the idea of making “thick descriptions” of the data at 
hand, suggesting that the object is to provide detailed accounts of the realities 
lived by actors, who in turn are situated in a polyvocal and plural world that 
needs to be unfolded to the reader (Schwandt, 1998). This means that the idea 
is not necessarily to subsume research under the value of statistical generali-
zability, contending that methods should be developed to represent the mass 
or some “average” views within a certain field. To a qualitative researcher, 
what matters instead is “the quality of the original piece of research providing 
the platform on which generalization can be built” (Payne and Williams, 2005, 
p. 297), where methods are employed to persuade the reader that particular 
cases could be theoretically, not statistically, transferrable to other situations. 
This is also why the approach is associated in case studies, interviews, or other 
forms of in-depth investigations, as these are seen to be the means by which 
the researcher can develop insights about variation, multiplicity, and equivo-
calities, and thereby be able to step into the lived realities of actors. 

4.1.2 Presenting method as an iterative process 
Understanding research as based on a qualitative research approach will also 
have consequences for how to go about writing and presenting a research 
method. Since research is now viewed as a co-constructive process, in which 
the practice of writing emanates from the researchers’ own presumptions, 
statements within the existing domain of research, or the certain sayings and 
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doings of respondents in the empirical field, one would arguably need to un-
pack how these matters came to be significant to the construction of a research 
product. Without doing so, it would become difficult for others to see such a 
process, and thereby it would downplay this feature as a relevant aspect in 
social inquiry. 

It is against this background that I chose to present the method as an itera-
tive process. The word “iteration” means to acknowledge that the writing is 
formed by my own ideas and limitations, together with the types of observa-
tions made and theories encountered. The purpose is to make the problems 
and challenges visible to the reader, and to present how this dissertation can 
be understood as a way of overcoming these problems: a process that required 
hard work, and took almost five years to complete.  

This method can, of course, be presented in many possible ways (see 
Holloway, 2005 for discussion). For instance, based on a timeline, in which 
each step leads into the next, or based on the various phases that the researcher 
experienced throughout the process. Regardless of the type of approach, it 
needs to be pointed out that there will always be limitations in terms of which 
method is pursued. Being able to cover the choices and reasonings made over 
a five-year period would arguably require a whole book. This is also why this 
story should be seen as an attempt to portray the process in a way that, hope-
fully, will illuminate some of the considerations about the methods that might 
come to mind for the reader. 

Having said this, I chose to categorize the process based on three phases, 
where each was considered important for the making of this dissertation—
initially based on general ideas then evolving into a finished product. The idea 
is to view methods as not only being limited to the type of data collected, but 
also being about the challenging path of theorizing and writing a dissertation. 
Even if each of these themes follows a timely order, a reader should be aware 
of the fact that they sometimes did occur in parallel. It should be viewed as a 
story that serves to treat the centrality of describing the most significant prob-
lems that appeared over the years. 
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4.2 Doing Fieldwork: Three Phases in my Research 
Process 

Now that we have outlined the current research approach and how it will be 
written, perhaps now it is suitable to move into the description of the research 
process. This section will sort the process into three interrelated but partly 
distinct phases: data collection, identifying a research problem, and construct-
ing a coherent story. Together, these sections will address not only the type 
and scope of data gathered, but also how I ended up in the current research 
problem, theorizations, and styles of writing. 

4.2.1 Data collection 
As has already been pointed out, the collection of data plays a central role in 
the qualitative research. Not only does it provide the researcher with the ma-
terial based on which further theorizations and insights can be made, it also 
places limitations on what the researcher can talk about and how. The purpose 
of this section is to provide a brief overview on this process. It starts with a 
section that outlines how the study came to be shaped by my initial interest, 
and how this eventually led me to engage in certain types of research. The 
section then proceeds into data collection and selection of cases, and ends with 
a brief overview of  the scope of the data gathered. 

Formulating an initial interest 
Although data collection is a matter shaped by the convictions and interest of 
the researcher, describing such a process is also a difficult task. There might 
be a variety of reasons for how a certain interest is formed, and it can certainly 
be viewed as a product of multiple aspects at once. Thus, describing where, 
when, or how the interest for NPM took form can be based on many reasons. 

However, one aspect that seemed clear in my own process was related to 
the initial idea of doing research that was relevant to society. Understanding 
relevance as being linked to certain public debates (often with a controversial 
element) and related to aspects deemed crucial in the management of societies 
focused my attention in certain ways. I began looking for topics that at the 
time were subjects of discussion in the media, such as newspapers or televi-
sion broadcasts. One can thus say that I sought inspiration to develop research 
that dealt with problems recognized by politicians and journalists as well as 
people working in the discussed topic. Thus, even relevance is a somewhat 
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ambiguous concept, it was apparent that my initial presumption of the term 
made it possible to start doing research. 

Based on this idea, I started to read articles and follow debates that seemed 
related to issues of accounting. This process gave me a variety of alternative 
routes. One idea was to study the problem of communicating economic infor-
mation, which I eventually rejected in favor of an interest in new public man-
agement, a topic that had caught my attention even before my PhD process. I 
began reading about debates about various public sector settings, such as 
healthcare (Zaremba, 2013) or attempts to restructure whole fields of public 
sector management (Löfven, 2013). Based on these forums, I came across a 
recurring theme that seemed to be a subject of discussion: the experience of 
various kinds of criticisms against current systems of measurement, evalua-
tion, or control, which were previously viewed as characteristic of the NPM 
agenda. This early finding piqued my interest. Although these systems were 
products of reforms introduced almost 30 years ago in the Swedish context 
(Hood, 1991; 1995), it seemed as if they were still generating controversial 
ideas on how to govern public sector life. Based on this background, I decided 
to look more into this matter to see what kinds of claims were subjects for 
criticism and discussion. 

Parallel to this reading, I also became interested in questions that concerned 
education, a product of my research environment, which was situated in a con-
text oriented toward the Swedish school system14. Given my interest in NPM, 
I therefore started to narrow down the scope of interest toward matters related 
to compulsory schools. I soon realized the scope of NPM-like reforms, includ-
ing ideas such as making education suitable for result-based management 
(National School Act, 2010:800), competition between service providers 
(Gov. bill 1992/93:230) and financial management (Gov. Bill 1990/1991: 
117), as well as their controversial status. Competition and the right of pupils 
to choose their school were found to stand in stark contrast to the ideal of 
equality (SOU 2020: 28). Another example concerned the debate about the 
funding of education, given that privately-owned companies are allowed to 
pay dividends on tax-funded monies (Regeringskansliet, 2017). Given these 
controversies, it therefore appeared as if the Swedish educational system was 
an appropriate site for studying NPM. As it turned out, such a motivation for 
the choice of empirical site was indeed a valid one, since today compulsory 

                                                
14 The study has been a result of a research project that addresses accounting and managerial 
issues concerning Swedish education, also referred to as the ‘school project’.  
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schools are characterized by these initiatives as a means to steer practices. But 
more on this matter later, as shown in the proceeding chapters. 

It was due to this background that I eventually started to immerse myself 
more deeply in the previous literature to see how this topic has been treated 
by other accounting scholars. I soon came to realize that much of the sort of 
criticism proposed above had been theorized and discussed in a variety of 
studies (e.g. Meyer, 1983; Neu, 1999; Kurunmäki et al, 2003). In the neoin-
stitutional streams of public sector accounting research, I came across stories 
on how actors decoupled intrusions by only symbolically adopting accounting 
as a serious means to address concerns of efficiency in practice (Meyer and 
Rowan, 1977; Tooley and Guthrie, 2007). Another, quite contradictory find-
ing was driven by concepts like accountingization (Power and Laughlin, 1992) 
and institutional logics (Thornton et al., 2012), which provided illustrations of 
how public organizations have become increasingly dominated by ideas iden-
tified in the NPM agenda (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Reay and Hinings, 
2009). Overall, one can say that this stage came to shape my theoretical pre-
conceptions on accounting, a crucial step for the motivation of this study, as 
it was precisely these preconceptions that I eventually had to reformulate in 
order to explain the subsequent work done at empirical sites. I will return to 
this matter in short. 

Gaining access and gathering data 
Based on my interest in NPM in Swedish schools, I started to probe for access 
among various empirical sites. Characteristic of this approach was gaining ac-
cess to empirical sites through a snowball approach, where eventual inter-
views or seminars were used to get further access into areas deemed relevant 
for my concerns. As I initially lacked access to these sites, I took an open-
ended approach, involving a variety of seminars, interviewees, and roles in the 
school system. For instance, I attended seminars between researchers and 
practitioners (see OO# in appendix), introduced by the government for dis-
cussing the possibility of employing alternative forms of governance than 
those associated with the NPM agenda (also known as the delegation of trust 
seminars). Parallel to these meetings, I also began contacting principals and 
municipal staff to probe access to some interviews, and also arranged a group 
interview with ten principals in conjunction with an educational program for 
principals (GINT#1). Driven by an interest in NPM and steering, I was curious 
about what these interviews and observations were going to provide, particu-
larly regarding the theoretical stories about decoupling and colonization. In 
addition, due to this theoretical interest, one can also say that my approach 
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was guided by a desire to minimize the risk of declining access, and to main-
tain a variety of open avenues for further examination throughout the process. 

This approach turned out to generate new contacts, which took the data 
gathering in new directions. Some of them led to dead ends, with little success 
of gaining further access to any substantial material. One example of this was 
one of the interviews with a principal, whom I had met during the group in-
terview (GINT#1) and then again about half a year later (INT#5), but this did 
not result in any access to the local school level. However, other examples 
were more successful in terms of access. An email conversation resulted in an 
interview with a controller at a municipality, who in turn provided me with 
contacts to principals and bursars15 in the municipality (INT#1-6). Parallel to 
this, I also came across another administrator at the trust delegation seminar 
(OO#), which eventually led to further interviews with central functions at the 
municipality (INT#8, #12-13, #17-18, #22-24). Thus, despite some of the at-
tempts failing, it eventually turned out that my seemingly broad approach re-
sulted in access to relevant sites and functions. 

After gaining access to interviews with principals, bursars, and administra-
tive personnel, I then began formulating questions to carve out interesting ma-
terial. Overall, these interviews were semi-structured, in which respondents 
were asked to answer broadly stated questions (such as: “how are schools 
managed by numbers?”, “what is your view on such a form of control?”, “what 
is quality to you?” and “how are schools managed financially?”) that were 
used to generate discussions about control. The idea was not to provide stand-
ardized answers used to accumulate to some overarching representative idea 
of control, but rather to provide the interviews with enough input to foster 
conversations and capture a variety of experiences by the respondent him- or 
herself. As will be discussed more below, this eventually turned out to lead to 
problems in constructing an overarching storyline, as the answers initially 
seemed to be too diverse to make sense. However, once resolved, this flaw 
came to be the very strength of this dissertation, as it will cover a variety of 
aspects and experiences of NPM that otherwise might have been excluded if 
they only focused on a few, or were formed by a structured interview method. 

However, while the interviews started to provide insights about NPM and 
accounting, they were soon found to be insufficient to address some of my 
initial interests. As stated above, being informed by studies on colonization 
and decoupling, I wanted to take a closer look into schools at the local level, 

                                                
15Bursar is a term for describing a person who manages the financial affairs of an compulsory 
school.  
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as the aforementioned concepts were mainly developed to address relation-
ships between formal accounting and everyday practices, often conducted by 
professionals. Therefore, I once again tried to probe for further access, by ask-
ing principals and bursars if they would possibly be interested in having me 
observe the work at the school level. 

After having asked all of the interviewed actors, I eventually ended up hav-
ing access to two schools, here referred to as “CityCenter” and “SubUrb,” 
which were described as cases with various types of socioeconomic profiles 
within the municipality. As indicated by its name, CityCenter was a school 
located in the center of the municipality, and consisted of a relatively high 
proportion of pupils with Swedish as a first language. In contrast, SubUrb was 
located in one of the suburban areas in the municipality and consisted of a 
relatively high proportion of pupils with Swedish as a second language. Ac-
cording to the interviews, these schools were perceived as having quite differ-
ent capability to give their pupils a satisfactory education, and consequently 
this had implications upon the existent forms of accounting systems. Thus, 
they were not only perceived as different, but moreover constructed as such 
when considering the calculations and metrics employed at the municipality. 

The reasons I chose to attend these schools were several. In line with their 
described differences above, the initial idea was to access SubUrb and 
CityCenter to build a comparative case study. However, this idea proved to 
have little value for constructing an interesting storyline because once I had 
access to each of these schools, it turned out that much of these experiences 
were found to be analytically similar in terms of how they addressed account-
ing-related issues. What mattered instead, and eventually came to serve as the 
motivation for the selection of these sites, related to their generous degree of 
access. To begin with, I was able to attend various meetings at different levels 
at the schools. One level, which was closely related to the daily work of pro-
fessionals, was working group meetings. Here, I came to observe how teachers 
discussed matters such as pupils, teaching forms, and how to administer them 
(e.g. OBS#2 and #6). At the more administrative level, I also got access to 
board meetings (e.g. OBS#10), annual meetings (e.g. OBS#11), union meet-
ings (e.g. OBS#21), and performance evaluation meetings (e.g. OBS#9). To-
gether, these observations made it possible to understand the operative work 
of schools from a variety of perspectives, which came to be an important im-
petus for understanding the variety of ways schools addressed NPM in prac-
tice. Thus, instead of treating SubUrb and CityCenter as two comparative 
cases, I eventually ended up viewing them more as instances of experiences 
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at the local level of school management, a matter that will also become appar-
ent in the proceeding writings in this book. 

Another related aspect was to gain further potential interviews with school 
personnel. Being present on various occasions and places, I was soon able to 
familiarize myself with teachers, special teachers or administrators, either 
through informal small-talk during a coffee in the cafeteria or after an ob-
served meeting (see INT#34-#41). While this allowed me to build material via 
spontaneous conversations (sometimes initiated by the respondents them-
selves), I was also able to ask questions that would otherwise appear too minor 
to bring up at an appointment, or too uncomfortable to ask in the middle of a 
meeting. Another benefit was that it allowed me to book new interviews, often 
by referring to an event that had taken place during those meetings. This re-
sulted in some additional interviews with teachers and special teachers (e.g. 
INT #21, #29, #30); this served as a complementary way to make sense of 
what I saw and heard at the schools. One can thus say that the data collection 
was based on the idea of getting close to the empirical sites, and thereby closer 
to the everyday work at each of these schools. 

Scope of data 
After completing the observations and interviews, I eventually ended up hav-
ing empirical data that spanned various sites (municipal administration, school 
levels, group interviews, and trust delegations) and roles (managers, princi-
pals, assistant principals, teachers, bursars, special teachers, administrators, 
researchers). After excluding the material found among the delegation of trust 
(#OO) that were not found useful in the context of this dissertation, though 
these were important sites for gaining access, the scope of material amounted 
to 41 (in)formal interviews and 28 observations from 2017 to 2019. A sum-
mary of this is in the table below. 
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Empirical Overview 
 Administrative 

level 
Local School Level 

Total h 
 

Controllers, 
managers and 

analysts 

At 
CityCenter 
and SubUrb 

At other 
schools 

 

No. of 
interviews 

9 25 7 41 (38h) 

No. of 
observations 

0 27 1 28 (30h) 

Table 3. A brief overview of the scope of material  
(excluding the observations made at the delegation of trust). 

 
All of the material was collected either through recordings or by making field 
notes; the notes were transcribed directly after the observations and recordings 
in close conjunction with the date of observation16. Although I found the re-
cordings to be beneficial for reconstructing sayings, I chose to skip this form 
of collection in cases when I felt it was inappropriate, or even impossible, to 
ensure flowing conversations or comfortable participants. One example was 
during the small talks in the break room, in which people could suddenly turn 
up and talk to me about aspects that later turned out to be relevant. Other ex-
amples were in the sorts of situations when I perceived an unease with the 
recorder from the observers. The idea was to engage in the material, but with-
out interrupting the work of respondents too much or making them uncom-
fortable sharing their experiences.17 

4.2.2 Identifying a research problem 
While the process of gathering data is central to  qualitative research, another 
element relates to the problem of analyzing and problematizing the material. 
A qualitative researcher is expected to calibrate his or her own preconceptions, 
which in turn serve as a means of making sense of the observations and con-
versations in the empirical field. Conversely, it is also important to translate 
local observations into theoretically generalizable claims that allow findings 

                                                
16As there were some recordings that included aspects that did not seem relevant for the context 
of this study, I chose to mainly transcribe the things that seemed suitable. 
17Throughout the research process, I also chose to complement the interviews and observations 
with documents, such as propositions and laws, or internal documents obtained at the 
municipality or at the local levels of schools. 
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to be framed into a specific domain of research. In this way, one can under-
stand research as an iterative process, forming in the intersection between 
data, previous research, and existing ideas guiding the interest of the re-
searcher. 

While the previous section aimed to outline the data collection phase, this 
section will shift focus to the process of identifying a problem and analyzing 
the data. This will be done through discussing such a phase in two interrelated 
stages: the first seeks to outline the path toward problematizing research that 
initially formed the interest of this study and collection of data, thus far known 
to us as the notions of colonization and separation streams of research. The 
second will move into the alternative route by illuminating how the notion of 
hybridity came to be regarded as an increasingly convincing approach for 
making sense of the gathered data, although it started off as a seemingly less-
helpful perspective. Together, these sections describe the process of producing 
the literature review, here understood as an interplay among concepts, litera-
ture, and explored data. 

Problematizing colonization and separation 
After having collected empirical material at the schools, I eventually started 
to feel that the types of problems and experiences expressed by the respond-
ents began to follow certain patterns. For instance, I noticed their many strug-
gles to meet the demands of needs under financial constraints; how actors re-
curringly attempted to steer schools through output, but without losing ideals 
like equality or fairness; or how principals and administrators discussed eco-
nomic incentives in an increasingly market-based model of allocating funding. 
This eventually drew my attention to new problems. How could I possibly 
make sense of these matters in relation to what has been said according to 
earlier research? It was at this phase that I decided to delve deeper into ana-
lyzing the material, as it felt like the additional work done at the empirical 
sites did not produce any significant findings. 

Based on this saturation of material, I then attempted to go back to the 
types of research that initially piqued my interest throughout the process. 
Since the notions of colonization and decoupling had been central and a re-
curring theme within the public sector accounting field of research, I decided 
to draw on these terms as alternative ways of understanding my empirical ma-
terial. Therefore, I began to compile quotations made in the notes and record-
ings into a file to gain an overview of the material, classified into sayings that 
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aligned with one of these aforementioned concepts. This resulted in a file con-
taining over a thousand quotes from the teachers, principals, bursars, and peo-
ple working at the administrative level at the municipality. 

However, it did not take long before I ended up with problems. One reali-
zation was that actors reasoned in more nuanced ways than anticipated, given 
my earlier readings about colonization and decoupling. This was being ex-
pressed in a variety of ways in the material. One example was found through 
the interviews with controllers and school managers at the municipal level. On 
the one hand, these respondents were clearly apprehending NPM-related 
ideas, such as markets and an input-output logic, and viewed measurement 
and systematization as central ideals for steering schools. On the other hand, 
it was also evident that they neither committed to this sort of reasoning com-
pletely, due to the fact that they also talked about accounting from perspec-
tives of social equity and inclusiveness, two values that to me seemed quite 
far away from the sort of NPM reasoning identified in previous research (e.g. 
Broadbent et al., 1997). Another example related to the school level and the 
way budgets came to impinge on the “operational core” (Meyer and Rowan, 
1977). It seemed as if schools had become strongly subsumed under some 
form of economic reasoning, expressed through the budgetary requirement to 
achieve “economies of scale” (as one respondent said to me). At the same time 
it also seemed as if the ideal of needs seemed to have a great impact, and could 
even be considered so important that actors could abandon the importance of 
keeping within budgetary constraints, even among those who were accounta-
ble for financial results. Together, these observations made me analytically 
confused: it now appeared as if educational life was both colonized and de-
coupled at the same time. Residing on antagonistic interpretations, I found it 
difficult to make sense of what I saw based on these sorts of employed con-
cepts. 

Based on this insight, I started to revisit the literature once again. This was 
driven by the conviction that earlier literature would reasonably have ad-
dressed these matters, or that my troubles in theorizing my empirics was based 
on my own faulty understanding of the terms. However, after having read 
more on these matters, it appeared as if my problems had solidified and that 
the convictions had to be abandoned. For instance, I learned that the empirics 
on budgets could be viewed, par excellence, as a decoupled technology: after 
all, it was a relatively aggregated tool that did little to make the daily work of 
professionals visible in financial terms, and was mainly employed by admin-
istrative functions, such as bursars and principals, for talking about school 
work (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Broadbent et al., 1994; Llewellyn, 1998; 
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Nyland and Pettersen, 2004). However, such a portrait was far from the expe-
riences of teachers and principals, as the budget simultaneously formed im-
peratives for how to conduct school work18. At the municipal level, I also no-
ticed that the theorizations, like decoupling, were unsuitable due to the fact 
that this term is mainly useful for describing the relationship between account-
ing and daily work by frontline workers (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 

Therefore, I started to look elsewhere in the literature, searching for con-
cepts that would both relate to my earlier readings and provide avenues for 
making sense of these matters. One example, which initially seemed to be a 
promising path, was the notion of absorption (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; 
Kraus, 2012). This was a concept that was rooted in an interest such as the one 
formulated by me, i.e. to examine accounting, NPM, and its effects on public 
sector work. But more importantly, it was also a term that seemed to be open 
for capturing some of the nuances on how actors related to accounting for their 
work. I could theorize experiences like the ones provided above as instances 
of situations where actors, who were rooted in conceptions of needs and pro-
fessionalism, worked in a way that ensured minimal intrusions from the ac-
counting-led initiatives. This would mean that actors could sometimes be un-
able to manage the intrusions, which in turn would result in cases of 
colonization (see Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998). 

Despite being a term that slightly opened new avenues in my own sense-
making process, I soon found out that absorption also came with certain as-
sumptions that also caused some trouble. As a term that directed my under-
standing of accounting as a technique strongly associated with an NPM 
agenda, where “minimizing” intrusions is synonymous with situations where 
actors reduce the centrality of accounting in their work (Jacobs, 1995; 
Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998), it became difficult to describe situations 
where actors were entrusted with accounting for solving problems of needs, 
equity, or professional expertise: a matter that seemed to be a recurring one 
throughout the empirical work. Besides, since absorption claims, just as de-
coupling does, that NPM and welfare ideals can be separated from one and 
another, often through so-called “satellite groups” (see Broadbent and 
Laughlin, 1998), I also found absorption difficult to describe through images 
when ideals were integrated in the everyday work of schools. Lastly, while I 
also observed a variety of situations where actors emphasized the importance 
of many ideals at once, it felt cumbersome to employ absorption, as it also 

                                                
18An example of such an expression was formulated by one of the teachers, who stated that 
“the budget controls everything we do,”  
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turned out to be based on a presumed hierarchy of values, portraying actors as 
more prone to adhering to welfare ideals and only perceiving NPM as second-
ary (see Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998). Together, these insights made me 
doubt the usefulness of absorption as a valid concept to employ. 

Once again, I began to revisit the literature to identify alternative concepts 
that would help me to analytically make sense of the data. After reading a 
variety of research in the public sector accounting literature, I realized that 
many of these issues with decoupling, colonization, and absorption recurred 
in the writings done in the field, even if they relied on somewhat different 
concepts for explaining experiences. I did find that the notion of boundary 
work (Llewellyn, 1998) aligned very well with the idea that NPM and welfare 
could be sealed off and that the intrusions from accounting had to be handled 
by creating distinct social spheres. Another example was found in the studies 
of the co-existence of NPM and welfare, which came to mobilize the term 
“separation” for describing how actors coped with both demands (Wällstedt 
and Almqvist, 2015). Overall, it therefore seemed as if my theoretical prob-
lems were wider than I initially anticipated, spanning across a wide field of 
public sector accounting research. It was based on this realization that I even-
tually ended up in my problematization of colonization and separation, as out-
lined earlier in this book. 

Hybridity emerges 
Parallel to the readings of earlier research, I started to pay more attention to 
the notion of hybridity (Kurunmäki, 2004; Miller et al., 2008). Though it was 
a term I had familiarized myself with throughout the research process, I did 
not see it as a term that was helpful for making sense of my material, at least 
not initially. This related to the ways in which previous research had treated 
the term. For instance, some had used it as a means of describing how profes-
sional experts gradually emerge into economic reasoning, and thereby turn 
into groups based on hybrid forms of knowledge (Kurunmäki, 2004). Another 
approach was to use the term as a means to describe variations in accounting 
practices, thus being seen as a hybrid product of various forces at once 
(Ezzamel et al., 2012; Amans et al., 2015). Based on these insights, I found 
the concept to contribute very little to understanding how such forms of hy-
brids could be enactable in practice, such as how actors practically address 
budgetary constraints while at the same time providing patients with resources 
according to their needs, as these studies were more focused on understanding 
accounting change (rather than control) or mixed reasonings (rather than how 
this could be practically resolved). For these reasons, the literature seemed to 
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be remarkably sealed off from the forms of discussions found in colonization 
and separation, which were both terms that sought to pay closer attention to 
accounting and its outcomes in practice. 

However, it was not until I read articles by Wällstedt (2020), Miller and 
O’Leary (2007), and Plueger (2016) that this insight gradually changed. Be-
cause in contrast to the aforementioned streams of literature, these studies 
were characterized by an interest in studying control, in which accounting was 
portrayed as a means of steering and coordinating many ideals at once. This 
now began to more resemble the things I wished to explain in my empirical 
material, and thereby seemed to be a more viable route to undertake. However, 
one difference was that these studies did not explicitly refer to hybridity, as 
they used terms such as “intermediating instruments” or “entanglement.” 
Thus, though these studies did not place the concept of hybridity in the center 
of analysis, they were “just enough” to redirect my work into new theoretical 
areas. 

Based on this insight, I started looking more into the literature to see 
whether others shared my concerns. Even if not explicitly drawing on hybrid-
ity as a concept, I did identify studies that resembled my own findings in the 
material (e.g. Ezzamel et al., 2007; 2012; Sjögren and Fernler, 2019), showing 
how professional and economic discourses appeared in intertwined ways 
(Ezzamel et al., 2007); how accounting reflected multiple values at once 
(Ezzamel et al., 2012); or how daily practices resembled both, with economic 
and professional ideas mediating through accounting figures (Sjögrenand 
Fernler, 2019). Thus, even if not explicitly showing how various demands 
were solved in practice, or directly talking about these situations as hybrids, I 
realized that these studies were all attempts to point research in directions sim-
ilar to my own. 

It was also at this stage that I began to draw upon aforementioned experi-
ences in order to mobilize, and to complement the hybridity approach. Mobi-
lize, in terms of addressing the issues identified within the streams of separa-
tion and colonization, as hybridity came to posit that accounting was far more 
than a mere intrusive force that operationalized NPM in practice. Comple-
ment, in terms of the lack of explicitly of these studies in addressing hybridity 
in steerable terms. It was based on these realizations that the review of hybrid-
ity emerged as an approach alongside those previously mentioned, and even-
tually came to play a central role in the construct of this dissertation. 
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4.2.3 Constructing a coherent story 
Problematizing and identifying research gaps are not enough in the process of 
research. Because as Baxter and Chua (2008) point out, the qualitative re-
search process is embossed by the practice of writing, in which the researcher 
needs to be able to construct a story that is both theoretically and empirically 
congruent. This section aims to unpack this process, by discussing the experi-
ences of writing the above experiences into a coherent story. The section starts 
by outlining how the analysis came to be by illuminating how hybridity was 
employed throughout the process, incorporated as a language part of the the-
oretical storyline. The section then ends with a discussion on practical prob-
lems of writing, in terms of how to structure the text in a linear and readable 
way. 

Building a theoretical story 
Based on the idea of taking the claims of hybridity seriously, I started to return 
to my empirical material to construct a theoretical analysis of my experiences. 
I gathered the quotes identified in the material, and sorted them into situations 
where I thought hybridity could be employed to make sense of how actors 
drew on accounting, and how accounting formed conditions for hybrids in 
practice. Together, this became a large document, which in turn spanned from 
situations found at the municipal level to the local school level and amounted 
to about a thousand quotes. 

I soon found that the ambition to construct a theoretical analysis came with 
certain presumptions that had to be handled. Using hybridity as a conceptual 
term for structuring my data, I was now forced to relate to the epistemological 
issue of knowing when and how hybridity can be identified. Here, I used 
Pflueger’s (2016) method, which implies taking the experiences of the re-
spondents, even in cases when they view accounting as an “unproblematic” 
practice, seriously. Another method was to look into the situations where the 
perspectives on accounting suddenly changed, from initially being seen as 
something conflictual into something that was perceived as unproblematic (or 
the converse, i.e. when accounting went from unproblematic to problematic). 
In this way, I could ask myself questions. What was the reason why things 
were unproblematic, and why could something unproblematic suddenly turn 
into problems? This eventually made it possible to structure the data in a way 
that made hybrids appear in clearer terms.19 

                                                
19It might be worth noting some further considerations regarding this approach. As is often 
raised by other scholars, one might find this a quite uncritical approach. We know, for instance, 
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Based on such a view on hybridity, I soon came to face new issues that also 
had to be taken care of. One related to the seemingly diverse forms of hybrids, 
which—though proven to be helpful—started to make the empirical material 
appear rather fragmented. Since I had collected material from a variety of sit-
uations, places, and levels, it seemed as if there were too many hybrids that 
each appeared quite distinct, thereby making it difficult to put into an over-
arching analytical storyline. I saw some consequences of my snowball ap-
proach, which in turn created difficulties for me to write about the terms in a 
coherent way. 

As a consequence of this problem, I decided to narrow the scope of the 
topic. Since I had collected most of the data at the school level, I began by 
analyzing hybridity in relation to the ideas of economy and needs. Doing so 
would spare me the problem of writing up the material based on other forms 
of observed hybrids or other types of situations crossed throughout my re-
search process. 

However, it did not take long before I started to doubt this path. I felt that 
such a route would also exclude a range of other aspects of hybrids that I also 
found interesting in my empirical material. Focusing on how actors coped with 
economic frugality and needs would ignore the problems of measuring school 
output without hampering inclusive ideals of education. Another matter that 
was also excluded related to the problems of steering according to markets, 
guided by customer choices and self-interested calculations. As they were also 
experiences that I identified throughout my work, it felt odd to just narrow 
down the scope into some particular aspects of NPM, since I had collected a 
variety of ways on how actors came to apprehend accounting in practice. In 

                                                
that even the most benign forms of use of accounting can be associated with problems (Berry 
and Oakes, 2009; Campinale and Cinquini, 2016). To those wanting to criticize the method, I 
would like to stress that such a criticism in itself is problematic to make, especially when 
considered from the governmentality perspective (Rose et al., 2006). As already concluded in 
our theoretical chapter, we know from our governmentality framework that actors must have 
the ability to criticize existing forms of rationales; otherwise they would simply evaporate. A 
political rationality is something that has reached a high degree of acceptance within a field, 
which actors can draw on to redirect attention in new directions. This means that actors would 
also be able to experience ways of coping with competing demands, as any avoidance of doing 
so would easily become susceptible to criticism (especially if we assume that there is no definite 
“ranking” between ideals, in which one ideal remains in the periphery and the other in the 
center). It is from this perspective that one can also see why hybridity is recognized in the way 
I do here.  
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the end, this was also what I initially asked for, as my initial phase of collect-
ing data was driven by an interest in NPM in a broad sense, with questions 
that were relatively open for discussing these matters with respondents. 

Therefore, I decided to make use of these experiences by starting to recon-
ceptualize NPM into various sub-problems. It was also at this stage that the 
theorization of governmentality took form. Treating NPM as an overarching 
rationality, and the markets, economies, and technical efficiencies as various 
programs, I could now see how they fit together analytically. At this stage I 
began to formulate new NPM categories. Based on this approach, new patterns 
started to emerge. For instance, I saw that some hybrids can be related to dif-
ferent aspects of markets, such as in the case of the pricing technology, which 
allocated funding based on customer choice, but compensated schools for 
structural inequities. Other examples were measure-ing practices at the mu-
nicipality, which all resembled the idea of adhering to an input-output logic of 
reasoning. By starting to formulate the subcategories of NPM, I therefore be-
gan to see how each of these stories related to an overarching one. 

Based on this kind of categorization, new insights into the material began 
to emerge. In line with the governmentality approach, which suggests that pro-
grams in themselves can also be viewed as heterogeneous problems, I noticed 
that one could treat my empirical data in similar ways. One example was in 
the market program that came to address issues like making services into ex-
changeable goods, or providing customers with information for making a ra-
tional choice. Such a view also meant that accounting could be referred to the 
same program, although from somewhat distinct viewpoints. It was at this 
stage that I realized the suitability of governmentality, as it allowed me to 
provide distinct analytical tools, while also being open enough for my empiric 
to speak for itself. 

But in order to talk about my material from the perspective of NPM, I also 
had to identify a corresponding concept that allowed me to talk about ideas 
like equity, needs, or professional expertise. That was also why I looked into 
the literature to see what form of umbrella term would come in handy for ad-
dressing this problem. It was at this stage that I started to formulate the idea 
of employing the term welfare, as I soon found it to be a concept commonly 
employed by other researchers to describe the counterweight to NPM (Miller 
and Rose, 1990; Clarke and Newman, 1997). In this way, I could now weld 
together all the diverse hybrids into a larger story on NPM and welfare. 

Given these ways of creating an analytical coherency in my empirical ma-
terial, I also started to reflect on my method and what it meant for the sorts of 
conclusions I could make. I realized that my earlier fears of  my method being 
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too broad were based on an idea of theorizing based on a quantitative repre-
sentation. By revisiting discussions on the qualitative research approach, I re-
alized that this was perhaps not a problem at all; rather, it was just such a 
method that allowed me to gain access to a rich material that spanned across 
a variety of accounting situations and experiences. In other words, I began to 
see my method from a new light, from previously being seen as a limitation 
to now being viewed as a strength. This is also an insight that still reflects the 
strength of this dissertation today, due to the fact that it comes to illuminate 
the variety and scope of how hybridity could take place across various NPM-
related phenomena. 

Building a readable story 
Though I had now addressed the problem of creating a theoretical storyline, 
this did not mean that the challenges of writing were solved. The richness of 
my empirical material made it difficult to write about these stories in a way 
that would appear coherent to the reader. Technologies that could be described 
as separate from certain ideals or other technologies, could simultaneously be 
found to fit together, thereby making things appear too related to know where 
to start and end. A budget, which related to matters of economic frugality, 
required the reader to be familiar with the reimbursement system, and there-
fore, engage in market-related issues as well20. Overall, this meant that there 
were still some challenges in terms of how I would go about presenting the 
material, as it had to be done in a way that was not too complex, but would 
still illuminate these relationships. 

This problem spurred me to come up with a division of the empirics and 
analysis. By starting off with technologies associated to markets, followed by 
economic frugality and technical efficiency, the idea was to present the tech-
nologies along the way, in which the reader gradually became aware of the 
various types of calculations and metrics, and their usages within the munici-
pality. One could thus argue that the chapters in this book follow a linear logic, 
where the reader is expected to start at the top and end at the bottom. 

Such a distinction is also how the proceeding chapters will be written. In 
short, the structure can be summarized in the following order. 

Chapter 5 will cover hybridity in relation to markets and welfare, and will 
present technologies such as pricing, performance league tables, and customer 

                                                
20Similarly, understanding the “tool for well managed schools” (TWMS) was another 
example that presumed that the reader would already know about other accounting systems as 
well.  
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surveys, and discuss each in terms of how they align with ideals like equity 
and welfare expertise. 

Chapter 6 will cover a story on the programs of economic frugality and 
needs and their associated technologies (such as budgets, time plans, docu-
mentation of needs and R/G matrices), presuming that the reader is familiar-
ized with the pricing system. 

Chapter 7 will then move into the program of technical efficiency, by dis-
cussing various performance metrics and the ways actors drew on them to de-
fine a comparable, yet inclusive, output. The chapter will contain elements 
that will be found in the previous chapters, by introducing technologies that 
seek to address problems within the technical efficiency program (such the 
TWMS). 

Each of these chapters begins with a background about the sort of program 
and rationalities that are the focus of analysis, and then moves into the specific 
technologies that relate to these programs. All of the chapters will then be 
welded together in Chapter 8, which serves as an overarching analysis of the 
lessons learned from these chapters. 
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Chapter 5: Accounting for a Welfare Market 

While the previous chapter discussed the method for this dissertation, this is 
the first of the three empirical chapters. It will focus on one of the three central 
programs in the NPM rationale, markets, and shows how actors attempt to 
align this ideal with the welfare rationale. By examining how school actors 
drew on three technologies (customer surveys, quality rankings, and pricing) 
the chapter will show how accounting can be understood not only as a colo-
nizing device, but equally serve as a means for actors to hold the welfare mar-
ket together. 

The chapter is divided according to the following logic. First, the reader 
will be introduced to the Swedish school context, in terms of how the program 
of markets was expressed through policies. After that, the chapter continues 
on to the various technologies and how actors used them in steering the work 
of schools. The chapter then ends with a summarizing section, aimed at ana-
lytically grasping the conditions for how actors can align the seemingly con-
tradictive hybrid, like the welfare market. 

5.1 Markets and Welfare in Swedish Education:  
A Background 

According to earlier research, we know that public sector organizations have 
become increasingly subsumed under the ethos of markets. Scholars across 
the globe have shown how institutions like schools, universities, and hospitals 
are nowadays required to conform to ideals of competition, customer choice, 
and wants—ideas that in turn have been enabled through the use of various 
accounting technologies (Broadbent et al., 1999; Kurunmäki, 1999; Neu; 
1999; Modell, 2005; Pfleuger, 2016). Scholars interested in the NPM move-
ment have stressed this kind of change as a central feature of public sector 
management, which seems to be an increasingly prevalent one across the 
globe (Hood, 1991; 1995; Miller and Lapsley, 2019). 

In line with such developments, one can also see corresponding trends in 
the Swedish educational system as well (Erixon Arreman and Holm, 2011; 
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Lundahl et al., 2013). As a site that opened up for competing forms of service 
provisions and emphasized the need to make schools more amenable to cus-
tomer wants, scholars have argued that the Swedish educational system has 
become subject to similar changes as identified in the aforementioned con-
texts, even regarded to be one of the most market-like sectors in contrast to 
counterparts that are traditionally associated with welfare ideals (Erixon 
Arreman and Holm, 2011; Lundahl et al., 2013). It is based on these changes 
that it is common today to hear about the so-called “school market.”21 This 
section will briefly discuss how, and also account for the sort of competing 
rationales that are also present within these settings. 

5.1.1 Reforming education into markets 
Although it is a prevalent aspect in today’s management of schools, the intro-
duction of market-like reforms is far from new. In line with research done in 
other public sector contexts, the agenda took form somewhere in the early 
1990s through a variety of reforms that even to date make up the regulations 
for the Swedish compulsory school setting (Erixon Arreman and Holm, 2011; 
Lundahl et al., 2013). One example is the “Freedom of Choice” government 
bill (Gov. bill 1992/93:230), which was an early attempt to reform education 
to “improve quality” and develop “cost efficiencies” (Gov. bill 1992/93:230, 
p. 37). Parents and pupils, who were previously seen as subsumed under the 
expertise of teachers and experts, were now expected to influence activities, 
exercised through “active choices.” Schools that were previously seen as the 
extended exercise of state control, were now constructed as competing suppli-
ers, expected to be sensitive to the wants expressed in the market demand, 
thereby ensuring that the provision “matches with one’s own preferences” 
(Gov. bill, 1992/93:230, p. 27). In line with a range of other changes in the 
90s (see: Erixon Arreman and Holm, 2011), these changes highlighted some 
examples of how the NPM movement manifested in the governance of com-
pulsory schools based on a trust in markets as a means to “break up the public 
school monopoly” (Gov. bill 1992/93:230, p. 25-26), and thereby address the 
problems of inefficiency in public sector work. 

