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Abstract

Most management control research conceptualizes control as a top-down process, positioning central management as the
primary architect of control systems. This thesis challenges this perspective, arguing instead that control is shaped by
multiple actors and should be examined from perspectives beyond the managerial one. Through three empirical articles,
the thesis explores how non-managerial workers perform, reshape, and resist control at the individual, organizational, and
national levels.

At the individual level, the article Time to care? The temporal structuring of home care work, presents an ethnographic
study of home care planning and delivery. It reveals how care workers and administrators adapt, modify, or disregard the
outputs of the formal, semi-automated planning system. The analysis highlights how the control of care visits depends in
no small part on the actions of individual workers and on relationships between workers. Ultimately, the article argues that
care workers perform control work in addition to care work.

At the organizational level, the article Seizing overflows: exploring how accounting becomes emancipatory uses archival
materials to analyze a decade-long accounting reform process in a home care organization. It demonstrates how a
management accounting reform created stressful working conditions for care workers, who then mobilized health and
safety legislation to resist these changes. The reform was ultimately reversed, illustrating how workers can shape control
by highlighting the unintended consequences of managerial decisions.

At the national level, the article Winning the debate but losing the message employs mixed methods to trace a national
campaign by care workers’ unions against ‘minute-based control’ in home care. While the campaign succeeded in raising
awareness and criticism of the concept at the national level, local efforts to change control practices faltered due to
disagreements over the term’s meaning. Despite this finding of failure to push through a substantive change, the article
shows how workers can set the agenda for discussions on control.

Drawing on these three articles and on critical accounting and management studies, the dissertation develops a
conceptualization of worker agency in relation to organizational control. Specifically, it posits that workers combine
varying levels of challenges to (1) organizational assumptions about control, and (2) organizational power relations, in
order to bring control practices closer to what they view as quality work. This contributes theoretically to critical accounting
research by nuancing the debate on how actors may use accounting for emancipatory purposes. It also demonstrates the
potential for studying control systems without centering management. In doing so, it opens avenues for emancipatory
research approaches in the study of organizational control.
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Sammanfattning

Den hir avhandlingen presenterar tre artiklar om hur anstillda inom svensk
hemtjinst wtovar, pdverkar och kritiserar tidsstyrningen av hemtjinstarbete.
Avhandlingen som helhet bidrar till kritisk redovisnings- och styrnings-
forskning med en mer nyanserad konceptualisering av arbetares agens dn vad
denna litteratur hittills har anvint. P4 ett bredare plan adresserar avhandlingen
foretagsekonomisk forsknings fOrstdelse av styrsystem, management control
systems. Avhandlingen argumenterar fOr att det dr dags att ta bort prefixet
management frin begreppet, eftersom det positionerar organisationsledningen
som upphov till all styrning. Istillet bor foretagsekonomer se styrsystem som
sociala fenomen pa organisationsniva, dir ledningen ir ett av flera element.
Utifran denna omkonceptualisering argumenterar avhandlingen fér att
styrningsforskning kan vara emancipatorisk: att den kan bidra till att utjimna
makthierariker.

For att idén om emancipatorisk styrningsforskning ska kunna bli tinkbar och
meningsfull, bygger avhandlingens argument pa tre steg: dels en forstaelse av
styrningsforskning som ett historiskt och organisatoriskt situerat filt; dels
poststrukturella och kritiska expansioner av detta filt som foregingare till att
tinka annorlunda om styrningsforskning; dels feministiska och marxistiska

perspektiv som utmaningar av vanliga antaganden inom styrningsforskning.

De tre artiklarna som utgdér avhandlingens empiriska undersGkning
intresserar sig for tidsstyrning av hemtjanstarbete: nir, hur linge, och med
vilken planering som hemtjanstbesok utférs. Var och en av artiklarna studerar

ett skeende dir hemtjinstpersonalen ger uttryck for sin yrkeskunskap pa ett



sitt som paverkar tidsstyrningen av arbetet. De gbr ocksd var sitt teoretiskt
bidrag till specifika forskningsfilt.

Time to care gor sitt bidrag till kritisk forskning om tidsstyrning. Detta filt
har fokuserat tidsstyrningens disciplinerande, individualiserande och
ansvariggorande effekter pa arbetare. I stillet for att ytterligare utveckla denna
kritik formulerar artikeln en zzmanent kritik — en kritik som utgdr fran de mal
som organisationen sjilv har. Analysen visar att tid styrs pa flera olika sitt.
Den formella styrningen tenderar att undergriva relationskontinuitet (att
omsorgstagare moéts av samma personal), medan arbetarna aterstiller
relationskontinuitet genom sin egen informella styrning. Detta kan fGrstis
som en intern motsittning i styrningen: det formella styrsystemet motverkar en
central dimension av det arbete det édr avsett att reglera. Samtidigt skapar
omsorgsarbetarna en fungerande styrning genom att awvika fran den formella
styrningen. De utfér ddrmed bdde omsorgsarbete och styrningsarbete.

Sezzing overflows vinder sig till litteraturen om emancipatorisk redovisning
och counter-acconnting, ett falt som 4n sa linge saknar teoretiska verktyg for att
analysera hur och varfér vissa motberittelser fir genomslag. Studien
anvinder analytiska begrepp fran aktor-nitverksteori, dir aktérer, relationer
och artefakter behandlas som analytiskt likvirdiga. Begreppen gor det mojligt
visar artikeln hur hemtjanstpersonal sitter igang en process som leder till att
en styrningsreform som lett till 6kat arbetstempo. Artikeln synligg6r didrmed
processer dir redovisnings- och styrningsprodukter kan verka antingen
fortryckande eller frigérande. Den visar att arbetare kan paverka styrning
genom att fainga upp och problematisera styrningens konsekvenser. Samtidigt
visar artikeln att sidant inflytande kan kriva langt och komplext arbete.
Avslutningsvis argumenterar artikeln for att forskare kan stédja det arbetet
genom att assistera grasrotsbaserade nitverk av arbetstagare som vill utmana
och protestera mot redovisnings- och styrsystem.

Winning the debate analyserar ett fall dir arbetarinflytandet utGvas lingre
bort fran praktiken. Ett fackférbund riktar kritik mot de principer som ligger
till grund f6r etablerade verktyg f6r tidsstyrning inom hemtjinsten, och lokala
politiker initierar reformer 1 linje med denna kritik. Kritiken, sammanfattad i
begreppet minutstyrning, far stort genomslag, men 1 ett specifikt fall som

nirstuderas leder den dnda inte till nagon substantiell f6rindring. Artikeln



relaterar till diskussioner inom politisk teori om horisontella och vertikala

former for organisering av sociala rérelser.

Artiklarna i avhandlingen visar hur hemtjinstarbetares paverkan pa styrning
g6rs av dem som individer och kollektiv, pa lokal niva och nationellt. De visar
ocksa hur denna paverkan osynliggbrs, motverkas och underkinns.
Avhandlingens empiriska bidrag dr att synliggéra denna paverkan. Framtida
forskning kan fordjupa forstaelsen av arbetares styrningsarbete och deras
forestillningar om vad god styrning innebir.