                                                
21This was also emphasized by many of my respondents throughout the period of research.  
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5.1.2 Equity and expertise 
However, while the expansion of markets seems to create new modes of gov-
ernance in the Swedish schools, there are also other forms of values that are 
prevalent, even characteristic, of the way in which schools are steered. One 
example of a value that has traditionally been associated with educational in-
stitutions is equity. Regarded as a typical ideal for the management of public 
sector context in general (Everett, 2003), scholars have argued that it is a cen-
tral basis for justifying the legitimacy of schools, either by empirically show-
ing its prevalence, or by using it as a standard for studying these institutions 
when doing research (see Bourdieu, 1998). No matter the approach, one can 
conclude that these studies resemble a similar line of thought: to investigate 
the possibility for educational organizations to recognize their citizens inde-
pendent of their socioeconomic class, and thereby serve as a liberating func-
tion to society at large. This is also why educational organizations tend to in-
corporate this idea as a programmatic aspect manifested in their policies. In 
the context of Swedish education, one can identify such ambitions in the 
National School Act (2010:800), which states that schools are expected to 
“compensate” pupils with disadvantaged backgrounds to avoid benefiting pu-
pils with other, more privileged, social classes. Under norms of equity, one 
would therefore expect any failures to manifest this ideal in practice to soon 
be questioned by actors, as it suggests that schools suppress the opportunities 
for citizens to access credentials and status in society. 

While the norm of equity serves as an alternate, and seemingly distinct, 
aim alongside marketization, another relates to the idea of trusting welfare 
expertise (e.g. Broadbent, 1994; Brignall and Modell, 2000; Ezzamel et al., 
2007). This suggests that administrators or teachers are seldom likely to abdi-
cate their ability to exert judgment on matters such as quality or services 
(Brignall and Modell, 2000; Ezzamel et al., 2007) or what is considered to be 
fair or equitable. Such an ideal contrasts sharply with markets, which suggests 
entrusting customers to evaluate school work, in order to achieve the demands 
for efficiency. 

This chapter will be about these issues. It will show how school actors at-
tempt to steer educational life by market principles, where pupils and parents 
are expected to act as customers who rationally choose services according to 
their own preferences. It will also show how schools, now subsumed as sup-
pliers of market demands, enact a self-interested form of mindset by seeking 
to compare the costs and benefits of services, and thereby identify market op-
portunities for maximizing the economic gains and minimizing losses through 
helping various sorts of pupils. On the other hand, this ideal will be contrasted 
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by the constant presence of welfare—a rationality in which professionals seek 
to regain control over the free market—and how the aim of equity comes to 
play an important role in the legitimation of services. In other words, the chap-
ter will neither be about welfare, nor markets, but about welfare markets, a 
hybrid constellation of incongruent elements, enacted through the means of 
accounting technologies, as a recurring outcome sought to be achieved when 
steering schools in practice. 

In section 5.2. I will present a variety of experiences related to the issue of 
making schools amenable for markets, divided into three subsections. The first 
will outline how actors have attempted to steer educational services in line 
with the preferences of the customers, materialized through the technological 
means of surveys. The chapter then turns to the problem of defining school 
quality, and how to couple such views with existing allocations of resources 
and practices of measurements. The third subsection will draw attention to the 
problem of establishing self-interested calculations, and therefore draw atten-
tion to the schools and their roles as a “supplier” in the market. Together, each 
of these aspects will address multiple forms of problems typical of the pro-
gram of markets, and show the interplay between this program and the ration-
ales identified in welfare. The chapter ends with an overarching summary of 
the findings as they unfold throughout the writings of each subsection. 

5.2 Steering Markets in the “Right Ways”:  
Experiences of the School Actors 

When entering into my empirical field, in terms of the interviews and obser-
vations made within a Swedish municipality, it did not take long before I re-
alized that the market program had played a significant role in the overall 
management of schools. For instance, at the municipal level I was often con-
fronted with expressions that upheld the importance of markets, as competi-
tion and choice were seen as important means of making educational opera-
tions more efficiently governed. At the local level of schools, I also observed 
situations where actors discussed matters like pupil choice, or different ways 
in which reimbursements created opportunities for serving certain kinds of 
pupil groups. Altogether, it was evident that the market was an ideal that had, 
at least to some extent, manifested in the values and ideas within this particular 
form of school setting. 

While such attitudes seemed to be characteristic of the experiences of 
school actors, we also know that such claims are seldom enough for making 
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them manifest in the daily practices. As stated earlier, making a particular pro-
gram amenable for intervention requires actors to rephrase the ideational into 
the instrumental, thereby making accounting technologies a central trait of 
public sector control. Customers who are expected to choose rationally among 
competing alternatives might for instance require some form of performance 
information about the alternatives in order to exercise a choice; schools, which 
are expected to incorporate the customers’ preferences, might need technolo-
gies for knowing what kinds of directions the activities should take in order to 
stay competitive against their counterparts; calculations that are required to 
restate a provision into an exchangeable good, require metrics that set a finan-
cial value to the benefit received and the resources consumed. These are some 
examples of instances that require some involvement of accounting to manage 
at a distance, and thereby make the program enactable in the daily practices 
of public sector work. 

It was also for this reason that I also managed to observe a variety of situ-
ations where actors used accounting to address these problems formulated un-
der the program of markets. Surveys were employed as a means of measuring 
customer preferences, which in turn allowed actors to rank and direct new 
courses of action in line with this idea. Metrics were also employed for the 
purpose of ranking alternative levels of quality, in order to ensure that the 
customers could rationally select the best schools according to their own lik-
ing. And lastly, I was able to identify how they developed pricing systems to 
make education into an exchangeable good that could now be traded between 
suppliers and customers, thereby making self-interested calculation possible. 

However, while such a use of technologies was evident, I soon realized this 
was far from capturing the everyday experiences of the actors. This is because 
they were simultaneously using accounting as a means of steering markets, 
here in the name of ideals commonly associated with welfare, which is de-
scribed here as a strategy of steering markets in the right ways. However, 
while this hybrid style of management came to be a central objective for 
school actors, it was also found that such demands easily broke down, making 
accounting an intrusive force that suddenly subsumed the ethos of welfare in 
the name of  markets. Thus, though employed to be a means of steering 
schools in line with a welfare market, it was as if such an ambition was con-
stantly up for elaboration. The next sections will illuminate these insights. In 
line with the above problems I will now turn to these technologies to illustrate 
how they were used. 
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5.2.1 Incorporating customer preferences: surveys 
One central form of technology that was used by actors to follow up on their 
performance was the survey. In line with the problem previously mentioned 
under the market program, this technology came to represent the views of the 
pupils/parents, based on how they perceived the existing work done at their 
school. The results of the survey could in turn be commensurated and restated 
to different areas, thus allowing wants to be visualized and calculated in a 
variety of ways. One example of this was the way the survey could compare 
individual schools with municipal averages, where one could easily find devi-
ations and demand corrections when the results were deemed unsatisfactory. 
Thus, the technology served as a tool that made preferences into an instrumen-
tal thing, allowing actors to compare everything from particular units up to 
whole school districts (Fig. 1). 

Related to these possibilities, the survey was also used to hold school actors 
accountable for the results made visible by this technology. At the administra-
tive level, the performance was used as a means of ranking how successfully 
managers have steered their districts, which was an aggregation of the num-
bers presented in each school. On a more local level, the survey was seen as a 
way to hold principals, school boards, and teachers accountable for their own 
unit, where customer comments had to be incorporated into their work if they 
wanted to improve their performance. Overall, this meant that the technology 
served as a way to bind together various actors across different locations by 
holding them accountable for the results made visible in the survey. 
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Figure 1. One of the surveys employed at the municipality.  

[Edited Version, Based on Internal Documents] 

 
Due to the ways the survey was incorporated into the routines of measurement 
and accountability practices, it was no surprise to find respondents somewhat 
positively oriented toward the survey, or at least seeing it as an important 
means of steering their work. It was seldom observed that the school actors 
rejected the idea of allowing pupils and parents to influence their work, as 
there was a general belief that such an engagement would, in the end, be pos-
itive for the school. Given that it involved an element of trust in the pupils to 
judge the quality of schools, there therefore seemed to be a clear connection 
between the technology, steering, and the market program. 

While this was the case, it was simultaneously found that such a picture 
did not fully grasp the relationship between technology and overarching ra-
tionales. As indicated above, the survey was not something that the pupils or 
parents could freely modify on their own, since the parameters in the survey 
were decided by the administrative level of the schools. This is why the tech-
nology also included aspects like “calmness in the classroom” and “infor-
mation about the goals of education,” as these were seen as metrics tied to the 
goals formulated by the municipal political body, or to the aims of education 
stipulated in the National School Act (2010:800). In this way, one can also 
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understand the survey as a way to subsume the preferences in the market for-
mulated by the welfare experts. One can already see how the same technology 
hybridized various competing ideals at once. 

Surveys as a means of steering both preferences and equity 
Such a form of entanglement between various rationales would eventually be 
identified throughout the period of the study. There were, for instance, cases 
when actors perceived that the technology could be used to steer schools in 
line with equality. One example of such a conversation is illustrated below, 
where a manager stated the potential of drawing on the survey in order to bring 
equality into the picture: 

A pupil’s difficulties at home should not be visible in their grades. That’s where 
equality comes into the picture […] we need to find those pupils! […] which is 
why one needs to use the pupil survey, speak to the counselors and health per-
sonnel. That’s where I get data. (INT#24) 

 
In this quote, we see that the manager succeeded in building a narrative for 
how the customer survey, which as a whole was based on the customers’ own 
judgment, could be used to steer schools in more equitable ways. Such a nar-
rative related to the way the manager constructed the roles between schools, 
the homes, and the merits distributed to individuals. In line with the program-
matic ideal of compensatory working, the manager felt that the survey could 
be used as a measure for reducing the effect of the home conditions on access 
to educational merits. By demanding a higher performance in the survey, 
which in this case was about achieving calmness in classrooms for the schools 
located in disadvantaged areas, the idea was to compensate for difficulties in 
establishing a good study environment at home (such as when doing home-
work). Therefore, one can say that steering through surveys came to be a way 
for the manager to erase unequal distribution of merits stemming from unfair 
home situations. 

Thus, it seemed as if the customer survey served two overarching purposes, 
both of which stem from the NPM and welfare rationalities. Despite being 
based on contradictory ideas, the story above illustrates how the manager did 
not see any serious tension between them; there was no incongruity in steering 
schools based on preferences and justices. It was thus an instance for how 
schools could be steered like a market, although in the right way. 

Opinions like these were also found to be common throughout the research 
process. I was often faced with situations where managers or other school per-
sonnel could refer to the survey technology in line with the sorts of reasonings 
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above. Therefore, it seemed to be the very reason why steering through pref-
erences was related to the ability to conform to welfare ideals. 

Survey breaks down 
Such an insight also comes clearer when looking at situations where surveys 
shifted from useful to less useful. Although they were a tool that was used to 
steer markets in fair ways, there were also cases when actors perceived the 
survey as only conforming to market ideals, which in turn would mean that 
steering through this technology would conflict with ideas of equity. An ex-
ample is provided below, where an analyst came to completely question the 
technology as a valid way to “steer at a distance.” 

When it comes to the social goals of schools, I think we can use customer sat-
isfaction as a starting point. But that is not enough, really. Because we know 
that pupils at different schools and various social environments answer these 
surveys differently due to different expectations. The most difficult example is 
‘to have a calm classroom environment,’ where schools like South and SubUrb 
can have the same results. But when you visit their classes later on, you’ll get 
very different impressions, simply because they have completely different ex-
pectations. Only using the surveys is not enough, you also have to visit the 
school itself. (INT#12) 

 
Here we see an example of a technology that was previously seen to be a cru-
cial tool for compensating for social injustices and incorporating preferences, 
suddenly not seeming that valuable anymore. The criticism resided in one of 
the core premises of the customer survey regarding the capabilities of custom-
ers to exert their own judgment on what a calm classroom really entailed. 
Originally a premise for trusting that the numbers were correct, this was even-
tually rejected, as such performances were now viewed as being shaped by 
socioeconomic conditions, thus making customers incapable of evaluating 
school work. Taking these measures as a serious way of steering schools was 
now found to be a potential for reinforcing inequitable structures, as schools 
that were located in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas could now be por-
trayed as overperformers as a result of poor expectations. Thus, while the sur-
vey could in one situation allow managers to steer schools at a distance, it 
could fail to work that way in the next. As pointed out by the analyst above, it 
now required experts on welfare to physically step into the classrooms to see 
for themselves how calm the study environment really was. 

In summary, this section has shown how actors used the survey as a possi-
ble solution for coordinating welfare markets. In the first section, it was found 
that accounting operated as a “mediating technology” (Miller and O’Leary, 
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2007) that came to steer schools in line with both welfare and markets. Thus, 
managing through accounting did not necessarily mean abandoning welfare, 
as it served to set the goalpoasts for the correct preferences to pursue. How-
ever, problems occurred when preferences became perceived as insufficient 
to render any meaningful knowledge about school practices. This was made 
visible in the second section, which illuminated how accounting turned from 
being a mediating instrument to a potentially colonizing force, as it now would 
steer schools toward aims that were unaligned with welfare. Overall, this il-
lustrates the fragile nature of hybrid steering. The survey offered both solu-
tions and problems, depending on the conditions for how knowledgeable and 
competent pupils were perceived to be when making evaluations. 

5.2.2 Enabling well-informed choice: Quality indicators 
While the previous section considered how to incorporate customer prefer-
ences, this section will touch on a related but distinct problem that markets 
imposed on school work. As pointed out previously in this chapter, one central 
part of markets is to allow customers to exercise a rational choice among com-
peting alternatives. Such an idea means discrediting low-performing schools 
while enhancing high performers. By creating a link between information pro-
vided, choices made, and economic incentives, this rests on the idea of out-
sourcing judgment to the customers who know how to recognize quality. 

But in order to do so, it is also necessary to implement technologies that 
make such a choice possible. This has to do with the fact that customers also 
end up in situations where their choices have to be made at a distance, and 
therefore they need information that makes it possible to compare and evaluate 
competing alternatives to make a rational choice possible. It is for this reason 
that the quality indicators became an important means for coordinating the 
school market. 

In line with this ideal, it was apparent that schools not only relied on cus-
tomer surveys, but were also subject to various forms of comparison systems 
that served to rank their quality. While there were various forms of compari-
sons available, one example was the one provided by the National School Au-
thority (NSA). In their so-called educational guide,22 parents could search and 
compare the results of a variety of schools in Sweden. For instance, one could 
find indicators that compared average grades, number of pupils per teacher, 
and proportion of pupils eligible for upper-secondary school, in which the 
                                                
22https://utbildningsguiden.skolverket.se/hitta-och-jamfor-skolor/hitta-och-jamfor-
grundskolor 
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reader could see how a certain school performed in relation to others at a dis-
tance (see table 4). The idea of these indicators was to ensure that the market 
actors made their choice in a rationally informed way. 
 

Metrics Scoring 
No. of pupils per teacher 14,9 
– Average in Sweden 12,2 
Certified teachers 84% 
– Average in Sweden 70% 
Special teachers, no FTE 3.3 
Special teachers, no FTE 4.7 
Year 9: Average merit points 273 
– Average in Sweden (max is 340) 229 
Pupils eligible for upper-secondary schools 100% 
– Average in Sweden  84% 
Year 6: Proportion with passing grades in all subjects 77% 
– Average in Sweden  74% 

Table 4. Examples of metrics used as input for customer choice.  
[Reworked Version, Derived from NSAs Webpage, 2021] 

 
Just as concluded in our previous section, we can already note the relatively 
complex, and even contrafactual, principles on which a market in welfare con-
texts is built. Even if it is based on a belief in letting customers choose, the 
realization of the market program also requires an intervention from welfare 
experts in order to work. This becomes visible in the technologies above, as 
their parameters were not in the hands of the customers to elaborate on, but 
were all a product of the definitions made by welfare experts. This means that 
technology had the purpose, apart from letting customers choose, of simulta-
neously intervening in the market, since it sets up the rules for how a well-
informed choice can be made. Therefore, we can understand accounting as 
taking on a mediating function, which both enables welfare to interfere in 
steering markets while at the same time opening up possibilities for markets 
to evolve by the principle of choice. 

But even if technologies can be conceived as a means of hybridizing wel-
fare and markets, this does not mean that alignment was achieved. A reason 
for this resided in the way technologies work: serving as a way to instrumen-
talize various ideals, they could always be questioned for not capturing true 
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quality, or used in ways that prevented such alignment. As in the case of sur-
veys, this meant that steering could easily break down, making these contra-
dictions visible to the actors in their everyday work. 

Quality: Insights from a performance meeting 
An example of this can be provided by illustrating one of the observations 
made at a result dialogue meeting’ (OBS#23). This was a meeting held be-
tween municipal managers and the school board that consisted of assistant and 
ordinary principals and teachers. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss 
the performance of the school in which the manager wanted the school per-
sonnel to give accounts of their performance, expressed here through various 
forms of quality indicators. Therefore, it was evident that the meeting was 
based on the idea that accounting should matter, in which good results were 
to be rewarded and poorer results corrected. 

This was also why the meeting brought up a variety of metrics that were 
discussed by the various actors. One, which was particularly interesting, was 
the measurement “proportion of pupils eligible for upper-secondary school.” 
Being a metric that is commonly found among the various ranking systems, 
this metric could be considered as one way to make the markets steer in the 
right ways. However, despite this ambition, it was found that the actors did 
not find it possible to align. The preceding section will provide a more detailed 
insight into this discussion in order to illuminate the fragility of steering wel-
fare markets. 

Indicator holding welfare markets together 
In the beginning of the discussion, it became apparent that the metric “propor-
tion of pupils eligible for upper-secondary school” was seen as illuminating 
the quality of the school. This was because the manager who was interested in 
steering education based on measurable quality introduced the conversation 
by praising a school participant for its results. The school had become an over-
performer on this measure compared to competing schools in the same district. 
As illustrated below, it was even said that this metric showed that the school 
had performed in a fantastic way: 

When looking at your performance, one can conclude that you have achieved 
some fantastic results in the numbers of pupils eligible for upper-secondary 
schools. Fabulous! (Manager, OBS#23) 

 
Even if the manager expressed such a view, and could therefore be subject to 
potential criticism by other school actors, it was found that this description of 
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the school’s quality was shared among the school personnel. Therefore, we 
understand this as an instance of a situation where the accounting metric was 
seen as a quite valid way to reflect the otherwise cumbersome (see: Adcroft 
and Willis, 2005) aspect of operationalizing the quality of public services. In 
our terms, we see a situation where welfare experts, managers, principals, 
teachers, and assistant principals, came to quite broad agreement on what the 
metric actually came to portray. 

This insight also suggests some interesting potentials of the metric. As a 
tool that was used by publicly available ranking systems for guiding pupils’ 
choices, as well as a way that aligned fairly well with welfare experts’ own 
views on quality, the indicator could now operate as a technology for coordi-
nating schools on the principle of rational choice, but without necessarily ham-
pering the judgments made by welfare. As will be shown soon, it was also for 
this reason the participants in the school did not view the metric as necessarily 
problematic, even if it meant that it would make customers choose schools 
based on the premises of competition. It was as if accounting opened up the 
potential for welfare to intervene in the market, while at the same time up-
holding its principles. 

Welfare market breaks down 
However, this view came with certain presumptions about how the metric was 
going to function in the market. As a tool that would be used to guide pupil 
choice, it was being used as a means to create a link between the results visible 
in the metrics and the choices made by the pupils, thereby ensuring that a 
school’s performance was similar to a market demand. However, the problem 
was that actors found this link to be loose, as illustrated in the quote below: 

I do not have enough pupils to fill my classes, because no one is applying! So 
how do we … keep our pupils and maintain a good economic situation? […] 
We’ve seen a decline of pupils—but what is the reason for it? Because we ac-
tually do have great results! (Assistant Principal, OBS#23) 

 
The assistant principal was surprised by the loose link between the choices in 
the market and the performance visible in the metric. As shown in the quote 
above, this related to the fact that the school had seen a decline in applications 
despite being considered a high performer as visible in the metric. It was also 
for this reason that the school was eventually put at financial risk. As will be 
elaborated more in depth in the later part of this chapter, schools were also 
financially tied to the volume of enrolled pupils, which meant that the decline 
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of applications also reduced the school’s financial resources. This conse-
quence is directly tied to the market program, which not only presumes a close 
relationship between quality and rational choice, but moreover seeks to make 
such choices tightly knitted with the allocation of resources, as it would ensure 
that the highest performing supplier will be financially rewarded for adhering 
to a market demand. 

Due to these interlinkages between choice and resources, but also the ex-
perienced looseness between choice and quality, this meant that the school 
could now find itself in a situation where declines in enrolled pupils worsened 
their economic situation, despite their quality being visible in the metric. In 
other words, it was as if the links between performance information, choice, 
and resources were detached, as only the latter two items were related and, 
therefore operated on a standalone basis, free from quality concerns stipulated 
by welfare. As the manager pointed out later, this was described as a separa-
tion between the school’s reputation and quality: 

You have to work more with your brand. Because your brand is so much weaker 
than the quality. And branding is everything. SAAB did not go bankrupt be-
cause of bad cars, but rather because they did not sell enough cars. That’s what 
it is all about…. No matter if your brand might be unfair or fair… it doesn’t 
reflect the quality of the school. And so you have to find strategies that will 
build your brand. (Manager, OBS#23) 

 
The comparison between the school and SAAB illustrates the awareness of 
the separation between markets and welfare. Because just as SAAB succeeded 
in delivering cars of high quality but failed to make them attractive, the school 
faced a situation where economic survival did not depend on any inherent 
product quality, but rather on their brand. As a consequence, the manager 
stated that markets put unfair forces into motion, operating in a way that was 
distinct from what welfare experts perceived as real quality. 

This was also why preceding discussions aimed to address this problem. 
Given that the metric was deemed to reflect quality, one idea was to market 
this metric to the customers. This would serve as a strategy to align the market 
with the quality of welfare: 

Make the website look better! Show them our results, tell them that they are 
great! … Just get it out there! We need to market our school because we are in 
fact good! (Assisting Principal, OBS#23) 

 
This illustrates the potentially mediating role of technology. Because while 
the metric was seen as one that made rational choices possible, actors were 
not rejecting the idea of letting metrics serve as a central way to coordinate 
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school work: as illustrated above, the very idea was to increase its centrality 
for how customers came to choose among their services. By showing their 
results on the website, and by talking about their greatness, it was believed 
that the results would now serve as the actual input for customer choice. By 
being a version of quality defined in the hands of welfare, one could simulta-
neously make market forces steer in the right ways. 

In summary, this means that we have similar kinds of insights as for the 
case with the customer surveys. Accounting can be understood as a means by 
which actors seek to hold the welfare market together, rather than colonizing 
one for the sake of the other. By creating a way to let experts define the pre-
conditions for how a well-informed choice was going to be made, the quality 
indicators served as a way to steer schools on the principle of choice, while at 
the same time setting up definitions of quality made by welfare experts. From 
this perspective we can see the mediating potential in accounting, as it can 
allow steering to be based on two relatively incongruent elements at the same 
time. 

While this kind of potential was a possibility, we also saw that this kind of 
hybrid steering was indeed fragile, because the alignment was in turn based 
on a trust in technologies to address these contradictions. However, technolo-
gies are easily opened up to alternating views, and are not always used in the 
ways that might be preferred by these various actors. It was thus evident that 
although it had a potential for alignment, accounting could equally serve as a 
way to make steering get out of hand, thereby intensifying the contradictions 
between welfare and NPM. 

5.2.3 Education as an exchangeable good: Pricing 
While the previous sections addressed the role of accounting in incorporating 
customer preferences, as well as providing customers with choice, this section 
will talk about another aspect of the market program: how to make education 
into an exchangeable good. As previous research has pointed out, this is also 
a central tenet of the market, as it is fundamentally a program that rests on the 
idea of letting self-interested actors buy and sell products and services 
(Thornton et al., 2012). Such a transaction can then be understood from both 
the perspective of the customer and the supplier. In the role of a customer, 
pupils are expected to weigh the utility of selecting a school against what they 
sacrifice for their choice, and thereby, evaluate which sort of product would 
maximize their own satisfaction. In the role of a supplier, schools are con-
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versely expected to weigh the gains of selling a service against its loss, some-
thing that could mean that some customers would be deemed more profitable 
than others. Being unable to express these gains or losses in economic terms 
would hamper this in the market. 

Based on this market logic, this also means that schools need to establish 
some way to ascribe a financial worth to their services. This is also where 
technologies come into the picture. By ascribing a financial value to their ser-
vices, accounting can translate activities into transactional terms, where sacri-
fices are measured in costs and benefits in terms of revenue. 

Even if there were different ways to achieve this aim, it was evident that 
the pricing system came to play a central role in the context of this study. As 
indicated earlier, this was a system that assigned each pupil a voucher 
(Broadbent et al., 1996), which in turn meant that every school in the munici-
pality got paid once the pupils were enrolled. Since pupils also varied in their 
prices, this also made it possible for schools to evaluate different pupils based 
on the revenue they produced and their cost of provision, thereby identifying 
which alternatives would be the most beneficial for the school from a purely 
economic viewpoint. 

Therefore, this section will be about the way actors used pricing to steer 
schools. A central tenet, which will also provide a somewhat alternative ac-
count to the previous sections, is the realization that actors often viewed this 
technology as a relatively equitable way of steering education. Thus, in con-
trast to the earlier sections in this chapter, which were mainly about the failing 
nature of hybrid steering, this section will shift focus by illuminating how the 
success of this steering came about. But in line with earlier sections, it will 
also show that such forms of alignment were also tightly interwoven with con-
flicts, which could easily make steering get out of hand and fail to align the 
welfare market. 

The section will have the following structure. Since the pricing system was 
a relatively advanced form of technology, the section starts by introducing the 
reader to more system details. As will be shown in the next section, the defi-
nitions and operationalizations system, such as how to categorize pupil back-
grounds, served as starting points for criticisms of the system. Therefore, it is 
central to understand some of its technical aspects before moving on to how 
actors actually used the technology when steering schools. 

On the technicalities of the pricing system 
Briefly put, the pricing system was a technology that consisted of many dif-
ferent types of calculations, where each could be viewed as a way of handling 
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different ideas at once. Not only was the system built on definitions of the 
types of merits that should be the basis for compensating for various injustices, 
it was also coupled with aspects concerning the municipality’s goal of man-
aging its own budgets. Thus, one can say that the pricing technology was a 
system consisting of many sub-calculations that eventually  added up to a total 
price per pupil. This shows the idea of instrumentalizing problems in calcula-
ble terms, as it allows actors to combine various problems into a single calcu-
lation. 

From an overarching viewpoint, one can consider the pricing system to be 
based on two principles. While the first has already received substantial atten-
tion in the previous sections, making transactions possible in a market, there 
was also another one that has so far been given less consideration. As will be 
elaborated in more detail below, the pricing system was also a means of real-
izing the aim stipulated in the National School Act: to compensate socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged pupils in order to avoid social injustices in the school 
market. However, this calculation required hard work, as it simultaneously 
meant that actors had to engage themselves in defining what to compensate 
and by how much. It was thus a calculation that had to rephrase equity con-
cerns in instrumental terms. 

On a more technical level, the pricing technology was built on two sub-
calculations: the price per pupil and the socioeconomic compensation scheme. 
These two sub calculations could then be understood to be related to the total 
price as follows. The price per pupil system made up the basic level, as it was 
the minimum amount the school could receive per pupil. This calculation was 
then based on the idea that older pupils received more than younger ones. An 
example of this is provided in the table below. Here, one can see that for a 
pupil between year 0–3 the municipality paid roughly SEK 58,000, where for 
pupils in year 4–6 and 7–9 they paid a price of SEK 60,000 and SEK 70,000 
respectively. 

 
Year Price 2018 
Year 0–3  SEK 58,300 
Year 4–6  SEK 60,500 
Year 7–9  SEK 70,350 

Table 5. The price per pupil system [Source: internal documents] 

 
While the minimum price a school could receive per pupil was settled on, the 
socioeconomic compensation scheme served as an add-on to this price. In line 
with the idea of working compensatorially with pupils, this sub-calculation 
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was based on the idea of paying a higher price for pupils in socioeconomically 
disadvantaged areas, and lower for pupils in advantaged ones. This meant that 
a school located in a socioeconomically disadvantaged area could receive al-
most twice as much money per pupil, in contrast to a school that mainly con-
sisted of pupils from higher socioeconomic  backgrounds. Thus, while the 
price per pupil defined the minimum level of reimbursement, the socioeco-
nomic compensation scheme meant that the total price received per pupil 
could vary, and by quite significant amounts, depending on the school’s pupil 
base. 

As we also know from a governmental approach (Miller and Rose, 1990), 
this also meant that the socioeconomic reimbursement had to be made into a 
calculable term. Without definitions of what the system was going to compen-
sate for, it would simply be impossible to calculate how much the price should 
actually be for socioeconomically disadvantaged pupils. 

For this reason, the technology involved some statistical calculations. By 
collecting historical data on the conditions of pupils in relation to their aca-
demic achievements, it became possible to establish the criteria for which 
forms of conditions schools were about to be compensated. This was also why 
the socioeconomic compensation scheme relied on a regression model, where 
only the most significant factors were chosen as a basis for compensation, 
resulting in the criteria for how to allocate the money. Such a process was also 
described by one of the analysts: 

When one does a regression analysis, it turns out that having arrived in Sweden 
0–2 years ago is by far the most impactful factor. But having arrived 3–6 years 
ago is almost as important a factor as the parental background … we also have 
[factors like] economic assistance to parents … if the pupil lives with both of 
their parents, one, or none at all … but we don’t have ‘boy or girl’, since the 
regression showed that gender had such a minor effect. (INT#12) 

 
This meant that the compensation excluded other criteria. One example related 
to the factor “boy or girl,” which, according to the municipality’s own regres-
sion, did not turn out to be significant for pupil achievement. Thus, the choice 
of conditions could be viewed as a process, where only the factors that affected 
the grades mattered. It was this process that eventually led to a list of criteria 
that the municipality used.23 

                                                
23These factors were: (1) Educational background of parents (2) Whether or not the parents 
have economic assistance (3) Family situation (4) School environment (5) Living 
environment (6) Newly arrived pupils, year 0, 1 and 2 in Sweden, and (7) Newly arrived 
pupils, year 3, 4, 5 and 6 in Sweden.  
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One of these factors was about newly arrived pupils. This was a relatively 
new factor in the municipality, and was a way of handling the increasing levels 
of integrating pupils in 2015. As this was a group that demanded resources, 
the system was implemented in 2016 to include these groups in the compen-
sation scheme. This lead to two types of subcategories: (1) pupils who came 
to Sweden between zero and two years ago, and (2) pupils who came to 
Sweden between three and six years ago. As will be mentioned later on, these 
categories came to be criticized for treating these groups in a too homogeneous 
matter, which also resulted in more detailed forms of classifications. But more 
on that later. 

So far, this meant that school actors could now start expressing equity in 
instrumental terms. By calculating all the factors for a school, it now became 
possible to enroll schools into a calculative logic of equity, by constructing 
them into different forms of socioeconomic profiles that could be used to rank 
the schools based on their disadvantaged pupil backgrounds. 

However, despite being a central solution to these problems, the calcula-
tion was not yet sufficient enough to work. Given that the municipality only 
had a limited pot of money intended to cover the socioeconomic compensa-
tion, it was also necessary to allocate funds in a way that did not overdraw this 
limit. For this reason, the municipality also employed an index as a tool for 
ranking schools’ socioeconomic profiles. The index became a way to normal-
ize the scores in the calculation, based on the average socioeconomic scores 
within the municipality. This also meant that the compensation scheme con-
structed socioeconomic factors as a relative trait. Therefore, a school did not 
increase its prices necessarily by enrolling more pupils with disadvantaged 
conditions; what mattered instead was whether the school enrolled relatively 
more than the average in the municipality. As we’ll also return to later, this 
was also a central reason why the pricing system also changed. 

In summary, we can now conclude that the pricing technology was indeed 
quite complex, and it needed to address multiple problems within the munici-
pality. What was particularly worth noticing was that the actors not only used 
the system to translate education into an exchangeable good. Through the so-
called socioeconomic compensation scheme, the idea was also to reduce social 
inequities, based on the conditions for pupils to achieve academic merits. 
From this perspective, just as in the previous sections, we see the mediating 
potential of the accounting technology. Since the market in a welfare context 
requires pricing, this also opened it up for welfare intervention in terms of 
deciding on the total price those transactions are going to be worth. 
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Pricing markets fairly 
While the previous section showed how pricing of the school market was con-
structed, this section now turns to the local experiences of technology. The 
section will illustrate how the tool came to be perceived as aligning the ideals 
of equity and markets, something that was manifested in the idea of pricing 
the market fairly. Based on this hybrid reasoning, which encapsulates both 
markets and equity ambitions, this section will show how actors came to draw 
on this reasoning to problematize and legitimatize the technology. 

Fairness: A hybrid reason of markets and equity 
Throughout the research process, I noticed early on that the aforementioned 
pricing system played a central role in the way school actors perceived their 
pupils. In various interviews, it was common to hear bursars and principals 
talk about pupils in terms of their price. In line with this reasoning, it was 
particularly common to hear them refer to pupils as “dollar signs,” which was 
another way of expressing the economic consequences of enrolling new pupils 
into a school. One example of this is provided below: 

Every pupil is a dollar sign to me […] if we get two more pupils, I think yes! 
That means more money! (INT#7) 

 
While such reasoning was commonly observed throughout the research pro-
cess, I also noticed that this form of market-based calculation was seldom per-
ceived to be legitimate in itself in order to be employed in schools. Instead, it 
was also common to hear them talk about the pricing technology more as a 
way of working compensatorially with various pupils. One such example, be-
low, shows the same bursar as above discussing pricing in terms of an equity 
ideal: 

Bursar: It is actually quite fair. Everyone receives their prices depending on 
their pupils. 
Me: … but that means all schools receive different resources? 
Bursar: Well, not in terms of the price per pupil, but in terms of the socioeco-
nomic compensation schemes, yes… The area that a school is located in affects 
quite a lot. So, I think it’s fair, because if pupils require more resources… then 
the school must get more money for it. (INT#4) 

 
What is quite peculiar with this quote is that the bursar viewed the pricing as 
relatively ‘fair,’ a term that I often encountered in discussions about this form 
of technology (INT#2 and INT#11). In line with how the bursar described it 
above, this form of reasoning was based on two rationalities at once, which 
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together formed a basis for how the pricing may or may not have been viewed 
as a legitimate tool for steering schools. In line with the market ideal, on the 
one hand it was evaluated on the principle of creating economic consequences 
for schools. This meant that actors associated pupils with a price and cost, and 
thereby subsumed them under a form of utilitarian conception of control, as if 
the school was seen as a supplier calculating its financial opportunities in the 
market. At the same time, it rested on ideas associated with equity. This means 
that the pricing system was also seen as a mechanism that hindered any utili-
tarian calculation from getting out of hand for the sake of securing the pupils’ 
interest, allowing it to serve as a countermove against the problem caused by 
market-based reasoning. Fairness was thus a hybrid form of reasoning, in 
which the pricing technology was seen as a way of steering elements identified 
in the program of equity, thereby making a self-interested calculation a legit-
imate practice to pursue. 

To clarify this reasoning a bit more, it might be suitable here to provide 
another example that illustrates a situation where the price was not seen as 
sufficient to address these ideals at once. This is also why I included another 
situation in the field notes below, where actors said they were not using cal-
culations to alter their enrolment despite, from an economic viewpoint, pupils 
being seen as more or less profitable. 

The principal/bursar talked to me about the family they just mentioned. Accord-
ing to the principal, there was a newly arrived family with 5 children, some of 
whom were still in their home country. […] When starting the budget meeting 
and mentioning the economic situation, they turned to me and said that they are 
not looking into the financial figures as a basis for selecting pupils, but rather 
as a means to see how it affected their budget. (OBS#2) 

 
The fair price idea was to counteract the threat of market skimming (see 
Wällstedt, 2020), where schools would, according to a market ideal, rationally 
and in their own self-interest, help the pupils that were most profitable. Such 
a use of the calculation was believed to be a dangerous way of relating to their 
pupils. The risk of focusing too heavily on economic profits and losses would 
mean that pupils who were already vulnerable could be mistreated, thereby 
reproducing the kind of social injustices that already existed. It was also for 
this reason that the principal and bursar only wanted to use the calculation to 
know the economic consequences rather than viewing it as a guide for how 
they should proceed. 
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Based on this background, it began to become clear why so many actors 
conceived the pricing to be a relatively fair technology. The idea was to rep-
resent the corresponding cost of helping various groups of pupils, and thereby 
also motivate the manner in which to justify a self-interested calculation. The 
reason relates to how each of these programs could become aligned in prac-
tice. A pricing system that perfectly matched the costs of service provision 
would also imply that even the most self-interested calculation was harmless, 
as it would not produce any diverging incentives among various groups of 
pupils. It was also based on this reasoning that the pricing system came to 
align with both equity and markets. 

Fair pricing breaks down 
While this illuminates how the hybrid form of steering of schools could take 
place, it was apparent that such a reliance on technologies was also a fragile 
strategy to pursue. As pointed out by governmentality studies (Miller and 
Rose, 1990), technologies can always be criticized for not representing the 
reality in a correct way. This was also the case for the pricing system, since 
actors could also argue that it did not capture the true cost of serving particular 
groups, thereby ending up in a situation where the calculation created a rift 
between demands of markets and equity. An example of this is illustrated be-
low. 

… the problem is that a pupil who is a new arrival, but has good educational 
circumstances … often works quite well when they get here. He or she might 
have had educated parents, who might have studied at a university and had a 
job back home … we have actually lost this aspect along the way … If you 
generalize it, you can actually profit from having a group of newly arrived pu-
pils compared to a group with learning disabilities. They certainly need a lot of 
resources, too, but not the same kinds. You don’t need special teachers, who 
are difficult to hire and expensive, to make sure that new arrivals get a good 
education … They cost a little bit less and, therefore, you don’t need as much 
money. That matters, too. (INT#26) 
 

According to the principal, the problem was that the pricing system treated 
different pupils in an all too homogeneous manner. Here, one can see that the 
principal was referring to the socioeconomic reimbursement scheme in terms 
of how it was calculated. While the principal argued that there were different 
types of newly arrived pupils, the current calculation instead treated them as 
if they had the same type of socioeconomic profile. This also meant that, just 
as the principal stated, the pricing had “lost this aspect along the way.” 
Schools could now profit on pupils by redirecting themselves toward certain 
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types of new arrivals, as this was now a group that had become overpriced, 
creating a form of market opportunity. It was thus evident that the pricing did 
not suffice, as it did not incorporate elements of equity in the self-interest cal-
culation. We are thus seeing an example of how the pricing technology 
changed from fair to unfair as it represented new arrivals in ways that did not 
align with the principal, who now demanded that the welfare experts had to 
step up to adjust the pricing. 

While the case above illustrates how the pricing technology came to be 
criticized for its ability to correspond to different profiles of new arrivals, there 
were also situations when actors also problematized the index as the cause of 
inequity. As pointed out earlier in this chapter, the index was a calculation that 
constructed socioeconomy as a relative trait, where each school was compen-
sated based on how their pupil base related to the average constellation in the 
municipality. This form of operationalization would eventually turn out to be 
quite problematic due to the way the municipality distributed new arrivals 
among their public schools. While based on the idea of integrating these pupils 
into society, the municipality distributed a majority of them among schools 
traditionally found with a low index (as this was believed to foster better learn-
ing of the Swedish language). This strategy was also emphasized by the man-
agers and analysts: 

We place the pupils eligible for upper-secondary school through [a system]. 
They are mainly placed in the schools located in the inner city. (INT#23) 
 
One thing that we have managed well is … to make sure that new arrivals are 
placed in all the public schools, and have avoided placing them in schools in 
the suburbs. (INT#12) 

 
However, the problem was that this form of strategy also had consequences 
for the schools that previously had a high index. While the increased intake of 
new arrivals changed the municipality’s overarching socioeconomic structure, 
the index framed it as if it was the new normal. As a consequence, this meant 
that the schools that previously had a high index suddenly found their index 
decreased, since they now had relatively fewer pupils with disadvantaged 
backgrounds compared to before. As the index was the basis for how resources 
were allocated, this also meant that schools received lower payments per pu-
pil. This was also something that was pointed out by one of the managers, as 
illustrated below. 

If I compare School A to School B and School C … which each had an index 
of 400 two years ago… they have only 320 today. But! They have the exact 
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same type of pupils… The difference is that index “100” should have been 
around 140/150 according to the previous year… that means that even if the 
school has the same pupils, they will receive less money because of the system 
with the socioeconomic index. (INT#18) 

Prices altered and fairness restored 
It was also for these reasons that the pricing technology eventually changed. 
In line with the two-fold lines of criticism, which either stressed that the sys-
tem was treating new arrivals too homogeneously or that the index misrepre-
sented the socioeconomic profiles of schools, the municipality came up with 
a new suggestion in 2017 (which came into realization in 2018). According to 
this model, the idea was to address these issues by creating a model that made 
such heterogeneity visible in the calculations. Such an ambition can be illus-
trated in one of the municipality’s internal documents: 

In 2015, the number of new arrivals increased significantly and a new model 
… was established in 2016. However, the model did not consider the individ-
ual’s background for schooling, nor how long they had been in Sweden, but 
rather was used as a transitory solution. The Department of Education was 
therefore given the mission to evaluate a differential model for the price for new 
arrivals. (Internal document: Municipal Department of Education, 2017) 

 
Later on, this resulted in a system that stratified the newly arrived pupils into 
six categories. Each of these categories was based on a backpack model, which 
meant that every pupil would be compensated with a declining rate between 
years 1 and 4. The backpack model also meant that the previous system of 
indexing changed, because each pupil now had his or her own lump sum, re-
gardless of the relationship to the socioeconomic status of others. Table 6 be-
low provides an illustration of such a model.  
 

Compensation for newly arrived pupils 
Years in 
Sweden /Group Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5 Group 6 

Year 1 
SEK 

40,000 
SEK 

40,000 
SEK 

60,000 
SEK 

70,000 
SEK 

90,000 
SEK 

100,000 

Year 2 
SEK 

30,000 
SEK 

30,000 
SEK 

50,000 
SEK 

60,000 
SEK 

80,000 
SEK 

90,000 

Year 3 
SEK 

20,000 
SEK 

20,000 
SEK 

40,000 
SEK 

50,000 
SEK 

70,000 
SEK 

80,000 

Year 4 
SEK 

10,000 
SEK 

10,000 
SEK 

30,000 
SEK 

40,000 
SEK 

60,000 
SEK 

70,000 

Table 6. Price for newly arrived pupils [reworked version, Source: internal document] 
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Overall, this illustrates an example of when the welfare experts once again had 
to intervene in the market, here by adjusting the pricing system. In line with 
the idea of fairness, the system now sought a better way to reflect the costs of 
schools. In this way, one could once again make self-interested calculations 
involve an element of equity, as the system now sought to avoid the problem 
of creating market opportunities (and thereby endangering the value of eq-
uity). We can conclude that the alteration of the price was also built on the 
idea of restoring pricing fairness. 

5.3 Accounting in a Welfare Market: An Overview 
In line with the development of a neoliberal agenda, this chapter has shown 
how Swedish education became subsumed under a market rationale. Schools 
are not only expected to conform with ideals previously associated with wel-
fare, but are also required to equally compete for customers in the market-
place. By drawing on various technologies, such as surveys, performance 
rankings, and pricing systems, it has been shown that accounting comes to 
play a central role in reinforcing these programmatic ambitions, albeit in dif-
ferent ways. Surveys make schools amenable to customer wants, rankings en-
able pupils to rationally select the best schools, and prices make education a 
transaction between supply and demand. Thus, despite being based on reforms 
that took shape almost 30 years ago, this chapter has shown how these forces 
are still taking place in the everyday management of public education. 

However, despite the fact that these technologies play important roles  from 
a market-based perspective, the chapter has shown that such a view might re-
sult in an overly simplified analysis of the role of accounting. By drawing 
attention to how school actors used surveys, performance rankings, and pric-
ing systems to steer educational life, it turned out that these technologies can 
simultaneously be understood as being related to matters of welfare. Surveys 
could be drawn on to compensate pupils for unfair distribution of grades, and 
thereby served as a means of aligning schools with the welfaristic program of 
equity. Performance indicators were used for aligning choices in the market 
with quality defined by managers and teachers, thereby resembling the welfare 
rationale of treating professional groups as the rightful type of experts. Pricing 
systems were viewed as an important means of compensating pupils for unfair 
home conditions, which in turn suggests they should be employed to ensure 
an equitable education. All of these matters show us that, despite the clear 
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apprehension of markets, technologies played a dual role, serving as a medi-
ating tool between markets and welfare ideals. 

One reason for this is related to the seemingly contradictory yet crucial 
ways that markets are made possible in welfare contexts. As this chapter illus-
trated, such a realization tended to involve the need for accounting technolo-
gies, which then opened up the possibilities for welfare to intervene in the 
market. By making preferences and socially unjust conditions visible, surveys 
operated as a means of steering schools both on the premises of the market 
and welfare, but without necessarily producing conflicts between these other-
wise incongruent elements. Performance rankings ensured  steering schools in 
line with market demand by coupling the information, choices, and resources, 
but in doing so it equally ensured alignment with welfare’s own views on 
quality, as these were the groups that came to define the sort of information 
that would count as relevant for choice. The pricing system ensured the trans-
formation of education into an economic commodity that could be exchanged 
between pupils and schools, and avoided the problem of market skimming, as 
it served to cover the additional cost of helping pupils with disadvantaged 
backgrounds. All of these are examples of how actors used technologies to 
steer markets in the right ways, meaning that steering through accounting 
meant making schools amenable to various rationales and programs at once. 
It was this type of expectation on technologies that was so characteristic in 
this chapter. 

This is also why the notion of hybridity is a fruitful tool for understanding 
the otherwise conflictual side of welfare and markets. As Miller et al. (2008) 
emphasized, this means that accounting is seldom drawn upon for the purpose 
of merely implementing a pure market-like reasoning. One reason for this is 
that technologies have the potential to travel between various actors and ideas, 
which also makes it likely that they need to manage different and incongruent 
elements at once. Herein lies the strength of adopting hybrid thinking, because 
it takes seriously the idea of treating actors as able to criticize and alter ac-
counting based on a multitude or rationales at once. The reason is that these 
pure programs or rationales are, when taken seriously, unlikely to provide a 
full account of the activities, because living in an established NPM setting 
requires actors to incorporate both. It is from this perspective that one can see 
how markets and welfare appear entangled: a state where the researcher would 
find it difficult to analyze the material solely based on either one of the per-
spectives. 

But as we know from our theory, governmentality is also a constantly fail-
ing thing. This becomes particularly visible in the fragile nature of hybrids, as 
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they can easily break from one moment to the next. The reason relates to the 
paradoxical ways this hybrid is held together. Steering welfare markets 
through surveys, performance indicators, or prices presumes that actors need 
to rely on the mechanisms in the markets, while at the same time seeking to 
reduce these freedoms for the purpose of equity or quality. While accounting 
may come in here, this is not a guarantee for avoiding a rift between them. 
Aligning markets with welfare quality through the mediating technology of 
grades can always fail, as customers might simply ignore it as a means of co-
ordinating their choice. Surveys, which set up the welfaristic parameters for 
guiding choice, still require reliance on customers’ abilities to express them-
selves freely, which is never a guarantee for knowing whether or not these 
parameters are free from socioeconomic influences. Reducing skimming op-
portunities through setting the right price might easily be disputed for not rep-
resenting the true cost of a particular group of pupil. Hybridizing markets and 
welfare is thus also a fragile approach, as technologies are not used as in-
tended, and only provide limited and simplified visibility. 
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Chapter 6: Accounting for a Needs-Based 
Economy 

This chapter is the second of the three empirical chapters that will be presented 
in this dissertation. In contrast to the previous chapter, which was about the 
market program, this chapter will consider another program in the NPM ra-
tionale, economic frugality, and see how actors cope with this demand in re-
lation to the program of needs. By showing how various technologies opera-
tionalized these programs, the chapter will illustrate how the actors came to 
manage these steering imperatives in their daily work. One reason for such a 
programmatic alignment was the accounting instruments, as they expressed 
needs and economies in definable terms and created conditions for how align-
ment could take place without hampering one for the sake of the other. Over-
all, this suggests that accounting and economies could not only be viewed as 
guided by a separate process from welfare ideals, nor as a colonizing force, 
but also as a hybridizing force that steered programmatic solutions in certain 
directions that actors exploited to cope with these demands in practice. 

The chapter was written according to the following logic. It starts with a 
short background about the programs of economic frugality and needs, based 
on the Swedish compulsory school context. It then outlines how these ideals 
were manifested in the steering of schools by elaborating on the various tech-
nologies and imperatives that were imposed on school practices. The chapter 
then moves on to how actors coped with these demands in their everyday 
work. Lastly, it ends with overarching reflections on the conditions for how 
economy and needs were aligned. 

6.1 Program of Economy and Needs in Swedish 
Schools: a Background 

As earlier research has pointed out, public sector organizations were long 
driven by the idea of providing their patients, pupils, or clients with resources 
according to their needs (Lawrence et al., 1997; Llewellyn, 1998). While this 
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ambition was said to be a central aspect of the welfare rationality, the program 
of needs eventually came to be challenged by the idea of managing resource 
scarcity (Lapsley and Meila, 2001). Due to the expansion of NPM, the public 
sector institutions have increasingly become subsumed under budgetary de-
mands, implying that the requirements of managing within existing resources 
have intensified, even in settings where it was previously viewed as second-
ary. Such a development also suggests that we would expect conflicts between 
the ideals, due to their distinct ways of portraying organizational activities.24 
Thus, even if coping with resources and needs has long been one of the trick-
iest problems in welfare settings (Llewellyn, 1998), this development suggests 
that such a conflict is currently an issue that has intensified in these organiza-
tions. 

In line with this development, one can also see how this kind of potential 
conflict also resided in Swedish compulsory schools. Today, schools are re-
quired to provide resources to pupils according to their needs (National School 
Act, 2010:800), while simultaneously being under pressures to do so in an 
economically viable manner (Municipal Act, 2017:725). This suggests that we 
would expect similar forms of problems in Swedish schools, in line with re-
search proposed above. This chapter will be about how these programs pro-
duced conflicts, but moreover, how their imperatives come to be expressed in 
the everyday management of schools and how they are handled in practice. 

But before getting into how these imperatives come about and how they 
were coped with at the local school level, it might first be appropriate to pre-
sent the programmatic ambitions prevalent in the Swedish schools. This sec-
tion will do so by first presenting some overarching regulations concerning 
economic frugality, which is regulated in the Municipal Act (2017:725), ex-
pressed as the demand to be economically responsible, and the regulations 
concerning needs. 

6.1.1 Demands of economic frugality 
In line with the expansion of the NPM rationality, the Swedish public sector 
has come under increasing pressure to manage their activities within existing 
financial limits. This is not a demand that is specific to the world of public 
schools, but is a general idea that prevails in public services in general. This 

                                                
24Whereas needs is a program that treats access to resources as a fundamental human right 
(Lawrence et al., 1997), the idea of economic frugality treats resources as a competing 
tradeoff, where access for one individual means an opportunity foregone to someone else (see 
Kraus, 2012). 
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stems from national regulations, more precisely through the Municipal Act 
(2017:725), which states that municipalities should have “sound economic 
management in their operations” (chapter 11, §1). Even though this is a de-
mand that mainly concerns the municipal level, this chapter will show later on 
that the demand has trickled down to the local level of school management. 

The background to this requirement can be understood in different ways, 
as there are many forms of factors that seem to uphold the ideal. However, 
one reason can also be found in the proposition About a New Municipal Act25 
formulated in the 1990s. In line with the NPM agenda, the document pointed 
out the need to rationalize and reconsider the use of resources which, in other 
words, meant that the problems of providing services toward citizens now had 
to be solved through efficiency. As was stated in the proposition, the reason 
for this had to do with so called new conditions for the public sector at large: 

The economic conditions in society have changed […] The demands for ser-
vices provided by municipalities have long been solved by increasing the sup-
ply of resources. In general, there is no possibility of doing so. The low growth 
in the economy and the necessity to avoid tax increases means that citizens’ 
demands will seldom be solved by more resources. Greater requirements are 
laid on reconsideration, rationalization, and improvements in efficiency. (Gov. 
Bill 1990/1991: 117, p. 11) 

 
As illustrated above, the idea was to emphasize new strategies in which mu-
nicipalities came to manage demands and their economic situation. Because 
in contrast to before, where the increasing demand for public services was 
solved through cost increases, this bill points out that there were no possibili-
ties of doing so. By staying within tighter financial constraints, it was believed 
that public sector services would have more incentive to improve themselves, 
expressed in terms of being more efficient. Here, we recognize similar prob-
lems as found within the NPM rationality, as the reform resided in the belief 
that public sector services had room for cost reductions without necessarily 
hampering the quality of the same services. 

Consequently, policy documents were formulated to address these prob-
lems (Gov. Bill 1990/1991). Even though public sector services had long been 
subject to the requirement of financial management, it was believed that the 
current definition was not broad enough to capture what good economic man-
agement really entailed. This was also why the proposition emphasized the 
need to introduce a broader definition in the policies, which would eventually 
end up in the requirement of having god ekonomisk hushållning, which can be 
                                                
25 Om en ny kommunallag 
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translated into “sound economic management” in municipalities. The idea of 
the formulation was to function as an “overarching aim” (Gov. Bill 
1990/1991, p. 110), which in itself was not going to be easily translated into 
precise accounting measures. In other words, one can interpret the change as 
an example of how policy makers attempted to formulate a direction of 
thought without engaging in any exact boundaries for what the term entailed. 
Just as we would expect from a program, these are seldom easy to translate 
into practicable terms without evoking conflicts (Miller and Rose, 1990). 

Since then, the formulation still matters today. In line with the formulations 
made above, municipalities are thus required to demonstrate that their use of 
resources has been sound, and the formulation serves as an overarching aim 
toward which the operations are steered (Municipal Act, 2017:725). However, 
as will be illustrated later on in this chapter, this goal was seldom expressed 
in vague terms when it came to steering municipal activities, especially for the 
compulsory schools, which were often expected to demonstrate their eco-
nomic management from a technological viewpoint. 

6.1.2 Demands of providing resources according to need 
While Swedish public service was subject to the programmatic idea of im-
proving efficiency through tighter resource constraints, there was also another 
ideal that was equally relevant to understanding the steering of schools: 
providing resources on the basis of needs. As already pointed out above, for a 
long time such a programmatic idea has been manifested in these forms of 
organizations, and has had a clear connection to the rationality of welfare (see 
Broadbent et al., 1994; Lawrence et al., 1997). 

This type of ideal was also evident in the compulsory schools. At the policy 
level, it was possible to identify formulations that were in line with this pro-
gram, which served as a legal basis for how schools could relate to resources. 
One example is in the National School Act (2010:800, 4 §), which states that 
schools are responsible for taking “the needs of children and pupils into con-
sideration” in their everyday management of activities. As will also be clear 
in this chapter, there were also clear connections between this program and 
how school actors came to think about economic ends. 

As other scholars have also pointed out, this kind of program also directs 
one’s attention in ways that typically do not align with the economic ideas 
formulated above. In contrast to economic frugality, needs is a program that 
rests on the idea of viewing resources as a human right that cannot be traded 
off (Lawrence et al., 1997). In the context of education, this means that a pupil 
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who is considered to be entitled to a resource cannot be ignored for the sake 
of helping some other pupil. This differs significantly from how the program 
of economic frugality constructs resources. While it treats access to resources 
as an opportunity foregone to someone else, which implies that actors need to 
compare and select the alternative that maximizes the total benefit, the pro-
gram of needs means that such kinds of trade-offs are all a violation of rights. 

Another central aspect of the needs-based program is that it is not solely 
about giving pupils access to resources, but also about ensuring provision of 
the right type of resource (see e.g. Wällstedt, 2020). This rests on the idea of 
competence: to make sure that the clients or pupils get help by the right experts 
and thereby match the resources in the right ways. In line with the govern-
mentality framework, the question about what can be considered the right 
competence, or what a pupil really needs, is of course always debatable. As 
will be illustrated in this chapter, need is thus a potentially dubious matter; it 
could be susceptible to various kinds of definitions depending on the technol-
ogy or expert that is up for question. But more on this later. 

Together, we have come to see how the two programmatic ideals impose 
various ways of thinking about school activities. As this chapter will illustrate, 
these two ideals were highly prevalent in the everyday management of 
schools. One can thus see that education was the subject for two programs that 
clearly resided in two rationalities: NPM and welfare. 

6.2 Accounting Technologies and Imperatives 
While the schools were subject to these programmatic ideals, this was not 
enough to make them steerable. As we know from our governmentality ap-
proach, programs also need to be translated into concretized and evaluable 
imperatives, to be a governable matter that can be said to be complied with in 
practice (Radcliffe, 1998). 

This section will be about how the municipality came to achieve this. By 
providing an account of the types of technologies employed, the section will 
show how these programs came to be manifested in steering schools. The sec-
tion will do so by first presenting how the idea of economic frugality came to 
be steered through the budget, as well as the type of imperatives this led to in 
educational practice. The section then moves into the needs-based program, 
by showing how this ideal became instrumentalized through time plans, doc-
uments of special and extra adjustments and performance matrices. After this 
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section, the chapter will then continue into the ways schools came to cope with 
these imperatives in their everyday work. 

6.2.1 Budgeting as a technology for demonstrating economic 
frugality 

As pointed out in an earlier section, the idea of the formulation of sound eco-
nomic management was to avoid the problem of clarity, as frugality was be-
lieved to be a difficult thing to fully define. Throughout my studies at the 
school and administrative level in the municipality, it became clear that they 
used technologies to define this program in practice. One of them, which also 
had the greatest influence on this matter, was the budget. The reason is related 
to the fact of being a tool often used by actors to evaluate the economy of 
schools. In cases when I observed or interviewed school personnel, I even no-
ticed several occasions where the respondents and observers used the budget 
synonymously with the economy of schools. As this was a widespread ap-
proach, it became clear to me that this was a technology that represented sound 
economic management in practice. 

In short, the budget was used as a means of evaluating schools at a distance. 
This was done through continuous reporting of the budgetary figures to the 
administrative level, who in turn could use them to demand action in cases 
where they anticipated budgetary deficits. It was clear that the budget was also 
seen as one of the most important metrics for the evaluation of schools, some-
thing I will return to in chapter 7. 

While this suggests that the budget had a close link to economic frugality, 
it does little to explain why this demand had become an important aim for the 
local level of schools. As mentioned earlier, the idea of sound economic man-
agement was originally directed at the municipality as a whole, and was 
thereby not tied to school units. Before moving on to how the budget created 
imperatives, it might first be appropriate to explain how this came to be the 
case. 

The reason for this had to do with how the municipality had to follow up 
their economic situation. Based on the idea that this unit had to keep their 
budgets balanced—a goal they also used for holding themselves accountable 
to the public—this meant they also had to find ways to keep control over their 
costs. Since the schools were one of the largest items in the budget, it was 
therefore valuable to ensure that these units stayed within the given resource 
constraints. This was also something that one of the analysts pointed out to 
me: 
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The Municipal Act requires that the municipality’s budget balances. As a con-
sequence, the municipality wants to make sure that every unit in turn keeps their 
budget. (INT#12) 

 
It was for this reason that one could understand how the municipal demands 
came to manifest at the more local school levels. By creating budgetary units, 
it became possible to control costs and evaluate the schools based on their 
ability to contribute to economic aims stated at the municipal level. 

Budgetary imperatives 
While the above discussion referred to the overall management of budgets, it 
also became apparent that the budget was a central technology at the local 
school level. As already shown in the previous chapter, it was used as a means 
of viewing pupils as dollar signs, which could then be compared to their costs 
of provision. In other words, it was also found that there was a financial lan-
guage at the schools, where actors used the categories from the budget to see 
and steer their daily activities. 

That said, it should also be noted that there were different ways to think 
and steer toward budgetary aims. As will be illustrated shortly, this related 
simply to the construction of the technology as such. In other words, there 
were different ways that a school could manifest economic frugality in prac-
tice. From now on, I will refer to these forms of thinking and doings as differ-
ent imperatives. 

Economies of scale 
The first imperative is related to the idea of achieving economies of scale. This 
was an imperative that I often observed, and is even a term originating from 
my empirics, coined by one of the interviewed principals. Simply put, this 
strategy was about reducing resource consumption per pupil to an acceptable 
level within the budgetary aim. The reason for this is related to the way a 
school received funding, i.e. through the price per pupil system.26 Since the 
largest cost items in the budget were fixed,27 this meant that one had to teach 
in a manner that made the pupils absorb these costs, so that in the long term 
the cost per pupil would be below the amount received. An example of this 
form of reasoning is illustrated below: 

                                                
26 See chapter 5.  
27Also a term borrowed from my empirics 
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The teachers can sometimes wonder what we are actually spending our money 
on. But look around! We have a lot of half-classes compared to other schools, 
and that is pretty expensive! (INT#11) 

 
Here we see how the bursar reasoned in line with economy of scale. More 
specifically, the bursar talked about the decision to have half-classes as a 
teaching method. While this sought to improve the quality of teaching, from a 
budgetary perspective it was seen as an expensive measure. The reason was 
due to the fact that the consumption of resources would now increase per pu-
pil, as it locked in resources that could be spent on something else (such as 
administration, better food, or hiring special teachers). This strategy was also 
a source of conflict, in this case about the fact that teachers did not see what 
the money was spent on, which forced the bursar to explain about their already 
expensive form of teaching. 

In this way, the budget shaped the ways in which one could see and do the 
daily activities. Also worth noticing is that the imperative was not only ex-
pressed in terms of classroom sizes, but could also come about in other cases, 
such as one-to-one teaching. Overall, one could thus conceive the imperative 
as a way to talk about the pupils in terms of how much of the schools’ re-
sources they could share in educational situations. 

Funding 
While economies of scale was a central imperative for schools to manage their 
budgets, and therefore manifest the ideal of economic frugality, it was also 
found that there was another path to doing so. In short, this strategy is referred 
to here as funding, which made it possible for schools to manage budgetary 
demands, even in cases when the consumption of resources per pupil in-
creased. One example of this is in the quote below, in which the principal 
stressed the need to apply for more funding in cases of the need to hire a new 
assistant: 

We can’t hire a new teacher assistant without applying for more resources on 
the very same day. (OBS#23) 

 
This system was in turn built on various needs-based categories, based on the 
logic of providing a pupil with more financial funds if qualified. As the figure 
below illustrates, this meant that a pupil qualified into the category “C2X” 
could mean that the school could get an additional payment added to their 
price by SEK 11,455 up to SEK 22,910. 
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  Additional Funding Per Month  
Group/Yr Preschool Year 0–3 Year 4–6 Year 7–9 
C1 SEK 6,185 SEK 7,794 SEK 9,525 SEK 12,372 
C2 SEK 9,278 SEK 11,691 SEK 14,288 SEK 18,558 
C2X SEK 11,455 SEK 14,433 SEK 17,641 SEK 22,910 
D1 SEK 8,248 SEK 10,392 SEK 12,701 SEK 16,496 
D2 SEK 15,465 SEK 19,485 SEK 23,814 SEK 30,928 
D3 SEK 17,898 SEK 24,807 SEK 27,563 SEK 35,797 
E SEK 20,619 SEK 25,980 SEK 31,753 SEK 41,238 

 or more or more or more or more 

Table 7. Reimbursement based on application.  
[internal document, Department of Education, 2020. Edited] 

 
Thus, one can view the funding strategy as a way to establish a link between 
the needs judged at the local school level and the budgetary categories. As this 
procedure depended on various documents and technologies to render such 
needs visible (see section below), this meant that the system was based on the 
idea of giving these seemingly professions-based documents a mediating role 
(Miller and O’Leary, 2007), serving as technologies that enmeshed expert 
judgments of needs with financial categories. However, as will be illustrated 
below, the funding strategy was not always that easy to pursue, meaning that 
the link between needs and financials could also break down, forcing schools 
to pursue the strategy of scale instead. 

6.2.2 Technologies for making needs manageable 
As we concluded in the theory chapter, it is seldom we find actors employing 
technologies for the purpose of operationalizing programs of the NPM ra-
tionale, but we could equally do so for the sake of enacting welfare (see Rose 
et al., 2006). In a world that is based on the logic of governance, actors are 
required to remake programmatic ambitions into steerable terms, either with 
the help of documents, numbers, or systems, as they make them controllable 
in practice (Miller and Rose, 1990). 

This was also the case regarding needs. Just as in the case of economic 
frugality, the municipality was using technologies to document and evaluate 
whether or not this ideal was manifested in school practices. However, this 
was done in somewhat different ways. This section will explain two of them: 
the first being time plans and the second technologies of extra and special 
adjustments. As will be shown in the next section, these were based on differ-
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ent ways of constructing needs and shaping imperatives, which also had con-
sequences for how schools could align needs with the imperatives of economic 
frugality. 

The national time plan 
The first technology was the so-called time plan (timplanen). This was a doc-
ument that was provided by the National School Authority and served as a 
national rule for all schools in Sweden. In short, the time plan was about set-
ting up a rule for the “the minimum hours guaranteed” (Skolverket, 2020) and 
defined “how teaching hours should be distributed among the different sub-
jects” (ibid). An example is provided below. Here, we can see the require-
ments for what a pupil should obtain, sorted by different subjects. A pupil can 
thus be guaranteed access to 60 h, 220 h, or 200 h of English in the respective 
years of 0–3, 3–6 and 7–9. 
 

How many hours a pupil is entitled to, per subject 
Subject /Yr Year 0–3 Year 4–6 Year 7–9 Total 
Art 50 80 100 230 
English 60 220 200 480 
…etc.     
Total hours guaranteed  1,860 2,269 2,548 6,890 

Table 8. The national time plan [Derived from the National School Authority’s website. Edited] 

 
Therefore, one can view the time plan as a technology that had a direct impact 
on the planning of school activities. In line with the program of needs, it was 
built on the idea that every pupil enrolled in the school was entitled to a certain 
amount of resources, here expressed in hours. This meant that resources could 
not be traded off, such as by denying access for some and giving it to another. 
All pupils needed the same, regardless of what the school’s economic con-
straints were. 

It is also worth noting how the time plan constructed needs, and thereby 
imposed certain imperatives on school activities. First was the idea of making 
a close connection with classroom instruction, as those were ultimately the 
types of hours that counted. This meant that the time plan only portrayed cer-
tain forms of resources as valuable in the provision of needs. Second, the time 
plan also rested on a certain way of counting how a need was provided, be-
cause as emphasized above, the technology was based on the idea of counting 
access in terms of the scheduled time that a pupil had, regardless of how many 
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other pupils shared the same schedule. Together, these aspects all had conse-
quences for how schools could possibly align economic frugality and needs in 
practice, as some of these definitions created calculable ways to meet with 
budgetary imperatives. But more on this later. 

Technologies of special and extra adjustments 
The other aspect regarded the technologies that related to extra and special 
adjustments. In short, this was a standard stipulated by law and was in line 
with the needs of managing pupils’ access to resources as a form of rights. 
However, while the time plan expressed a need in quite broad terms, the spe-
cial and extra adjustment was more oriented toward the needs of certain indi-
viduals, meaning that it constructed it more as a unique form of access. 

A central aspect of this standard was to classify needs into two subcatego-
ries. An extra adjustment was a need that could be “a support normally possi-
ble to be given by teachers … in the settings of ordinary teaching” (Skolverket, 
2020). In practice, this meant that a pupil qualified for such a need would be 
closely related to adjustments made by teachers. This differed from a special 
adjustment, which was a category that sought to describe a need that was 
“more extensive in scope and usually continued over a longer period of time” 
(Ibid). While this form of adjustment could involve teachers, it was common 
to involve other forms of school personnel as well, such as special teachers, 
in the process of providing what the pupil was believed to need. Together, this 
meant that the standard was tied to the school accountability imperatives, 
ranging from teachers to other support functions. 

The standard was mainly followed up by two technologies. The first was 
using documents, as illustrated in the figure below. In short, this was a tech-
nology that was used to demonstrate a need that could also be used to apply 
for more resources at the municipality (see funding above). 

 
Figure 2. Document for extra and special adjustment. [Internal documents] 
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The other technology was the Red and Green matrix (R/G). In line with the 
documents, this technology was also used by school personnel to steer and 
determine whether certain pupils were in need of special or extra adjustments 
in class. By ascribing different colors to different pupils, the idea was to pro-
vide various school actors, such as the school board or other teachers, with 
information regarding the individual’s type of potential need. In contrast to 
the document, the R/G was thus more of an internal tool, used for following-
up and forecasting needs, rather than as a technology for linking up with re-
sources. 

 Subject A Subject B Subject C 
Pupil A       
Pupil B       
Pupil C       

Figure 3. The red and green matrix. [Reconstructed from internal empirical documents] 

 
In summary, these technologies (time plans, documents, and R/G) functioned 
as instrumental means for making individual needs visible, and to create ac-
countability relationships among the school actors. Just as we saw with the 
budget, we can also see how each technology created steering imperatives on 
school practices, but from the programmatic ideal of needs: they all stem from 
the idea that access to resources is a legal right that cannot be traded off against 
someone else’s right. 

6.3 Managing Economies and Needs in Practice 
So far, we have learned certain things about needs and economic frugality in 
the Swedish educational context. Firstly, we saw that these two programs are 
much like those of other public organizations, subject to these two competing 
sorts of ideals (Section 6.1). Secondly, we also learned more regarding the 
specific technologies that were used to make these ideals manageable in prac-
tice (Section 6.2). Together, the sections above have provided us with some 
crucial insights about the connections between rationalities, programs, and 
technologies in the Swedish compulsory school setting. 

With this knowledge in mind, the rest of this chapter will focus on how the 
school actors cope with these steering imperatives in practice. A central lesson 
is that even when subjected to seemingly competitive programs, there were 
situations when actors came to hybridize them in practice, making them seem-
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ingly fit with one another. One reason for this is the way technologies opera-
tionalized each program. In this way, we can see that accounting did not 
mainly serve as a colonizing force, handled through mechanisms of separa-
tion, but rather as a hybridizing force that steered solutions of needs and econ-
omies in certain directions. However, as will also be shown, this did not mean 
that these conflicts were resolved, because these technological solutions to 
programmatic problems can always be criticized for covering the wrong as-
pects of these ideals, and can also take unexpected directions. In this way, 
even if one can clearly see how accounting hybridized these demands in prac-
tice, it was nonetheless a fragile solution, as actors could find it to be the wrong 
type of hybrid. 

The rest of the chapter has the following structure. It first presents the dif-
ferent technologies and the ways actors aligned them. This will be achieved 
by first emphasizing time plans and budgets, including the problems of the 
newly arrived pupils, and then move on to matters of special and extra adjust-
ments. The chapter then ends with an emerging form of conception of needs 
that developed in local settings, the general adjustment, and the ways this mat-
tered for the alignment of economies and needs. The last section in this chapter 
will present the overarching findings, and discuss the insights in relation to 
the governmentality framework. 

6.3.1 Aligning time plans and budgets 
As we saw in the previous sections, one way to operationalize needs was 
through time plans. By calculating how many hours of teaching a pupil must 
be provided, this technology served as a guarantee for access to resources that 
could not be traded with others. This section will be about how schools worked 
with this demand, and more specifically, how they came to align them with 
the budgetary demands in practice. 

Technologies as a hybridizing force 
Early in my research, I realized how important the time plan was for the daily 
planning of school activities. Not only did it steer the kinds of access to hours 
the school eventually used to plan their pupils’ schedules, but it also had con-
sequences for how schools would arrange competencies to match this access 
with the right expertise. Since personnel was also by far the largest cost item 
at the school unit level, it was also evident that the time plan was central in 
budgetary planning as well. Given that each of these technologies related to 
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seemingly distinct programs, it was thus evident that they could be viewed as 
manifestations of how they materialized in practice. 

However, despite resting on competing grounds, it was apparent that 
schools handled these ideals. Schools within the municipality seldom broke 
their budgets, nor did they put themselves at risk of violating the demands 
stipulated in the time plan. This was also the case at CityCenter and SubUrb, 
schools that had achieved a balanced budget for several years, but with respect 
to the time plan. Such forms of fulfillment of competing ideals suggested that 
actors were somehow able to align programs of needs and economic frugality, 
at least when turning to their technological definitions. The only question was 
how. 

Keeping this in mind, I was able to see that schools hybridized these de-
mands in two ways: they are presented below. 

Scalable needs 
The first form of hybridization, scalable needs, related to the ways the budget 
and time plan operationalized needs and economic frugality. This could be 
understood by recapping some of our insights about the budget and time plan 
presented above. According to the budget, we see that one imperative was to 
achieve economies of scale. By making teaching an activity that was done 
with a high number of pupils, schools could lower the cost per pupil, ensuring 
that they could remain below their received price. According to the time plan, 
we saw that needs were calculated on the premise that their access to resources 
was invariant to volume: what mattered instead was that a pupil was scheduled 
a certain number of hours in different subjects. 

These two types of imperatives go together pretty well when considering 
their constructs. Given that the time plan constructed an individual need as 
independent from the volume of pupils receiving the same hours, this also 
opened up possibilities for schools to endorse economies of scale. Schools 
could then arrange different individuals into large classes that each served as 
a unit in which the same need could be provided, in terms of having access to 
the same teacher in class. In this way, it became possible to simultaneously 
make each need into a scalable item, as the arrangement of individuals in large 
needs groups also allows them to absorb teacher costs. Thus, education could 
hybridize due to the technological ways individual needs were constructed, 
together with how the management of economies were defined by the budget. 

At second glance, one can also see that this kind of solution has been taking 
place for a long time in educational institutions. As we already know, schools 
have long organized teaching into classes. This style of organizing also refers 
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to the sort of alignment proposed above. The logic suggests that individuals 
in the same class also need the same form of teaching,28 which also means that 
the construct opens up for economies of scale. Thus, we can see how the time 
plan and budget also illuminated an alignment that is a relatively established 
one. 

It was also for this reason that this hybridization was seldom given much 
space for discussion. Throughout the period of the study, I often got the im-
pression that the idea of classes and their potential for scaling was taken for 
granted, and that there were often other sorts of conflicts regarding other tech-
nological definitions of needs instead. As I will illustrate below, there were, 
however, instances when this form of organizing surfaced in personnel. 

Rationing costs 
The second type of hybridization between time plans and budgets was ration-
ing costs. This method was, in short, about reducing the sorts of costs/activi-
ties that, according to the time plan, did not count as needs. In this way, the 
school could lower its costs and keep its budget without necessarily running 
the risk of missing out on providing the sorts of education that a pupil needed. 

An example of this was observed at SubUrb, in conjunction with planning 
for their upcoming semester. Similar to the case for other schools, this was a 
form of planning that often began one semester ahead, often somewhere be-
tween April and May, which later served as a standard for the scheduling from 
September onward. In the situation at SubUrb, the principal was using the time 
plan and the budget to determine how to go about planning. This was de-
scribed by the principal below: 

During the past few weeks, this is what we have been up to [points at the com-
puter screen]. We first look at the time plan, which sets what the pupils need 
according to the National School Authority. That steers the foundational plan-
ning for all schools … it is a form of allocation that sets the framework for what 
we can do … so, based on the figures in the time plan, we try to figure out how 
many teachers are needed in order to follow these [requirements] […] For in-
stance, we can’t afford a full-time counselor. No school can afford a psycholo-
gist full-time, so we are sharing the costs with other schools. […] Then I look 
at the budget. How much of this can we afford? And if we are not using all our 
resources, then that’s a bonus … the [bursar] has a mission to make all the cal-
culations based upon “x” numbers of pupils and the personnel we decide to 
keep or hire. When I get those numbers back, I will be able to tell: is this plan 
going to work or not? If yes, then I can relax, if not, then I have to deduct some 
costs somewhere, or actually, compress some things. (INT#26) 

                                                
28While individuals in other classes are seen as being in need of different teaching. 
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Here the principal describes this planning as a calculative process between the 
hours in the time plan and the economic outcomes visible in the budget. By 
taking the time plan as the starting point, the principal started to plan the num-
ber of teaching hours and matched this demand with a corresponding expert 
(such as to ensure that the hours in English were provided by a competent 
English teacher), as well as the administrative activities that were deemed nec-
essary. The plan was then sent to the bursar, whose task was to calculate 
whether or not the plan would work in economic terms. In other words, we are 
seeing how these two technological imperatives were handled, which is also 
related to the sort of scalable needs discussed above, although it was taken as 
a rather implicit strategy in the planning procedure. 

But as the principal also described, there was also another approach for 
solving these demands. One strategy was to deduct the sorts of costs that did 
not relate to the fulfillment of the time plan. Here the principal mainly referred 
to the sorts of functions that could be described as supportive, or not directly 
tied to teaching, such as mentoring and hiring special teachers or psycholo-
gists. It was also based on this view that the principal could not afford a full-
time counselor, since this was now seen as a resource that did not matter to 
the fulfillment of the time plan. 

While the above approach concerned the sort of personnel that did not 
teach in time plan subjects, there was also another strategy that was more re-
lated to the teachers themselves. More specifically, it was about keeping 
enough teaching hours per week on a level that also made it possible to free 
resources in order to achieve the time plan goal. The reason for this was that 
the school could ensure that a higher proportion of their teacher costs could 
be directly used to satisfy the hours in the time plan. In this way, the rationing 
could take place for the teaching groups as well. 

Overall, these two strategies—scalable needs and rationing costs—were 
both ways for schools to steer their everyday practices in line with the time 
plan and budgets, and thereby served as a concretized way to align the con-
flicting programs of needs and economic frugality. They were all made in a 
quite calculable manner, where the technological definition in one program 
came to serve as a possible solution for the latter. In this way, one could see 
how these conflicts could be resolved in a practical manner, where the aim 
was not to downplay one program for the sake of the other, but rather to en-
mesh them in practice. The distinctions between needs and economies thus 
blurred, as the organizing of school practices could not be explained by the 
sole adherence to needs or economies, but rather by understanding the ways 



135 

they interrelate with one another. It is from this view that one can see account-
ing more as a hybridizing force than merely coming to delete one ideal for the 
sake of the other. 