Arbetarnas handlingar kan kategoriseras med hjilp av Katz (2004) modell
tor agens: resiliens, omarbetning och motstand (resilience, reworking, resistance). Nir
hemtjinstarbetarna dndrade 1 olimpliga besSksplaneringar visade de
individuell resiliens mot styrningen, nir de paverkade resursférdelnings-
modellen i en hel stad gjorde de en lokal omarbetning av styrningen, och
genom att etablera begreppet minutstyrming uppvisade de kollektivt motstind.
Katz modell fingar dock inte hur de hir olika initiativen férhaller sig till
styrsystem och de antaganden om tid och mitning som styrsystem baseras pa.

Avhandlingens ena teoretiska bidrag dr att komplettera Katz modell med
yttetligare en dimension som beskriver arbetares agens: de kan acceptera,
kritisera eller ersitta de antaganden som gOrs 1 styrsystemen. Genom att
betrakta arbetares forhallningssitt till styrsystems antaganden som analytiskt
distinkta frin arbetares férhallningssitt till maktstrukturer 1 organisationer,
ger denna utvecklade modell en bittre forsticlse av arbetares agens i
torhallande till styrsystem.

Avhandlingens andra teoretiska bidrag 4r en uppmaning till styrnings-
forskningen att bredda sitt fokus. Artiklarna visar att arbetstagares kunskap
och handlingar dr betydelsefulla aspekter av hur styrning gbrs. Med en
begrinsad férstielse av styrning som ett resultat av ledningens beslut — som
jag menar priglar stora delar av tidigare forskning om styrning — blir arbetare
ointressanta. Men nir styrning istillet férstds som de mekanismer som
kopplar organisationers ambitioner till det praktiska arbetet, blir arbetarnas
roll central. Avhandlingen ger beligg for att inkludera arbetare som aktérer i

modeller av styrning, och som medskapare av kunskap om styrning,.






Introduction

This dissertation presents three articles on how workers in Swedish home
care conduct, affect, and problematize control. Through a discussion of the
three articles, the dissertation develops a novel conceptualization of worker
agency as a contribution to critical accounting and control research. More
generally, the dissertation engages with mwanagement control systems as they are
understood in current research. It argues that it is about time to drop the
prefix management, and to view control systems as social, organization-level
phenomena, management being only one of their several elements. Building
on this reconceptualization, the dissertation advocates for emancipation as a
legitimate objective for control scholars.

To arrive at the point where ‘emancipatory control research’ becomes
thinkable, this thesis will draw on an array of ideas: an understanding of
management control research as a historically and organizationally situated
field; an appreciation of post-structural and critical expansions of that field;
and Marxist-feminist thinking as provocations and negations of assumptions
in management control research. These ideas are brought together to explore
worker agency in relation to control systems, and eventually to suggest that
decentering management in the study of control may contribute to making
work less alienating.

To begin, let us consider how control emerged as a research concern.
Management control systems as a theoretical concept has developed in a
specific historical and organizational setting: the business school. The first
business schools in Europe and the US, founded in the late 1800s, were
established outside the university system to meet industry’s need for trained
managers (Kaplan, 2014). Since then, business studies have gradually become
integrated into the academic social sciences and have broadened their

theoretical perspectives. The underlying normative question driving early



management control studies—how corporations should be controlled by
owners and top managers to maximize profits (Anthony, 1965; Otley, 1994,
Zeff, 2008)—is still, however, clearly visible in the structure and research
interests of the field today.

The concept of ‘management control systems’ currently shapes a major
field of research and education in business administration, and animates a
large industry of consultancy work and management literature. Textbooks
typically understand control systems as strategic managerial practices:
attempts to ensure that every part of an organization contributes productively
to its core mission (Malmi & Brown, 2008; Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017).
Major subfields have evolved, examining the role of ‘fit’ between control
systems and organizational environment (Chenhall, 2003; Otley, 1980); the
role of control systems as a basis for discussion and decision-making (Simons,
1995); and the use of non-financial and informal modes of control (Malmi &
Brown, 2008). More recently, scholars have turned to ethical and
environmental outcomes of control (Truant et al., 2025).

Scholars working in Marxist traditions, by contrast, see control in a very
different light. Rather than seeing a technical system for getting things done,
they understand control as an expression of the power relation between
capital and labor. Decisions on production quotas, performance
measurement, and organizational culture are seen as concrete manifestations
of capital’s self-interest.

In this thesis, control systems are understood as the mechanisms that
connect organizations’ ambitions to the practical work taking place. This is a
broader and less value-laden definition than the management-focused
textbook version, and it takes an agnostic position on control’s function in
societal power relations. This initial move to distance the meaning of control
from its normative connotations is intended to enable a discussion of how
control, control research, workers, and emancipation interrelate.

Some studies have examined how lower-level managers and employees
respond to, co-create, or resist control practices (Jordan & Messner, 2012;
Ladva & Andrew, 2014; McDaid & Free, 2025). These contributions shift the
question from ‘how should control be done?” to ‘how is it actually done?’,
even if they do not fundamentally challenge the assumption that control

begins with management.



In current research, control is conceptualized as moving ‘from the inside
out.” Control is assumed to start from the managerial top or center, travel
through the organization, produce results, encounter demands from the
external environment, and adapt to those demands to ensure organizational
survival and success.

Poststructural approaches offer a less top-down conceptualization of
control. Treating each implementation of a control system as unique and
incomplete, this research shows how control is contingent on local actor-
networks (Law, 1992) and how it never fully governs organizations (Brivot &
Gendron, 2011; Pipan & Czarniawska, 2010; Quattrone & Hopper, 2005).
This work destabilizes the idea of control systems by demonstrating that they
“could be otherwise” (Woolgar & Lezaun, 2013).

A parallel strand of critical research shows how control systems push
employees into compliance with organizational goals (Chua et al., 1989;
Cooper, 2015) and how employees push back by resisting control (Allain et
al., 2021; O’Leary & Smith, 2020). The premise is that control could and should
be ‘otherwise’.

Feminist and critical scholars of accounting and control have long called
for research that goes further: work that identifies new directions and engages
with practice and policy from a critical standpoint (Cooper, 2005; Haines-
Doran, 2022; Haynes, 2008; Haynes, 2017; Lehman, 2012; Lukka & Becker,
2023; Vollmer et al., 2024). Here, the underlying question is “how could it be
done otherwise?” As in the field’s early days, the focus is on what
organizations should do in terms of control. But the normative reference point
has shifted—from firm-level profits to universal values and public interests.
These calls envision an emancipatory mode of control research. Their level
of concretion in their visions vary, but they generally suggest engaging more
fully with empirical contexts.

What is needed for the development of this kind of control research? We
need more than mere recognition that control could and should be
‘otherwise’. We need an understanding of control that goes beyond top-down
and compliance-resistance binaries; a map that provides enough detail that
we can start imagining new ways of traveling through its territory. We need

to consider the possibility that emancipatory change might not be found



through grand-scale theorizing but from experimenting with and learning
from attempts at ‘otherwise’.

This point has already been made in several other disciplines. Philosopher
Martin Kornberger reminds us that “alternatives come from elsewhere, from
in-between, out of the cracks, in the midst of crisis, from practices and
experimentation.” (Kornberger, 2022, p. 14) Sociologist Erik Olin Wright
argues that to create a more democratic economy, socialism might need to
give up the idea of smashing capitalism and instead try to erode it: “to build
more democratic, egalitarian, participatory economic relations where possible
in the spaces and cracks within this complex system” (Wright, 2019, p. 50).
As control scholars, we can adopt a similar perspective and look for
‘otherwise’ in front of our noses, as existing practices in existing
organizations.