Criticisms and threats of hybrid steering 
Even if schools could align demands of needs and economies in practice, this 
did not mean that these programmatic conflicts were completely resolved. 
This was because there could always be other conceptions of what a pupil 
needed, or conditions that challenged the sorts of hybridizing potentials de-
scribed above. This section will explain these forms of criticisms, based on 
the types of strategies explained above. It will do so by first discussing the 
criticism of rationing costs and then discussing the difficulties of achieving 
scalable needs. 

Criticism against rationing costs 
One criticism regarded the method of rationing costs to reach budgetary and 
time plan aims. Throughout the period of research, this was something that 
could be subject for criticism, especially when considering beliefs of the local 
teachers. One example of this is described below, in which a special teacher 
addressed a criticism against the current plan issued by the school leaders: 

Special teacher: I have a question about mentorship. We have tried to increase 
time for mentoring for many years now. And according to your proposal we are 
about to have less time for mentoring […] Some of us think it would be great 
to have a meeting every morning, for example. Because that will give them a 
good start for the rest of their day [note: another teacher yells “Yes!”]. We think 
our time with our pupils is way too limited. As mentors, we are working our 
asses off. And then to say that we are about to only have 30 minutes with the 
whole class… we do not agree with that proposal. (OBS#20) 

 
The criticism was based on different conceptions of mentoring and needs. 
While the time plan portrayed mentoring as an unnecessary activity for 
providing needs, the special teacher here meant that mentoring was, in fact, 
an important element in the individuals’ needs. One reason was that the activ-
ity gave the pupils “a good start for the rest of their day,” (OBS#20) thereby 
creating positive effects for their learning. But the principal, who had taken 
the time plan and budgets into account when planning their work, argued that 
the school could “not afford” (OBS#20) such a path. Overall, this suggested 
that the definition of needs be challenged. 

During the same meeting, it was also possible to observe other sorts of 
criticisms directed toward rationing. One discussion, also found to be the most 
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recurring one at SubUrb, related to the planning of teaching hours per week. 
This conflict was also discussed later with the special teacher, who said the 
following: 

Me: My feeling was that there were a lot of emotions going on during the time 
allocation meeting… do you remember? 
Special Teacher: Yes, there usually are … it’s the teaching obligation. People 
want to have fewer classes to teach. 
Me: Because? 
Special Teacher: It’s too much. Now we have reached a limit of 18 hours per 
week. [Later in the same interview] … the teachers are worn out. We have sev-
eral teachers who are on sick leave because they have been working intensively. 
Can you imagine that they [the board] proposed to decrease 30 minutes in meet-
ings per week when they in fact needed to hear: “you only get 16 [teaching] 
hours a week” instead of 18. (INT#33) 

 
The reason was that the teachers perceived the current distribution as resulting 
in a heavy workload. In contrast to the current plan, teaching on average 18 
hours per week, the special teacher suggested reducing this number to 16 
hours per week instead. However, the problem was that this also conflicted 
with the rationing hybrid, because this would imply increasing demands on 
more teachers, thereby increasing budgetary costs. It was also for this reason 
that the stress-related problem was addressed by reducing the administrative 
time for teachers in terms of having fewer meetings scheduled per week. 

Overall, these two examples illustrate that the method of rationing costs 
could serve as a technological solution to programmatic problems, but in do-
ing so, could always be subject to criticism. One reason was that the time plan 
operationalized needs, which in combination with budgetary demands, re-
sulted in the daily work being steered in certain directions. 

Problems of making needs scalable 
While the situations above addressed the problem of rationing costs, there 
were also other situations where school actors perceived difficulties creating 
alignment through scalable needs. This section will take this kind of criticism 
into consideration. 

As pointed out earlier in this chapter, we saw that the program of needs 
does not solely mean to give an individual access to resources, as it is equally 
important to ensure that the individual gets the right sort of resource. Based 
on our school terms, this mainly meant ensuring that the time plan require-
ments, which were divided into specific subjects, also had to be matched by 
the right type of school competence (such as to match hours in English with a 
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competent English teacher). However, this sometimes created problems in 
terms of achieving scalable needs. 

One illustrative example of this can be found during my observations at 
CityCenter, more specifically when this school had to enroll more of the newly 
arrived pupils. As pointed out in the chapter on markets, this form of enroll-
ment was due to the municipal strategy of distributing newly arrived pupils 
among schools that had a large proportion of pupils who spoke Swedish as a 
first language. Since CityCenter was such a school, this meant they also faced 
a situation where they had to enroll these pupils to meet the overarching idea 
of integrating them more in Swedish society. It was precisely this enrollment 
that eventually turned into problems of achieving economies of scale: 

It is quite sensitive for us to receive pupils that need more resources. I can tell 
from a case when receiving newly arrived pupils, as we then have to make sure 
to have other complementary forms of resources, such as related to Swedish as 
a second language, or study guidance. That is … depleting our budget a little 
bit, so we have to review our use of resources […] It is not unusual to receive 
extra money as a support for each newly arrived pupil, but it won’t cover the 
costs. It’s a little bit special if you think about it, because we might need more 
teachers in Swedish as a second language or study guidance. At other schools, 
you would have full groups … and then the money received per pupil would in 
total cover the costs for that teacher […] So in order to make the price per pupil 
enough to cover the costs, one has to make sure to have full classes. If not, then 
the price per pupil is not enough. (Principal, INT#9) 

 
Here, the problem was rooted in the idea of providing pupils the right kind of 
resource. While CityCenter has had a long tradition of adopting their compe-
tencies in line with their previous pupil base, the newly arrived pupils now 
demanded access to new sorts of resources, in terms of language teachers in 
Arabic. Once this group was provided with this kind of resource, the issue 
then became aligning with economies of scale, since the new class was not 
large enough to cover this additional cost. It was also for this reason that the 
principals saw the enrollment of newly arrived pupils as economically vulner-
able, as the low volume did not absorb the price received per pupil. 

While this became an issue, it would turn out that the problem could also 
be addressed. In line with scalable needs, all that was now required was to 
simply expand the number of intakes to align needs with economic demands, 
as the same resource could now be used to provide the same group of needs. 
In fact, it was also this approach that eventually allowed CityCenter to solve 
the dilemma, as described by the field notes below: 
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I asked how they solved the problem of having enough volume in class for the 
pupils in order to manage economically. The bursar said that it was not a prob-
lem anymore, since the majority of the newly arrived pupils spoke Arabic, 
which meant that they had a class that could be filled. (Bursar, OBS#18) 
 

Suddenly, newly arrived pupils transformed from a group that was considered 
costly into an economically viable form of teaching. In this sense, one could 
once again see the power of scalable needs, as this served as a way to hybridize 
educational activities by meeting two competing ideals at once. 

6.3.2 Aligning budgets with special and extra adjustment 
While the time plan was a technology for operationalizing needs, we learned 
from the earlier sections that this was not the sole tool for doing so. Schools 
also used technologies that realized the idea of extra and special adjustments, 
which stipulated that actors had to adjust teaching in line with individual 
needs. This was mainly done through R/G matrices and documentation, which 
were employed to make these needs visible and transform them into instru-
mentally viable objects to manage. Thus, despite being technologies that 
rested on the programmatic ambitions of needs, they constructed it as a differ-
ent object amenable to control. While the time plan conceived needs more as 
a generic trait, these technologies portrayed them as more uniquely tied to 
specific individuals. 

This section is about how school actors managed this demand. It will show 
that, in contrast to the time plan, actors seldom found it that easy to manage 
these ideas in practice. A reason for this is the conditions for how one could 
align it with budgetary imperatives, both in terms of achieving economies of 
scale as well as funding additional costs. As will be shown, it was also for this 
reason that actors reshaped their conception of needs into a thing that was 
more generalized for all pupils. It was in this way that actors came to align 
adjustments more easily with economies of scale, thereby hybridizing needs 
and economies into practice. 

Thus, despite this section mainly focusing on the failures to hybridize de-
mands, it will also illuminate the strength of the term. While proven to cause 
a lot of difficulties for school actors, it was simultaneously evident that neither 
of these spheres could be expanded without considering the other. Rather, we 
will see that such a reasoning was not likely to survive, as it was seldom a 
practical or legitimate path to pursue. In line with our previous section, we 
will also see the importance here of hybrid steering in school practice. 
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The rest of the chapter will be as follows: The next section will outline the 
failures to hybridize adjustment with budgetary concerns, and will also illus-
trate the reasons why. It will then continue on to the ways actors reshaped their 
conception of needs in order to make this hybrid practically possible. The 
chapter ends with some final discussion for the whole chapter. 

Failing to hybridize adjustments with budgets 
To begin with, a recurring theme throughout my empirical research process 
was related to the seemingly conflicting sides of extra and special adjustments. 
In particular, it was related to the sorts of technologies that came to steer 
schools according to such needs-based ideals. Therefore, this section will il-
luminate this and describe the analytical reasons why it was the case for ad-
justments and not similar to time plans. 

The section begins by outlining how these technologies came to be associ-
ated with unrealistic expectations for the school personnel. As will be shown, 
one reason for this was due to the neglect of an economic reasoning in which 
the needs of some individuals could be traded off for the sake of the others. 
The section then continues by illuminating the forms of strategies that school 
actors employed to maintain needs, but also that these approaches failed due 
to aligning with budgetary imperatives. 

Difficulties realizing technological expectations 
As we learned from the earlier sections in this chapter (6.2), the technologies 
of special and extra adjustment (henceforth referred to as ‘adjustments’) were 
a way for school actors to transform the program of needs into instrumentally 
viable terms. Central in this process was also a division of responsibilities for 
how such an adjustment would be made. While “extra” implied that adjust-
ments had to be done by the teacher collective, often within their current class-
room instructions, “special” was a form of adjustment that was more open for 
others to be responsible for, such as the more supportive functions (like psy-
chologists and special teachers). Overall, the technologies were transferrable 
among various actors and could be used to visualize which pupil was in need 
as well as to make such adjustments in an accountable matter. 

In the field, I often observed that these technologies were of great im-
portance for the coordination of activities. Not only could they be used inter-
nally as a tool between teachers, they could also be transferred into settings 
like board rooms, meetings with school inspectors, or in the funding processes 
at the municipal level. This meant that despite being technologies that mainly 
came to rely on the judgment of the local teachers, they could simultaneously 
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be used as a means of criticizing them or holding them accountable for adjust-
ing in class. Often conceived of as an important tool according to school 
boards, special teachers, or other powerful actors, the idea was that these tech-
nologies had to steer activities on a daily basis. 

However, it was also related to this division that these technologies became 
subject to criticism. Being the ones that produced the information about needs, 
and simultaneously accountable for making them, teachers were often skepti-
cal about the use of the tool. An example of this is provided below, in which 
a teacher at CityCenter said that they did not have enough time to adjust in 
class: 

Teacher A: I am wondering … what is our obligation as teachers once a pupil 
gets a colored mark? … I have a pupil who’s yellow in almost all of my sub-
jects. I hope that red does not imply that I am the one supposed to do all the 
extra adjustments! […] 
Teacher B: But I don’t have time! It is already difficult to teach the rest of the 
class. It is difficult to make special adjustments within the frame of my current 
teaching format. (OBS#14) 

 
This kind of criticism was eventually found to be a common one addressed by 
the teacher collective. Whether I did my observations at CityCenter or 
SubUrb, the idea of not having enough time was a recurring concern when 
talking about the needs-based technologies. This means that the criticism 
against adjustments was not only something addressed by the few teachers in 
the case above, but was also widespread in the teaching collective. 

However, despite this form of criticism, it was also noticed that teachers 
seldom rejected the idea that an adjustment had to be made. In line with the 
associated forms of accountabilities, the discussion centered around the prob-
lem of selecting the responsible person(s) for making these adjustments. An 
example of this is illustrated below, where the teachers at SubUrb agreed that 
a particular individual needed adjustments, but criticized the idea that they 
were going to make such adjustments themselves. 

The teachers talked about whether individuals would be able to pass school. 
According to teacher A, the pupil “works quite well when you are sitting right 
next to him,” but that “he needs a teacher who sits with him all the time.” 
Teacher A said that this individual was not going to pass school with successful 
grades, saying that this was going to be “very difficult.” According to teacher 
B, the pupil has even gotten worse, despite of the fact that it was “crunch time.” 
Teacher B continued by saying that the “knowledge gap is too wide.” It was 
concluded, in line with Teacher A, that it went well if one could sit right next 
to the pupil. “But I mean, I have a whole classroom full of pupils that need help, 
too” … “I think that if they [the school board] are keen on making this pupil 
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end school with passing grades, then it must be these kinds of teaching styles 
that we have to look into in the future” (OBS#3). 

 
As illustrated by the quote, the teachers thought the individual worked “quite 
well when you are sitting right next to him” in class, and thereby agreed that 
such forms of adjustments were going to be necessary to make the pupil pass. 
However, the problem was, in line with the criticism above, that they did not 
have time to make these adjustments by themselves. As stated by one of the 
teachers, the problem was that s/he had “a whole classroom full of pupils that 
need help, too.” It was also for this reason that they believed the adjustment 
was a matter for the school board to look into further, thereby abdicating re-
sponsibility for making the adjustment themselves. 

At this stage, we can now gain some further understanding of why adjust-
ments were seen as a problem for the teachers. One reason was that they did 
not perceive the problem of limited time to be a matter that could be solved 
through economic reasoning, which would suggest that the lack of provision 
for an individual could be justified, as long as it seeks to maximize the total 
benefits for the pupils in the classroom. Instead, they were informed by the 
program of needs, which meant that such a trade-off would be a violation of 
rights. Regardless of the fact that making adjustments for an individual was 
seen as resource demanding, or even hampering learning for the rest of the 
class, teachers repeatedly viewed such access as a necessity for the individual. 
We are thus seeing that the problem was rooted in the illegitimacy of economic 
reasoning. 

Satisfying needs by pushing responsibilities upward 
It was also for this reason that the teachers wanted to push the responsibility 
for adjustments upward in the school hierarchy. As indicated above, such a 
demand was often made by the idea of letting the supportive functions step in 
and make the adjustment for the individual in question. In that way, teachers 
would avoid the problem of making economic trade-offs in the classroom, as 
this would ensure providing the individual his/her entitled resource without 
putting the learning of the other pupils in class at stake. Thus, it was a method 
that kept all needs intact. 

However, such a strategy did not align with the budgetary imperative of 
achieving economies of scale. When increasing the resources provided for one 
pupil, this also meant directly diverging from the imperative of making teach-
ing amenable to a high volume of pupils. Asking supportive functions to step 
in and execute the adjustment would still mean using resources in a small-
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scale fashion that the school could seldom afford in the longer term. Thus, 
even if the strategy of pushing adjustments upward solved an acute problem 
for the teachers, it was nonetheless a form of strategy that in the long run was 
difficult to pursue in practice. 

This kind of realization was also something that actors were aware of (a 
matter that will be made even more clear later on), and was often emphasized 
by the principals to be a problem. One example of this is provided below, 
where a principal used the metaphor of a wish list to describe the demands 
from the teachers as inappropriate: 

We [principals] want them [teachers] to tell us what they have done themselves. 
But instead it tends to end up in a “wish list” for what others should do. But we 
have tried to make them realize that they cannot just wish for more resources. 
(INT#20) 

 
Another example was made at CityCenter, in which the principal addressed 
the problem of increasing their resources toward individual pupils to make 
them pass: 

The principal said, “we have the resources we have […] sometimes we must 
realize that we can’t make all of our pupils pass, no matter how much we really 
want it to be that way” […] After discussing with teachers, the principal said 
“we are not going to offer more resources. I just wanted you to know that.” 
(OBS#7) 

 
This also made the programmatic conflicts between needs and economies 
more intense, because as illustrated above, the demand of avoiding trade-offs 
between needs could now seldom be addressed within the existing limits of 
financial resources. In these instances, it was common to hear that school ac-
tors stressed the needs over the importance of budgets, thereby breaking the 
latter for the sake of the first. An example of this is provided below, where the 
bursar stressed that sometimes one had to compromise on the budgetary aims: 

We are obliged to provide resources, no matter what we have. The special 
teachers write applications, but often they are declined. The children need these 
resources. And some of these kids take a lot of extra resources from the others. 
[…] That’s just the way it is, the kid has to go somewhere, if not here, then 
another school would need to bear that cost […] If you have some special pupils 
that require extra resources, well, what are you supposed to do? (INT#4) 
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Note that the bursar here employed both the program of needs and economic 
frugality within the same sentences. By stating that kids “take a lot of re-
sources from the others,” one can see a clear apprehension toward a financial 
mindset, where the access to resources for some is portrayed as an opportunity 
foregone to someone else. However, the difference was that such a mode of 
reasoning had little bearing on how budgetary problems could be addressed. 
As an inviolable right that could not be traded off, the bursar argued for a case 
where provision of educational services could not be resolved in that way. 
Therefore, it was evident that the problems of frugality had limits, as its own 
solutions could only be addressed by taking needs into consideration. Thus, 
the budget could not be motivated on a stand-alone basis free from the pro-
gram of needs. Such a solution was, as illustrated above, seen as a relatively 
illegitimate way to think about education. 

Though providing some interesting insights, and suggesting that the pro-
grammatic demands of needs would come to outcompete economic frugality, 
we also know that such forms of approaches were indeed simplifications on 
how matters worked in practice. As stated in our earlier sections, both SubUrb 
and CityCenter seemed to reach their budgetary targets fairly often, despite 
the sorts of conflict proposed above. In addition, illustrated by the problems 
above, there was also a range of situations where principals or other school 
actors acknowledged that resources were not infinite, but had to be addressed 
in the practices as well. Thus, it was as if school actors could seldom justify 
increasing needs through breaking budgets or breaking adjustments for the 
sake of budgets, but rather find ways to align both. 

Attempting to hybridize demands: Linking adjustments to funding 
It was for this reason that the adjustments somehow had to be linked together 
with the budgetary imperatives in order to last in the long term. Since extra 
and special adjustments were in direct conflict with economies of scale, this 
meant that the schools only had one alternative option to align them in prac-
tice: to link together the adjustments with additional funding. In that way, 
schools could then increase their budgetary costs and provide pupils their en-
titled needs, but also increase their revenues while keeping their budgets bal-
anced. One could then see this as a method where one could expand the needs-
based adjustments without neglecting the idea of economic frugality, thereby 
hybridizing these ideals in practice. 

It was also evident that accounting undertook, just as in the case for mar-
kets, a mediating role (Miller and O’Leary, 2007). Because even if the docu-
ments on adjustments served as a central technology for making needs into 
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governable terms, they could also be used by schools as a way to apply for 
more funding. Therefore, the technology had the potential to link relatively 
local forms of judgments29 with budgetary consequences, and therefore hy-
bridize these ideals at once. 

However, the problem was that this kind of method was very fragile. As 
we already know from earlier sections, the funding imperative in the budget 
also involved a process that required approval from administrators at the mu-
nicipal level. Since funding was an additional cost for the municipality’s own 
budget, this also meant that schools seldom saw their applications accepted, 
as the municipality was then constrained by limited resources. Thus, despite 
being a potentially hybridizing method, it was perceived to be a quite unreal-
istic approach to employ in the long term. One of the bursars had this to say 
on the subject:  

Me: How about … when you apply for more resources? 
Bursar: It’s called the application form … the special teachers write the need 
by filling in a lot of papers…. But we often get rejected. (INT#4) 
 

This meant that the hybrid steering could easily break down, making schools 
face the sorts of dilemmas they wanted to avoid. 

Linking adjustments with scalable needs: Hybridity restored 
Given the stories outlined above, we are now able to see the foundational 
problem of hybridizing adjustments and budgets in practice. One reason was 
that adjustments were based on a conception of needs that was not scalable, 
and even in cases when actors linked adjustments to funding, this kind of hy-
brid steering easily broke down. 

But this did not imply that the school actors had given up the desire to align 
the two. One alternative path was to attempt aligning adjustments with econ-
omies of scale. With such a linkage one could argue that adjustments were 
made, but still in a way that fell in line with the ideal of economic frugality. 
As will be illustrated below, such a path was made by reformulating the con-
cept of adjustments. By pointing out that all individual needs are general to 
all, one could now justify why individuals need similar kinds of resources. 

This sort of reasoning was, to begin with, rooted in a problematization sim-
ilar to the ones described previously. According to school actors, one could 

                                                
29Such as teachers’ views on needs 
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state that individual adjustments, either extra or special, were a relatively dif-
ficult and costly method. One example of this problem is described below, in 
which the special teacher at SubUrb said the method was not sustainable: 

We have many pupils who need extra adjustment. But we have said that it is 
unreasonable to have a bundle of all of these [shows the documents for special 
adjustments]. The goal is to … use this document … with all of these standard 
categories … and that the mentor should work with them in order to see if the 
pupil gets what is needed … but it has not worked that well, partly because 
there are now so many adjustments that have to be made. (INT#33) 

 
Similar criticisms were also pointed out by the special teacher at CityCenter. 
Here, it became clear that needs are also related to consumption of (finite) 
resources, as the interviewee pointed out that individual adjustments were 
more or less a resource-demanding method that could be prevented: 

All of our activities should be there in order to create value for the pupil, all 
else reduced … Because if we are not using our resources efficiently, then it 
does not matter really. It actually happens that a lot of our work becomes like a 
fire extinguisher creating a large “bump” [cost]. Because we might invest a lot 
of resources on an individual in terms of what he or she needs, but in the long 
run, it might be more fruitful to build structures that work. (INT#30) 

 
It was based on this background that new conceptions occurred. While our 
earlier sections were mainly about adjustments as an individual trait that is 
unique to other pupils, they now began talking about general adjustments in-
stead. One example is provided below: 
 

Special Teacher, SubUrb: But it has not worked that well, partly because there 
are now so many adjustments that have to be made. So we have started to get 
more into general adjustments, by talking to the teachers about what forms of 
adjustments that they can do… 
 
Me: And what is the difference between general and the special adjustments? 
Is it that it benefits more pupils? 
 
Special Teacher, SubUrb: Yes, that everyone benefits from them. For instance, 
it could be about having a variety of books accessible in class, so that the pupils 
can choose themselves … to have material for all different levels… or to write 
the structure of the lesson on the whiteboard… 
 
Me: But it sounds like adjustments that teachers make in their classrooms. 
 
Special Teacher, SubUrb: Yes, that’s the whole idea. Because I can come to 
help, but there’s no way that I can help each and every pupil. (INT#33) 
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The difference between the earlier version of adjustments and the general ad-
justments was, as described above, rooted in the idea that the individual has 
needs that are not unique. It was also based on the idea that adjustments should 
not implicate negative consequences in cases when an individual receives help 
at the cost of someone else; rather, everyone should benefit from them. Such 
a solution now had implications for the possibility of schools to align with 
economies of scale, which was now regarded as being possible to pursue in 
practice. Since needs were generalized, the school was now able to adjust 
teaching within the scope and time available for teachers in their class. The 
idea was not only to realize needs, but also to create a need that opened up for 
economies of scale, thereby making economies of scale into the hybrid out-
come in practice. 

6.4 Managing Economies and Needs: An Overview 
As illustrated in this chapter, today schools are under pressure to align com-
peting elements of needs and economies. Serving as two programs that were 
regulated by law and operationalized through various accounting technolo-
gies, it was shown that these modes of governance created challenges for 
school practitioners. Operationalized by the budgetary technology, it was 
shown how the economic demand directed educational life in two modes of 
reasoning: 1) to make teaching amenable to economies of scale or 2) funded 
through the granting system. These forms of reasoning differed from the pro-
gram of needs. Operationalized through time plans, red and green matrices 
and documentation, it was shown that a central idea in this program is to treat 
access to resources as an inviolable right. Therefore, schools could end up in 
situations where more resources were required, without the possibility of mak-
ing trade-offs between individuals. As Llewellyn (1998, p. 297) stated, this is 
a typical example of the sort of wicked problems that public sector organiza-
tions have traditionally faced. 

Although difficult to align, it was also found that actors could cope with 
these demands in practice. This became particularly evident when examining 
the technologies and how they came to operationalize programs. For instance, 
as the national time plan constructed needs as a homogeneous matter, this also 
opened up possibilities to align practices with economies of scale. A school 
could then ensure that the same resource could be used for providing the needs 
of the many, thereby being able to reduce the cost per pupil to a level below 
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their average price. In situations where needs were not matched, such as in the 
case of adjustments, schools soon reconceptualized need in order to align it 
with scales. Together, it was thus apparent that the definitions made by the 
time plan opened up for certain solutions in terms of managing the economic 
side of schools. 

However, strategies of scale came to be less useful when moving into spe-
cial and extra adjustments. As a requirement stipulated by the National School 
Act (2010:800) and made into a manageable item in documents and matrices, 
this kind of need implied that schools had to provide resources, even in cases 
when the need was considered to be unique for a certain individual. This meant 
that there were fewer possibilities for actors to align this type of need with 
scales, because it was now impossible30 to carry out teaching for the many. As 
a consequence, actors therefore attempted to resolve the conflict by applying 
for more funds, as this strategy would allow them to increase their average 
costs without risking the goal of achieving a balanced budget. This involved 
accounting, which served as a mediating technology that provided actors with 
a link between needs and a corresponding sum of money. Thus, accounting 
was not only a tool for producing conflicts, but equally served as a means to 
resolve them. 

However, while resolving the conflict between individualized needs and 
budgets, school actors could easily find the link between adoption and funding 
to be broken. Such a failure to align economies and needs also intensified the 
problems, which in our case were manifested in the conflicts between the var-
ious actors in schools. Being accountable to make individual adjustments, 
teachers had difficulty realizing these demands, as this would force them to 
make trade-offs with the other pupils in class. This was also why they wanted 
the special teachers to step in instead, as this would mean that the individual 
in need would gain access to their rightful resources without hampering teach-
ing for someone else. But special teachers were also a limited resource, which 
meant that such a demand became difficult to achieve from a budgetary view-
point. Principals and bursars could therefore stress that these adoptions were 
a responsibility for the teachers to solve, thereby producing the sort of prob-
lems that were creating these tensions in the first place. It was as if the conflict 
of economies and needs became a Catch 22, where different actors found it 
difficult to align them. 

It was with this background that we also came to see changes in the defi-
nitions of need. By starting to refer to the idea of general adjustments, special 

                                                
30At least not without facing the dilemma of making trade-offs between various needs 
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teachers attempted to solve the issue of resources and individual needs by 
aligning the latter in more scalable terms. A generalized need was rooted in a 
belief that all pupils could get similar forms of treatment, which in turn would 
justify teaching formats as being more aligned with financial imperatives. 
Thus, one could see that the solutions to the problem were interlinked with a 
construction of the individual. 

Overall, one can take some general lessons from this story. What is partic-
ularly worth noting is the intertwined relationship between economy and 
needs. On the one hand, it was clear that the former shaped the possibilities to 
realize demands in the latter. This is particularly evident in the cases where 
schools deviated from the imperative of scale. Time plans and generalized ad-
justments were both examples of needs that were more amenable to this im-
perative, which was also why actors reduced their conflicting sides. This sug-
gests that economic reason had a firm grip on the activities taking place within 
schools. 

On the other hand, we also saw that this kind of reasoning was seldom 
enough. In cases where actors found it difficult to align budgets with needs, 
they often argued that the latter was more important than the former. An ex-
ample of this was when the bursars, who were the experts associated with 
budgetary demands, even rejected the importance of achieving a balanced 
budget for the sake of needs. Budgetary imperatives were thereby seldom jus-
tified according to a logic on their own, but instead relied on other programs 
to be seen as legitimate to school practitioners. 

This is also why the notion of hybridity became a fruitful tool for under-
standing the otherwise conflictual side of economies and needs. Actors and 
their associated practices were seldom based on pure styles of reasoning, but 
tended to be informed by both. Teaching had to incorporate elements in both 
programs in order to succeed, at least in the longer term. Such a hybridity was 
also made possible thanks to the sort of definitions provided by various tech-
nologies. By defining economic responsibility through the budget, actors 
could come to identify practical ways to align it with needs, and vice versa. 
Accounting was thus not only central in making various programs operable, 
but also in terms of defining the strategies to incorporate various elements at 
once. 
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Chapter 7: Accounting for a Technically 
Efficient Welfare 

While earlier chapters focused on programs of markets and economies, this 
chapter will focus on another program normally associated with the New Pub-
lic Management movement: technical efficiency. By studying the everyday 
use of performance metrics in attempts to steer schools, this chapter will show 
how actors recurrently attempted to expand the program of efficiency in their 
everyday life, and how such strivings often fell apart once welfare is taken 
into consideration. Given such a contradictory nature of measuring school per-
formance, a central insight is that actors, on the one hand, sought to employ 
metrics as a means of increasing their scope of technical efficiency, but on the 
other hand, were yet ready to withdraw such horizons of control in cases when 
failing to address welfarian notions of accountability. This means that the se-
lection of output was not characterized solely by a willingness to impinge on 
welfare for the sake of technical efficiency, but rather intended to identify hy-
brid metrics that coordinated both ideals at once. In other words, steering 
through accounting was neither about securing technicality, nor welfare, but 
rather about achieving a technically efficient welfare, a hybrid outcome that 
easily broke down, thereby making the demands of technicality a dubious mat-
ter in school settings. 

The structure of this chapter is as follows. First it introduces the reader to 
the topic by presenting how the program of technical efficiency came to enter 
the Swedish school context. The chapter then continues by presenting how 
these ambitions manifested in the attitudes and routines at the municipal ad-
ministration. The chapter then delves into the ways such an ambition came to 
manifest in steering schools, which was characterized here by striving to iden-
tify an output that aligned with the rationale of NPM with welfare, which was 
also the reason why steering continuously failed. The chapter then ends with 
some overarching discussions regarding technical efficiency and its develop-
ment into welfare settings based on the governmentality approach presented 
in the earlier chapter. 
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7.1 Technical Efficiency in Swedish Education:  
A Background 

In line with the NPM rationality, we know today that public sector organiza-
tions were increasingly subject to the programs of technical efficiency (e.g. 
Hood, 1991; 1995). Evidence-based management (Sandersson, 2002), DRG 
costing (Chua, 1995; Lawrence et al., 1997), ideas of rendering quality sys-
tematically knowable (Sheridan, Williams, and Sandberg, 2013), and out-
put/outcome accountability demands (Leuw, 2015) are all examples of re-
forms that expect public officials to subsume under an input-output reasoning 
(e.g. Lowe and Wilson, 2017), where formalized links between measurable 
performance, activities, and resources are expected to be established. Overall, 
this means that public sector frontline workers are expected to become calcu-
lable selves (Miller, 1992) whose accountabilities and responsibilities are de-
termined through the help of accounting technologies. 

This trend is also prevalent in Sweden (Modell, 2005; Almqvist, 2006 
Svärdsten-Nymans, 2012), not least within the education sector (Englund and 
Frostensson, 2017). Since the 1990s, this sector has been subject to a variety 
of changes that emphasize management by results and systematization of qual-
ity (Sheridan, Williams, and Sandberg, 2013; Englund and Frostensson, 
2017). To gain a background for understanding how actors managed these de-
mands in practice, this section will present some of these changes, but it also 
illuminates some of the counterparty ideals that also matter in terms of how 
such a technical rationale could develop. 

7.1.1 Results-based management: Reforms and developments 
The idea of “managing by results” is not new in educational contexts. As other 
researchers have pointed out, schools are institutions that have long used var-
ious forms of technologies to evaluate and steer individuals to results 
(Fouceault, 1977; e.g. Bourdieu, 1984; 1988). Educational systems are 
founded on the distribution of credentials, which serve as a basis for gaining 
access to higher education and future life chances (Bourdieu and Passeron, 
2008). Researchers have even said that the foundation of the idea of managing 
by results stems from educational institutions that later became an ideal for 
private sector styles of management (Hoskin and Macve, 1993). Therefore, it 
might seem odd to claim that the programmatic ideas of technical efficiency 
would be anything new to education, both among schools in general as well 
as in the Swedish context. 
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However, what is meant with this expansion is rather to emphasize a shift 
in terms of how these measurement practices are used. While compulsory 
schools have long been built on a meritocratic logic for evaluating pupils, the 
reforms associated with NPM suggest that these evaluator practices now also 
include the welfare experts (Broadbent et al., 1997). This implies that teachers, 
administrators, or other actors in these contexts not only have the role of as-
cribing merits to citizens, but are now also subject to taking responsibility for 
these results (e.g. Ball, 2001; Englund and Frostensson, 2017). Therefore, one 
can see that the NPM reforms are a typical example of an expansion of the 
calculating self (Miller, 1993), since these practices are not merely limited to 
the evaluation of others, but are equally part of how one should perceive one-
self. 

One can also see similar trends in the Swedish educational system. Since 
the 1990s, this sector has shifted from the principle of rule-based controls 
(Hood, 1991; 1995) into the principle of being accountable for results 
(Englund and Frostensson, 2017). Such a movement can also be observed in 
a range of reforms and recommendations. One example is the government bill 
About the Responsibility for Schools31 (1990/91:18). In line with the develop-
ment of the Swedish public services at large (see Almqvist, 2006), this docu-
ment stipulated a shift in the responsibility for these services. The idea was to 
rely on general aims formulated by the state, in which municipalities and 
schools were going to be given increasing freedom to act, based on the idea of 
fulfilling these educational aims. As a consequence of this change, this meant 
that actors who were previously accountable to conform to rules, now sub-
sumed under a results-based logic. 

Another example, which will also have a central role in this chapter, is 
about policies and guidelines that stipulate the need to work systematically 
with quality. This is an aim formulated in the National School Act (2010:800), 
which stipulates that schools should work more systematically in relation to 
their results (see also: Sheridan, Williams, and Sandberg, 2013). This implies 
that school actors are expected to document and analyze their own roles in 
producing results. Stated in measurable output, these targets are then expected 
to represent the more vaguely formulated goals in national legislation, serving 
as a mechanism for translating them into a governable object (Miller and Rose, 
1990). As illustrated in the quote below, the purpose of systematization also 
comes with great promises, expressed in a language of success: 

                                                
31 In Swedish: Om ansvaret för skolan.  
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The purpose of systematic quality work is to make quality and equality visible, 
(i.e.) what we do, why we do it and what it leads to. Through planning, follow-
ups, analysis, documentation, and developing education, we can create and 
share knowledge about what leads to success. (National School Authority, web-
site, 2020-01-15) 

 
In line with such a belief, one can also identify various reports and information 
provided to help schools in their work toward systematization of performance. 
For instance, a central actor is the National School Authority (Skolverket), 
which provides guidelines on their website, seminars, books (Håkansson, 
2017), and self-assessment tools (Skolverket, 2021) that all describe system-
atizations in positive terms and concretize how one can work with this idea on 
a step-by-step basis. Another actor is the National School Inspectorate 
(Skolinspektionen), which performs audits to ensure that municipalities and 
school leaders work systematically with quality. All this means that the idea 
is supported by powerful actors, each of whom can be perceived as having a 
role in spreading the message about the benefits of systematization. As will 
be illustrated later on in this chapter, one can also identify similar attitudes 
and implemented structures that supported this ideal. 

Even if schools are expected to work systematically with quality, it should 
be noted that it is still not clear exactly how it should be operationalized. The 
legal texts only vaguely formulate the sorts of goals that are going to be pur-
sued, as they only refer to the already overarching aims stipulated by the state 
(National School Act, 2010:800). Consequently, a reader who expects clear 
definitions and metrics would be disappointed, as the actual concretization of 
these aims is instead left to practitioners to define. It is from this view that we 
see how the requirement is a way of directing attention toward the program-
matic ambition, but only in ways that simultaneously avoid the otherwise con-
flicting task of operationalizing aims into concretized measurables. 

Instead, what is characterized by the systematic quality work is an empha-
sis on the process. In the recommendations formulated by the National School 
Authority, one can identify a variety of descriptions and pictures representing 
the various steps in an evaluation cycle. One example is illustrated below, 
where we learn that systematic quality work is about focusing on the aims, 
followed by steps to follow up earlier goals and results, analyze their causes, 
plan new actions, and then perform those actions in practice. 
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Figure 4. A representation of systematic quality work (Skolverket, 2012) 

 
While the perspective above mainly concerns the relationship between goals 
and activities, thereby addressing the latter half of the input-activities-output 
logic, there were also other texts that pointed out the necessity of considering 
resources. For instance, in the National School Authority’s recommendations, 
one can identify stipulations that emphasize resources as an important aspect 
to consider when evaluating results. Thus, even if not stated as clearly as the 
relationship between activities and output, this suggests that systematic qual-
ity work could also involve the relationship of the first half of the logic. This 
illustrates another aspect of the program, since these elements and relation-
ships are not always congruent because steering on improved performance can 
also be criticized for not taking resources into consideration (e.g. Hofstede, 
1981). In line with our stipulations above, such a link is not operationalized in 
the regulations, recommendations, or policies. Rather, it is a thing for the local 
actors to explore. 

Programmatic directions:  
Singularity, comparability, and controllability 
Hence, it is possible to see how these reforms and guidelines serve concretized 
ways to align education with the program of technical efficiency. By pointing 
out the need to establish relationships between seemingly heterogeneous ele-
ments, like resources, activities, and output, actors are expected to use ac-
counting as a standard for evaluating methods to improve efficiency (Lowe 
and Wilson, 2017). But as we know from governmentality, such an ambition 
might not always be very easily achieved. Technical efficiency is a loose term 
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that provokes new problems actors have to resolve in order to expand this 
program in practice. 

One of these issues concerns the demands of singularity. As other scholars 
have pointed out, this programmatic issue is central to the possibilities of ex-
panding technical efficiency in practice, since too many standards would eas-
ily create incongruent ways of representing performance (Nussbaum, 2001). 
By sorting distinct entities into an overarching scale, one would be able to 
rank them and thereby create opportunities to intervene and analyze causes of 
variations in performance. Conversely, too many metrics would easily evoke 
problems, as this makes it difficult to delineate under-and overperformers, 
making technical efficiency a dubious matter to pursue (Nussbaum, 2001). 

Another issue that also follows singularity is the idea of establishing com-
parability (Samioli, 2012). While singular metrics make evaluation of output 
less dubious, this also presumes that actors perceive the production of  output 
as similar in kind. For instance, a school that is compared with another one 
through the same metric presumes that they also have comparable character-
istics, such as the same pupil groups. Without this similarity, it might be per-
ceived as difficult to view the same rankings in the output as being of a similar 
kind. 

The third issue regarding technical efficiency relates to the principle of 
controllability, which states that the accountable measure is within the scope 
of responsibility for the units subject to evaluation (see Miller, 1992). In con-
trast to the idea that metrics should be singular and comparable for expanding 
the program of technical efficiency, this means ensuring that any external in-
fluence on the metric is avoided, as this would otherwise suggest that the units 
have few opportunities to affect output by altering their internal activities. In 
other words, this creates expectations of outlining the difference between the 
assumed output freedom in the accountable metric and the actual influence 
that can be had, engaging in conversations of where instrumental action begins 
and ends (Miller, 1992). 

Together these are sub-problems typically associated with the program of 
technical efficiency. Each of them can be regarded as interrelated elements, 
albeit somewhat loosely (a metric that is comparable might not be regarded as 
controllable, and a singular metric might not always be comparable). Actors 
that seek to expand the horizon of technical efficiency (see also Habermas, 
1975) are therefore expected to engage with these problems, each generated 
through the same overarching program. As will be illustrated in this chapter, 
they were all important reasons for how actors came to choose and modify 
metrics used to steer schools. 
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7.1.2 Welfare notions of public accountability 
Even if technical efficiency was specified in policies and guidelines, it was 
not the only form of ideal governing of schools. As it turns out, actors also 
found it equally important to conform with welfaristic notions of accountabil-
ity, also referred to here as public accountability. This section will explain 
what I mean when using this term. 