This dissertation looks for existing practices of ‘otherwise’, with regard to
how workers relate to control systems. It examines a group that has received
limited attention in the control literature, even though it may be instrumental
in shaping control systems: workers without managerial authority. Through
three articles, it explores how workers relate to control systems through
strategic practice.

By centering workers, the dissertation challenges the assumption that
control is enacted by managers. By approaching workers’ actions as strategic
practice, it examines the assumption in critical research that workers’ actions
are best understood as either compliance or resistance.

The three articles examine the control of time in Swedish home care
organizations through different methods, asking whether, how, and to what
extent worker-initiated actions affect management control systems and
practices. In recent years, the Swedish media has highlighted the intensity of
home-care work, including cases where schedules did not allow adequate time
to travel between clients for more than half of the assigned care visits. The
job quite simply could not be done as instructed.

This project began as a search for explanations for such situations. Why
would any organization render work impossible? The negative implications
for clients and workers were obvious. But there was also a puzzle from a
control point of view: if work cannot be completed according to the plans set

in the control process, who controls the work, and through what process?
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This dissertation focuses on power struggles over the timing of care visits,
making visible the opportunities and limitations of workers’ engagement in
these struggles. It draws on theoretical developments in critical management
studies to contribute to the field of critical accounting and control research.

Each article analyzes a case in which care workers affect practices or
discourses of control. The first article follows care planners and assistant
nurses as they rearrange visits to clients. The second article delves into
archives to uncover a story of how a group of local safety representatives
halted and reversed a management accounting reform. The third article traces
how the creation of the term ‘minute-based control’” enabled critical inquiries
into the control of home care in dozens of Swedish municipalities. Each
article highlights how care workers take strategic action to control care work,

and also, how those actions are limited, thwarted, and rendered invisible.

The background:

Feminist perspectives as corrective to disciplinary bias

In its search of control that is ‘otherwise’, this project seeks out care work as
a sector that is likely to contain things not considered in prior research. The
literature on control and accounting covers many forms of organizations in
many different sectors. While this includes a rich literature on health care
settings (Malmmose, 2019), such control research is not necessarily applicable
to care settings. Hospitals are places where people are treated and, sometimes,
cured of their ailments, returning to life almost as it was before. Hospitals,
and health care more generally, aim to produce health. In that sense, they are
comparable to other productive organizations, including for-profit
corporations, and knowledge from one setting is likely to generalize to others.
Care, on the other hand, engages with clients’ lives as they are, without
explicitly striving to change them. Eating, moving around, doing laundry, and
grocery shopping are re-productive tasks aimed at maintaining life (Tronto,
1993), quite differently from treatments or products that change and improve
lives. ‘Performance’ is even harder to define and measure in care work than
in other service work; after all, no matter the quality of eldetly care provided,

the service typically ends with the client dying.
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Neither does traditional critical theory offer tools to analyze care work.
Marx (1981 [1885]) studied the British industrial sector because his aim was
to analyze capitalism as an ideal type, and British factories served as the most
extreme case available to him. The task of theoretically situating care and care
work within a Marxian understanding of the economy was taken up by social
reproduction theorists (for starting points, see Vogel 2014 [1983], Smith,
1989; and Picchio, 1992). Social reproduction agrees with Marx’ proposition
that the worker produces the values that emerge from capitalist production.
But it builds on Marx by asking: Who or what ‘produces’ the worker? What
makes it possible for workers to show up at the factory, clothed, fed,
educated, and healthy enough to undertake their value-adding work?
According to social reproduction theory, the answer is reproductive labor, or
simply put, care work. Social reproduction theory understands care work as the
foundation of the economy, not as a marginal or non-economic activity.

Like Marx in his writings, social reproduction theory seeks to understand
the underlying logics operating in a capitalist society through thick description
of economic and political processes. Unlike Marx, social reproduction theory
looks to empirical contexts outside of factories and markets. Thereby they
note that most “people subsist by combining paid employment and unpaid
domestic labor (...) social reproduction analyzes the ways in which both
labors are part of the same socio-economic process” (Luxton & Bezanson,
2000, p. 37).

Social reproduction includes daily activities necessary to restore one’s labor
capacity—such as eating, sleeping, doing laundry, and spending time with
family—and longer-term, collective forms of care. Childcare, for instance,
enables parents to participate in paid labor while also contributing to the
development of future workers. Elderly care frees up adult children to do
paid work instead of caring for their parents at home. Sick pay allows workers
to recover and eventually return to work without suffering excessive material
hardship (Bhattacharya, 2017). In social reproduction theory, practices of care
become part of the political economy.

In capitalist systems, employers seek to maximize labor performance while
minimizing costs. This is not due to moral failings; if they don’t, they risk
being driven out of the market (Marx 1981 [1885]). Fraser (2016) shows how

this means that capitalism maintains a contradictory relationship to care and
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other social reproduction: on the one hand, capitalist systems tend to reduce
workers’ resources for care outside paid labor; on the other hand, production
itself is jeopardized if workers, individually or collectively, lack sufficient
resources for social reproduction. At the societal level, the question of how
much time and energy workers devote to paid work—and how much they
preserve for social reproduction—is a matter of ongoing negotiation between
labor and capital.

At the organizational level, we can expect issues such as working time,
work intensity, and control over time to be sites of tension. Ultimately, how
these tensions manifest is an empirical question and an important motivation
for this dissertation. The articles in this dissertation examine how care
workers express their understandings of tensions around work intensity and
control. I understand this delimited inquiry as a part of the larger project to
map out the relations of social reproduction in the capitalist social order. That
project, in turn, is a feminist endeavor, seeking to correct the overemphasis
on ‘production’ and ‘performance’ in the analysis of economic life by focusing

on care.

The setting:

Swedish home care work

This section introduces the Swedish home care system as a place of work for
care workers. Sweden has an international reputation for being an expansive,
universal welfare state (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Since the 1980s, however,
there has been a trend toward a lower level of funding for social protection
and public services (Plesner & Altermark, 2024). This section outlines the
current nature of Swedish home care as a public service and as a place of
work.

Home care services were introduced in Sweden in the 1950s. Prominent
Swedish author Ivar Lo-Johansson has been credited with winning a debate
spanning several years, spearheading criticism of residential elderly care with
the slogan “home care, not care homes” (Eliasson-Lappalainen, 1996). This
debate was contemporaneous with similar debates in other countries and with

a government-issued report that suggested that home care would be less
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costly than expanding and modernizing residential facilities (Gaunt, 1995).
Thus, ever since its outset, home care can be seen as an expression of
capitalism’s contradictory relationship to care (Fraser, 2016) — providing it,
but always and only as cheaply as possible.

Among Sweden’s residents aged 80 or older, about 16% received home
care services in 2024 (Kolada, 2026). This share has declined from about 34%
in 1980 (Ulmanen, 2015). Along with this decline, relatives perform more
care, and more private care is purchased (Von Saenger, 2025). These changes
are due to increasing economic inequality (Von Saenger, 2025), austerity
politics (Ulmanen, 2015), and an increasing proportion of older people being
healthy and independent (SALAR, 2025). Beyond this difference over time,
the amount and type of care offered and the proportion of older people who
receive care differ between municipalities (Erlandsson, 2018; Trydegird &
Szebehely, 2018).

Along with this decrease in who gets offered home care, care workers’
daily work has become more intense and more fragmented (Strandell, 2020;
Strandell, 2022b; Stranz, 2013; Stranz & Szebehely, 2017; Szebehely, 1995).
Swedish home care workers used to visit an average of 4 clients per day in the
1980s, typically in long visits entailing several different tasks. In the most
recent survey, conducted in 2015, the average number of clients to visit during
a day shift had risen to 12 per day (Stranz & Szebehely, 2017). The increased
logistical planning needed to accomplish this, along with the megatrends of
digitalization and efficiency discourses in the public sector, are likely
explanations for the introduction of digital and algorithmic planning tools in
the 2000s. These systems have, in turn, been problematized as increasing
stress levels for care workers (Bergschold, 2016; Bergschoéld, 2018; Bolton &
Wibberley, 2014; Brown & Korczynski, 2017; Hjalmarsson, 2009, 2009;
Holm & Angelsen, 2014; Ljung & Ivarsson Westerberg, 2017; McDonald et
al., 2019; Tufte & Dahl, 2010).

With more clients per shift, each visit becomes shorter. Fragmented work
may pose a different problem in care work than what it does in more
mechanical occupations. Like social reproduction theorists, theorists of care
argue that care work should be theorized not as productive but as relational
work. Defining care work as “[t]aking the concerns and needs of the other as

a basis for action,” Tronto (1993, p. 105) implies that care work cannot be
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completely planned out in advance. The work itself, the action, is always in
response to understanding the client in that moment. Tronto specifies care as
that part of work which combines recognizing and interpreting client needs,
meeting them in an individualized way, and adjusting according to how the
client receives and responds to the care provided. Care, to Tronto, is a
practice and a disposition (Tronto, 1993, p. 105). Delivering care is more than
simply conducting a set of tasks; it also requires the time and ability to express
a caring disposition. This suggests that the move from few long care visits to
many short visits challenges care workers’ ability to fully perform care as
defined by Tronto.

To cope with the rising tempo, care workers mobilize the identity of a
caring self (Brown & Korczynski, 2017; Stacey, 2011). This caring self means
that the worker self-identifies as someone adhering to an ethics of care in line
with Tronto’s (1993) definition and reinforces care workers” ambition to put
clients’ needs at the center. Stacey (2011) noticed that the caring self emerged
through three types of thoughts that care workers expressed: the belief that
caring is natural, the belief that being of service to others is a moral virtue,
and the belief that they were better equipped than others to perform care.
Considering this set of beliefs, it is no surprise that care workers perceiving a
lack of time come to perform what has been termed self-exploitation
(Strandell, 2022a), working unpaid overtime and skipping breaks to meet the
needs of their clients. On the flip side, loyalty to the client can sometimes be
a resource for resistance: one study found care workers using “mild sabotage”
(Hjalmarsson, 2010, p. 208) diverting discussions from a new, computerized
control technology to the social and practical needs of their clients.

Accounting and control scholars have noted pronounced tensions
between, on the one hand, care workers” understanding of how care work
should be conducted and, on the other hand, assumptions of efficiency and
standardization embedded in control systems (Kraus, 2007; Waillstedt, 2020).
However, one study found that when explicitly taught to consider financial
aspects, most care workers adopted the logic of the control discourse, though
some instead chose to quit (Catlsson-Wall et al., 2016). These studies show
that care workers have clear preferences regarding the control of care work.
Another word for understandings and preferences is &nowledges. Can we say

that care workers &#zow how care work should be controlled, carried out, and
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accounted for? Extant literature does not go that far, though Willstedt (2015)
gestures at it when reflecting on an assistant nurse who quit her job in

frustration over poor control:

She is angry, and rightly so. Because where she worked, nobody cared
except her and her colleagues. They, however, cared the more. And
as a consequence, their care was exploited: they were left to do
everything. While others were busy controlling—trying to substitute
bad managers with good ones, making efforts to fill the working
schedule with staff—everything that matters was left to care to take
care of. (Willstedt, 2015, xvii)

Willstedt goes on to point out that ‘it could be otherwise’ (Woolgar &
Lezaun, 2013). Better configurations of relations between care (workers) and

control are possible:

[W]e usually see care as something that can and should be controlled,
or control as something dangerous that destroys care. I would like to
add that there is more to it. Control may definitely destroy care, but
it can be also a resource for care: by constructing boundaries, control
can make it much more difficult to exploit those who care. (Willstedt,
2015, xvii)

This dissertation starts from a combination of insights from social work and
accounting/control research. It builds on social work scholars’ recutrent
claim that present control systems in home care work are dysfunctional, while
also recognizing Waillstedt’s (2015) intuition that control could be a
protection from exploitation. It will do so by exploring care workers’
knowledges about control systems and how they attempt to make them

‘otherwise’.

Terminology in this dissertation

Sweden’s 290 municipalities are legally required to fund, organize and deliver

home care'. They have substantial freedom to design their political and

! Municipalities are not the only actors involved in the funding and provisioning of home care.
The national government supplies some of the funding, and private providers of home care
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administrative structures, as long as they have a ity council with elected
representatives and a ¢i#y board appointed by the city council. Most
municipalities create additional boards, where political representatives
oversee issue-specific administration. This dissertation uses the terms social
services board and social services administration to refer to the political body and the
administrative unit in charge of home care services. The social services board
is chaired by a politically appointed chairperson. The social services
administration’s top manager is referred to as the social services director.

Social services administrations staff units to provide home care services,
This dissertation’s material focuses on municipal units providing home care
in two municipalities, pseudonymized as Bergsbo and Lakeville.

At the unit level, the two organizations studied in the papers of this
dissertation are organized in a similar way. Units are created to serve the care
needs of the constituency in a certain geographical area. Each unit is headed
by a unit manager responsible for managing the staffing and budget of the unit.
In the papers, there will be very few mentions of unit managers, as the analysis
focuses on nonmanagerial workers. Among the nonmanagerial group, this
dissertation distinguishes between care planners and care workers. Care planners
coordinate the daily work in the unit; they create routes (lists of visits to make
for a specific care worker) and answer the phones, thus keeping in touch with
care workers, care clients, and their relatives as the day goes by. Care workers
are the staff who make care visits to older people. There are two separate
professions in this group—care workers with certification as assistant nurse
(underskiterska) and without it (vardbitrade). For the purposes of this
dissertation, there is no need to distinguish between care workers with and

without certification, so the term care worker is used for all of them.

compete for clients with municipal home care units. These mechanisms are outside the scope
of this dissertation.

17



The objective:
Project aim and research questions

This introductory chapter has outlined the motivation for this dissertation:
the need to rethink the meaning of control. Drawing on a care work context
and feminist theory, the overall purpose is to enrich the study of control with
perspectives it has largely ignored and, in doing so, to contribute to an
emancipatory mode of control research.

Decades of interpretive and critical accounting and control research have
established that management control is a situated practice that “could be
otherwise” (Woolgar & Lezaun, 2013). Building on this insight, the
dissertation examines how care workers already enact that ’otherwise’ in
practice. More specifically, its aim is to explore workers’ exercise of agency in relation

to organizational control. Two research questions guide this inquiry:
1) How do workers articulate their understandings of control?
2) How do these articulations shape organizational control?

By ‘articulating an understanding’, I do not only, or even primarily, refer to
making statements in interviews or texts. While this research project does take
such statements seriously, it looks beyond explicit statements from workers.
Actions, choices, and assumptions are analyzed and taken as articulations of
implicit worker understandings that they may not themselves be aware of.
While this mode of analysis is common in qualitative, interpretive research, it
requires epistemological and ethical reflection.