As previous research has pointed out, a central idea for public organiza-
tions is that they are built on the idea of representing the public interest 
(Stewart and Ranson, 1988). Such an ideal can also be referred to when think-
ing about schools. Being institutions that sometimes are even obligatory for 
the public to attend (Boli, Ramirez and Meyer, 1985), the legitimacy of these 
organizations is rooted in their ability to be inclusive (Broadbent, 1993) of 
various forms of groups in society. When such forms of interest are believed 
to be skewed toward serving the mass elites, it is therefore common to find 
fault with their power due to the fact that schools are fundamentally built on 
the idea stratifying citizens on meritocratic grounds (e.g. Bourdieu, 1984; 
1988). Furthermore, being part of the political body, where aims and objec-
tives for the governance of schools are part of a democratic process, it is also 
seen to be important to incorporate various forms of goals in the steering prac-
tices, as they are seen as representing the will of various, often competing, 
interests (Stewart and Ranson, 1988). It is from these perspectives that educa-
tion can be said to rest on a public notion of accountability. 

This form of demand was also identified as being central to  understanding 
the local steering of schools. Not only will this be illustrated in this chapter, it 
was something commonly expressed by respondents in their everyday use of 
performance metrics. It is also part of the National School Act (2010:800). In 
this document, one can find stipulations that Swedish schools should ensure 
they “facilitate all children’s and pupils’ development and learning” (chapter 
1, section 4, emphasis added). Besides being an entity under the responsibility 
of the municipality, the schools in this study are also steered by goals and aims 
formulated by the political organization.32 Together, these two are instances 
of how the notion of public accountability is expressed in the local school 
settings. 

In summary, this section has shown how the Swedish compulsory school 
system can be understood to be subsumed in two forms of programs that are 
each linked to the rationalities of NPM and welfare. According to the first, we 
have seen that there have been increasing demands to steer education in line 

                                                
32Such as the demand to have a balanced budget 
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with a technical efficiency logic. This means that actors would be expected to 
direct steering and measuring performance in line with singularity, compara-
bility, and controllability. According to the latter, we have also seen that steer-
ing has to be in line with public notions of accountability, which aim to rep-
resent social groups and be inclusive to pupils. Together they form 
expectations of accounting, as it needs to mediate into both of these demands 
to handle them in practically viable ways. 

7.2 Managing Technical Welfare in Practice 
This section will illustrate how the school actors employed and related to the 
idea of measuring and evaluating educational life. In particular, it will show 
how actors strived toward the idea of working systematically with perfor-
mance, and were guided by a general belief that such routines would improve 
the quality of education. However, while such a belief was in line with the 
program of technical efficiency, this section will show that such striving could 
easily be questioned. This was particularly evident in their process of finding 
a suitable metric for making such an ideal come true, as it was simultaneously 
emphasized that the metric had to comply with public notions of accountabil-
ity. As will be argued, this also created a demand on accounting that placed 
actors in contradicting movements. While they genuinely stressed systemati-
zation, they were simultaneously not willing enough to accept this kind of 
control. 

The section will be divided into the following logic. The first section out-
lines the attitudes and processes that emphasized the need to make education 
more systematically oriented. The section then moves into the ways that the 
technical efficiency and public accountability demands posited a dual expec-
tation of accounting technologies, which I will refer to as the search for the 
hybrid output. 

7.2.1 Striving toward technical efficiency 
During my fieldwork, I soon realized that the idea of technical efficiency was 
a prevalent one. This was observed at the local school level, but for the most 
part a matter that received a lot of attention at the managerial level in the mu-
nicipality. 

To begin with, a recurring theme in my material was a positive attitude 
toward systematization. During the interviews with managers, it was often 
stated that the use of metrics was crucial for steering schools; it was even said 
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that the work of managers would have been “impossible” (INT#17) without 
them. One example of such an attitude is illustrated below, where a manager 
made a close connection between being systematic and being a professional 
school: 

To me, professional schools are those that work systematically and have an 
ability to evaluate themselves and identify areas of improvement. (Manager, 
INT#24) 

 
The idea was that systematic quality work should, as another interviewee 
stated, be a “foundational value that should permeate the whole way” down to 
the local school level (INT#17). Therefore, it was clear that managers ex-
pected school personnel to have processes for measuring, analyzing, and eval-
uating their work, especially by drawing on metrics that the municipality used 
for exercising control. As will be shown later, this was far from being easily 
achieved due to the fact that metrics seldom aligned with both technicality and 
public accountability at once. But more on that later. 

Furthermore, the municipality also had various ways to spread the message 
of working more systematically. In line with how national school inspec-
torates and national school authorities did so through inspection and being 
provided with information, the municipality sent out guidelines and performed 
inspection meetings that were for the purpose of implanting this idea into local 
school practices. An example of this is illustrated below. When observing one 
of these evaluation meetings at SubUrb, it was found that the evaluators (who 
were from the administrative level at the municipality) were curious about 
how the school board had implemented systematic work into their routines: 

Evaluator: I wonder, how would you describe your work with systematic qual-
ity work? How do you involve the teachers? (OBS#9) 

 
During the meeting, the school leaders had to explain their routines and how 
they ensured teacher involvement. When asking the principal later about the 
process, neither was said to be a matter that was necessarily criticized from 
their viewpoint. It was thus clear that systematic quality work had also become 
a prevalent ideal at the school level, at least from the perspective of principals 
and the school board. 

Such an attitude could also be understood by looking into the routines and 
accountability structures in the municipality in general. One example was 
through the so-called results dialogue. As described in the previous chapters, 
this was a meeting that was held between managers and school boards at least 
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once every year. The purpose of the meeting was to “find explanations for 
why the results look like they do,” as one manager formulated during one of 
these observed meetings (OBS#23). The idea was to hold school leaders ac-
countable for measured output by discussing the activities that had been done 
throughout the year, and constructing a cause to explain those outputs. From 
this view, it might not be that strange to identify positive attitudes at the school 
board level since it was a group that was held accountable for results, so they 
were already aligned in a web of accountability and thereby had incentives to 
comply with such demands. 

Moving to the administrative level at the municipality, it also turned out 
that similar accountability patterns could be observed. Metrics were not only 
used as a basis for controlling the prevalent actors at the school level, but also 
employed for holding managers accountable. Every manager was responsible 
for their own district in which their schools’ output could be aggregated and 
used for comparing past results, thereby serving as a basis for evaluating their 
managerial leadership throughout the year. In this way, one could be sure to 
link different hierarchical levels together within the municipality, where each 
level could be held accountable for the next. 

In summary, it was apparent that systematic quality work was not only a 
policy that was stated in national documents and recommended texts, but was 
in fact an idea that managers genuinely wanted to realize in their daily work. 
By also involving the local school level into chains of accountability, there 
were further routines that strived to create new calculating selves (Miller, 
1992) who were expected to use metrics for comparing and evaluating their 
own and others’ performance. Such a view also made it possible to align the 
more local level of schools with managerial ambitions. Thus, systematic qual-
ity work served as a means of exercising hierarchical power as a form of men-
tality, and a belief to “continuously have follow-ups, and to make sure that 
those follow-ups always make us improve ourselves” (INT#17). 

7.2.2 A technicality requiring welfare 
Even if there was a clear apprehension toward technical efficiency, it was ap-
parent that pursuits toward values of comparability, singularity, and control-
lability were simultaneously associated with difficulties. This was particular-
ity the case regarding how school actors discussed the various forms of 
performance metrics that were seen as suitable for steering schools. Even if 
actors could justify metrics that would align with these values, it was also 
apparent that this was not enough because steering also had to comply with 
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notions of public accountability to be fully trusted. In this way, one could say 
that the expansion of technical efficiency was not a decoupled process from 
welfare, but rather it had to take place in a manner that hybridized with ele-
ments of the latter in order to work. This will be illustrated in this section. 

The section will do so in the following structure. It starts by outlining how 
the actors attempted to identify a key indicator that was going to be used as 
the main standard for evaluating work. This involved discussions about grades 
and some of their complementing metrics that came to address issues with 
using this kind of output. The section moves into the problem of dealing with 
the more peripheral, but still important, metrics and thus expands the discus-
sion from grades into matters that we recognize from earlier chapters (such as 
grades, budgets, and surveys). Together, these two stories will both clarify 
attempts to expand the horizon of technicality, while illuminating how and 
why such an expansion failed. 

Searching for singularity: The passing grade 
As pointed out earlier in this chapter, there were different types of problems 
that had to be addressed in the attempt to achieve technical efficiency. One of 
them related to singularity. This was due to the fact that an input-output logic 
is easier to pursue in cases where incongruent output can be reduced, thereby 
minimizing the problem of having multiple scales that portray different results 
at once. 

Throughout the fieldwork, it was evident that actors were well-aware of 
this technical problem. When interviewing managers, it was common for them 
to emphasize the need to scale down the number of metrics used. Being a de-
partment subject to political aims, this was also perceived as a threat to ena-
bling steering in a more technical manner: 

That’s a dilemma… to be able to stand up against the flood of measurements 
that currently exist. Even if the [reporting system] is an evaluation method that 
serves the municipal goals as well as those formulated by the state … there is a 
municipal mission dealing with things like waste disposal, studded tires or the 
like… But to me, the most important thing is to make sure that the pupils pass 
school. So one has to be able to hold the umbrella over the organization in order 
to prioritize the most important things. (INT#17) 

 

One potential … risk is to end up in “a goal overload,” since we’re receiving a 
lot of goals about things like the environment, all sorts kind of things. That’s 
part of our mission, too, but I think it goes a little bit too far and becomes subject 
to micromanagement. If that gets too much space then one might lose the core 
mission of education, which is teaching. (INT#22) 
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[S]ince our budget is a political document, and the annual report is a political 
one … then there is a risk that there will be too many goals. (INT#12) 

 
Describing the current goals as being associated with risks, such as creating a 
flood of measurements or a “goal overload,” it was evident that the respond-
ents were aware of the fact that too many metrics inhibited control. This was 
also why administrators felt a need to adopt strategies that enabled them to 
overcome such problems. One was to delegate attention elsewhere in the or-
ganization, such as when subordinates kept an eye on the superfluous num-
bers, only reporting it back to administrators once they reached a certain 
threshold. Another strategy was to handle plural goals by simply overlooking 
them, redirecting attention to only the most important ones. Like the umbrella 
metaphor above tells us, administrators could then protect schools from un-
wanted “rainfall,” just like the measurements falling from the (political) top 
down to administrators and principals. Peripheral numbers could thereby re-
main in the periphery, while central numbers could be at the center of atten-
tion. In these ways, technicality was thought to be pursued. 

This meant that, despite being an organization accountable for politically 
formulated aims, there was a push to establish measurements that were con-
sidered  key to the educational apparatus. This did not mean giving away all 
the other aims and metrics at once, but rather being able to carve out the one 
that would be perceived as most important and deserving the most attention. 
As mentioned in the quotes above, one possibility was to use the number of 
‘pupils with passing grades.’ Throughout the study, it was found that a range 
of different actors viewed this as a crucial measure for defining school suc-
cess: 

We know that a group (of pupils) without passing grades is an enormous price 
tag from a life perspective. The best guarantee of a good life is to have complete 
grades. (INT#8) 

 

Being eligible for upper-secondary school is a very clear indicator of one’s fu-
ture life chances. (INT#16) 

 
A similar reasoning was provided in other interviews: a student who passes 
compulsory school would increase their likelihood of succeeding in the future. 
It thus appeared as if the desire to narrow down the number of outputs could 
succeed. Consensus about a dominating measurement of performance seemed 
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to be within reach, which in turn would achieve the ideals in the program of 
technical efficiency. 

While the metric served as a means of narrowing down the plurality of 
metrics, it was also apparent that the choice of indicator resembled public no-
tions of accountability. By seeing themselves as an institution whose power to 
ascribe grades to individuals had consequences, it was perceived to be a metric 
important for all pupils. Such a notion of inclusiveness was also expressed by 
a manager who talked about the metric according to the idea of ensuring that 
no child was left behind: 

I believe in the idea of holding on to every child… I think much about what Bill 
Clinton said in the 90s, who spoke much about “no child left behind”. One can, 
of course, criticize how they actually did it. But the idea—no child left be-
hind—appeals to me a lot. (OBS#23) 
 

Together these observations provide us with some interesting insights into 
how actors approached steering through output. While the metric was found 
to narrow down the scope of plural standards of evaluation, it was simultane-
ously legitimized on grounds other than technical efficiency, expressed 
through the concept of being aligned with public notions of inclusiveness. 
Thus, the expansion of technicality did not only come to be a process sealed 
off from welfare, but was instead an interlinked pursuit relying on welfare in 
order to be made possible. In this way, the metric was not justified on the sole 
basis of singularity or inclusiveness, but rather for being singular and inclu-
sive: a hybrid outcome that contends with both problems associated with tech-
nical efficiency and public notions of accountability. 

Grades criticized on technical grounds 
Despite this potential for accounting to mediate between both demands, it was 
seldom perceived to be enough to steer schools. In line with the demands of 
comparability and controllability, the metric was soon found to be problematic 
for steering schools, thereby turning into a metric now perceived as insuffi-
cient for expanding the program of technical efficiency in practice. An exam-
ple of such a criticism is illustrated below, where a principal said that the met-
ric did not serve as a good measure for comparing themselves with other 
schools in the city: 

Almost half of our students have been in Sweden for less than four years, with 
minimal educational experience. Of those pupils, only 30% finished with pass-
ing grades. Compare this with the other pupils in Sweden, of which about 72% 
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passed. This provides another picture, which is something the newspapers are 
not really writing about. They only said it was bad management. (INT#2) 

 
The problem had to do with variations in socioeconomic background. Being a 
school that had enrolled a high proportion of pupils that had only been in 
Sweden for a few years, the principal meant that the metric would portray their 
performance unfairly. While the newspaper indicated that the school was an 
underperformer in relation to other schools, the principal said that such com-
parisons neglect the difference in their pupil bases. In other words, the princi-
pal here drew on efficiency programs to address the criticism. Comparable 
output required similar pupils, as the difference lay in the different “raw ma-
terials” in the production chain. To neglect this fact would suggest that schools 
could be rewarded regardless of their actual potential to improve their pupils. 

It was for these reasons that the municipality employed new metrics to ex-
pand their possibilities to increase technicality. More specifically, they em-
ployed two forms of measurements, the SALSA metric (SALSA) and Grades 
Excluding Newly Arrived (GENA), which were both used to address the prob-
lems of incomparability and uncontrollability, such as the ones proposed by 
the principal above. They will be discussed in more detail below. 

The SALSA metric 
To begin with, SALSA was a metric that had gained wide application in the 
Swedish school system. While it was employed at the municipality, this type 
of metric was also highlighted in national statistics for the purpose of compar-
ison. One can see a similar metric on the National School Authority’s website, 
where it was used to rank performance among various schools within the 
country. In line with controllability, the purpose of the metric is explained here 
to “visualize the factors that the school cannot influence but that have signifi-
cance for the result in grades.”33. The idea was to divide performance into 
external contingencies and the internal work at the school, and in turn to use 
it to demand accountability for the output. Herein lies its abbreviation SALSA, 
which stands for Skolverkets Arbetsverktyg för Lokala SambandsAnalyser. In 
English, this can be translated as the National School Authority’s tool for 
Local Cause and Effect Analysis.34 

                                                
33https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/statistik/salsa-statistisk-modell 
34 It should be here noted that the calculation made by the National School Authority could 
yield different results than the one used by the municipality. The reason for this is due to the 
various types of factors used to explain socioeconomic deviations in grades. For a reader who 
is more interested in the factors and processes, one can read about it in chapter 5 on markets. 
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On a more technical level, SALSA was a residual calculation that ex-
pressed the differences between the expected and actual grades. The expected 
grades were an estimation of the performed output given the socioeconomic 
profile of the school. The SALSA metric was then calculated by deducting the 
expected grades from the actual grades. Thus, the expected grades could be 
seen as a way to link to the external factors causing the output in which a 
school would have little opportunity to make a difference. It was therefore 
based on the idea that the grades that were not expected by external factors 
could automatically be linked to the internal workings of the school. 

Throughout the research period, I was often faced with situations where 
actors perceived this metric to be important. In line with the type of criticism 
above, principals could view the metric as a more fair way of being held ac-
countable for results, especially in cases where they had a high proportion of 
pupils with socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. Similar observa-
tions were also made at the administrative level in the municipality. By mak-
ing it possible to see the influence of schools on grades, it was argued to be a 
central metric for managers to use, as it allowed them to compare schools 
across various school districts. An example of this is illustrated below: 

I have been in situations where I was very critical of results. I have schools that 
are like “fat cats,” because the kids are born with good grades, due to their 
socioeconomic background. Actually, I had a meeting last year with a school 
that thought they performed well in comparison to the whole municipality. [The 
problem was] they can’t measure themselves in that way; they have to be meas-
ured against [similar] schools in the same area! … I think schools should be 
measured … because that will make them work harder. But it is also important 
to be compared to the right things. Our tool is very good for this purpose as it 
allows us to measure against others, but most importantly, it does so with re-
spect to one’s own student base. (INT#17) 

 
Here we see how SALSA portrayed the school in a quite different way com-
pared to the passing grade. While the latter did not take the variation in “raw 
materials” into account, thereby blurring the relationship between activities 
and output, the former did. Suddenly, the school turned from previously being 
seen as an overperformer into a “fat cat.” 

However, despite these perceived benefits, it was also apparent that 
SALSA was not seen as enough. By addressing the technical flaws of the pass-
ing grade, it was still evident that actors perceived the latter as a central metric 
for steering schools. Given that SALSA was a way for actors to expand their 
                                                
SALSA was based on similar factors as those used to determine the socioeconomic 
compensation. 
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opportunities for technical efficiency, this seemed to be a counterproductive 
move. As we know from this ideal, keeping the passing grade would now 
mean that actors would have to reject the importance of controllability, and 
also serve as a way to increase the plurality of output rather than reducing it. 
From a purely technical viewpoint, it did not make sense for the actors to keep 
the metric the way they did. 

One reason for this was that SALSA was perceived to be difficult to align 
with public notions of accountability. While it enabled actors to link output to 
activities, it simultaneously implied a failure of the educational institution at 
large. Based on the idea that schools should be institutions representing the 
interests of pupils, SALSA came with the risk of excluding groups from the 
steering practice. Making the socioeconomic backgrounds expected variables 
meant that one would need to accept the fact that these groups have fewer 
opportunities to achieve grades and secure future life chances. Thus, while 
SALSA could be viewed as a technically viable metric, it was not very well 
aligned with the value of being inclusive. It failed to hybridize between the 
demands of welfare and efficiency, only addressing the latter without the for-
mer. 

The GENA metric 
Similar types of problems were also found in relation to the GENA metric. In 
short, this was a measure that excluded newly arrivals in the visible grades, 
and was a result of the increasing the stream of immigrating pupils in 2015. 
As illustrated below, this was a group that did not have Swedish as a first 
language, and therefore had significant implications for the overarching 
school performance made visible in the municipality: 

The reason why our overall data varied was mainly related to 2016, when a lot 
of new pupils came. They made the numbers drop significantly; there was a 
huge difference. … In the 9th year, there can usually be quite a variation from 
one year to the next. But, in terms of the new arrivals … one had to be careful 
when making interpretations of the numbers. (INT#16) 

 
According to interviewees, the increase of new arrivals created a problem in 
terms of making comparisons of output. A school that received new pupils 
was difficult to compare against its historical grades, and in terms of bench-
marking with other schools. The similarity in raw material required for com-
parability was thus broken and a new measure had to be introduced to fix it. 

For this reason, compulsory schools began to report new arrivals as a sep-
arate entity, on both the national and municipal level. On the national level, 
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the National School Agency began collecting information, formulating defi-
nitions and producing reports that could be picked up and used by municipal-
ities. A memo distributed by the National School Agency (2016) stated that 
such information was both a result of increasing demand and a way to gain 
more detailed insight regarding this particular group of pupils. On the local 
level, similar reasons are found in an internal motion in 2016. Based on sup-
port from local political parties, administrators and teacher unions, the motion 
argued that separating out new arrivals would “provide a clearer picture about 
pupils and their results” and used definitions in accordance with the National 
School Agency. This shows how the number was made possible through a 
combination of agencies, politicians, and administrators across different lev-
els. 

Among these reports and interviewed administrators, there was some am-
biguity regarding this measurement. While it made the student base more com-
parable over the years, the idea of excluding groups of pupils was not neces-
sarily in line with the inclusive values of education. Among the reports, it was 
pointed out that measurement also means attention, and therefore, it warned 
that excluding some pupils in the statistics would lead to exclusions in actions. 
As it turned out, this dilemma was also prevalent among the interviews. For 
instance, one municipal administrator used similar arguments, arguing for a 
close connection between measurement and existence: exclusion in statistics 
might result in having a group of pupils that does not receive interventions 
they need to succeed (see first quote below). Furthermore, there was also an 
expressed worry about how this measurement would be interpreted, picked 
up, and used by others. Because the metric showed new things, this separation 
could now be used as a tool to blame students for their bad school performance 
(second quote). 

There has become an increasing trend, excluding new arrivals, which is both 
good and bad. In order to compare quality, one surely needs to have a certain 
level of stability. But there’s also a risk that one looks at this measurement and 
forgets the rest, so we end up having a lot of pupils who do not succeed with 
their education. If you define away a certain group in performance metrics … 
it almost becomes like they do not exist at all. I mean, if you exclude the new 
arrivals, then there’s a risk that there will be no addressed actions. (INT#16) 

 

Yes, this is a twofold thing. Being financed by taxes, one needs to know what 
kind of output you get in relation to the input, that’s just the way things are … 
and thinking about it, now there’s an allowance for separating new arrivals from 
the statistics. And of course, this is a good thing in order to know the results. 
But on the other hand, there’s an ethical aspect to it—singling out and blaming 
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them for bad school results. That’s why I am not fully confident about it, actu-
ally. (INT#8) 

 
Note here how the quotes demonstrate two types of reasoning. On the one 
hand, they recognize that the new measure is important in order to “compare 
quality,” or to know “what kinds of output you get.” This reasoning shows a 
clear apprehension of technical efficiency: the new measurement allows com-
parability to be maintained, making it clear whether a school did better or 
worse from one year to the next. On the other hand, these benefits come with 
a potential cost in terms of inclusiveness. It was in respect to the latter view 
that actors came to doubt whether metric could be justified because although 
some metrics allowed them to establish a more systematic, precise knowledge, 
it was simultaneously recognized that such forms of steering would not nec-
essarily align with the idea of being inclusive of all. 

It was also for this reason that actors, just as in the case of SALSA, did not 
come to exclude the passing grade as a metric for steering, despite of the prob-
lems it created for the program of technical efficiency. It is from this view that 
one can understand both SALSA and GENA as attempts to expand the horizon 
of control, but failing to do so because of their inability to address elements of 
welfare. 

Technifying peripheral metrics: The TWMS 
While the discussion above concerned the actors’ attempts to identify a key 
indicator—grades—it was also evident that this kind of output picture was 
somewhat simplified. Because even if managers could recognize the necessity 
of excluding some of the political metrics and focusing on grades, such a strat-
egy was only applicable to a certain extent. As outlined earlier, education co-
vers a range of areas, including goals like democracy, equality, openness, 
safety and financial stability. Due to the scope of these aims, it was perceived 
that those metrics were not enough to cover all of these aspects. One example 
of this is provided below, where an administrator emphasizes the need to com-
plement grades in order to capture the overarching goals for education: 

What about quality, then? Quality is when schools have a good ability to reach 
the goals set by the Swedish government. That’s primary. This is why goals 
linked to grades are not the only ones … in order to have a good school, one 
also needs to have an ability to fulfill the … well, we can call them the social 
goals of education. To make sure that pupils are able to make a personal jour-
ney, become good citizens who can collaborate with each other, respect others, 
and that the school in turn makes sure that all the pupils are safe without being 
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bullied or subject to any other kind of harassment. This is also part of the qual-
ity. [Because] it is not only about acquiring knowledge in subjects, but also 
about what one could call a good quality of life. (INT#12) 

 
Schools were thus not only for pupils to acquire subject-specific knowledge,35 
but also to help pupils acquire certain social values.36 As grades were mainly 
related to the first of these two, it was therefore seen to be important to include 
other measures as well. Besides, as schools were municipal entities, this also 
meant they had to protect citizens from harassment and discrimination, as well 
as meeting financial targets. Thus, although grades were the primary metric, 
it was evident that other measures had to be used in order to live up to these 
demands on education. 

But complementing grades with other kinds of measurements also led to 
another problem—that of establishing a singularity. Surveys, budgetary per-
formance and grades could each provide distinct rankings of schools, leading 
to problems of knowing which ones performed better than the others. For in-
stance, was a school with a balanced budget and bad results in surveys equally 
as good as another one with budgetary deficits and higher grades? The plural 
way of ranking meant that comparisons regarding overarching goals became 
difficult, as questions such as these became difficult to answer. 

As it turned out, the administration came up with a solution by developing 
a new system of evaluation called “Tool for Well-Managed Schools” 
(TWMS). By drawing upon the ability to combine different numbers, this tool 
provided a weighted summary of all of these diverging measures and ranked 
the schools into a single scale: 

There are four parameters. The first is the performance in knowledge, which 
refers to the knowledge mission of education. Those measurements are 
weighted based on socioeconomic values. This tool is based on all the grades 
pupils receive in years six, seven, eight and nine, and the results on the stand-
ardized tests in years three, six and nine … then it looks at the financial perfor-
mance, which relates to whether or not the school has its budget in balance. It’s 
the same thing here—one receives a rank between 1 and 4 … Then we have 
employee satisfaction, which is based on a survey that is sent out every year. 
The figures are then converted into the four-digit grade … then we [measure] 
user satisfaction. This is based on some classes, preschool, years two, five and 
eight. We receive answers from parents as well as the pupils, but only from 
pupils at year five and upwards… it’s about things such as influence over ser-
vices, or perceived safety. … [A]ll of these measurements are in turn weighted 
into one scale, between one and four. (INT#22) 

                                                
35Which is also referred to as the “knowledge mission.” 
36Referred to as the “social mission.” 
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The tool was perceived to be useful to administrators, and was something they 
even used as a way to set the salary and evaluate the performance of principals. 
By combining financial measurements, grades, and surveys into a singular 
scale, each of these matters could now be traded off against each other using 
this scoring system. Suddenly, school performance becomes a perfectly com-
mensurable thing that allows trade-offs between the seemingly different goals. 
Once again we have seen an instance of how actors employed metrics to make 
steering more aligned with the program of technical efficiency. 

TWMS breaks down: Trade-offs vs. uniqueness 
But even if the managers saw the TWMS as a useful technology for creating 
a single picture of a school’s performance, this did not mean that the technol-
ogy solved the problem of diverging goals to the fullest. This related to the 
fact that actors seldom used the technology as a means to justify results, work-
ing as a calculable way to compare and trade off reductions in one kind of 
performance through an increase in the other. 

This was something that I observed at many levels. At the administrative 
level in the municipality, it was common to treat the results in budgets, grades, 
and surveys in a relatively distinct manner. One example was how they treated 
budget and grades. While they were represented as two components that could 
be weighted into a singular scale, this differed from how budgets and grades 
were evaluated in practice. Controllers could work routinely with the idea of 
ensuring that schools kept their budgets in balance regardless of their perfor-
mance visualized in their grades. In similar ways, managers could also evalu-
ate schools based on their (various) grade performances, regardless of what 
their budgetary performance was. Overall, it was as if actors treated these met-
rics as valuable in themselves, treated as distinctly unique metrics that could 
not be approached as in the way the TWMS does. 

An example of this is illustrated below. Here, the reader will see how one 
of the managers responded to the current performance in the TWMS, which 
showed that a school received two out of four performance points: 

Manager: [Points at the TWMS] … This school has a budgetary deficit… 
Me: … and what do you do when you see that they score two points? What do 
you do when you see a school declining [like this] from three points to two? 
Manager: Then I have a meeting with the school board. … I also collaborate 
with our controllers here at the municipality, as they help to provide me with 
more information. Sometimes, we end up in a light action plan, if the results are 
moving in the wrong direction. I then ask [our] controllers to visit the school, 
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which means that I do not have to talk directly to them. But if it [the budgetary 
ranking] does not improve … then there has to be an awakening! 
Me: Why is it so important to have a budget in balance? 
Manager: Well, that’s part of our municipal mission. We cannot overspend our 
money… it is the municipality that provides us with resources, and also sets the 
limits for what we can spend. And this [points toward the paper with TWMS] 
gives me signals, so I can follow up my schools. (INT#22) 
 

Here, we see a situation where a school earned two points in the budgetary 
sub-performance, which in this case indicated a decrease. In such a case, the 
manager described a process in which s/he called a meeting with the school in 
order to discuss this performance. Sometimes, it was enough to talk with con-
trollers at the municipality, who could in turn visit the school and take the 
meeting instead of the manager. But if the school did not recover in their budg-
etary performance, the manager was also clear: more actions had to then be 
undertaken. 

What is particularly noteworthy is the fact that the manager did not use the 
comparable score visible in the TWMS to justify the lower performance in the 
budget. This was especially made clear further down in the quote. When asked 
about how the manager used the tool when a school dropped from three to two 
points, the manager did not draw on the total score to determine further action: 
instead, an outline was provided about the importance of keeping a balanced 
budget, motivated by its relationship to the municipal mission. Thus, despite 
having the TWMS as a means to make steering more uniform, the idea did not 
seem to be used to weigh and maximize the already weighted metric. Rather, 
it worked as a way to provide an overview of the sub-goals, treating each met-
ric as a unique aspect of public sector performance. 

Throughout the period of this study, on several occasions I observed how 
the metrics in the TWMS were not subject for comparison. The fact is, these 
insights have already been noted in our earlier chapters. In chapter 5, we saw 
that school actors approached grades, budgets, and surveys, without seeing 
them as comparable factors that represented some other form of meta meas-
urement. Similarly, we also saw how actors worked to attain a balanced budget 
within the program of economic frugality, but primarily in ways that did not 
inhibit needs. In this way, we saw that situations like the quote above are plen-
tiful, each aligning with the idea of treating these metrics with some form of 
uniqueness. 

The reason for this relates to public sector accountability. In line with the 
idea of representing different demands that can also be in conflict, this value 
builds on the premise that the steering of schools needs to be justified based 
on its ability to align with uniquely formulated agendas and aims. This means 
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that one cannot use the TWMS purely from the viewpoint of expanding the 
horizon of technical efficiency, because doing so would also  reduce the 
uniqueness of the public sector aims. 

Once again, we can see that the TWMS, in line with SALSA and GENA, 
served as a technology for further expanding technical efficiency. But as the 
technology began conflicting with public ideals, actors were seldom ready to 
fully embrace this calculation, thereby putting themselves in situations that 
served to reduce the possibility of exerting control. 

7.3 Achieving a Technical Welfare: An Overview 
This chapter has shown how Swedish compulsory schooling has been under 
increasing pressure to become more technically efficient. Systematic quality 
work is a policy that embodies these programmatic ambitions. By emphasiz-
ing the need to define goals, compare results, report performance, follow-up, 
and identify generalizable claims toward success, the program resembles an 
instrumental model of control, where the educational system seeks to operate 
in an instrumental manner. This also means that schools have to be made 
measurable and manageable in order to fit this ideal. 

We could see in this chapter how the actors showed a clear apprehension 
of the technical efficiency program. Among the empirical material, this strug-
gle was manifested in an array of responses and usages. First, it was evident 
that the municipality had developed various functions and procedures that en-
sured promotion of technology. By installing departments devoted to analyz-
ing performance, and to sharing and spreading knowledge about it, one can 
see how influence over school activities subsumed under a technical ratio, 
where communication between the political-administrative body and the 
school level was organized through a measurement hierarchy, where one level 
was accountable to the next, together forming a calculable chain of accounta-
bility. Second, we also saw how criteria of technicality influenced the choice 
of output used to hold school levels accountable. Being aware of the fact that 
singular metrics are more suited to the ideal of technical efficiency, actors 
were skeptical of the plurality of goals and therefore sought to put the less 
relevant ones in the periphery of control to focus more effort on the most cen-
tral ones. Third, we also saw how the actors constantly attempted to make 
schools more comparable and controllable by developing new definitions of 
output that would be more amenable to interventions and analysis. By imple-
menting metrics like SALSA or excluding new arrivals, schools were made 
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more comparable across socio-economic groups and were able to close the 
gap between responsibility and accountability according to the controllability 
principle. When failing to fully reduce metrics into a single one, actors in-
vented the TWMS, allowing them to express the metrics in weights and pro-
portions, thereby making it possible to subsume education under a single met-
ric composed of other metrics that could be traded off against each other. 
Together, all of these were examples of when actors sought to make education 
amenable to technical efficiency, where accounting was used to secure such 
expansions in practice. 

What is also interesting is that we came to see that such struggles easily 
became the subject of disputes. Actors were seldom ready to show full com-
mitment to these ideals, especially when considering other important aspects 
of welfare. One example related to the metrics of SALSA and grades exclud-
ing new arrivals (GENA). Since both metrics made schools more comparable, 
it was apparent that the school actors seldom viewed this to be enough to jus-
tify control. The reason was that both of these metrics posited issues of inclu-
sion, as these groups were simultaneously portrayed to be vulnerable and im-
portant for public sector accountability. This made actors undertake actions 
that were paradoxically a move away from the ambitions of technicality. They 
could employ grades as an important definition of output for the purpose of 
making steering amenable to inclusive ideals, which then inhibited the ability 
to achieve control and comparability in practice, as they now ended up having 
more plural versions of performance, rather than a single one. Thus, actors 
were ready to withdraw the advancements toward technicality, despite recog-
nizing this as an important direction to pursue. 

Another example related the use of TWMS. As a technology that came to 
enable actors to compare competing goals in a single metric, it provided an 
illustrative case for how actors were able to become more efficient. The prob-
lems of competing elements could now be rephrased as a trade-off, where 
managers and school personnel could simply estimate a loss in one output as 
justified by a gain in the other. However, as we know from earlier chapters, 
this kind of use was seldom the case. Schools view matters like grades or em-
ployee satisfaction as distinct and unique sets of performance that captured a 
certain dimension of performance. This was also why actors kept them intact: 
a move that sent them back to the problems the technology sought to address 
in the first place: singularity. Again, we see a case where movements toward 
technicality backfired. 

All of these situations illustrate a seemingly paradoxical relationship be-
tween technicality and welfare. What is particularly worth noticing is the fact 
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that actors may recognize that some metrics would make steering more 
aligned with demands of technical efficiency but still reject such a use as the 
sole basis for steering schools. Actors could make moves that hindered the 
development of technicality to take place despite the fact that the metrics were 
created to address this programmatic ambition. This is where the notion of 
hybridity might serve as a helpful device for making sense of the material, and 
more specifically on the notion of mediating instrument (Miller and O’Leary, 
2007). Such an approach suggests that actors seldom rely on either programs 
of technicality or welfare in their use of accounting, but rather seek to align 
elements in both. It is from this view that we also see the rather ambiguous 
relationship toward output. Being seen as a tool for steering schools on both 
NPM and welfare, actors seldom accepted an output that only allowed the re-
alization of one. Rather, they had to identify hybrid outputs that aligned prac-
tices with ideals commonly found separate, and thereby make these ideals 
manifest in action. In other words: the solutions offered by the program of 
technical efficiency were thereby unable to secure the program’s success. 
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Chapter 8: Accounting, NPM, and Welfare: 
Findings, Abstractions and Discussions 

A central theme in this book so far has been to illustrate a myriad of experi-
ences and dilemmas related to accounting, NPM, and welfare. Based on the 
empirical work done at a Swedish compulsory school, such sources of dilem-
mas and attempts at integration were found between various problems pro-
duced by both NPM and welfarian ideals. In chapter 5 the focus was on how 
actors used accounting to address issues initiated by the market program, and 
how these demands came to hybridize with welfarian ideals of equity and pro-
fessional expertise. Chapter 6 addressed the dilemma of economic frugality 
and needs, a theme that considered the issue of how school practitioners man-
aged financial constraints and the demand to provide pupils with resources 
according to their needs. Lastly, chapter 7 presented the theme of technical 
efficiency and welfare ideals, and more specifically, highlighted the issue of 
evaluating performance according to an input-output logic and still ascribe to 
public notions of accountability. Taken together then, all of these chapters 
formed referents and experiences about the various ways that accounting can 
be employed, and more specifically, in relation to the various programs asso-
ciated with the NPM movement. 

However, while the previous sections provided interesting insights on ac-
counting, NPM, and welfare, little has yet been done in terms of making the 
relationships between the empirical chapters, research question, and aims ex-
plicit. Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to make these relationships 
visible to the reader according to the following logic. The first section (8.1) 
will seek to address the link between chapters 5, 6 and 7 and the research 
question, by presenting the ways in which each chapter respectively addresses 
how school actors manifest, integrate, and disintegrate NPM and welfare 
through accounting. Based on these findings, the chapter then moves into the 
issue of addressing the aim of this dissertation, which will be achieved by first 
binding together the insights under a theoretically graspable story (8.2), and 
then using those insights to discuss the theoretical implications in relation to 
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the existing domain of research (8.3). Overall, the chapter can thereby be re-
garded as a product that has taken form in the intersection between empirics, 
questions, aims, and research domains that together serve as a means to engage 
in accounting, NPM, and welfare by presenting the findings of the study, the 
abstractions of those findings, and discussing what this implies regarding the 
public sector accounting literature. 

8.1 Relating Previous Chapters to the Research 
Question 

To make the link between the research question and empirical insights visible, 
a good starting point would be to recap the formulated research question to 
examine the elements that are expected to be addressed. As stated in chapter 
1, this was formulated as followed: 

RQ: How are school actors manifesting, integrating, and disintegrating both 
NPM and welfare in practice through the use of accounting instruments? 

 
Based on this question, the idea was to address three analytically distinct as-
pects. As the formulation suggests, the first relates to the problem of how 
NPM and welfare are both manifested in practice through the use of account-
ing instruments. This suggests that one part of the question relates to a curios-
ity about using accounting to manifest ideals other than merely the ones asso-
ciated with efficiency. The second aspect concerns an interest in how NPM 
and welfare integrate in practice through the use of accounting. This means 
paying attention to hybrid outcomes, and more specifically how those hybrid 
outcomes are made possible through the use of accounting technologies. The 
third and final aspect of the question concerns how NPM and welfare disinte-
grate in practice through accounting. According to this objective, this means 
paying attention to situations when steering gets out of hand, in which actors 
perceive the current use of accounting systems as insufficient to embrace 
NPM and welfare at once. In summary, this means that the interest in mani-
festing, integrating, and disintegrating serve as the building blocks for answer-
ing the research question. 

With this in mind, the following writings in this section will illuminate the 
link between the chapters and the research question by providing a brief sum-
mary of each chapter, sorted into the themes of manifesting, integrating, and 
disintegrating NPM and welfare in schools. Based on these findings, the sec-
tion will end with a brief summary of the findings of each chapter. By doing 
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so, the section not only illustrates the link between the chapters and questions, 
but also illuminates the richness of the material, spanning various technolo-
gies, programs, and situations identified throughout the period of the study. 
As will be outlined in the next section, these findings will then serve as a basis 
for making up the analysis, in which the chapters will be brought together into 
a graspable whole. 

8.1.1 Chapter 5: Welfare markets 
The first empirical chapter was about the theme of markets and welfare. The 
chapter started with a brief outline of the prevalence of market-like reforms as 
well as welfare, based on the existing policies and reforms that today govern 
education in Sweden. In terms of markets, the chapter started by briefly pre-
senting some of the reforms that took shape in the early 1990s, and were then 
based on the principles of choice and competition. The chapter then turned to 
the aspect of welfare, providing a brief outline of the reforms that still relate 
to the idea of providing equitable education, as well as evidence of the role of 
welfare experts in the definitions and management of school work. Together, 
these aspects formed a starting point for the chapter in terms of providing 
some of the investigated programs under the rationalities of NPM and welfare. 
It was based on these incongruencies that hybridity was examined and dis-
cussed throughout the chapter. 

Accounting as a means of manifesting welfare and markets ideals 
Moving into the technologies, the chapter was based on three interrelated, but 
somewhat distinct, sets of problems associated with the market program. The 
first was based on the idea of making the steering of schools more amenable 
to customer preferences, in which the customers—parents and pupils—were 
expected to evaluate and have a say in the performance of the school’s activi-
ties. The second was concerned with the idea of making markets function ac-
cording to rational choice, where schools across the country were ranked and 
compared to inform the market about the best quality of education, and 
thereby match their choice to their own preferences. The third and final aspect 
related to making education into a transactionable good that suppliers and cus-
tomers provide and consume in a self-interested transaction, maximizing their 
benefits and costs in relation to their choice/provision of services. Together, 
these problems served as a way to analytically understand how the existing 
use of accounting served to manifest the market program in educational prac-
tice. In line with the idea of incorporating preferences in the activities of 
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schools, customer surveys were employed to hold schools accountable based 
on their ability to satisfy the customers’ wants. Quality indicators were then 
employed to form standards by which customers could rank and compare 
schools, both locally and nationally, and thereby subject to the demand of 
making markets function according to a rational procedure of choice. Lastly, 
in line with the idea of making education a transactionable good, the pricing 
system allowed schools, now constructed as suppliers in a school market, to 
compare and calculate their choices of provision in relation to the costs and 
benefits. All of these technologies formed the definitions of how the market 
would be pursued in practice, used as a means to make the seemingly distinct 
ideals phrased in instrumental terms. 

However, while these technologies clearly manifested ideals associated 
with a market program, the chapter also illustrated how such an analysis ap-
peared insufficient to make sense of the experiences voiced by actors. Cus-
tomer surveys of the preferences of parents and pupils were simultaneously 
employed to offset inequitable structures, here expressed by the actors de-
manding higher performance in surveys (such as in calmness in classrooms) 
among schools that were located in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas. 
Quality indicators, which served as the means to informed choice, were simi-
larly used as a means for experts to align pupils’ choices with their own views 
on quality. Lastly, while being a tool for making education amenable to trans-
actional calculations, the pricing technology was simultaneously regarded as 
a means of compensating for socioeconomic inequities and thereby providing 
a counterweight to eventual (profit) opportunities stemming from the free 
school market. All of these experiences pointed toward the realization that 
actors trusted technologies, not only for the sake of manifesting markets, but 
equally for coordinating markets with ideals of welfare. 

Accounting as a means of integrating welfare and markets 
Based on the noticed plurality of ideals that manifested in the accounting tech-
nologies, the chapter then moved on to the issue of understanding how coor-
dination between welfare and markets was achieved. By examining the use of 
surveys, quality performance indicators, and pricing technologies, we found 
that accounting played an integral role in the production of hybrid outcomes. 
As the tool by which actors manifested markets, accounting simultaneously 
opened up possibilities to intervene in the market, as it was now the means 
that set the scope of preferences, choice, and profit opportunities. For instance, 
while the customer survey ensured steering schools on the principle of cus-
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tomer wants, it simultaneously created opportunities for welfare experts to de-
fine the scope and content of how such an expansion of a market could be 
pursued in practice, thereby involving an element of administrative/profes-
sional expertise37. Another example of such a dualistic role of accounting was 
found in the quality indicators, whose parameters, guided by national goals, 
were both ways to enhance a rational choice as well and a way to make state-
led experts define the limits from which such a choice could be made38. Con-
sidering these sorts of uses, it therefore appeared that governance through ac-
counting was not about a sole expression of a market, amenable to all sorts of 
customer preferences and choices, but rather served to govern schools based 
on the right preferences and right choices, hybrid constellations that inter-
twine elements of customer preferences or choices as well as judgments made 
by welfare experts. 

Among the technologies investigated, the clearest example of hybridity 
was probably related to the pricing technology. In line with the aforemen-
tioned ways of using accounting as a mediating technology, the pricing system 
was an invention that made steering according to markets dependent on the 
calculations and ambitions of welfare experts. Therefore, prices for pupils 
could be altered in such a way that, once employed as a means for schools to 
self-interestedly select services and customers based on their profits, did not 
yield negligence toward certain socioeconomic groups. Central to the produc-
tion of such hybrid outcomes was a belief in making prices correspond to the 
actual cost of pupils, as this would create little or no opportunities in the school 
market. The idea was not to use the pricing technology as a means to make 
schools more amenable to some pure transactionary form of reasoning, but 
instead to ensure a self-interested calculation that was fair—a hybrid constel-
lation that involves the ideas of markets and equity at the same time. Together 
with the examples of surveys and indicators, it was thus apparent that account-
ing was employed to steer schools according to a right market, which in this 
dissertation is also referred to as a welfare market. 

                                                
37One example of this was through studying the actual matters that the customers sought to 
express their judgments on, as these were guided and selected according to the goals 
stipulated by the state or the municipality (see chapter 5).  
38By setting up the metrics that the customers could use to execute a rational choice, it 
simultaneously meant that their basis of comparisons were reduced into matters only 
conceived by the welfare experts as important. 
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Accounting disintegrates markets and welfare 
Despite being characteristic of the use of accounting technologies, it was evi-
dent that the integrated hybrids could easily break down from one moment to 
the next, a matter related to the design and use of accounting instruments, or 
to the issues of relying on competing principles at once. The forms of break-
downs were described in several ways throughout the chapter. Customers who 
were granted freedom to exercise their judgment within the boundaries de-
fined by surveys and welfare were soon found to induce problems in interpret-
ing the performance of schools, as even judgments within a certain boundary 
could be influenced by socially inequitable structures. Quality indicators, 
which were believed to coordinate both markets and expert views on quality, 
broke down in cases when they were not used as an input for actually guiding 
pupils’ choices. Lastly, while the pricing technology was employed to inte-
grate equity and markets by offsetting possible profit opportunities, it was 
soon found to break down in cases when it was not perceived to capture the 
actual costs of service provision. All of these were examples of situations 
where hybrids broke down, as they all resided on certain modes of represen-
tation and use of accounting technologies. 

Accounting and reintegration between market and welfare 
But inasmuch as the chapter illuminated failures, it also showed that actors 
seldom abandoned the concerns of integration as such. Once found to end up 
in breakdowns, it was also shown that actors were soon attempting to address 
such disentanglements by attempting to reintegrate school practices with mar-
kets and welfare again. For instance, in situations when pricing technologies 
created pricing opportunities, school actors were found to question the rea-
sonability of the pricing system (due to its potential for letting the market get 
the upper hand over equity concerns) and therefore attempting to change the 
current design in the pricing system to close the gaps between actual costs and 
received price. This form of reintegration was intended to make self-interested 
calculation a justifiable route, and thereby allow markets to act in a committed 
fashion. Similar findings could also be related to customer surveys and quality 
indicators. When actors experienced the responses of the pupils as influenced 
by socioeconomic conditions, actions were undertaken to avoid the effects of 
the survey, here exemplified through the downplaying of the role of surveys 
in evaluating school performance. Actors instead trusted welfare experts to 
formulate judgment about the true performance of the school by letting ad-
ministrators from the municipality physically observe school activities in or-
der to form a better basis for interpreting the figures in the survey. Or, when 
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actors found out that quality indicators did not serve as the actual input for 
guiding customer choice, work began to make the metric once again central. 
All of these were examples of when actors attempted to restore their faith in 
technologies by adapting them to a demand to steer schools in line with the 
hybrid of the welfare market, thereby turning accounting from an intrusive 
force into a mediating technology again. 

This also has implications in terms of the opportunities to expand the prin-
ciples of market-like programs into the educational context. Since actors 
leaned toward hybrid steering, it was also evident that such an expansion was 
only legitimized by relying on the solutions offered by welfare. In cases where 
accounting turned into an intrusive force, actors were soon downplaying their 
role in steering school practices, meaning that the program of the market itself 
was restricted to being concretized in practice. This also pinpoints the im-
portance of hybrid steering, as this serves to be the means by which actors see 
an expansion as legitimate to pursue in action. Therefore, one can say that a 
failure of welfare was equally a failure in markets, where only the first could 
be drawn upon in order to restore the expansion of the latter. 

8.1.2 Chapter 6: Economies and needs 
While chapter 5 centered on the program of markets, the second chapter redi-
rected attention toward another, perhaps one of the most researched,39 themes 
in the NPM movement, here discussed as the program of economic frugality. 
By outlining how this program became actualized through a variety of policies 
that took form somewhere around the early half of the 1990s, the chapter illu-
minated how the Swedish public sector came under increasing pressure to 
manage services within financial constraints, and how such a demand trickled 
down into local school management. After having outlined the ideas of eco-
nomic frugality, the chapter then moved into a program traditionally associ-
ated with welfare rationality and needs, and illuminated how this ideal mani-
fests in current policies and regulations of school activities. Together, these 
two programs formed the basis for the sorts of hybridity that were going to be 
explored, as each rested on contradictory demands on steering that at first sight 
seemed impossible to align in practice. 

                                                
39For some examples of studies that address the financial side of NPM, see chapter 2 (section 
2.1.2). 
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Accounting as a means of manifesting both economic frugality 
and needs in practice 
It was based on these opposing programs that it became possible to make sense 
of the various types of accounting technologies that served as a means by 
which actors attempted to steer schools, thereby making these vaguely formu-
lated ideas manageable in practice. Budgets that showed when a resource was 
consumed and what resources were available at hand, enabled actors to follow 
up and express activities in the name of economic frugality, which was seen 
to be an important ideal in the management of everyday operations. The red 
and green matrix, individual adjustment plans and time plans were other tech-
nologies that made it possible for actors to define the entitled amount of re-
sources that an individual was granted, as well as being a basis from which to 
hold people accountable for achieving such an ideal in practice. Although the 
latter technologies resided on somewhat different operationalizations of 
needs, it was apparent that schools employed accounting in ways that each 
came to direct activities into somewhat distinct programs. It was thereby evi-
dent that accounting manifested both NPM and welfare, albeit in ways that 
now differed somewhat from the previous chapter, as multiple technologies 
each addressed multiple programs. 

Accounting integrates needs and economic frugality 
By examining how schools attempted to address these imperatives in practice, 
the chapter then provided insights characteristic of hybridity: despite being 
under programs that in principle leave little room for comparison, schools 
were able to integrate these ideals in practice through the very technologies 
used to operationalize them. This was expressed in myriad ways. Starting with 
the time plans and budgets, it was soon found that the definitions used in the 
former opened possibilities to pursue the aims of the latter. By providing 
schools with the means to know when a need was fulfilled, this calculation 
was in fact fairly independent of the volume of pupils that were entitled access 
to resources, once qualified for the same type of needs. A school could thereby 
identify sweet spots, where the pursuit of economies of scale (an imperative 
important to the budgetary aim) could be attained without inhibiting needs 
according to the time plan.40 Another example was in situations when schools 
faced demands of rationalizing costs. As the time plan came to define what a 

                                                
40An example of this was through organizing schools into large classes, in which each 
individual could be argued to access their right forms of education but using few teachers, 
thereby lowering the costs. 
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need is, such a calculation also meant that there now were activities or func-
tions that were not tied to the fulfillment of such needs, thereby opening pos-
sibilities for schools to downsize certain costs without impeding the require-
ment found in the latter. Together, these ways of solving time plans and 
budgets suggest that the object of steering was not about a pure adherence to 
the budgetary aims by simply cutting costs or achieving economies of scale, 
but instead to steer schools based on rationalizable needs or scalable needs, 
two hybrid constellations that were created through the use of technologies, 
whose calculations in combination made it possible to realize economic fru-
gality through the definitions made in the program of needs. Therefore, it was 
evident that schools could align these programs in practice, despite residing 
on principles that would otherwise appear incommensurable. 

While the time plan and budgets aligned needs and economic frugality by 
entering the role of combinatory technologies, the chapter also illuminated in-
stances of how alignment also took place through the means of intermediary 
technologies. This form of alignment was particularly visible in the impera-
tives stemming from the technologies of the R/G matrix and individual adjust-
ment plans, as they were founded on other opportunities to align with the 
budgetary imperatives of scales. Residing on a definition of need that was sig-
nificantly more individualized and unique, these needs-based technologies 
created little opportunity for school actors to align them with economic fru-
gality, such as in the case of time plans. Instead, an alternative route was to 
make the individual time plans into an intermediating technology, binding the 
provision of needs with additional funding, thereby making it possible to meet 
needs without putting schools at risk of breaking financial goals. In other 
words, steering through accounting could be said to be based on the idea of 
achieving a fundable need: a constellation that draws together elements found 
in both economic frugality and needs at the same time. In line with the afore-
mentioned findings, we are again seeing that accounting is seldom employed 
to detach welfare and NPM, but rather it is the means by which actors seek to 
interlink them for the purpose of producing hybridity as the outcome. 

Economies and needs disintegrate 
Despite providing actors with the possibility of aligning programs of needs 
and economic frugality in practice, it was simultaneously evident that these 
types of hybrids were indeed associated with issues, as they could easily break 
apart from one moment to the next. Actors such as teachers and other school 
personnel could propose alternative views other than how the time plan con-
strued the sorts of activities that were deemed important, thereby challenging 
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the hybrid group of rationalized needs. Schools that had to enroll pupils that 
deviated from their current pupil base found it difficult to create classes large 
enough to achieve economies of scale, thereby breaking down the hybrid of 
scalable needs. Lastly, like the individual time plan, the intermediating tech-
nology that served to create a link between financial resources and certain 
needs, could soon be found to be a loose link, thereby making it difficult to 
steer schools on the hybrid-like fundable needs. All of these were instances of 
when hybrid solutions broke down, as a result of the fact that these were align-
ments that relied on technologies. 

Economies and needs reintegrates 
However, as for the case of markets, the prevalence of breakdowns did not 
mean that actors abandoned hybrid steering as such. In cases where schools 
enrolled pupils that were insufficient to achieve economies of scale, actors 
soon increased their intakes to enable scalable needs in practice again. Or, in 
cases when individualized needs were found to be a difficult path to pursue 
due to the failures of interlinking these imperatives with additional funding, 
actors started to reformulate conceptions of what a need entails (from individ-
ual to general) thereby making it possible to reach alignment through the hy-
brid of scalable needs. All of these were examples of situations that were 
found commonplace in the schools, in which eventual outbreaks from needs 
or economic frugality soon appeared to be addressed. 

Based on this realization, one lesson from this chapter was, once again, that 
the expansion of the program of economic frugality relied on definitions and 
views associated with welfare. Actors seldom found the expanded control of 
financial aims to be legitimately pursued on a stand-alone basis from needs, 
as they often used the latter to justify calculations of the former to take form. 
Similarly, one could also see how the program of needs was a matter that sel-
dom expanded with no regard for economic implications; as the case of the 
individual-to-general adjustments tells us, actors had to develop concepts of 
needs that were amenable to the economic imperatives of scale due to failures 
in establishing hybridity through the strategy of fundable needs. Overall, this 
illuminates the interdependent nature between programs and rationalities. It 
was not until programs of economic frugality and needs hybridized that steer-
ing became seen as unproblematic, as a viable path to pursue. And central to 
such an alignment was the use of technologies that either acted as intermedi-
ating or combinatory technologies for aligning such ideals in practice.  
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8.1.3 Chapter 7: Technically efficient welfare 
The third and last empirical chapter presented in this book was chapter 7, 
which addressed the program of technical efficiency, here seen as another 
characteristic doctrine of the NPM agenda. Based on this background, the 
chapter introduced the reader by showing how this demand became actualized 
through a variety of reforms, one of which was systematic quality work. Based 
on the desire to measure and analyze school performance by measuring and 
evaluating output, this policy represented some of the underlying ideas prev-
alent in the program of technical efficiency. In addition, because actors were 
required to carve out causes and effects, thereby interlinking activities and 
measurable output, it was also based on the idea of making such ambitions 
easier in practice: identifying singular scales of measurement (singularity), 
identifying comparable numbers (comparability), and holding schools ac-
countable for results within their own scope of control (controllability) were 
discussed as related but partly distinct problems generated through this kind 
of program. The chapter then moved into a contrasting ideal associated with 
welfare—public notions of accountability—which resided in a belief in the 
representing interests of the public groups, respecting the unique importance 
of politically-formed goals, and working inclusively of their citizens. In this 
way, the chapter outlined two distinct elements that both mattered for the pro-
cess of steering schools, and which have commonly been associated with ei-
ther NPM or the welfare rationalities. 

Accounting as a means of manifesting technical efficiency and the 
public notion of accountability 
In line with the sorts of empirical findings presented about markets and eco-
nomic frugality, the chapter showed how school actors attempted to manifest 
ideals of technical efficiency and public notions of accountability. They were 
presented as the requirement of identifying output that would steer schools 
and manifest both demands at once. In terms of technical efficiency, the chap-
ter showed various situations, accounting technologies, and routines em-
ployed to address problems associated with this particular program. For in-
stance, the chapter showed how managers at the municipality employed and 
reconstructed metrics to compare school performance, thereby forming a basis 
for extracting knowledge of the sorts of activities that generated higher output. 
While such types of activities were said to be directed toward the subproblem 
of comparability, there were also examples of actors addressing the aspects of 
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controllability and singularity: the first as a response aiming to align account-
abilities with the scope of freedom that was considered to be within the scope 
of a school (through GENA and SALSA), and the second in terms of a desire 
to compare educational output on a single scale that reduced the issue of plural 
performance (grades and TWMS). In terms of public notions of accountabil-
ity, it also showed how the concerns of being inclusive and respecting the 
plurality (and thereby the uniqueness) of politically formulated goals were 
also central to understanding how actors perceived the accounting systems. 
The practices of measuring grades were characterized by a willingness to align 
school performance with the idea of leaving no child behind, as one respond-
ent formulated, thereby working with output as a means of making such in-
clusiveness of schools visible. Or, by developing reports that all involved a 
variety of politically formulated aims, such as budgets in balance, or the re-
ports of performance stemming from surveys on pupil satisfaction (which we 
also recognize from the earlier chapters), actors were also concerned with the 
idea of managing schools on the premises of aims that were formulated within 
a democratic and political body. Together, both of these aspects highlighted 
that the use of accounting was directed toward the desire to manifest both 
NPM and welfarian ideals. 

Accounting as a means of integrating technicality and public 
accountabilities 
As a consequence of the pluralistic values, which reflected the sorts of expec-
tations put on accounting technologies, the chapter also showed instances 
when actors seemed to experience integration among the aforementioned de-
mands. Perhaps the clearest example of this integration was illustrated by the 
use of the passing grade as a means of measuring and holding schools account-
able for performance. A metric that both ensured narrowing down the scope 
of metrics, and was perceived as serving as a relevant measure for developing 
a standard of inclusiveness, the chapter illuminated how accounting undertook 
an intermediary role, now perceived as coordinating schools in line with both. 
In this way, the metric was neither justified on the sole basis of singularity or 
inclusiveness, but rather for being singular and inclusive: a hybrid outcome 
that contends with both problems associated with technical efficiency and 
public notions of accountability. 
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Accounting as a means of disintegrating technical efficiency and 
welfare 
However, while the case of the passing grade illuminated possibilities for 
alignment, it was still found to be a constellation that resided on fragile 
grounds. In line with the other demands stemming from technical efficiency, 
actors were soon questioning the metric from the perspective of comparability 
and controllability. Not only was the passing grade seen to indulge gaps be-
tween accountability and the freedoms considered to be within the scope of 
schools, it was equally regarded as inducing incomparable numbers by includ-
ing groups of pupils who were different from the past, i.e. new arrivals in 
Sweden. In response to such a criticism, school actors sought to address issues 
on controllability and comparability by altering the existing design of the pass-
ing grade, here through the systems of SALSA and GENA. SALSA, which 
was a calculation that illuminated the differential between the expected grades 
based on the socioeconomic factors of pupils and the actual grades, was re-
garded as a means of only showcasing the sort of grades that were within the 
scope of freedoms of schools, thereby addressing the controllability problems. 
Similarly, GENA, which was an alteration in the number passing grades 
through the exclusion of new arrivals from the statistics, sought to address the 
issue of incomparability. Together, both of these alterations were instances of 
actors attempting to expand the horizon of technical efficiency. 

However, despite the fact that these changes in the existing accounting sys-
tem designs were perceived to address technical efficiency, it was also appar-
ent that the changes were seldom accepted by the actors themselves as a viable 
path to pursue and fully commit to. In line with the demands of public ac-
countability, the reason for this was that both SALSA and GENA evoked crit-
icism based on the ideals of being inclusive, and thereby being held account-
able to those citizens to whom the service was provided. By incorporating the 
expected grades into the calculation, SALSA was seen to be associated with a 
risk of making schools justify disadvantaged home conditions of pupils, and 
thereby marginalizing this group in the measurement practice. In a similar 
way, GENA was also seen to exclude concerns for new arrivals, as the system 
(literally) excluded this group from being included in performance statistics. 
Together, this meant that actors discovered that the attempts to expand tech-
nical efficiency came at the cost of welfarian ideals. Thereby, accounting was 
not perceived as a means of integration, but rather as a means of disintegrating 
technical efficiency and welfare. 

Parallel to the discussions about SALSA and GENA, there was also an-
other instance of school actors seeking to address criticism and problems with 



186 

accounting in relation to welfare and technical efficiency. While the passing 
grade was regarded as a means of making schools align with the demands of 
singularity, it was equally found to be a path that induced issues for school 
actors. Being an organization subject to various political aims, the commit-
ment to passing grades was thought to come with another risk of downplaying 
other goals also deemed relevant when managing schools (such as balanced 
budget or survey performance). As actors ensured maintaining the plurality of 
goals, issues began to arise in terms of addressing singularity. In response to 
this problem, actors invented a new accounting system for addressing this is-
sue: the TWMS. A system that ascribed the plural metrics different weights 
that together formed a singular score, the TWMS was regarded as a means of 
combining performance in an overarching standard. In this way, just as in the 
case of GENA and SALSA, the TWMS was used as a means of altering ac-
counting to expand the notion of technical efficiency. 

However, while the TWMS addressed the problems of plural metrics, it 
was evident that actors doubted its utility as a central means of managing 
schools. In line with the notions of public accountability, the TWMS reduced 
the uniqueness of publicly formulated aims, as the latter were now restated in 
tradable terms. Taking the TWMS seriously would imply that a passing grade 
could be traded off against lower performance in the budget or surveys (or 
vice versa), as long as the singular output increased. Based on the managers’ 
experiences, and on the evidence seen in previous chapters, it was found that 
school actors seldom used TWMS as a means to control educational life in 
such a manner: balanced budgets and surveys were, as we know from chapters 
5 and 6, regarded as important goals in themselves, where a lower perfor-
mance in any given metric was seldom justified based on increases in the other 
metrics under the TWMS. Similarly, managers seldom employed the TWMS 
as a committed way of measuring school performance for the same purpose, 
but rather used it more as a brief overview for reading numbers presented by 
the tool itself. Overall, this suggests that the TWMS was not enough to solve 
the issue of coordinating welfare and technicality, and due to such a failure of 
integration, inhibited the ability of technical efficiency to fully expand in prac-
tice. 

Reintegrating through alternative use of accounting 
Based on the above issues, schools ended up using accounting metrics in a 
way that would downplay their role in steering educational activities. In line 
with the criticism of SALSA and GENA, school actors did not fully commit 
themselves to these metrics, but instead used them in a complementary fashion 
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alongside the passing grade. In the case of TWMS, managers similarly used 
this technology mainly for the purpose of having an overview, without neces-
sarily using it as a committed way of evaluating school performance. To-
gether, all of these responses indicate situations where actors attempted to 
downplay accounting inventions despite their being regarded as a means of 
addressing issues of technical efficiency. Therefore, one can understand these 
modes of use as an attempt to partially reintegrate the demands of technicality 
and welfare, but now through adjusting the use, rather than the design, of ac-
counting technologies. 

Overall, and in line with the previous chapters on economies and markets, 
this suggests that the expansion of NPM-led reforms, here through the pro-
gram of technical efficiency, is rarely enough to secure their own success. As 
the cases above indicate, the attempts at expanding technical efficiency easily 
broke down in cases when perceived as conflicting with welfarian notions of 
accountability. Instead, such expansions were contingent on their ability to 
integrate with elements in welfare, either through the design or use of account-
ing systems in steering educational practice. The solutions offered by the pro-
gram of technical efficiency were thereby unable to secure its success. This is 
also why the notion of hybridity was central in understanding the experiences 
found within the educational school context. 

8.1.4 Findings: A summary 
When considering each chapter at a time, it becomes possible to see how each 
addresses the research question. In line with the idea of illuminating technol-
ogies and their pluralistic relationship with NPM and welfare, each chapter 
outlined various techniques and their relationship with ideals associated with 
each theme. The chapters also provided various stories on how actors (re)in-
tegrated NPM and welfare through various hybrids that were made possible 
due to the use of various accounting instruments, which either took interme-
diary roles or combined elements into calculable sweet spots. But in line with 
the notion of hybridity, which was employed to draw attention to the fragile 
nature of integration in public sector settings, the chapters also illuminated 
various cases when hybrids broke down, and as a result, made accounting turn 
into a technology that gave either NPM or welfare an upper hand. Together 
these chapters provide rich material on how school actors manifested, inte-
grated, and disintegrated NPM and welfare through the use of accounting in-
struments. A summary of these findings is provided in the table below.  
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RQ: How are school practitioners manifesting, integrating, and disintegrating  
both NPM and welfare using accounting instruments? 

 
How technologies 
were employed to 

manifest both NPM 
and welfare 

How NPM and 
welfare were 

integrated 
through 

accounting 
instruments 

How NPM and 
welfare were 

disintegrated through 
accounting 
instruments 

How NPM and 
welfare were 

(re)integrated through 
accounting 
instruments 

Theme 1: 
Welfare 
Markets 

School actors drew 
upon the technologies 

of pricing systems, 
customer surveys and 
quality indicators to 
address elements in 

both markets 
(preferences, choice 
and self-interested 
calculations), and 

welfare 
(professional/administra

tive expertise and 
equitable services) 

Through the 
hybrid 

constellations of 
fair pricing, right 
preferences, and 

right choices, 
which were made 
possible through 

interventions 
made by 

intermediary 
technologies 

Fair pricing broke down 
when not perceived to 

represent the actual cost 
of service provision; 

right preferences broke 
down when regarded to 

be informed by 
inequitable structures; 

right choices broke down 
when accounting was not 
used as input for choice 

By altering the design of 
pricing systems to 

capture the actual cost; 
by downplaying the role 

of surveys by 
complementing with 

physical visits; by 
persuading pupils of the 
metric to make it appear 
at the center of choice 

Theme 2: 
Needs-
based 
econom-
ies 

School actors drew 
upon technologies of 

the budget for 
addressing economic 
frugality, while at the 
same time employing 

documents, R/G 
matrices and time plans 
to govern activities in 

line with needs 

Through the 
hybrid 

constellations of 
scalable needs, 
rationalizable 

needs, and 
fundable needs, 

which were made 
possible through 

accounting 
instruments 

(either in 
combination or 
when creating 

links as 
intermediary 
instruments) 

Scalable needs broke 
down when school actors 

perceived that pupils’ 
needs were unscalable; 
fundable needs broke 

down when the 
accounting-link between 
funding and needs broke; 
rationalized needs broke 
down in situations when 
alternative definitions of 

needs emerged other 
than the time plan 

By reconceptualizing 
needs into something 

scalable; attempting to 
make documents into a 
link between funding 

and needs 

Theme 3: 
Techni-
cally 
efficient 
welfare 

School actors drew 
upon metrics (TWMS, 

GENA, SALSA and the 
passing grade) for 

addressing elements in 
technical efficiency 

(singularity, 
comparability, and 

controllability), while at 
the same time 

addressing public 
notions of 

accountability 
(inclusiveness and the 
uniqueness of publicly 
elected political aims) 

Less common to 
observe 

throughout the 
study, but mainly 
illustrated through 
the passing grade: 

an output that 
ascribed to both 
singularity and 
inclusiveness at 

once 

Passing grade criticized 
for not addressing 
comparability and 

controllability 

New systems emerged 
(SALSA and GENA) but 

only marginally 
accepted, as they failed 

to align with public 
notions of 

accountability. Plurality 
of metrics addressed 

through TWMS, but not 
used as a means to 

control, as it violated the 
uniqueness of publicly 

accountable aims. 
Attempts to downplay 

the role of SALSA, 
GENA and TWMS in 

order to cope with their 
contradictions with 

welfare. 

Table 9. A summary of the findings 
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8.2 From Findings to Theoretical Abstractions 
Having shown how the chapters relate to the research question, it might now 
be suitable to make some further elaborations to rephrase the findings into 
more abstract terms. The reasons for bringing the empirical material together 
are mainly twofold. First, by restating the earlier insights into an abstract lan-
guage, it becomes possible to see that welfare markets, needs-based econo-
mies, and technically efficient welfare are not only three distinct themes for 
answering the same research question, but rather are participants in a wider 
story about the manifestation, integration, and disintegration of NPM and wel-
fare through the means of accounting. Second, by being able to restate findings 
into a common frame of reference, it also becomes easier to engage in discus-
sions with the public sector accounting domain of research, as the insights 
could be drawn upon to explain how the storyline serves as a useful means to 
make sense of the experiences in the public sector settings, and why the con-
structs employed in the existing body of research need to be modified or com-
plemented to capture similar kinds of experiences in future research. Taken 
together then, it is relevant to make some further abstractions to form a basis 
for pursuing the aim of this dissertation, both in terms of deepening the under-
standing of earlier chapters, and in particular to deepen the understandings 
made in relation to our theoretical domain. 

Based on the above arguments, this section represents the insights made in 
the previous section under a common frame of reference. It will show how the 
sections are all related through three analytically distinct themes that each 
make up a wider story about how actors manifested, integrated, and disinte-
grated NPM and welfare ideals through the means of accounting. The first 
concerns the multiple functions of accounting in hybridizing public sector life. 
This aspect will illuminate not only the pluralistic ways that accounting par-
ticipated in the compulsory school setting, but also show how the condition of 
hybridization is made possible due to four types of roles accounting played to 
reach a compromise between NPM and welfare: (i) represent and manifest 
welfare ideals, (ii) constrain expansion of NPM, (iii) represent and manifest 
NPM ideals, and (iv) legitimize the expansion of NPM. The second relates to 
the fragility of hybrids. This theme relates to the realization that even if ac-
counting served as a source of integration, it was simultaneously the source of 
disintegration due to the fact that hybrids are based on certain presumptions 
about the world that easily break down in public sector life. The third and last 
aspect concerns the various strategies of reintegration. In line with a recurring 
belief in accounting for reaching compromising grounds, this aspect concerns 
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the ways that actors came to address drifts between NPM and welfare by al-
tering the existing use or design of accounting instruments to reintegrate the 
seemingly disintegrated aspects of NPM and welfare. In line with the various 
functions that accounting can undertake, these strategies were mainly found 
to reach integration by either (i) increasing the limits imposed on NPM, or (ii) 
to loosening the limits imposed on NPM. Together, these themes will serve as 
a way to make a move from findings into more generalized and abstract con-
cepts that will eventually be used as an input for discussing the existing body 
of literature. 

8.2.1 The multiple functions of accounting in hybridizing 
public sector life 

To begin with, a first realization is that actors employed accounting in ways 
that sought to reach a compromise between NPM and welfare. This was spe-
cifically illustrated by the various forms of hybrids that were identified 
throughout the research process, things that were both created by accounting 
and yet made it possible to steer schools in ways that neither downplayed 
NPM nor welfare ideals, but rather tended toward both. For instance, the hy-
brids of right preferences, right choices and right price were each a way for 
actors to align the otherwise incommensurable demands of markets with wel-
fare, ranging from the problem of steering schools with the premise of welfare 
expertise and customer preferences/choices, to apprehending equity and think-
ing about education based on self-interested calculations. Or, as the hybrids 
like scalable needs, fundable needs, or rationalizable needs illustrated, these 
were constellations that both ensured that actors manage schools on the im-
peratives of economic frugality and reduced the risk of inhibiting the concern 
of needs: two programs that otherwise appear in principle to be difficult to 
practically align. Lastly, it was also found that actors were able to (at least 
momentarily) align the demands of technical efficiency and public notions of 
accountability by identifying an output that was associated with both singu-
larity and inclusiveness, and thereby form conditions from which a practical 
expansion of both programs could be made. Taken together, all of these hy-
brids were ways to describe a form of application of accounting that neither 
came to downplay the rationalities of NPM nor welfare for the sake of the 
other, but rather appeared somewhat intermeshed. 

As these hybrids were outcomes made possible due to accounting, it there-
fore became evident that accounting took on various forms of function that 
made the expansion of NPM appear in quite paradoxical ways. On the one 
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hand, these hybrids illustrate how accounting created conditions for manifest-
ing welfare ideals in practice. The use of pricing, surveys, quality indicators, 
time plans, documents, and metrics were all informed by the willingness to 
make certain elements of welfare operable in practice by using accounting as 
a means to set the premises for how the right choices, right preferences, right 
prices, scalable needs, rationalized needs, fundable needs, or inclusive output 
were going to be pursued. On the other hand, it was also apparent that the 
hybrids illustrated a means for which NPM-led programs could be manifested 
and expanded without being in stark opposition to welfare.  

Setting the conditions from which the NPM/welfare hybrids could be pur-
sued through accounting instruments simultaneously implied that there were 
now legitimate ways to steer schools on the premises of the market, economic 
frugality, and technical efficiency. In cases where these hybrids broke down 
(for the reasons to be discussed shortly), actors could soon start doubting the 
sorts of controls crucial for realizing NPM through technological means. It 
was based on this realization that the chapters all showed that NPM was sel-
dom enough to secure its own success, as it paradoxically had to be made to 
fit the conditions formed under a welfarian agenda to work in fairly legitimate 
ways. 

Based on these realizations one could also see that the conditions for hybrid 
outcomes are made possible by the various functions that accounting can un-
dertake. Each of these functions could then be phased in based on their own 
logic of reasoning found within the rationalities of NPM and welfare. From 
the perspective of the former, accounting technologies made it possible to not 
only represent or manifest welfarian ideals, but equally serve as a way to im-
pose limits and restrictions on how NPM programs could expand in practice. 
The latter function becomes clearly visible if we take a closer look into how 
the technologies worked for creating hybrid outcomes. In terms of the chapter 
on markets, surveys, quality indicators, and pricing were all means for welfar-
ian ideals to reshape the potentially plural versions of markets into precise and 
controllable terms. Surveys contended that there were only certain forms of 
preferences that were valuable; quality indicators contended that there were 
only certain types of valuable inputs for choice; and pricing systems stated 
that there were only certain opportunities in the market. This meant that ac-
counting was employed to limit the freedoms for markets to expand in every 
possible way. Similar notions could also be found in the chapter on economic 
frugality. By linking needs documents with funding, or using time plans to 
define needs, actors simultaneously used accounting to state that the pursuit 
toward budgetary aims could only be made in certain ways, either informed 
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by local judgments or by the standardized versions of needs formulated by the 
welfare state. (This was exemplified in the creation of various sweet spots, 
which were areas where economic frugality could expand within the defini-
tions employed by the time plan41). Lastly, as the case of singular and inclusive 
output shows, actors could now draw upon accounting to state that the condi-
tions for technical efficiency could only be created in certain ways, being lim-
ited to the value of inclusiveness. Taken together, all of these examples illus-
trate a form of the intermediating role of accounting. Accounting served both 
as a way of representing welfare, and as a means of intervening in matters of 
markets, economic frugality, and technical efficiency, as technologies simul-
taneously ensured defining the limits of how these programs could possibly 
expand in practice. 

Moving into the perspective on NPM, it also becomes possible to see that 
accounting played two other distinct roles under the condition of hybridity. As 
the aforementioned technologies simultaneously made programs manifest in 
school practices, this meant that technologies also served to represent and 
manifest NPM. However, in contrast to the idea that such expansion partakes 
of welfare in a pure or standalone fashion, another function was also that such 
forms of expansion were made possible by legitimizing NPM programs. Such 
forms of legitimation were made possible due to the sorts of interventions 
made by welfare, which served as a way to make NPM fit under the program-
matic ambitions of equity, professional expertise, public notions of accounta-
bility, and needs. It was based on this paradoxical function that one could also 
make sense of the seemingly inconsistent ways that NPM expanded through 
hybrid outcomes. NPM was a rationale that required accounting to manifest 
itself, but in order to manifest smoothly, it had to simultaneously limit itself 
to the definitions and aims inscribed by welfarian rationalities. 

8.2.2 The fragility of hybrids 
Even if hybrids served as a means of aligning the otherwise incommensurable 
demands of NPM and welfare, another realization was that such forms of hy-
brids easily broke down from one moment to the next. Actors that previously 
viewed accounting as a means of reaching a compromise could easily end up 
in new issues that made existing forms of management a threat to either NPM 

                                                
41These sweet spots emerged as the time plan construed individual needs on a standalone 
basis from the volume of pupils in class, thereby making it possible for schools to fill large 
classes and achieve economies of scale. 
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or welfare due to the way the technologies now came to produce disintegra-
tion. It was based on this realization that the chapters spoke about breakdowns 
and experienced drifts, as these connoted situations where previous hybrids 
fell apart and caused trouble for school actors. It was thereby apparent that 
hybrids resided on fragile grounds. 

One reason for the fragility of hybrids can be related to the failing nature 
of accounting technologies as such, spanning problems of stabilizing a certain 
form of use of accounting, loose links between technologies and programs, or 
simply the difficulties of making reality fit into the compromises prescribed 
by the calculations. In terms of the hybrids like fundable needs and right 
choices, they were found to break down due to the failure to establish links 
between distant actors through a certain use of accounting (either by the fact 
that the pupils did not use quality metrics as an input for choice, or that the 
funders at the municipality did not use documents of needs as a direct basis 
for granting more funds). In terms of hybrids like scalable needs or rational-
ized needs, they were found to break apart as soon as actors found it difficult 
to practically achieve these prescribed compromises (such as when new arri-
vals were not a group large enough to create economies of scale, despite need-
ing the same type of educational resources), or when the representations be-
tween technologies and programs were found to be loose (such as when 
teachers questioned needs being directly tied to classroom instruction as pro-
posed by the time plan). Or, as in the case of the hybrid fair pricing, actors 
soon came to doubt the ability of accounting to manifest both welfare and 
markets, as soon as the price came to misrepresent some underlying true cost 
of pupils. Similarly, it was also found that the passing grade criterion, which 
was used to ensure both inclusiveness and singularity, was questioned for in-
hibiting the demands of comparability and controllability, which suddenly 
meant that the programmatic ambitions of technical efficiency were now seen 
to be unrealized through accounting technologies. All of these examples illus-
trate a form of the dual nature of accounting as a means of producing hybrid 
outcomes, as it was both a source of integration and produced disintegration 
between NPM and welfare. 