To answer the research questions and discuss the limitations inherent in
those answers, the dissertation proceeds as follows. The next chapter, The
relationship between workers and control, reviews how previous scholarship has
characterized workers’ relationship to control systems and develops a
conceptual framework for the thesis. Next, a chapter on the Research process
accounts for methodological considerations, overall design and execution of
the research, and reflects on analytical choices and ethical aspects. This is
followed by the three Articles: Time to care, which addresses how workers
individually reshape day-to-day operational control; Sezzing overflows, which
analyzes how a group of care workers instigated a change to the resource

allocation formula for home care units in their city; and Winning the debate,
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which traces efforts by local and national home care actors to change control
practices across the country. Finally, a chapter entitled Struggles about time
brings together the analyses from the three articles with the perspectives from
previous research. It teases out empirical and theoretical contributions from
the dissertation and points out some next steps toward an emancipatory

mode of control research.
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The relationship between workers and control

To situate the dissertation in the field of qualitative, non-positivist control
research, this chapter reviews relevant previous research. As the dissertation
aims to examine how workers relate to control, the review focuses on
assumptions and findings about the relationship between workers and
control. The review is structured into four sections. The first three sections
delineate three sets of literature, the assumptions of which have pushed the
boundaries of control research toward an increasingly nuanced understanding
of the worker-control relationship. However, the review identifies important
undertheorized aspects of the worker-control relationship in the accounting
and control literature; specifically, what worker agency means in this context.
Drawing on the discussions about worker agency from neighboring
disciplines, the fourth section of this chapter synthesizes insights on worker
agency with themes explored by non-positivist accounting streams of

thought.

Management control as a practice:
Invisible workers

Sociologically influenced accounting and control research is premised on the
understanding that no indicators are perfect representations of reality, and no
control tool can fully direct people’s actions. As Hopwood (1973) observed,
financial indicators not only disregard many aspects of reality, but even the
aspects of reality captured by financial indicators are done so in an incomplete
way: “even such a limited representation remains incomplete” (Hopwood,
1973, p. 13). This understanding seems to have had little effect on accounting,

control, and performance measurement practice. If anything, the
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development of methods that seek to control and measure the performance
of operations and individuals have intensified since 1973. Thus, modern
social studies of accounting and control have had ample opportunity to study
the control of organizations using incomplete indicators. They have found
that indicators are complemented by an array of social practices.

The incompleteness literature investigates how control happens even with
incomplete indicators and finds that, overall, incomplete indicators enable
control, sometimes even a form of control that can itself be called enabling.
Alternatively termed enabling #se of control (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004),
experiences of control as enabling (Ciker et al., 2022; Catasus & Ciker, 2020),
ot simply enabling control (Jordan & Messner, 2012), Ahrens & Chapman (2004)
introduced this set of notions to the accounting literature with a study arguing
that control systems can support efficiency and flexibility simultaneously. In
this literature, such ‘enabling’ systems are seen to give organizational actors
the opportunity to ‘repair’ (Adler & Borys, 1996) pootly functioning control
processes.

Jordan and Messner (2012) articulated this perspective most clearly when
they argued that “incompleteness is of little concern if managers can handle
performance indicators in a flexible way, treating them as means rather than
ends when carrying out their work” (Jordan & Messner, 2012, p. 545). Other
influential contributions to this stream of literature include the findings that
even meaningless indicators can be used and perceived as legitimate measures
of individual performance (Dambrin & Robson, 2011), that the inherent
incompleteness of indicators triggers ongoing productive friction (Chenhall
et al,, 2013), a constant chase for improvement (Busco & Quattrone, 2018),
and that social practices ‘complete’ incomplete indicators to create control in
practice (Busco & Quattrone, 2015; Jorgensen & Messner, 2010).

While the practice-focused literature has found that accounting and
control open many instances of room for action for managers at different
levels, it has paid less attention to non-managerial workers. Even where
findings open for interesting discussions of workers’ influence on control and
vice versa, these points are rarely expanded on in the analysis. For example,
Ahrens and Chapman (2004) observed that unit-level managers use their
flexibility with indicators to offer precarious working conditions: staff are put

on zero-hour contracts and shifts are shortened ad hoc to harmonize the
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number of present staff with the number of customers on any given day. This
study opens for critical questions about how this affects workers’ lives. In a
study on flawed measures, Dambrin & Robson (2011) note that the indicators
used to evaluate individual worker performance are generally not understood
by the workers being evaluated. Carlsson-Wall et al. (2016) found that among
home care workers who are ‘educated’ on financial aspects by their managers,
some choose to quit the job rather than adjust their behavior in line with
expectations. These studies, and others like them, imply that control practices
sometimes have deep impacts on workers’ lives and choices. However, as
these implications have rarely been fully pursued, the practice-focused
literature has a limited understanding of how workers experience and react to
control. As a consequence, the field is limited to understanding control as a
managerial practice rather than as a practice shaped by its multiple
stakeholders.

Within the literature concerned with enabling and coercive control, there
are some attempts at articulating the implications of findings about the impact
of control on workers. Wouters and Wilderom (2008) argue that control
models based on organizational experience, testing, and knowledge increase
the potential for enabling control. Implicitly, they acknowledge the
importance of workers’ involvement in designing control. More explicitly,
Ciker and Siverbo (2014) conclude that control based on dialogue is
experienced as enabling rather than coercive, but this requires time and that
workers trust that managers will listen. Bringing out the normative
implications, Catastis and Ciker (2020) advise managers to make time for
dialogue about control to build trust and create a perception of control as
enabling. In practice, though, it seems that coercive control does not go away
even in organizations where workers experience enabling control—both
forms of control co-exist (Ekstrém, 2018; Janka, 2021).

In summary, a key insight from the practice-focused literature on
management control is that control is not simply a top-down strategic choice,
as is often assumed in management discourse. Rather, control is enacted
through a complex and somewhat unpredictable web of social practices. This
literature has intermittently observed control’s negative consequences for
workers and suggested that workers’” involvement in control may improve

control practices. Thus, findings from this field motivate further research on
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the relationship between workers and control. The articles in this dissertation
take up this motivation by examining workers’ involvement in control

practices.

Critical studies of management control:
Workers as compliant and resisting

In close connection to the practice-focused studies on management control
reviewed above, a body of research that I call critical studies on management
control has developed. The term ‘critical’ has slightly different meanings in
different social sciences. Within non-positivist accounting and control
research, and in this review, ‘critical’ refers to a research approach that is
attuned to power relations at the societal and organizational levels. This body
of research has, in the main, understood control systems as technologies of
power in a Foucauldian sense (Miller & O’Leary, 1987) or as tools of capitalist
oppression in a Marxian sense (Bryer, 2006; Tinker, 1980). While the
distinctions between Foucauldian and Marxian perspectives are substantial,
studies in both traditions have reached similar conclusions about the worker-
control relationship as expressed in the workplace: control systems exert
significant power over workers, and workers respond by compliance,
resistance, or a combination of the two.

Many studies that highlight how workers comply with control draw their
empirical material from professional service firms; the workplaces of auditors
and senior accountants. These have documented how complying with control
affects one’s sense of self. In a seminal, eatly contribution, Pentland (1993)
described the working days of auditors. They would compliment their most
productive colleagues by likening them to ‘audit machines’, implying that they
were somewhat superhuman. He noted, however, that “life as an audit
machine can be a difficult and dehumanizing experience” (Pentland, 1993, p.
614), detailing the many ways in which auditors are admonished, overworked,
and socialized into accepting “a striking lack of ... individuality” (Pentland,
1993, p. 618) in their work. Later studies confirmed and developed this
analysis, highlighting how junior auditors would quickly learn to underreport

their work hours and ignore employers’ work-life balance policies to appear
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efficient (Anderson-Gough et al., 2001; Ladva & Andrew, 2014). Lupu and
Empson (2015) note similar tendencies among experienced professionals.
Some authors stress how specific management accounting and control
tools, such as budgets (Cushen, 2013) and spreadsheets (Boedker & Chua,
2013), play on employees’ emotions, triggering feelings of ‘love’ that leads to
loyalty (Boedker & Chua, 2013) as well as ‘anger’ that leads to resistance
(Cushen, 2013). More commonly, the mechanism connecting control to
workers is described as subjectivation (Ahrens & Chapman, 2007; Ladva &
Andrew, 2014; Miller & O’Leary, 1994). Cooper (2015), when surveying this
stream of literature, explains this mechanism as follows: Control tools do not
coerce employees with brute force, but give them language and metrics that
“establish a shared understanding of what it meant to do well,” which is,
specifically, “to maximize returns on their human capital” (Cooper, 2015, p.
20). When employees’ understanding of doing well align with what is
profitable for the employer, compliance with control feels like personal
success. In a non-profit setting, Kraus et al. (2017) similarly explained the lack
of resistance to formal control with the strong ideology disseminated
throughout the organization: since staff members trust that they and the
organization have a shared understanding of what it means to do well—to
treat the poor without complaining—compliance with control becomes a sign
of success, not interpreted as being controlled. In sum, the literature on
employees who comply with control paints a picture of control as aligning
people’s sense of identity and agency with organizational goals. Control does
not only control behavior, but also emotions, thoughts, and sense of self.
The possibility of resisting control has been the focus of several studies;
of which many gather their data in public sector settings. As new public
management (Hood, 1991) gradually reformed public sectors throughout the
Global North, scholars documented pronounced resistance from the public
sector professions (Broadbent & Laughlin, 1998; Kurunmaiki, 1999;
Llewellyn, 1998). But as soon as a couple of years into financializing reform
processes, Kurunmiki (2004) and Llewellyn (1998) found public sector
workers gradually accepting and adopting financial logics. More recent studies
have found that they embrace and use financial logics in different ways
(Borell, 2021; Schroder, 2018; Sjogren & Fernler, 2019). Empirically, the

articles in this dissertation are closely related to these studies, as they examine
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how public sector workers navigate tensions between professional and
financial motivations.

Other studies find plenty of resistance when actions beyond outright
conflict are included in the meaning of resistance. For example, researchers
noted that cleaners selectively resisted management practices that they
deemed to undermine the quality of their work by putting in extra work and
getting their own work supplies to deliver higher quality than the production
process supports (Tweedie & Holley, 2016) . Even military officers, a group
known to rely on following orders, contained, sabotaged, and subverted
management accounting and control processes when they perceived them as
threatening “military ‘value’, ‘pride’, and ‘identity”” (Perray-Redslob &
Morales, 2022). In this case and others, researchers find resistance practices
in silence (Drujon d’Astros & Morales, 2023), in reframing and reinterpreting
accounting indicators (O’Leary & Smith, 2020), and in managers trying to
shield their subordinates from aspects of control that they deem
dehumanizing (Allain et al., 2021). This body of literature finds resistance
expressed through individual actions that are carried out within a larger
context of accepting management control tools. Thus, while these studies
highlight fragments of resistance, the resistance is often just that —
fragmented.

In an interesting exception to this dominant narrative of micro-resistance,
Ezzamel et al. (2004) found pronounced and enduring forms of resistance to
control. The study traces car factory workers who resist production process
changes for a period of at least 13 years, based on their understanding of the
changes as attempts to reduce the workforce. Actions of resistance included
overtime bans and one-day strikes, leading the factory management to
abandon some protested measures. When the researchers left the plant,
resistance was still ongoing. The study suggests that what kept resistance
going was “a culture of what we have termed ‘unplanned responsible
autonomy”” (Ezzamel et al., 2004, p. 297). This term referred to how the
factory’s used to allow workers to tweak the work process as they saw fit, as
long as they maintained production levels. Workers had engaged in improving
the work process when they had managers’ trust to do so, and they deeply

resented management encroaching on their autonomy.
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The implications of this stream of literature are somewhat ironic. Research
on how control shapes workers highlights how workers come to conceive of
themselves as willingly compliant, whereas the literature on workers’
resistance reveals that a common driving force behind it is loyalty to
organizational values, quality of work, or previous modes of management
controls. In other words, when people are successfully controlled, they do
not see themselves as controlled, and when they resist, they do so because of
their commitment to the organization’s mission.

What to make of this paradox? The critical control literature has shown a
myriad of complexities in the worker-control relationship, but the terms
‘control’ and ‘resistance’ do not seem to offer sufficient nuance to make sense
of them. The upcoming sections look for theoretical tools to complement
them. In recent years, critical accounting scholars have focused more closely
on the mechanics of resistance; how can accounting be used as a source of
worker power? The literature emerging from this line of inquiry is reviewed

next.

Counter-accounting:
A source of worker power?

As surveyed above, critical studies of management control have repeatedly
found that control shapes worker subjectivities and that workers resist control
in various ways. Empirical studies in this tradition build on the
methodological foundation of critical theory: the conflict between capital and
labor is assumed to manifest in many ways, and these ways should be mapped,
analyzed, and critiqued (Chua, 1986; Thompson, 2017).

Another fundamental critical theory principle is that research should have
an emancipatory intent (Boltanski, 2011; Gallhofer & Haslam, 2002;
Laughlin, 1987). The basic idea is that the analysis and critique should lead
the researcher to a point where better futures can be imagined or even
engineered. Accounting researchers have explored emancipatory ways to use
accounting, or accounting research, under labels such as emancipatory
accounting (Gallhofer & Haslam, 2002, 2019); social accounting (Cooper et
al., 2005); shadow accounting (Dey, 2010; Tregidga, 2017); and recently most
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often referred to as counter-accounting (George et al., 2023; Himick & Rutff,
2019; Laine & Vinnari, 2017; Twyford et al., 2022; Warren et al., 2024). The
label ‘counter-accounting’ may be disentangled into three separate modes of
using accounting and management control for emancipatory purposes: using
existing accounting in counterhegemonic ways, countering (challenging)
existing accounts, and producing counter-accounts.

Studies that center om the counterhegemonic use of accounting show how
accounting can take on different meanings depending on how it is framed. In
these cases, accounting numbers are used to support an argument that runs
counter to the message disseminated by the accounting entity or to the
dominant narrative that supports maximizing firm-level profitability. Some
cases reveal how simply informing the public about resource allocation
decisions fuels protests against inequality (Gallhofer & Haslam, 2006) or
insufficient funding of public goods (Gémez-Villegas & Ariza-Buenaventura,
2024). Other studies trace in detail how accounting numbers are used by
organizational actors to justify investments in social and environmental
sustainability (Rodrigue & Picard, 2023) and by stakeholders to negotiate land
ownership reforms (Finau & Chand, 2023). Specifically, analyzing the
relationship between workers, employers, and control, Yang et al. (2020)
found that student workers and their employers both ‘weaponized'
accounting numbers in a conflict about wage levels. Adding to this literature,
Sezzing overflows in this dissertation (pp. 103-134) contributes a case study of
care workers who overturned a management accounting reform through their
strategic use of control outputs as evidence.