The reason for this is the fact that through accounting, hybrids also come 
with certain presumptions about the world that often break down when trans-
lated into an empirical setting. In line with the sorts of problems above, all of 
these hybrids presumed that accounting will be used or designed in stable 
ways, which is not always the case in reality for school actors. The meanings 
and use of accounting can always change from one moment to the next, and 
the ability of accounting to stabilize links between action and programs can 
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easily come into question from one moment to the next. It is based on this 
realization that one can equally expect accounting to be the source of solutions 
as well as the cause of new problems. Therefore, drifting experiences between 
NPM and welfare are likely to occur, at least in the long run. 

8.2.3 Various strategies of reintegration 
Operating as political rationalities, NPM and welfare were widely shared ide-
als that generated new problems in situations when an experienced drift was 
sought to occur as a consequence of existing forms of control. Actors were 
attempting to reintegrate public sector life in cases when either NPM or wel-
fare were sought to give an upper hand. It was evident that the material in-
cluded a story on integration and disintegration as it was about the attempts to 
reintegrate problems that previously were seen to be solved based on compro-
mise. 

When examining the empirical material, it is also possible to notice various 
ways that actors strived to achieve integration. Regarding the drift between 
economies of scale and needs, actors could address such forms of disintegra-
tion by simply ending up in new practical conditions that then made it possible 
to reenter the hybrid of scalable needs again.42 While such a form of reinte-
gration was made possible through the fluid nature of reality, there were also 
a variety of attempts that addressed breakdowns by imposing new demands 
on how accounting systems had to be employed and what they should incor-
porate. For instance, in cases where actors found out that the existing use of 
accounting induced breakdowns for the hybrids of fundable needs or right 
choices, interventions were made to change the way that distant actors used 
accounting (e.g. quality indicators or documents) in their decisions. Or when 
actors saw that the current pricing system caused a drift between self-inter-
ested calculation and equity, or that the passing grade criterion caused too 
many constraints for technical efficiency to expand, actors undertook actions 
to invent new prices or new systems of measuring output. While these ways 
of addressing breakdowns were either directed toward the idea of increasing 
the scope or precision of accounting systems, there were also situations where 

                                                
42 One example was found in the chapter about economic frugality and needs, and more 
specifically, in the passage where practitioners at CityCenter experienced drifts due to the 
shifting demands of new arrivals. Because even if practitioners experienced difficulty making 
reality fit into the sweet spot of scalable needs, they were soon able to resolve such tensions 
by enrolling more pupils in the same needs-based category. Suddenly the budget shifted from 
being regarded as a calculation that drifted away from needs-based standards into a matter 
that now appeared to be fairly acceptable again. 
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actors attempted to reintegrate NPM and welfare by downplaying the role of 
accounting in the management of school activities, a form of change in use 
that was made visible in the cases when surveys were complemented by phys-
ical visits, or when actors perceived that the importance of balanced budgets 
should be downplayed. Taken together, these forms of attempts to reintegrate 
NPM and welfare illuminated a variety of changes and alterations in account-
ing (e.g., changing the design of accounts, downplaying the importance of ac-
counts, or increasing the importance of accounts) that took form in quite dis-
tinct fashions. 

By taking a closer look at the findings of previous chapters, it appears as if 
the reintegrative attempts were related to the sorts of functions that accounting 
took on for securing hybrid outcomes. In line with the restraining function on 
NPM, the various ways that actors downplayed, strengthened, or modified ac-
counts could, on the one hand, be regarded as expressions of an aim to reduce 
the scope and impose limits on NPM-led programs, thereby securing their own 
smooth integration with welfare. This form of integration attempt could be 
made visible in the alterations of prices, the downplaying of budgets and sur-
veys, or the attempts to strengthen the centrality of quality indicators and 
needs-based documents, as they were all directed toward the idea of reducing 
the freedoms of programs like markets or economic frugality to expand in 
practice. On the other hand, one could also view the attempts to alter the ex-
isting design of the passing grade as an expression for loosening the con-
straints on NPM, as the development of metrics like SALSA and GENA were 
all formed based on the criticism that the existing accounting systems were 
inhibiting the ability to expand technical efficiency in practice, as the passing 
grade criterion evoked too many restrictions on freedoms for controllability 
and comparability to evolve. Thus, while the various forms of responses and 
alterations in accounting appeared in distinct fashions, they could also be re-
garded as attempts by actors to address the various functions of accounts in 
order to reproduce hybrid outcomes. 

Based on this type of abstraction for reintegration, it also becomes possible 
to make sense of the observed movements back and forth between moments 
of experienced drifts and resolutions toward such drifts. In some situations, 
actors perceived the reintegrating attempts as being successful, without caus-
ing too much trouble for NPM or welfare to coexist on fairly compromisable 
grounds: an insight that was demonstrated in the cases of pricing systems and 
surveys, as the imposed restrictions on the use and design of accounting in-
struments were seen to be enough to avoid market forces getting out of hand 
for the sake of welfare ideals. However, in other cases it was found that the 
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success of integrating welfare and NPM through either increasing or loosening 
the constraints on NPM could evoke new issues that sometimes even required 
counter movements in opposite directions. An example of such vacillating at-
tempts to integrate welfare and NPM was found in the case of aligning needs 
with economies of scale. When school actors failed to reintegrate these pro-
grams by establishing stronger links between documents and more funding, 
alternative actions were undertaken to impose other forms of restraints on eco-
nomic frugality, here by downplaying the role of budgetary aims to apply to 
all sorts of possible situations. However, a problem with such a reintegrating 
attempt was that it eventually turned out to impose too many constraints on 
economic frugality, as the budget was still regarded as a crucial means for 
securing control. In line with this criticism, actors then started to address 
drifts, but now by loosening the restrictions on budgetary aims. Guided by the 
belief that the existing definitions of needs were too harsh to align needs with 
economic frugality, work began to reconceptualize needs in such a way that it 
would make economies of scale applicable to more situations, but without put-
ting the welfarian notions of need at stake. Suddenly, the integrative attempts 
had moved back and forth between the strategy of loosening and restraining 
NPM programs in practice. 

Turning to the chapter on technical efficiency, it becomes possible to see 
similar forms of vacillations between loosening and restricting attempts. Be-
ginning as a form of criticism against grades, and seen as a form of use and 
design in accounting that exercised too many constraints for technical effi-
ciency to expand, actors began to invent SALSA and GENA (see also TWMS) 
in order to increase the comparability and controllability of school perfor-
mance. However, such forms of interventions were soon found to impose too 
much freedom on technicality with respect to public notions of accountability. 
Steering based on GENA and SALSA now appeared to cause a drift in expe-
riences, which threatened the inclusive values of education. As a result, ac-
tions were undertaken to achieve integration, but now by reducing the scope 
of technical efficiency through the alternative use of accounting systems. 
While the TWMS, SALSA, and GENA were seen as systems clearly benefi-
cial to securing efficiency, actors soon downplayed their importance in the 
management of schools, since grades were still kept as an alternative metric 
alongside SALSA and GENA (and TWMS was employed more as a summary 
rather than an actual means to address singularity), which meant increasing 
constraints on how technicality could legitimately expand. It was also based 
on this back-and-forth that actors eventually ended up in a design and use that 
was ascribed to welfare and technicality, at least momentarily. 
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8.2.4 Bringing the themes together 
Overall, all of these themes illuminate various aspects on how NPM and wel-
fare manifest, (re)integrate and disintegrate in public sector work through the 
means of accounting technologies. As illuminated above, the various forms of 
integration were made possible due to the dual role of accounting technolo-
gies. From the perspective of welfare, technologies can be employed to man-
ifest ideals of equity, needs, professional expertise, and public notions of ac-
countabilities, as well as for the purpose of limiting the conditions for how 
NPM could possibly be expanded into public sector practice. From the per-
spective of NPM, accounting served as a means to manifest ideals of markets, 
economic frugality, and technical efficiency. Therefore, it set the sorts of 
frame and scope of the types of problems welfare had to address, and served 
as a means to legitimize such forms of calculations and measurement via the 
interventions made by welfarian ideals. By setting the limits for how NPM 
was going to be pursued, accounting also created possibilities for actors to 
steer schools on the premises of choices, preferences, self-interested calcula-
tion, economies of scale, and funding or singular output. A paradox was that 
NPM was seldom enough to secure its own success, as its own legitimate func-
tioning relied on the constraints imposed by welfare ideals. 

However, while serving as a means to coordinate both NPM and welfare, 
it is also evident that the reliance on accounting also was a source of tension. 
Coordination through accounting came with certain presumptions about the 
world that easily broke down in the otherwise fluid world in which actors 
could employ accounting in different ways, or where the representations of 
NPM and welfare could be questioned from one moment to the next. As a 
result, this led to breakdowns and experienced drifts, as the existing design or 
use of accounting appeared to have little integrative potential, which in turn 
gave either NPM or welfare the upper hand. Therefore, it was apparent that 
hybrids were fragile just because of the fact that the mechanism for coordina-
tion was based on technologies. 

While some of the drifts were left unattained or only temporary, the cases 
above illustrate how actors could also seek to reintegrate NPM and welfare by 
altering existing designs or uses of accounting. In line with the limits and pos-
sibilities that accounting creates, these reintegrating attempts could then be 
made either by increasing the constraints on NPM (and thereby ensuring that 
the programs of markets, economic frugality, or technical efficiency could re-
gain their legitimate status and application through the use of accounting) or 
loosening the constraints on NPM (and thereby creating welfarian ideals for-
mulated under the types of problems made up by NPM). While some of these 
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reintegrating attempts were soon accepted as valid means to solve experienced 
drifts, others were characterized by a constant back and forth, in which actors 
alternated between loosening and constraining solutions to achieve integra-
tion. In this way, one can also view the reintegrating attempts as founded on 
the same principles as those for how the initial integrations took form. 

The table below summarizes these claims. It presents the themes and ex-
plains the theoretical vocabularies that enable their framing under a common 
reference, and ends by linking such insights to the empirical examples pro-
vided above. 
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Overview of 
theoretical 
storyline 

Theoretical Explanations Some Empirical examples 

The multiple 
functions of 
accounting 
in 
hybridizing 
public sector 
life 
 

From the viewpoint of welfare, 
accounting opens opportunities to 

represent the ideals of equity, needs, 
professional/administrative expertise, 
and public notions of accountabilities 
(representing welfare) but also serves 
as a means to limit the possibilities of 
how NPM can be pursued in practice 

(limiting NPM). 

Surveys defined the scope of choices under the ideal of 
welfarian expertise; Quality indicators defined the 

scope in which a rational choice could be made based 
on expert judgments; Pricing conditioned opportunities 

for the market on the basis on equity; Time plans 
defined the scope from which economic calculation 

could take form according to needs; Documents 
conditioned how budgets could be attained via needs; 
Output defined the scope by which a singular output 

could be pursued according to inclusive ideals 

From the perspective of NPM, 
accounting opens opportunities to 

represent the ideals of markets, 
economic frugality, and technical 

efficiency (representing NPM), and 
serves as a means to legitimize such 

forms of calculations and measurement 
via the interventions made by welfarian 

ideals (legitimatize NPM) 

Surveys and performance rankings made it possible to 
steer schools on the premise of preferences and choices, 
but also legitimized it through welfarian limits; Pricing 

systems allowed for self-interested calculations to 
expand but without inhibiting equity concerns; Budgets 

and time plans opened up possibilities for economic 
frugality to develop within the scope of needs; Budgets 

and individual adjustment plans opened up for the 
possibility of pursuing financial ends without inhibiting 
needs and trade-offs; Output made it possible to become 

singular without inhibiting inclusive ideals 

The fragility 
of hybrids 
 

 
As hybrids are intrinsically linked to 
accounting technologies, this means 
that the premises for integration are 

based on certain presumptions about the 
world that easily break down from one 
moment to the next: reality can always 
escape the various forms of definitions 

and applications of accounting as 
implied by the hybrids as such 
(presumptions about the world) 

 

Integrating needs and economic frugality through sweet 
spots presumes a stable link between technologies and 
programs, or that the everyday world of actors fits into 
sweet spots across all situations; integration by linking 
distant actors presumes a certain use of accounting to 

work; pricing presumes an objective economic reality is 
representable without disputable calculations 

Various 
strategies of 
reintegration 

Experienced drifts between NPM and 
welfare can be addressed by increasing 
the restrictions on NPM, by changing 

the existing design or the use of 
accounting (increasing constraints on 

NPM) 

Downplaying the importance of surveys, thereby 
limiting the scope for preferences to freely develop; 

promoting the use of quality indicators, thereby making 
choices limited to welfarian conceptions of quality; 

altering the design of pricing systems  to prevent 
markets from developing freely from equity; promoting 

a use of documents to link needs with funding; 
downplaying the role of budgets in steering schools; 

downplaying the use of TWMS, GENA and SALSA to 
limit the technical ability to freely expand without 

concerns of public notions of accountability 
 

Experienced drifts between NPM and 
welfare can be addressed by loosening 
the restrictions on NPM, by changing 

the existing design or the use of 
accounting (loosening constraints on 

NPM) 
 

Grades can be altered under new technologies of GENA 
and SALSA to loosen constraints for developing 

technical efficiency; TWMS could loosen constraints on 
performance metrics to expand technical efficiency; 
Budgetary constraints could be loosened by altering 

conceptions of needs, thereby allowing economic 
reasoning to expand in new contexts 

Table 10. Theoretical overview 
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8.3 Discussing Abstractions in Relation to Previous 
Research 

Having presented the findings and rephrased them into an overarching story-
line, it might now be suitable to put the insights in relation to existing bodies 
of research. As I have already argued, the value of theorizing resides not only 
in the ability to make sense of empirical experiences, but also to propose new 
ways of seeing what would bring some new light on some phenomenon in 
question. In line with the social constructivist standpoint, this does not neces-
sarily mean that earlier research is wrong, as if there were some underlying, 
singular true version of social life that is waiting to be unraveled, but rather to 
point out the various ways that the perspective hinders new pathways from 
occurring that would enrich the potential ways of making sense of the every-
day experiences formed throughout the empirical work. Translated into the 
context of this dissertation, it is by positioning the insights with earlier re-
search that one can take a step closer to realizing the aim, which has been to 
generate new insights about the relationships among accounting, NPM, and 
welfare. 

In line with the structure of the literature review, this section will discuss 
the above findings and abstractions in relation to the streams of colonization, 
separation, and hybridization. Each section starts with a brief recap of the main 
arguments and insights associated with each strand, followed by a discussion 
of their limitations and possibilities of addressing various relationships among 
accounting, NPM, and welfare. 

8.3.1 Insights into the colonization of welfare 
To begin with, the first perspective that was presented in the literature review 
was the stream of colonization. In short, this perspective was argued to be one 
of the most influential strands in the public sector accounting domain, cover-
ing a variety of empirical studies done across the globe. Scholars have mobi-
lized colonization to study the effects and use of accounting in fields like 
health care, education, social services, in countries like the UK, New Zealand, 
Sweden, and Finland (e.g. Lawrence et al., 1997; Broadbent and Laughlin, 
1998; Llewellyn, 1998; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Kraus, 2012). Along with be-
ing an influential stream in the public sector accounting domain, colonization 
is additionally a mode of reasoning that can be reflected among other domains 
as well, spanning between areas of philosophy, public administration, 
healthcare, and educational research (Andersson, 1990; Pellegrino, 1999; 
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Ball, 2001; Adcroft and Willis, 2005; Englund and Frostensson, 2017). Over-
all, it was based on these forms of application that colonization was considered 
to be an approach that has spread its message in various settings, both empir-
ically and theoretically. 

Despite being a field that itself consists of internal variations and debates 
(see Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Oakes and Berry, 2009; Campinale and 
Cinquini, 2016), colonization has simultaneously been argued to be a perspec-
tive that resides on certain concerns and assumptions that together form a basis 
for a relatively distinct domain of research. As indicated by its name, coloni-
zation was first said to be a perspective based on the idea of examining how 
cultures and values associated with a certain context have become eclipsed 
(Power and Laughlin, 1992) or replaced (Lawrence et al., 1997; Dillard, 2002; 
Fountain, 2002; Kraus, 2012) by values that were previously seen as external 
or marginal to previous modes of governance. In the public sector context, this 
means paying attention to how NPM and its associated programs have infil-
trated the welfarian ethos, either in terms of operating as a seductive rational-
ity that easily incorporates in the arguments and problematizations of public 
sector actors (e.g. Englund and Gerdin, 2019), or as a movement that serves 
to redistribute status and power to actors within a field (e.g. Broadbent and 
Laughlin, 1998; Kurunmäki, 1999; Neu, 2006). In line with such an interest 
in the transformation of public sector life, a second aspect of colonization was 
said to be based on the idea that accounting operates as a central mechanism 
for inducing change in practice. By providing actors with a language of costs, 
profits, output, or customer wants, it becomes possible to constitute public 
sector life under the programmatic ambitions of the market, economic frugal-
ity, or technical efficiency, as this provides the means by which the vaguely 
formulated ideals can become operable in instrumental terms, producing the 
sorts of visibilities that can now be used by actors to hold others accountable 
under an NPM-led paradigm (e.g. Power and Laughlin, 1992; Lawrence et al., 
1997; Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Dillard, 2002; Oakes and Berry, 2009; 
Campinale and Cinquini, 2016), or serve as a new basis from which expertise 
can take form (Kurunmäki, 1999; Neu, 2006). When bringing these two tenets 
together, it becomes apparent that colonization is a stream of research that 
boils down into one main argument: that the noticed instances of accountingi-
zation (i.e. the increasing use of accounting technologies for evaluating and 
talking about public sector life) resulted in a threat and displacement of wel-
fare ideals in public sector practice. 
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When contrasting the ideas of colonization with the findings produced in 
this book, it becomes possible to see some commonalities. The clearest illus-
trations of colonization can be found when the ambitions to integrate NPM 
and welfare broke down as a result of their reliance on accounting technolo-
gies. In these instances, actors were recurrently experiencing how the use of 
accounting technologies produced a drift between NPM programs (markets, 
economic frugality, and technical efficiency) and welfarian ideals (needs, eq-
uity, professional expertise, or public notions of accountability). Based on 
these experiences, this dissertation can be regarded as partaking in the colo-
nizing storyline, as actors recurrently perceived how the existing use and de-
sign of accounting technologies steered schools out of hand with little concern 
for the ideals associated with the rationality of welfare. 

However, even if there were some similarities, it was also apparent that 
there were some findings that were difficult to make theoretical sense of by 
relying on the perspective of colonization. In contrast to the idea that ac-
countingization leads to a replacement of welfare ideals, this dissertation 
shows that the expansive use or application of accounting technologies can in 
fact create limitations on NPM by serving as a mechanism for public sector 
actors to set the conditions and boundaries for how efficiency can be achieved 
in practice. For instance, pricing systems were employed by actors to restrict 
profit opportunities from arising, thereby restricting markets to the conditions 
of equity; time plans ensured the framing of the scope and the potentials for 
economic frugality to be pursued, thereby restricting strategies of funding and 
economies of scale in the name of needs; quality indicators were employed by 
actors to limit the scope of what a rational choice could possibly entail, thereby 
opening possibilities of letting professionals influence customer choice. All of 
these instances show that actors did not necessarily perceive a direct link be-
tween technologies and the replacement of welfare ideals, but were character-
ized by an idea of using accountingization as a means for welfare to eclipse or 
condition NPM ideals. These findings challenged one of the most central ar-
guments in the colonization literature. 

Moreover, this dissertation shows that NPM’s reliance on welfare even 
seems to be the very condition for securing its own success. As indicated by 
the hybrids of scalable needs, right choices, fundable needs, right prices, or 
singular and inclusive output, actors seldom accept instruments that purely 
reflected the programs of markets, economic frugality, or technical efficiency 
in practice, but rather had to be remade in a way that meshed with welfarian 
concerns in order to be considered fairly acceptable forms of governance. 
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Therefore, there was a paradox in that NPM required actors to employ ac-
counting technologies to impose restrictions on what efficiency could entail, 
but in doing so, they also make it possible for NPM to legitimately expand 
into the everyday life of school actors, as control now incorporated elements 
of markets, economic frugality, and technical efficiency in practice. This 
means that this dissertation not only shows that accountingization serves as a 
means to limit NPM, but also provides a theoretical basis that allows an un-
derstanding of why. As suggested by the paradoxical expansion, NPM is a 
movement that benefits from being limited by welfarian interventions through 
accounting technologies. 

The reasons why colonization has failed to recognize aforementioned is-
sues can then be understood by revisiting some of the underlying presump-
tions about the relationship among accounting, NPM, and welfare. These pre-
sumptions can be divided into two analytically distinct but related aspects. 
Firstly, as a stream that seeks to theorize situations where existing forms of 
control have turned NPM programs into “an autonomous logic of their own 
that does not reflect the [values of welfare] anymore” (Holmgren Caicedo et 
al., 2019, p. 4), colonization tends to downplay the complex interrelationship 
between NPM and welfare. Because as the term “autonomous” suggests, one 
basis for the colonizing dissertation is to maintain the assumption that the ex-
pansion of NPM is characterized by a process detached from welfarian con-
cerns. Without such an assumption, there would be no theoretical reasons for 
justifying the sole interest in the replacement of welfarian ideals, nor as to why 
attention should be focused on breakdowns and drifts instead of experiences 
of enmeshment and integration. Secondly, because it is guided by an interest 
in how accounting serves as a mechanism for transformation, colonization is 
also a field that requires scholars to primarily investigate the link between ac-
counting instruments and efficiency ideals, thereby downplaying other func-
tions that technologies might play in public sector settings. This form of per-
spective on accounting is related to the first issue, as the already lacking 
interest in examining the enmeshed relationship between NPM and welfare 
leaves little reason why the study of accounting would undertake any function 
other than to manifest efficiency ideals. As a result, these two problems to-
gether illuminate limits as to what the colonization could say, being a stream 
of research that resides on certain assumptions and interests about accounting 
in public sector settings. 
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8.3.2 Insights into the separation between NPM and welfare 
The second of the three presented streams relates to studies on separation. In 
line with the dominating stance of colonization, separation is regarded as one 
of the more influential streams in the public sector accounting literature. While 
considered to be one of the most examined aspects of the institutional ap-
proaches (Modell, 2009), the stream of separation is encapsulated by other 
forms of method theories as well, spanning areas informed by critical ap-
proaches (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998) or method theories that have 
achieved a less dominant stance in the public sector accounting field of re-
search (Llewellyn, 1998; Wällstedt and Almqvist, 2015). Overall, this sug-
gests that separation is a broad literature that covers different concepts and 
approaches for talking and making sense of accounting in public sector con-
texts. 

However, though considered to be a field inhabited by various concepts 
and method theories, separation was argued to be based on certain ideas and 
conclusions about accounting, NPM, and welfare. In line with the interest of 
colonization, separation was said to be a field that also seeks to direct attention 
to the transformation of welfarian ideals, but more in terms of emphasizing 
the minimal or absent implications of efficiency in the governance of public 
sector work (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Laughlin et al., 1994; Edwards et 
al., 2000; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Nyland and Pettersen, 2004; Tooley and 
Guthrie, 2007). Treating accounting as a potential means by which efficiency 
can expand, the mechanisms of separation could in turn either be accom-
plished by establishing unclear relationships between accounting and its rep-
resentations of efficiency (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Nyland and 
Pettersen, 2004; Tooley and Guthrie, 2007) or by undertaking actions that 
serve to downplay the role of accounting in infiltrating public sector life 
(Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Kraus, 2012). As indicated by the name sep-
aration, all of these studies connote the idea that welfarian ideals can be held 
separate from NPM, and that the mechanism for such a detachment relates to 
the existing use or design of accounting instruments. 

When comparing the findings of this dissertation with the reasonings and 
insights provided by the field of separation, it is possible to see some similar-
ities. First, if adopting a similar concept of efficiency as provided by studies 
within a separation strand of research (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977; 
Broadbent et al, 1994; Edwards et al., 2000; Tooley and Guthrie, 2007) it is 
possible to see that the design and use of accounting provided little means to 
manifest efficiency in public sector practice, an insight that was illustrated in 
the chapter on financial management, where the budgets did little to link the 
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production of standardized output to the consumption of resources, meaning 
that the technology failed to manifest the program of technical efficiency in 
practice (see Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Edwards et al., 2000; Tooley and 
Guthrie, 2007). Second, in line with the idea that actors can seal off the influ-
ence of NPM by minimizing the use of accounting, this dissertation has also 
shown a variety of situations where practitioners downplayed the existing 
technologies in managing schools: budgets were assigned to bursars and prin-
cipals who absorbed (see Jacobs, 1995; Broadbent et al., 1998; Kraus, 2012) 
the financial tasks and protected teachers from financial intrusions; systems 
that were sought to provide a clearer link between accounting and technical 
efficiency (such as TWMS, GENA or SALSA) were soon downplayed in or-
der to minimize the consequences of NPM in the management of schools; sur-
veys that sought to link activities in line with the preferences of customers 
were ignored to prevent unwanted effects on equity. Thus, once adopting a 
separating mindset, it becomes possible to see that the findings ascribe to the 
idea of detaching welfare from the influence of NPM, either by establishing 
loose links or by downplaying the use and influence of accounts to expand in 
public sector settings. 

However, even if there were some similarities, it was also apparent that 
there were some experiences that separation failed to theoretically grasp. 
Firstly, this dissertation shows that the experiences of public sector practition-
ers were seldom characterized by either/or thinking, but rather seemed to be 
driven by ambitions of integrating, as opposed to separating, welfare and NPM 
in their everyday work. In the chapter on economic frugality and needs, it was 
shown that practitioners seldom experienced that the aggregated visibilities of 
budgets and output or the current distribution of financial tasks were enough 
to seal off the program of economic frugality from welfare, but rather empha-
sized ways of integrating them via the hybrids of scalable need, rationalized 
needs, and fundable needs. In a similar vein, the chapter on technical effi-
ciency showed that the attempts to downplay TWMS, SALSA and GENA 
were characterized by the ambition to integrate efficiency demands with pub-
lic notions of accountability, rather than detaching them, an insight that is sup-
ported by the fact that these technologies were introduced by the actors them-
selves to address the program of technical efficiency in the first place. 
Together these findings challenged a key tenet in the strand of separation, sug-
gesting a shift of analytical focus from concerns of detachment into matters of 
hybridization. 
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Another finding that also becomes difficult to explain by relying on sepa-
ration is related to the realization that actors did not always perceive detach-
ment of accounting as a means of protecting welfare from being infiltrated by 
NPM-led programs, but rather viewed separating strategies as a threat to the 
continuation of welfare ideals. As illustrated in the cases of fundable needs or 
the right choice, these hybrids were both based on the idea  of creating inter-
linkages between programs by placing accounting at the center of coordina-
tion, thereby serving as a means for actors to protect the latter from expanding 
without concern for the first. It was not until the expected links broke down 
that school actors started to experience drifts between NPM and welfare, 
which were eventually addressed through attempts at reintegrating programs 
by promoting the centrality of accounting use. Thus, while the stream of sep-
aration assumes a close relationship between protection of welfare and a lesser 
use of accounting, this dissertation illustrates that such a mode of theorizing 
easily triggers issues regarding making sense of public sector life. Another 
way of grasping such experiences is instead to draw attention to the various 
mechanisms of reintegration by either increasing or loosening constraints on 
NPM, strategies that do not have a direct relationship between protection of 
welfare and detachments of accounts. 

Overall, whether or not separation was widely acknowledged in the public 
sector accounting literature, the above discussion illustrates that this field falls 
short in terms of analytically making sense of some of the empirical findings. 
This is due to the fact that separation is a perspective that itself has to hold 
certain assumptions stable in order to serve as a meaningful way of talking 
and theorizing about accounting, NPM, and welfare. First, separation is a field 
that treats the relationship between accounting and efficiency ideals as the 
most relevant one. As a consequence, this means that the approach leaves little 
room for theorizing about the alternative use and functions of accounting, 
which in turn creates a basis for treating the minimized use of accounting as 
an instance of welfare being protected from NPM (e.g. Broadbent and 
Laughlin, 1998; Kraus, 2012). Second, as some studies within separation re-
search seek to illustrate detachment by pointing out the loose links between 
technologies and efficiency-led programs (see Meyer and Rowan; 1977; 
Edwards et al., 2000; Tooley and Guthrie, 2007), this presumes that the re-
searcher him or herself is able to invent a clear standard of efficiency to create 
a space for illustrating where efficiency is not. Not only does this form of 
reasoning abandon the idea of treating efficiency as a vaguely formulated ra-
tionality that itself is loosely related to different programs, but it also risks 
ending up in a situation where the experiences of actors get lost along the way. 
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Imposing detachment according to the researchers’ own standards also risks 
overshadowing the actors’ own experiences with the (dis)integrated nature of 
accounting, programs, and rationalities. Third, as separation is mainly mean-
ingful when actors seek to resist efficiency imperatives, this also means that 
the perspective mainly applies in situations where public sector actors adhere 
to welfare and reject NPM. Otherwise, there would simply be no theoretical 
grounds as to why actors would seek to detach NPM intrusion from welfare 
in the first place. A consequence of this form of theorizing is that the field is 
unlikely to give grounds as to how and why actors would seek to align multiple 
programs and rationalities at once for any other purpose than minimizing in-
trusions. This also tends to reject the ways rationalities operate, i.e. as a con-
vincing set of loosely related doctrines that mobilize and problematize exist-
ing versions of control. In summary, when taking these assumptions together, 
it appears as if the field is unlikely to recognize the various functions of ac-
counting or the experiences related to integration in practice. 

8.3.3 Insights into the significance of hybridity 
The third, and thereby the last, perspective presented in the literature review 
was hybridization. In contrast to the streams of separation and colonization, 
hybridization was argued to be an emerging area of research in the public sec-
tor accounting domain. The emergence of hybridity can also be reflected in 
the various uses of the term in this domain. While some studies seek to draw 
explicitly on the term to make sense of public sector life (e.g. Kurunmäki 
2004; Miller et al., 2008; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2009; Miller and Kurunmäki, 
2011; Amans et al., 2015), others have used other concepts to describe similar 
problems (e.g. Macinati, 2010; Ezzamel et al., 2012; Chenhall et al., 2013; 
Carlsson-Wall et al., 2019; Sjögren and Fernler, 2019). Another area embraces 
studies that also employ hybridity as a mode of reasoning, but more as an 
incidental finding in the pursuit of some other theoretical discussion (e.g. 
Ezzamel et al., 2007; Pflueger, 2016; Wällstedt, 2020). As a result of such 
variations, it was therefore said to be a quite divisive area in the public sector 
accounting domain, at least when compared with the streams of separation and 
colonization. 

Despite being a field that contains internal variations, hybridization was 
simultaneously argued to encapsulate certain concerns and assumptions on ac-
counting, NPM, and welfare that together formed a basis for why it is consid-
ered a distinct body of research. Being concerned with the interwoven 
(Pflueger, 2016), combined (Ezzamel et al., 2007) or compromised (Chenhall 
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et al., 2013) relationship between various rationalities, programs, and technol-
ogies, hybridization is a field characterized by an interest in studying how dis-
tinct elements are brought together (Chenhall et al., 2013) in public sector set-
tings. In line with such interests, scholars examined different aspects of 
hybridity in public sector settings, such as (i) how public sector actors alter-
nate the design of instruments in response to competing and pluralistic ideals 
(e.g. Ezzamel et al., 2012; Chenhall et al., 2013; Amans et al., 2015; Lepori 
and Mountiani, 2020); (ii) how the reasonings and attitudes toward accounting 
gradually combine both economic and professional ideals (e.g. Llewellyn, 
2001; Kurunmäki, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 2007; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2008; 
Macinati, 2010; Wällstedt 2017; Fernler and Sjögren, 2019); or (iii) how ac-
counting systems steer life in hybrid directions (see Miller and O’Leary, 2008; 
Chenhall et al., 2013; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Wällstedt, 2020). Thus, 
when taking these studies together, it becomes clear that the field of hybridi-
zation shares some characteristics that differ from colonization and separation 
due to the focus on integration rather than separation or replacement between 
various ideals. It was due to such distinctions that hybridity was considered to 
be a domain alongside colonization and separation. 

However, even if hybridity is an area that deserves attention, it is still evi-
dent that more work has to be done before hybridity attains a status similar to 
colonization and separation in the public sector accounting domain. Such a 
gap is also reflected in the recent calls for more studies that include hybridity 
in the theorization of accounting in public sector settings, ranging from studies 
that ask for more knowledge about the heterogeneity of design (Ezzamel et 
al., 2012; Rana and Hoque, 2020), the hybridity of reasonings (Miller et al., 
2008; Macinati, 2010) and the production of hybrid practice through the use 
of accounting as a means of steering public sector work (Chenhall et al., 2013). 
Overall, it was based on these calls that the stream of hybridity is still consid-
ered to be in its infancy. 

In line with a general lack of research in hybridity, this dissertation has 
added to our knowledge about accounting, NPM, and welfare by illustrating 
the significance of hybridity in relation to existing bodies of research. As il-
lustrated in the previous discussions, the value of hybridity is related to the 
sorts of alternative insights that unfolded by challenging and redirecting atten-
tion away from the dominating approaches of colonization and separation. By 
drawing on a hybridizing mindset, it was possible to challenge the assumed 
close relationship between accountingization and replacement of welfare ide-
als, as suggested by the literature on colonization. Or, in contrast to the idea 
that NPM and welfare can be detached from one another by minimizing the 
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impact of accounting, it was found that hybridity provided enough means to 
see that such a relationship could also be reversed in public sector practice. 
Thus, by juxtaposing the findings against colonization and separation, this dis-
sertation has not only shown that hybridity is important for making sense of 
public sector experiences, but also provided an in-depth motivation for why. 

While the above contribution relates to the ways this dissertation has come 
to position hybridity alongside the perspectives of colonization and separa-
tion, another contribution relates to the way this dissertation deepens the un-
derstandings of the role of accounting in facilitating hybridity between NPM 
and welfare in public sector practice. Even if the prevailing work on hybridity 
has been valuable for making sense of public sector experiences, one problem 
with the existing body of research is that little attention has been paid to the 
ways accounting participates in the hybrid constellations. The reason for this 
is that hybridity has largely been a field concerned with the hybridity of ac-
counts (e.g. Ezzamel et al., 2012; Chenhall et al., 2013; Amans et al., 2015; 
Lepori and Mountiani, 2020) or how the reasonings and attitudes toward ac-
counting gradually combine both economic and professional ideals (e.g. 
Llewellyn, 2001; Kurunmäki, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 2007; Kurunmäki and 
Miller, 2008; Macinati, 2010; Wällstedt 2017; Fernler and Sjögren, 2019), but 
less in terms of studying the role of accounting in the construction of hybrid 
outcomes. Although there are some exceptions to this gap in research (e.g. 
Chenhall et al., 2013; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016), little work has been done 
about the particularly contradictory demands of NPM and welfare, which are 
fundamental contradictions in contemporary management of public sector set-
tings, and have been central in the writing of the aim of this dissertation. This 
dissertation has added new knowledge to this gap, not only by illuminating 
how NPM and welfare are brought together through the hybrids of right 
choices, right preferences, fair prices, scalable needs, rationalized needs, 
fundable needs, or singular and inclusive output, but also in terms of showing 
how these hybrids were made practically possible through accounting tech-
nologies, whose four functions43 served to make integration possible. Taken 
together, these findings provide additional understandings as to how actors 
integrate NPM and welfare by showing how technologies participate in the 
production of entangled outcomes in action. 

Related to the problem of incorporating accounting in the construction of 
hybrids, another contribution to the existing body of research concerns the 

                                                
43(1) to manifest welfare (2) to intervene in NPM (3) to manifest NPM and (4) to legitimatize 
NPM 
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ways this dissertation deepens our knowledge of the fragility of hybrids as 
well as the various mechanisms for breakdowns and reintegrating attempts. In 
short, this type of contribution can be regarded as an extension of the afore-
mentioned gap in the hybridity stream of research. Since the earlier literature 
has mainly placed accounting in the periphery of hybridity construction (e.g. 
Kurunmäki, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 2007; Macinati, 2010; Ezzamel et al., 2012, 
Amans et al., 2015; Lepori and Mountiani, 2020), these studies have theorized 
hybrids as relatively stable attributes (see: Kurunmäki, 2004; Miller et al., 
2008) that seldom break down, an assumption that would appear problematic 
as soon as accounting is recognized as constitutive for practical entanglements 
due to the failing nature of governance as such (see Miller and Rose, 1990). 
In line with this problem, this dissertation has not only shown why fragility is 
important to consider in the theorization, but also how actors, once experienc-
ing drifts, attempted to employ strategies for reintegrating NPM and welfare 
by either increasing or loosening limitations on NPM. As both of these rein-
tegrated attempts were regarded as integral to accounting instruments, this 
also means that this dissertation shows the ways that accounting produces both 
breakdowns and solutions for (re)hybridization. Overall, this dissertation pro-
vides a theoretical basis for understanding the vacillating experiences between 
disintegration and reintegration through the design and use of accounting in-
struments. 
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Chapter 9: Summary, Final Reflections and 
Future Directions 

 

9.1 Summary 
As demonstrated earlier in this book, a central problem for public sector insti-
tutions is managing the competing demands of efficiency and welfare in their 
everyday work (Hood, 2000; van Thiel and Leuuw, 2002; Wällstedt and 
Almqvist, 2015). Since the development of the new public management move-
ment (Hood, 1991; 1995), a growing body of research has shown that public 
sector institutions have been increasingly subsumed under the ethos of eco-
nomic rationalism, expressed through the programs of markets (Broadbent et 
al., 1997), economic frugality (Kraus, 2012) and technical efficiency (Jones, 
1999), a movement that is not always easily aligned with previous ideals in 
public sector settings (Hood, 1991; 1995). Demands of equity, professional 
and administrative judgments, needs or public notions of accountability are 
some examples of alternative ideals that public sector institutions also have to 
manage in their everyday work. Even if the contradictory nature of public sec-
tor settings has been known for a substantial period of time in research (e.g. 
Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Hofstede, 1981), the prevalence of NPM has led to 
an intensification of contradictions of control, and is argued to push public 
sector life into a world of paradoxes (Hood, 2000). Based on such a back-
ground, it was argued that a contemporary challenge for institutions like 
schools, universities, healthcare, and elderly care is to manage activities on 
various heterogeneous programs and rationalities (Miller and Rose, 1990) that 
together make up conflicting imperatives for control. 

Rooted in the social perspective on accounting thought (Hopwood, 1993), 
accounting was also regarded as central to studying the paradoxical nature of 
public sector control. From this view, NPM and welfare serve as two over-
arching rationalities of government that have little substance prior to the use 
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of accounts, as the latter makes it possible to express the ideational into an 
instrumental world (Hopwood, 1993). Knowing whether public sector activi-
ties manifest ideals like needs, economic frugality, technical efficiency, or 
public accountabilities requires actors to engage in technologies like budgets, 
output metrics, documents or other standards in order to frame what a re-
source, need, output, or accountable entity entails and when it is considered to 
be achieved (see Miller and Rose, 1990). Thus, in order to understand how 
public sector institutions participate in the contradictory nature of public sec-
tor management, it was argued that attention needs to be directed toward ac-
counts and how actors employ them to make NPM and welfare into controlla-
ble objectives. 