Second, several studies have examined cases of countering accounting: when
actors outside of management challenge the meaning of disclosures, thus
bringing attention to aspects that the organization has ignored or hidden. In
one case, the local union at a university questioned a report from the
university’s vice-chancellor (VC) which stated that the university faced an
untenable rise in salary costs of £15 million. The VC argued that because of
this rise, the university would likely report a deficit at year’s end. The local
union interpreted this report, published in the university staff magazine, as a
threat to pay rises and as a signal that cutdowns may be looming in the future.
They requested a fuller explanation of the salary cost figure but did not

receive any response. When the year-end report did not show a deficit but

28



instead revealed a surplus of £25 million, the union conducted an analysis of
the numbers, published it as a leaflet, and distributed it on campus. Arguing
that “The VC can’t have it both ways—a huge surplus reported to the
Governors and a small one to staff,” they challenged the authority of the
numbers, putting staff on notice to be weary of claims about needs for
cutbacks. (Catchpowle & Smyth, 2016)

Examining how activists have related to profit numbers through history,
Himick & Ruff (2019) argue that successful resistance through counter-
accounting supports the desirability of profit but seeks to expand the meaning
and calculation of profit. For example, the abolitionist movement put in
newspaper ads to explain how sugar production could become more
profitable if it converted from slave labor to paid employment. It highlighted
how slave-driven sugar plants were supported by government subsidies,
whereas plants with paid labor were not. Thus, from a societal perspective,
paid-labor sugar production costs less. Almost 200 years later, Doctors
Without Borders challenged the pricing of drugs by arguing for gross profit as
a more relevant indicator of profitability than return on investment. In both cases,
activists widened the notion of profit to include societal and moral
dimensions. The campaigns did not question the need for profit on a general
level, but endorsed specific calculations of profit that would align profit
numbers with morally desirable reforms.

Through countering accounting, the university union and Doctors Without
Borders pointed out that accounting ‘could be otherwise’ (Woolgar & Lezaun,
2013). Thus, they destabilize the authority of any specific account and make
room for other perspectives. The third article in this dissertation, Winning the
debate (pp. 96-118), analyzes a partially successful attempt by the care worker
union to destabilize the discourse on control matters and so make room for
workers” knowledge.

Third, producing counter-accounts means developing accounts that offer
alternatives to financial statements and other disclosures. Research
contributions in this vein report on efforts to produce knowledge that
critiques and problematizes the role of organizations and regulations, offering
other perspectives that are taken as legitimate correctives to taken-for-granted
perspectives. For example, Denedo et al. (2017) studied environmental and

human rights abuses conducted by oil companies in the Niger Delta. They
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show how NGOs create and communicate reports detailing human rights
violations and destruction of ecological values to hold oil conglomerates
accountable in ways that the government apparently cannot. One respondent
in the study explained to the researchers how governmental agencies depend
on oil companies: “If you go to the regulator, you find that they often do not
have the capacities to go to the oil spills site. They have to wait for the
companies to come and drive them to the oil spills site” (Denedo et al., 2017,
p. 1325).

In a context where companies and the government depend on one another
to such an extent, firm disclosures become unreliable. In such circumstances,
external counter-accounts may serve an important way of holding powerful
actors accountable. Denedo et al. (2017) explained the expected mechanism

of change driven by counter-accounts as follows:

Bridging counter accounts allow aspects of the conflict to become
detached from their origins and become incorporated into
different arenas, channeling evidence and narratives across time,
space, and governing systems (Hoskin and Macve, 1994;
Thomson et al., 2015). This ability to relocate and reframe the
conflict allows arena participants to change the power dynamics
in order to overcome any obstacles to the actualization of their
intended outcomes. (Denedo et al., 2017, p. 1313)

In aless extreme context, Cooper et al. (2005) discuss how they could relocate
and reframe a social issue in this manner. In their capacities as university
teachers, the researchers noticed how students struggled to keep up with
coursework because they were working so much in part-time jobs.
Developing a survey informed by critical theory, the researchers compiled
information about students’ financial situations and issued a report on it. This
report, a form of external counter-account, gained traction in the media and
informed recommendations from a governmental inquiry into student
financing. In this case, the counter-account was taken up as legitimate
knowledge and served to inform policy. Overall, this study suggests that
counter-accounts can reshape public understandings of a situation through

expressing them through different numbers. The second article in this
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dissertation, Time fo care, will showcase another case of changing the
perception of a situation through understanding it differently.

These three modes of counter-accounting—using accounting to support
arguments for doing things ‘otherwise’; critiquing accounting where it fails to
show opportunities for ‘otherwise’, and producing accounts that bring
‘otherwise’ into being—form a spectrum of increasing opposition to
assumptions embedded in accounting. The first mode acepts accounting
outputs as factual, the second mode ¢ritigues its assumptions, and the third
mode reshapes accounting.

Two major critiques of the counter-accounting literature call for caution
about the possibilities of counter-accounting to support emancipatory
change. Reflecting on separate but similar empirical findings, Tregidga (2017)
and Laine & Vinnari (2017) discuss how counter-accounting activists risk
ending up in an antagonistic and polarized relationship with the organizations
they challenge. When that happens, they run the risk of being portrayed as
troublemakers rather than truth-tellers and failing to achieve legitimacy in the
public eye. The challenged organization then does not face an actual risk to
their reputation and can safely ignore the counter-accounting.

Drawing on theoretical developments in political theory, Tweedie (2023)
warns that the counter-accounting research must not rely on outdated
theories of change. He argues that the promise of counter-accounts rests on
an assumption that simply revealing ‘the truth’ through counter-accounting,
relevant actors will be moved to change. But as Tregidga (2017) and Laine &
Vinnari (2017) showed empirically, and as numerous political theorists have
observed previously, such assumptions are naive because they fail to consider
how legitimacy and power relations shape what knowledge is accepted as
factual.

A major challenge facing counter-accounting research, then, concerns
understanding and theorizing the role of counter-accounts in reshaping
generally accepted Anowledge. Their informational content may not be
sufficient. Thus, research that aims to support emancipation must do more
than merely document the existence of counter-accounts. An emerging
literature on the knowledges of underprivileged groups is beginning to point
out directions for counter-hegemonic accounting and control research
(Clavijo & Dambrin, 2025; Fukofuka & Yong, 2026). Clavijo and Dambrin
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(2025) examine how cashiers in a building supplies store create their own
accounts of their skills and activities, helping them to show their
contributions to sales and profits to their managers. This study shows that a
group of workers, which may not be expected by their managers to
understand financial matters, nevertheless can account for its profitability.
Further, Fukofuka and Yong (2026) suggest that the knowledges of
underprivileged groups may benefit more privileged groups. By teaching the
more privileged people how oppression works and how to overcome it, the
less privileged people can help the more privileged people combat the
oppression they themselves face. These two studies suggest that there is real
emancipatory promise in workers mobilizing their agency.

Summing up the review so far, we have found non-positivist accounting
control research gradually moving away from an understanding of control as
a set of managerial tools, toward a view of it as a practice intertwined with
power relations, in which workers exert agency. What is lacking in this
literature is a systematic development of what agency means in this context.
The next section therefore turns to the neighboring discipline of critical
management studies to review ways to theorize worker agency in relation to

control.