However, a review of the field of public sector accounting research led to 
the conclusion that more has yet to be known about the relationship between 
accounting, NPM, and welfare. Studies on public sector accounting have 
mainly focused on the agendas of colonization (e.g., Townley, 1996; 
Broadbent et al., 1999; Fountain, 2001; Adcroft and Willis, 2005; Kraus, 
2012, Campinale and Cinquini, 2016) and separation (e.g., Meyer, 1984; 
Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Llewellyn, 1998; Edwards et al., 2000; Nyland 
and Pettersen, 2004; Tooley and Guthrie, 2007), and only marginally paid at-
tention to the work on hybridization (e.g. Kurunmäki, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 
2012; Chenhall et al., 2013). As colonization and separation are both streams 
that assume the relationship between accounting and efficiency to be the main 
important one prior to analysis, one result has not only been to neglect the 
relationship between accounting and welfarian ideals, but even more so has 
led to a lack of knowledge about the various ways that accounting can facili-
tate compromise between NPM and welfare in practice (Chenhall et al., 2013). 
Such a lack of knowledge about the dis-entangled relationship among account-
ing, NPM, and welfare has also been reflected in the various calls for more 
research based on the literature of hybridization (e.g. Chenhall et al., 2013; 
Wällstedt, and Almqvist, 2015; Rana and Hoque, 2020). Thus, despite being 
important for grasping the paradoxical experiences of control, this means that 
more research must be done to theoretically grasp the relationship between 
accounting, NPM, and welfare in public sector life. 

Based on work done in a compulsory school setting, this dissertation has 
aimed to add to previous knowledge about the relationship among accounting, 
NPM, and welfare by seeking answers to the following research question: 
How are school actors manifesting, integrating, and disintegrating both NPM 
and welfare in practice through the use of accounting instruments? This ques-
tion was argued to rest on three interrelated yet analytically distinct pillars: (i) 
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understanding how both NPM and welfare manifest in action through various 
use of accounting instruments, (ii) drawing attention to the situations when 
NPM and welfare become integrated by accounting means, and (iii) examin-
ing the conditions of such integrations by examining how disintegration be-
tween NPM and welfare occur in relation to accounting instruments. In this 
way, the dissertation redirects thinking and attention to research into areas that 
have previously been neglected or only marginally treated in the public sector 
accounting field at large. 

In line with the research question, this dissertation has shown how school 
actors manifested, integrated, and disintegrated NPM and welfare through the 
use of accounting instruments across a variety of programs. In terms of inte-
gration, the market chapter showed for instance that surveys, quality indica-
tors, and pricing systems were technologies used by actors to manifest issues 
of preferences, rational choice, and self-interested calculation and to secure 
the ideals of equity and professional expertise. Analytically expressed as the 
hybrid constellations of right preferences, right choices, and fair prices, it was 
apparent that school actors seldom employed accounting instruments to real-
ize a pure market program detached from welfarian ideals, but rather for the 
purpose of integrating both rationalities in ways that were based on fairly com-
promising grounds. In a similar vein, the chapter on needs-based economies 
illuminated how budgetary use seldom came to be a calculation that appeared 
in isolation from needs, but was rather ingrained by requirements in time 
plans, documents, or matrices that together steered activities in schools in a 
hybrid fashion, something that was analytically expressed through the hybrid 
constellations of scalable needs, rationalized needs, and fundable needs. 
Lastly, in the chapter on technical efficiency, it was equally found that actors 
aimed to identify output in line with the demands of singularity, comparabil-
ity, and controllability, yet without inhibiting the ideals of inclusiveness and 
public notions of accountability. Together, all of these findings illustrated sit-
uations where actors manifested and integrated welfare and NPM at once. 

Whereas the aforementioned findings illuminated the integrative sides of 
accounting, NPM, and welfare, a recurrent theme within the chapters came to 
be about disintegrating experiences. The reason for such fragility of hybridity 
related to the fact that integration now relied on certain presumed links, rep-
resentations, and use of accounting technologies, which easily broke down 
from one situation to the next. Integrating welfare and markets through the 
hybrid constellation of fair pricing instead resided on the idea that accounting 
could reflect the true cost of pupils, a matter that eventually broke down and 
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led to experienced drift between self-interested calculations and equitable ser-
vices. Or, integrating economic frugality and needs through fundable needs 
presumed a certain use of accounting made by distant actors, who easily could 
alternate their use of technologies, thereby failing to coordinate various pro-
grams at once. In a similar way, the idea of aligning inclusiveness and singu-
larity through a specific output measure presumed a close link between tech-
nologies and programmatic ambitions that easily turned into a problem for 
actors when using the metric to manage school output. These were some of 
the experienced breakdowns presented throughout this book, and overall they 
pointed to another realization: that accounting was both the means for integra-
tion as well as the source of disintegration. Reality was sometimes too fluid to 
make the coordinating presumptions fit into everyday life and experiences of 
schools. 

However, one recurrent finding was that the contradictory and disinte-
grated experiences of accounting were not enough for actors to abandon the 
idea of integrating NPM and welfare through accounting instruments. In cases 
where pricing produced economic incentives and inequitable mechanisms in 
the school market, actors were soon found to alter the design and the system 
to address such mispricing. Or, when school actors found that budgetary de-
mands of economic frugality were difficult to reconcile with needs, they 
formed new concepts of needs that better aligned with imperatives of achiev-
ing economies of scale. Or, when ending up in situations where the changes 
in design of output metrics got too far away from welfare concerns, actors 
were found to undertake actions to inhibit drifts, and thereby align technical 
efficiency with welfare. This illuminates the seemingly strong adherence and 
beliefs of coordination through accounts: a form of mentality characterized by 
a willingness to solve societal problems by altering measurements, docu-
ments, and calculations. 

Thus, despite being chapters that directed attention toward somewhat ana-
lytically different forms of governance, they all participated in a wider story 
about the manifestation, integration, and disintegration of NPM and welfare 
through accounting instruments. By making some further abstractions of the 
empirical material, this dissertation showed that the stories each ascribed to 
three analytical themes. The first theme concerned the multiple functions of 
accounting in the production of hybrid outcomes. Being used by actors as a 
means to not only manifest NPM ideals, but also to manifest welfare, account-
ing was analyzed as a means for limiting the seemingly problematic calcula-
tions, measurements, and documentations of efficiency in certain ways, and 
could therefore operate quite legitimately alongside welfare. Accounting 
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formed conditions for hybridization based on four functions: (i) to represent 
and manifest NPM ideals, (ii) to constrain the expansion of NPM ideals, (iii) 
to represent and manifest welfare ideals, and (iv) to legitimize the expansion 
of NPM. However, in line with the problems of maintaining compromises, the 
second theme related to the fragility of hybrids. The theme showed how each 
hybrid related to certain presumptions about the world that eventually led to 
experienced drifts between NPM and welfare, thereby appearing to actors as 
contradictory rather than integrative values and ideals in the management of 
public sector life. Lastly, the third theme was about the various strategies of 
reintegration. In line with a belief in accounting as a mechanism for reaching 
compromise, this theme related to how actors resolved experienced drifts by 
altering the existing use or design of accounting instruments to move from 
disintegration to integration, either by (i) increasing the limits imposed on 
NPM or (ii) loosening the limits imposed on NPM. Together, these three ana-
lytical themes served as a way to make sense of the various chapters, thereby 
enriching the theoretical basis on which the research question was addressed. 

Based on the above findings and abstractions, it was also possible to revisit 
the literature on colonization, separation, and hybridization in order to posit 
some alternative and contributory thoughts about the relationship among ac-
counting, NPM, and welfare. First, in contrast to the literature on colonization, 
which suggests treating the expansive use of accounting as a direct threat to 
welfarian ideals, this dissertation found that accounting can equally be seen as 
the very means by which actors reduce the scope for NPM to expand. In other 
words, instead of understanding accounting as a means for NPM to eclipse 
welfare, it is also possible to acknowledge that accounting is also a means for 
welfare to eclipse NPM. Second, in contrast to the stream of separation that 
treats the loose or minimal use of accounting as a mechanism for sealing off 
welfare from NPM-led intrusions, it was furthermore argued that a marginal 
or loose application of accounting could in fact be conceived as a threat to 
welfarian ideals, as the conditions for coordination sometimes presumed a 
tight use between distinct actors. Third, this dissertation also provides addi-
tional understanding for accounting, NPM, and welfare in relation to the hy-
bridity approach: not only by illuminating how NPM and welfare were 
brought together through the hybrids of right choices, right preferences, fair 
prices, scalable needs, rationalized needs, fundable needs, or singular and 
inclusive output, but also in terms of showing how these hybrids were facili-
tated by accounting technologies, whose four functions served to make inte-
gration a practically viable outcome in school settings. As a consequence of 
such incorporations of accounts in hybrid outcomes, the study also contributes 



216 

to hybridity by illuminating the fragilities and breakdowns, as well as the re-
integrative strategies by which actors used accounting to entangle welfare and 
NPM again, once broken down. Overall, these were some of the insights this 
dissertation brought forward that together served to add to our previous 
knowledge about the relationship between accounting, NPM, and welfare in 
the public sector accounting domain of research. 

9.2 Final Reflections and Future Directions 
Having outlined the background, findings as well as conclusions and contri-
butions of this dissertation, it might now be suitable to redirect attention to-
ward the future. That is, if we take this dissertation seriously, what forms of 
reasonings and use of accounting would we expect to identify among public 
sector institutions? What forms of avenues lie ahead, in terms of doing future 
research? This section provides some final remarks on these matters, serving 
as the imagined link between the present findings and future headings in the 
public sector accounting domain of research. 

To begin with, this dissertation has shown that much of contemporary man-
agement in schools is characterized by ideals and ambitions associated with 
the NPM movement. Despite being rooted in changes that took place almost 
30 years ago in Sweden, the dissertation has shown how school actors today 
contemplate and manage educational activities on the premises of markets, 
economic frugality, and technical efficiency. Based on such insights, we 
would expect a variety of public sector institutions, such as elderly care, hos-
pitals, military services, and universities to be managed according to the ra-
tionality of efficiency, where competitiveness, resourcefulness, and perfor-
mance causalities are regarded as highly valued modes of governance, enacted 
through the means of accounting technologies. Thus, a general conclusion is 
that NPM is far from being a new movement, or some short-lived trend, but 
has become an intricate element in the management of the public sector field 
at large. 

But whereas the findings suggest that NPM is here to stay, the dissertation 
has also shown that there is much more to accounting and public sector control 
than just colonizing or separating ambitions/effects. As shown across a variety 
of situations, technologies, and programs, actors were recurrently found to en-
gage in accounting instruments for achieving hybridity and coordination: a 
style of governance that resided on paradoxical grounds. Steering schools 
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could be informed by a willingness to adopt calculations, problems, and solu-
tions offered by the efficiency agendas, but mainly through incorporating ele-
ments external to efficiency when evaluating the outcomes and consequences 
of accounting use. It was therefore paradoxical that the expansion of NPM 
was seldom enough to secure its own smooth functioning, as it now had to 
hybridize with welfarian concerns in order to work. In addition, it was a mode 
of governance characterized by a recurrent belief in accounting instruments, 
which both produced conditions for achieving practically hybridized out-
comes,44 and yet was the very source of breakdowns and drifts. Based on this 
realization, another paradox was that accounting was both a solution and a 
problem for achieving ambitions of integration. Thus, if we take these insights 
seriously, this suggests that public sector research would expect similar styles 
of governance in the future in a variety of empirical settings. And that would 
be a story quite different from many other writings made in the public sector 
domain, which has largely been characterized by stories of how actors are col-
onized by NPM or separate NPM from welfarian concerns in their everyday 
work. 

But telling stories about the hybrid and paradoxical styles of governance 
in public sector settings also requires taking new paths. In line with how this 
dissertation has been constructed, future researchers would have to adopt cer-
tain methods and method theories to see and describe such forms of govern-
ance. It would be important to study accounting instruments up close, as this 
would unfold the ways actors employ them to coordinate and calculate hybrid 
outcomes. Thus, it would not be enough to conclude that public sector life is 
inhabited by plural reasonings, as the hybrid style of governance is fundamen-
tally about how actors use accounting to entangle programs in their everyday 
doings. How are public sector institutions able to manage both needs and fi-
nancial constraints, based on the technologies that seek to entangle both pro-
grammatic ambitions? When do they fail, and why? What forms of constraints 
and delineations does accounting place on efficiency ideals, and are those lim-
its enough to secure NPM’s smooth functioning? These are some examples of 
questions that future research has to ask if seeking to explore the role of ac-
counting in the facilitation of hybrid outcomes in practice. 

Furthermore, it would also be important to draw attention to method theo-
ries that allow various forms of relationships to be explored. Not only is it 

                                                
44Such as by linking various actors and ideas through the same technology, or by combining 
technologies to identify calculable hybrids in practice 
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important to lean on work that allows the loosely related links between ac-
counting and a plurality of ideals, but also to be able to explore the interrelated 
and enmeshed relationships between various programs in practice. What sorts 
of programs are up for question? How are actors relating them with one an-
other? And how can we as researchers label those types of fragile alignments? 
These are some questions that are likely to be asked when researchers choose 
and adopt certain types of method theories to make sense of public sector con-
trol. 

This dissertation has contributed to these questions and ideas, and has pro-
vided alternative paths for approaching the relationships among accounting, 
NPM, and welfare. However, more research is still needed to make the hybrid 
style of governance a distinct perspective in the domain of public sector ac-
counting research, with more empirical cases, theoretical avenues and rich de-
scriptions in order to fill, complement, and perhaps challenge stories on the 
manifestation, integration, and disintegration between NPM and welfare 
through instruments. This is a matter left for future research to explore. 
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Appendix 

List of interviews 
 
Formal interviews 
 

Formal Interviews 
  
Place Function Date Duration Data Abbreviation 

School “V” Bursar 2017-02-14 60 Notes INT#1 

School “SubUrb” Principal 1 2017-02-24 90 Notes INT#2 

School “O” Bursar 2017-02-28 120 Notes INT#3 

School “CityCenter” Bursar 2017-04-03 66 Recorded INT#4 

School “X” Principal 2017-04-07 64 Recorded INT#5 

School “B” Principal 2017-04-09 60 Notes INT#6 

School “CityCenter” Bursar 2017-10-05 62 Recorded INT#7 

Municipality “City” R&D 2017-10-10 93 Recorded INT#8 

School “CityCenter” Principal 2017-10-12 57 Recorded INT#9 

School “O” Bursar 2017-10-12 27 Recorded INT#10 

School “V” Bursar 2017-10-18 57 Recorded INT#11 

Municipality “City” Analysist 2 2017-10-19 89 Recorded INT#12 

Municipality “City” Municipal 
Controller 

2017-10-24 72 Recorded INT#13 

School “V” Principal 2017-10-27 39 Recorded INT#14 

School “SubUrb” Principal 2 2017-10-30 70 Notes INT#15 

Municipality “City” Analyst 1 2017-12-07 69 Recorded INT#16 

Municipality “City” District Manager 
4 

2017-12-14 59 Recorded INT#17 

Municipality “City” District Manager 
2 

2018-01-05 69 Recorded INT#18 

School “CityCenter” Principal 2018-01-19 40 Notes INT#19 

School “SubUrb” Assistant 
Principal 

2018-01-31 45 Notes INT#20 
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School “CityCenter” Teacher 1 2018-02-06 44 Recorded INT#21 

Municipality “City” District Manager 
1 

2018-02-13 57 Recorded INT#22 

Municipality “City” District Manager 
3 

2018-02-15 53 Recorded INT#23 

Municipality “City” District Manager 
5 

2018-02-16 74 Recorded INT#24 

School “SubUrb” Bursar 2018-04-06 37 Recorded INT#25 

School “SubUrb” Principal 2 2018-04-10 80 Recorded INT#26 

School “CityCenter” Assisting 
Principal 

2018-04-19 60 Recorded INT#27 

School “CityCenter” Coordinator 2018-04-19 60 Recorded INT#28 

School “CityCenter” Teacher 2 2019-04-09 60 Recorded INT#29 

School “CityCenter” Special Teacher 2019-04-25 70 Recorded INT#30 

School “CityCenter” Teacher 3 2019-04-26 64 Recorded INT#31 

School “SubUrb” Special Teacher 2 2019-05-09 57 Recorded INT#32 

School “SubUrb” Special Teacher 1 2019-05-23 50 Recorded INT#33 

Sum: 35 hours 

 
Informal interviews 
 

Informal interviews (small-talks) 
  
Place Function(s) Date Time Data Abbreviation 

School “SubUrb” Principals 2017-11-29 15 notes INT#34 

School “SubUrb” Principal 2 2018-01-17 15 notes INT#35 

School “SubUrb” Mix 2018-01-30 15 notes INT#36 

School “SubUrb” Mix 2018-01-31 15 notes INT#37 

School “SubUrb” Assisting Principal 2018-03-27 15 notes INT#38 

School “CityCenter” Teachers 2018-03-28 10 Notes INT#39 

School “SubUrb” Mix 2018-09-10 20 notes INT#40 

School “CityCenter” Principal and Bursar 2018-12-19 30 notes INT#41 

Sum: 2 hours 

 
Group interviews 
 

Group Interview 

Place Function(s) Date Tim
e 

Data Abbreviation 
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Stockholm University Principals 2016-12-20 60 Notes GINT#1 

 
In total: 38 hours Interviews 
 
 
List of observations 
 
Formal Observations 
 

Formal Observations (Meetings) 

Place Observation Date Duration Data Abbreviation 

School “SubUrb” General 2017-11-29 60 Notes OBS#1 

School “SubUrb” Working Group  2018-01-16 78 Recorded OBS#2 

School “SubUrb” Board 2018-01-16 62 Recorded OBS#3 

School “SubUrb” Classroom 
Observation 

2018-01-16 60 Notes OBS#4 

School “SubUrb” Union 2018-01-17 60 Notes OBS#5 

School “CityCenter” Working Group  2018-01-19 60 Notes OBS#6 

School “SubUrb” Working Group  2018-01-30 58 Recorded OBS#7 

School “SubUrb” School Evaluation 2018-01-30 60 Notes OBS#8 

School “SubUrb” Board 2018-01-30 55 Recorded OBS#9 

School “CityCenter” General 2018-01-31 70 Notes OBS#10 

School “SubUrb” Working Group  2018-03-27 83 Recorded OBS#11 

School “SubUrb” Board 2018-03-27 60 Recorded OBS#12 

School “CityCenter” Working Group  2018-03-28 90 Notes OBS#13 

School “SubUrb” Board 2018-04-10 64 Recorded OBS#14 

School “CityCenter” General 2018-04-11 45 Notes OBS#15 

School “CityCenter” Working Group  2018-04-11 45 Notes OBS#16 

School “CityCenter” General 2018-04-13 35 Notes OBS#17 

School “CityCenter” Board 2018-04-17 120 Notes OBS#18 

School “SubUrb” General 2018-04-18 52 Recorded OBS#19 

School “CityCenter” Union 2018-04-19 60 notes OBS#20 

School “SubUrb” Result dialogue 2018-09-10 60 Recorded OBS#21 

School “Y” Performance 
Meeting 

2018-09-17 120 Recorded OBS#22 

School “CityCenter” Board 2018-12-19 130 Notes OBS#23 
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Total: 26 hours 

 
Informal observations 
 

Informal Observations (e.g. Coffee breaks, Walk-around) 

Place Type Date Duration Collection Abbreviation 

School “SubUrb” Coffee room 30-jan-18 5 Notes OBS#24 

School “SubUrb” Working 
environment 
check 

30-jan-18 30 Notes OBS#25 

School “SubUrb” Walk-around 10-apr-18 60 Notes OBS#26 

School “CityCenter” Walk-around 17-apr-18 30 Notes OBS#27 

School “CityCenter” Walk-around 19-apr-18 60 Notes OBS#28 

Total: 3 hours 

 
 
Total: 30 hours observations 
 
Other observations(not counted) 
 

Other Observations (not counted) 

Place Type Date Duration Collection Abbreviation 

Stockholm Univ Presentations 18-okt-
2017 

120 Notes OO#1 

Stockholm Univ Presentations 18-okt-
2017 

120 Notes OO#2 

Stockholm  Seminar, Delegation of trust 240 Notes OO#3 

Stockholm  Seminar, Delegation of trust 240 Notes OO#4 

Stockholm  Seminar, Delegation of trust 240 Notes OO#5 

Lund Seminar, Delegation of trust 240 Notes OO#6 
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Doctoral Theses  
 
 
Stockholm Business School  
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Nr Year Author Title 

233 2021 Aylin Cakanlar Essays on consumers’ socially responsible 
decision making, Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University 

232 2021 Elina Malmström An Audit is An Audit. Stockholm Business 
School, Stockholm University  

231 2021 Eriksson, Kim Att anordna styrning. Tillblivelse av en mångfald 
styrteknologier. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University 

230 2020 Wenderson de 
Lima 

Modern Missionaries. An Ethnography of Social 
Entrepreneurs and Entrepreneurial Legitimation 
in the Humanitarian Field. Stockholm Business 
School, Stockholm University 

229 2020 Ian 
Khrashchevskyi 

Essays on Risks in Investment Strategies. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University 

228 2020 Yashar Mahmud Organizing Refugees. Stockholm Business 
School, Stockholm University 

227 2020 Emelie 
Adamsson 

The Construction of Corporate Irresponsibility. A 
constitutive perspective on communication in 
media narratives. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University. 

226 2020 Amir Kheirollah The Art of Discretion. Essays on Earnings 
Management, Governance, and Capital Structure. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University.  

225 2019 Petter Dahlström New Insights on Computerized Trading. 
Implications of Frequently Revised Trading 
Decisions. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University.  

224 2019 Anton 
Hasselgren 

Essays on Investor Behavior and Trading 
Strategies in International Financial Markets. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 
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223 2019 Ester Félez Viñas Changing the Rules of the Game. A Market 
Microstructure Perspective on the Effects of 
Regulating Financial Markets. Stockholm 
Business School, Stockholm University 

222 2018 Maíra Magalhães 
Lopes 

The Making of Us. How affects shape collective 
bodies resisting gentrification. Stockholm 
Business School, Stockholm University. 

221 2018 Abu Chowdhury Essays on Insider Trading and Initial Public 
Offerings. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University. 

220 2018 Liesel Klemcke The Quirky Character Camouflaged in the 
Conceptual Framework. A study of the financial 
statement user. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University. 

219 2018 Emma Stendahl Headquarters’ Involvement in Managing 
Subsidiaries. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University. 

218 2018 Peter Markowski Collaboration Routines. A Study of 
Interdisciplinary Healthcare. Stockholm Business 
School, Stockholm University. 

217 2018 Luigi Servadio Customer Rituals. Ethnographic explorations of 
wine rituals with families and friends. Stockholm 
Business School, Stockholm University. 

216 2018 Sara Öhlin An improvisational, practice-oriented approach 
to innovation. Examples from the fashion 
industry. Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University.  

215 2018 Cristoffer Lokatt Auditors’ Constitution of Performance. A study 
on the duality of performance in the auditing 
profession. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University. 

214 2017 Hanna von 
Schantz 

Well, that makes sense! Investigating opportunity 
development in a technology start-up. Stockholm 
Business School, Stockholm University. 

213 2017 Kerstin Thomson Styrning och samhällsvärde. En studie med 
exempel från museivärlden. Stockholm Business 
School, Stockholm University. 
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212 2017 Emma Björner Imagineering Place. The Branding of Five 
Chinese Mega-Cities. Stockholm Business 
School, Stockholm University. 

211 2017 Janet Johansson “Sweat is weakness leaving the body” A study on 
the self-presentational practices of sporty top 
managers in Sweden. Stockholm Business 
School, Stockholm University. 

210 2017 Elia Giovacchini Weaving the symbiotic relationship. A 
longitudinal study of the maintenance of a firm-
sponsored open source community. Stockholm 
Business School, Stockholm University.   

209 2017 Alisa Minina Consumption of financial services in global 
mobility. A Cephalopodic consumption mode? 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University.  

208 2017 Janet Vähämäki Matrixing Aid. The Rise and Fall of ‘Results 
Initiatives’ in Swedish Development Aid. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University.  

207 2016 Natallia 
Pashkevich 

Information Worker Productivity Enabled by IT 
System Usage. A Complementary-Based 
Approach. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University.  

206 2016 Johan Graaf The Pursuit of Relevance. Studies on the 
Relationships between Accounting and Users. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 

205 2016 Mohammad Irani Essays on Mergers and Acquisiti. Stockholm 
Business School, Stockholm University.ons and 
Event Studies 

204 2016 Steffi Siegert Enacting Boundaries through Social 
Technologies – The Dance between Work and 
Private Life. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University.  

203 2016 Andrea Lucarelli The Political Dimension of Place Branding.  
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 
 
 
 
 



241 

202 2016 Danilo Brozovic Service Provider Flexibility – A Strategic 
Perspective. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 
  

201 2015 Andreas 
Sundström 

Representing Performance |Performing 
Representation: Ontology in Accounting Practice. 

Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 

200 2015 Dong Zhang Essays on Market Design and Market Quality. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 

199 2015 Niklas Wällstedt Managing Multiplicity: On Control, Care and the 
Individual. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University. 

198 2014 Goran Zafirov Essays on Balkan frontier stock markets. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 

197 2014 Christer 
Westermark 

Implementering av redovisning som styrmetod. 
Om hållbarhetsredovisningens effekter i statligt 
ägda företag. Stockholm Business School, 
Stockholm University. 

196 2014 Anna 
Wettermark 

Tales of transformation: Expatriate encounters 
with local contexts. A postcolonial reading. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University. 

195 2014 Randy Ziya 
Shoai 

Multinational Enterprises, Sociopolitical 
Constraints and Intermediaries. A 
Sociopolitically Informed Network Approach. 
Stockholm Business School, Stockholm 
University.  

194 2014 Christofer 
Laurell 

Commercialising social media. A study of fashion 
(blogo)spheres. Stockholm University School of 
Business.      

193 2014 Fredrik 
Jörgensen 

The Law Businessman - Five Essays on Legal 
Self-efficacy and Business Risk. Stockholm 
University School of Business.      

192 2013 Caihong Xu Essays on Derivatives and Liquidity. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 
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191 2013 Mikael Andéhn Place-of-Origin Effects on Brand Equity. 
Explicating the evaluative pertinence of product 
categories and association strength. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

190 2013 Sabina Du Rietz Accounting in the field of governance. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

189 2013 Fernholm, 
Johanna 

Uppförandekoder som etisk varumärkning? 
Ansvar i företag med globala värdekedjor. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

188 2013 Svärdsten 
Nymans, Fredrik 

Constituting performance: Case studies of 
performance auditing. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

187 2012 Kumar, Nishant Globalisation and Competitive Sustenance of 
Born Global. Evidence from Indian knowledge-
intensive service industry. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

186 2012 Yngfalk, Carl The Constitution of Consumption. Food Labeling 
and the Politics of Consumerism. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

185 2011 Fyrberg Yngfalk, 
Anna 

Co-Creating Value. Reframing Interactions in 
Service Consumption. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

184 2011 Molander, 
Susanna 

Mat, kärlek och metapraktik. En studie i 
vardagsmiddagskonsumtion bland ensamstående 
mödrar. Stockholm University School of 
Business.  

183 2011 Kylsberg, Gösta Kunglig kommunikation – körkonst och tradition. 
En autoetnografi om autenticitet i ett kungligt 
konstföretag. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

182 2011 Lindh, Kristina Reciprocal Engagement. A grounded theory of an 
interactive process of actions to establish, 
maintain, and develop an enterprise. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 
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181 2011 Schultz-
Nybacka, Pamela 

Bookonomy. The Consumption Practice and 
Value of Book Reading. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

180 2011 Lund, Ragnar Leveraging cooperative strategy – cases of sports 
and arts sponsorship. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

179 2010 Svendsen, Jens 
Martin 

Gör som jag säger! igen och igen – om lojalitet 
och lek i marknadsföringen: en beskrivning av 
legitimeringssystematik. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 
  

178 2010 Hansson, Jörgen Köp av tjänster för ledningskompetens – en 
polyfonisk process. Stockholm University School 
of Business. 

177 2010 Ljungbo, Kjell Language as a Leading Light to Business 
Cultural Insight. A Study on Expatriates’ 
Intercultural Communication in Central and 
Eastern Europe. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

176 2010 Demir, Robert Strategy as Sociomaterial Practices: Planning, 
Decision-Making, and Responsiveness in 
Corporate Lending. Stockholm University School 
of Business. 
  

175 2010 Radón, Anita The Rise of Luxury Brands Online: A study of 
how a sense of luxury brand is created in an 
online environment. Stockholm University School 
of Business.  

174 2010 Martinsson, Irene Standardized Knowledge Transfer: A study of 
Project-Based Organizations in the Construction 
and IT Sectors. Stockholm University School of 
Business.  

173 2009 Digerfeldt-
Månsson, 
Theresa 

Formernas liv i designföretaget - om design och 
design management som konst. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

 
172 2009 Larsson 

Segerlind, 
Tommy 

Team Entrepreneurship – A Process Analysis of 
the Venture Team and the Venture Team Roles in 
relation to the Innovation Process. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 
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171 2009 Svensson, Jenny The Regulation of Rule - Following. Imitation and 
Soft Regulation in the European Union. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

170 2009 Wittbom, Eva  Att spränga normer - om målstyrningsprocesser 
för jämställdhetsintegrering. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

169 2009 Wiesel, Fredrika Kundorientering och ekonomistyrning i offentlig 
sektor. Stockholm University School of Business. 
 

168 2008 Essén, Anna Technology as an Extension of the Human Body: 
Exploring the potential role of technology in an 
elderly home care setting. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

167 2008 Forslund, Dick Hit med pengarna! Sparandets genealogi och den 
finansiella övertalningens vetandekonst. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

166 2008 Gustafsson, 
Clara 

Brand Trust: Corporate communications and 
consumer-brand relationships. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

165 2008 Jansson, 
Elisabeth 

Paradoxen (s)om entreprenörskap: En romantisk 
ironisk historia om ett av-vikande 
entreprenörskapande. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

164 2008 Jüriado, Rein Learning within and between public-private 
partnerships. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

163 2008 Söderholm 
Werkö, Sophie 

Patient Patients? Achieving Patient 
Empowerment through active participation, 
increased knowledge and organisation. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

 
162 2008 Tomson, Klara Amnesty in Translation. Ideas, Interests and 

Organizational Change. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

161 2007 Carrington, 
Thomas 

Framing Audit Failure - Four studies on quality 
discomforts. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

160 2007 Dahl, Matilda States under scrutiny. International 
organizations, transformation and the 
construction of progress. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 
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159 2007 Gawell, Malin Activist Entrepreneurship - Attac´ing Norms and 
Articulating Disclosive Stories. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

158 2007 Ihrfors, Robert Spelfrossa - Spelets makt och maktens spel. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

157 2007 Karlsson, Anders Investment Decisions and Risk Preferences 
among Non-Professional Investors. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

156 2007 Vigerland, Lars Homo Domesticus. En marknadsanalys av 
bostadskonsumenters strategier och preferenser. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

155 2007 Värlander, Sara Framing and Overflowing. How the Infusion of 
Information Technology Alters Proximal Service 
Production. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

154 2006 Ahlström 
Söderling, 
Ragnar 

Regionala företags förutsättningar för 
internationell konkurrenskraft. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

153 2006 Beckius, Göran Företagsetik. En studie av etiskt organiserande i 
några svenska företag. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

152 2006 Ferdfelt, Henrik Pop. Stockholm University School of Business 

151 2006 Sjödin, Ulrika Insiders´ Outside/Outsiders´Inside - rethinking 
the insider regulation. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

150 2006 Skoglund, 
Wilhelm 

Lokala samhällsutvecklingsprocesser och 
entreprenörskap. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

149 2005 Bengtsson, Elias Shareholder activism of Swedish institutional 
investors. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

148 2005 Holmgren, 
Mikael 

A passage to organization. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

147 2005 Thornquist, 
Clemens 

The Savage and the Designed: Robert Wilson and 
Vivienne Westwood as Artistic Managers. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 
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146 2004 Sjöstrand, 
Fredrik 

Nätverkskoordineringens dualiteter. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

145 2004 Khan, Jahangir 
Hossain 

Determinants of Small Enterprise Development of 
Bangladesh. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

144 2004 Almqvist, 
Roland 

Icons of New Public Management. Four studies 
on competition, contract and control. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

143 2004 Yazdanfar, 
Darush 

Futures som ett mångsidigt instrument. En 
empirisk studie av oljebolag som använder 
futureskontrakt. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

142 2003 Skoog, Matti Intangibles and the transformation of 
management control systems - Five studies on the 
changing character of management control 
systems in Swedish organizations. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

141 2003 Elmersjö, Carl-
Åke 

Moralisk ekonomi i sjukvården? - Om etik och 
ekonomi i sjukhusets vardagsorganisering. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

140 2003 Koponen, Anja Företagens väg mot konkurs. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

139 2003 Frostling-
Henningsson, 
Maria 

Internet Grocery Shopping - A Necessity, A 
Pleasurable Adventure, or an Act of Love. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

138 2003 Köping, Ann-
Sofie 

Den Bundna friheten. Om kreativitet och 
relationer i ett konserthus. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

137 2003 Bagelius, Nils Svenska företag åter i österled: Hur svenska 
företag positionerade sig i Öst och minskade sin 
exponering för risk och osäkerhet. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

136 2003 Lindqvist, Katja Exhibition enterprising - six cases of realisation 
from idea to institution. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

135 2003 Soila-Wadman, 
Marja 

Kapitulationens estetik. Organisering och 
ledarskap i filmprojekt. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 
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134 2003 Lundkvist, 
Anders 

Conversational Realities - Five Studies of User 
Interactions as Sources of Innovation. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

133 2003 Willstrand-
Holmer, Sofia 

Att konstruera kunskap om kunder - en studie om 
förändring och berättelser i ICA-
sammanslutningen. Stockholm University School 
of Business. 

132 2003 Roy, Sofie Navigating in the Knowledge Era. Metaphors and 
Stories in the Construction of Skandia’s 
Navigator. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

131 2003 Tollhagen, 
Renate 

Skräddare utan tråd - en illustration av fyra 
företag i klädbranschen. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

130 2002 Hansson, Johan Omtänkbara organisationer – Sagor och utsagor 
om Astrid Lindgrens Barnsjukhus. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

129 2002 Pramborg, Bengt Empirical Essays on Foreign Exchange Risk 
Management. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

128 2002 Axén-Ruzicka, 
Jeanette 

Införande av ny teknik. En studie av problem vid 
införande av elektroniska marknadsplatser. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

127 2002 Torpman, Jan Rättssystemets Lärande. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

126 2002 Dahlström, Karin Värdeskapande produktutveckling i 
tjänsteintensiva företag. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

125 2002 Gravesen, Inger Fitnessövningar och husförhör: Om 
förbättringsprocesser i företag. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

124 2001 Gottfridsson, 
Patrik 

Småföretags tjänsteutveckling - en studie av hur 
småföretag utvecklar individuellt anpassade 
tjänster. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

123 2001 Engström, Malin Essays on Equity Options. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 
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122 2001 Gatarski, Richard Artificial Market Actors: Explorations of 
Automated Business Interactions. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

121 2001 Hansson, Bo Essays on Human Capital Investments. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

120 2001 Wåhlstedt, 
Håkan 

Resultatredovisning för hållbar utveckling. 
Naturekonomiska principer för kommunal 
tillämpning. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

119 2001 Golubeva, Olga  Foreign Investment Decision-Making in 
Transition Economies. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

118 2001 Catasús, Bino Borders of Management. Five Studies of 
Accounting, Organizing and the Environment. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

117 2001 Eklöv, Gunilla Auditability as Interface - Negotiation and 
Signification of Intangibles. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

116 2001 Lennstrand, Bo HYPE IT - IT as Vision and Reality - on 
Diffusion, Personalization and 
Broadband.  Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

115 2001 von Friedrich-
Grängsjö, 
Yvonne 

Destinationsmarknadsföring. En studie av turism 
ur ett producentperspektiv. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

114 2001 Wetterström, 
Jeanette 

Stor opera - små pengar. Stockholm University 
School of Business. 

113 2001 Friman, Henrik Strategic Time Awareness - Implications of 
Strategic Thinking. Stockholm University School 
of Business. 

112 2001 Apéria, Tony Brand Relationship Management: den 
varumärkesbyggande processen. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

111 2001 Johansson, Stig 
G 

Individens roll i strategiska informationssystem. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 

110 2001 Carlell, Camilla Technology in Everyday Life - A study of 
Consumers and Technology in a Banking Context. 
Stockholm University School of Business. 
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109 2001 Maravelias, 
Christian 

Managing Network Organisations. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

108 2000 Holmqvist, 
Mikael 

The Dynamics of Experiential Learning. 
Balancing Exploitation and Exploration Within 
and Between Organizations. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

107 2000 Hamde, 
Kiflemariam 

Shifting Identities: Teamwork and Supervisors in 
Swedish Change Programmes for the Last Three 
Decades. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

106 2000 Uggla, Henrik Managing the Brand-Association Base: Exploring 
Facets of Strategic Brand Management from the 
Imaginary Organization perspective. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

105 2000 Rämö, Hans The Nexus of Time and Place in Economical 
Operations. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

104 2000 Aronsson, Britt Prisdifferentieringars janusansikte. 
Prisdifferentieringar mot mellanled som ett 
konkurrenspolitiskt problem. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

103 2000 Porsander, Lena TITT-SKÅP FÖR ALLA - en berättelse om hur 
Stockholm blev kulturhuvudstad. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

102 2000 Hagelin, Niclas Empirical Essays on Financial Markets, Firms, 
and Derivatives. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

101 2000 Berglund, Åke 
Blomquist, 
Anders 

Från affärskompetens till affärsutveckling i 
småföretag. Stockholm University School of 
Business. 

100 2000 Näsman, Birgitta Pappas flickor. Entreprenöriella processer i 
kvinnoföretagandets tillkomst. Stockholm 
University School of Business. 

99 1999 Lundgren, Maths Bankens natur - miljöfrågans genomslag i 
svenska banker. Stockholms universitet, 
Företagsekonomiska institutionen. 
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98 1998 Björkman, Ivar Sven Duchamp - Expert på auraproduktion: Om 
entreprenörskap, visioner, konst och företag. 
Stockholms universitet, Företagsekonomiska 
institutionen. 

97 1998 Millak, Jurek Organisatorisk kompetens. Stockholms 
universitet, Företagsekonomiska institutionen. 

96 1998 Wiklander, Levi Intertextuella strövtåg i Akademia. Stockholms 
universitet, Företagsekonomiska institutionen. 

95 1998 Bay, Thomas ...AND...AND...AND - Reiterating Financial 
Derivation. Stockholm University, School of 
Business. 

94 1998 Malver, Henrik Service in the Airlines - Customer or Competition 
Oriented? Stockholm University, School of 
Business. 

93 1998 Granberg, Georg Vägar mot ökad konkurrens och 
marknadsstyrning av offentlig sektor. Stockholms 
universitet, Företagsekonomiska institutionen. 

92 1998 Bjurklo, 
Margareta 
Kardemark, 
Gunnel 

Nyckelord - en nyckel vid kompetensutveckling. 
Stockholms universitet, Företagsekonomiska 
institutionen.  

91 1997 Wallin 
Andreassen, Tor 

Dissatisfaction with Services - The Impact of 
Satisfaction with Service Recovery on Corporate 
Image and Future Repurchase Intention. 
Stockholm University, School of Business. 

90 1997 Alkebäck, Per Do Dividend Changes Really Signal? – Evidence 
from Sweden. Stockholm University, School of 
Business. 

89 1997 Lagrosen, Stefan Kvalitetsstyrning i skolan? - En analys av TQM:s 
tillämpbarhet inom den svenska grundskolan sett 
från en företagsekonomisk utgångspunkt. 
Stockholms universitet, Företagsekonomiska 
institutionen. 
 

88 1997 Andersson, 
Göran 

Framgång i kommersiella tjänsteverksamheter. 
Stockholms universitet, Företagsekonomiska 
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