Worker agency:
Perspectives from labor process theory

As mentioned in the opening paragraph of this dissertation, the critical or
post-Marxist research tradition views management control in organizations
as a manifestation of capital’s power over labor. Most of the academic debate
on how to interpret Marx is outside the scope of this dissertation. This section
will, however, touch on /labor process theory, a post-Marxist debate that
acknowledges the unpredictability, openness, and possibilities inherent in the
social world.

This debate started with the publication of Labor and monopoly capital
(Braverman, 1974). Braverman focus on Marx’s (1981 [1881]) concept of the
labor process from Capital (vol 1, ch 7), which had been little discussed among

Marxists until then, and uses it to critically examine working life in 20th
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century US. The labor process is what goes on from a product being imagined
until it exists as a product—and corresponds to what business scholars call
operations management or simply production. Braverman (1974) denunciated ideas
that management and human relations practices had become more humanist.
Braverman portrays Taylorism and ‘scientific management’ as unavoidable
outcomes of management control: the drive for exploitation that pervades
capitalism shows up in workplaces as a hunt for ever-increasing efficiency.
(Braverman, 1974; see also Smith & Thompson, 2024).

Braverman sought to develop an ‘objective’ analysis of worker-control
relations. Critics were quick to point out that he thereby omitted the
‘subjective’ factor: the preferences, knowledges, and agency residing in
workers as living people, not merely positions in a class scheme. Edwards
(1978, 1979) argued that worker resistance to control in fact played an
important role in developing control. Burawoy (1979) drew on an ethnography
from a shop floor to show how workers are made to consent to their own
exploitation by being offered career opportunities, bargaining rights, and
what we now call gamification: the opportunity to make work more fun by
turning it into a game. Like Edwards (1978), he focused on the workplace as
a social setting, which offered workers a degree of autonomy, thus creating
loyalty with the employer and undermining working-class consciousness.

These early criticisms imply that workers are less likely to revolt than Marx
or Braverman predicted. The workplaces of the 1970s, these works suggest,
were perhaps not detestable enough for workers to care about overthrowing
capitalism. If anything, worker agency seems more likely to strengthen
control, either by workers developing it or by their turning it into a game,
than to crush it.

In a positivist or interpretive research tradition, that could have been the
end of it. But in the emancipatory tradition, realizing that workers contribute
to their own exploitation opens new arenas for analysis. The labor process
theory project was not done. It had new questions: What conceptual
apparatus might help to elucidate how workers could rid themselves of
alienating conditions? Thompson (1990) developed a set of assumptions that,
in his view, were acceptable to most participants in the labor process theory
debate. He termed this set of assumptions “core labor process theory” and

suggested that they be used as an analytical framework for empirical research.
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The assumptions, as Thompson and Smith (2000) would later clarify, were
that

1) Labor power is both zndeterminate and necessary for value generation.
Being necessary, companies need to hire some people. Being
indeterminate, a company can hire a specific person but will not
know exactly how that person will act on the job. This assumption
motivates social science research that closely traces worker-
employment actions and interactions.

2) The logic of accummlation: To generate profit in a competitive market,
employers alm to minimize worker hours and pay without
compromising customer satisfaction. This gives rise to
organizational structures where workers are expected to constantly
increase their productivity.

3) The control imperative: The implication of assumption 1 is that workers
won’t always act in line with employers’ logic of accumulation. Thus,
there will be management control strategies at play in the workplace
that serve to increase workers’ productivity.

4) Workplaces are sites of structured antagonism: From the above three
assumptions, we should expect a “continuum of possible,
situationally driven, and overlapping worker responses—from

resistance to accommodation, compliance, and consent”

(Thompson & Smith, 2000, p. 57).

Some critical control scholars have picked up Thompson’s (1990) approach.
These contributions mainly discuss how control mechanisms at work relate
to societal forces, i.e., how organizational control is an instantiation of
capitalist power relations. For example, Oakes and Covaleski (1994) observed
empirically that union engagement with accounting-based incentives did
workers no favors. Bryer (2000) articulated a conceptual argument that
accounting is always a tool for capitalism’s control, while Spence and Carter
(2011) and Mihret (2014) mapped out how specific accounting and control
processes fit into a control imperative perspective. Bryer (2014) and Yang et
al. (2020) offer more nuanced analyses, showing how worker cooperatives

and student workers used accounting as support for their causes. As far as I

34



am aware, this body of research has not been synthesized into a coherent
analysis of worker agency in relation to control.

The lack of a systematic understanding of worker agency has remained a
problem across disciplines in the labor process literature. In labor geography,
Katz (2004) argued that the term ‘resistance’ was used to describe lots of
expressions of agency, of which many did not live up to the connotations of
the term. She argued that the agency of underprivileged groups would be
better captured by a typology with three broad and overlapping categories:

- Resilience—coping, adaptation, and survival strategies that enable
actors to endure adverse conditions rather than overturn the
structural causes of those conditions.

- Reworking—practices that reshape everyday relations or meanings to
improve life chances or mitigate harms without necessarily
confronting core power structures directly. Examples include skill-
building, tactical negotiations, or reframing stigmatized identities.

- Resistance—acts that express oppositional consciousness or challenge
dominant relations and policies with the aim of structural change,

which may be episodic or organized.

This model constitutes one way of clarifying what Thompson and Smith
referred to as a “continuum of possible, situationally driven, and overlapping
worker responses” (Thompson & Smith, 2000, p. 57). Thus, it can
productively systematize expressions of worker agency. The next section
considers how Katz’ (2004) model relates to the different forms of counter-

accounting reviewed above.

Two dimensions of worker agency

This chapter has moved through the literature along a specific route. This
route leads away from the origins of control research, in which control is seen
as a set of tools for managers to ensure that operations deliver specific results.
It moves instead toward a view of workers as active participants in shaping
contol. The first visit was with research that conceptualized management

control as a practice. This body of literature shifts the focus from control-as-a-

35



tool to control as a social dynamic. We then moved on to critical studies of
management control. This research views the practice of management control
as a means of gppressing workers, and workers as responding with compliance
or resistance. The critical literature introduces an analysis of power relations
into the understanding of control as a practice.

Next, we examined the literature on ‘counter-accounting’, where I
identified three modes through which workers engage with control tools: to
accept, critique, ot reshape their outputs. The core premise of this reading of the
‘counter-accounting’ literature is that they respond to control with agency,
though in different ways. To provide theoretical concepts for a discussion of
agency, we made a final stop in labor process theory and labor geography,
which equipped us with a typology of (worker) agential responses to

(organizational) power relations: resilience, reworking, and resistance.

Accept Critique Reshape

v

Increasingly challenging standard accounting/control practices

Resilience Reworking Resistance

v

Increasingly challenging power relations

Figure A. Two alternative spectra of worker agency.

In sum, from this tour of the literature, we have seen that management
control is a practice that can be discussed as an expression of power relations,
and we have acquired two typologies to describe worker agency in response
to control. Are these two spectra synonymous—revealing the same analytical
insights, though emerging in separate literatures?

From the traditionally critical perspective on control that accounting and

control tools are the primary means for capitalism to control workers (Bryer,
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2000), these two spectra should be more or roughly equivalent. The literature
review here suggests, however, that they are not. They have a shared function,
which is to offer understanding of worker agency. However, they focus on
different aspects of worker agency:

The accept-critique-reshape typology captures an increasing challenge to
accounting and control assumptions, which does not necessarily equate to an
increase in the challenge of organizational power relations. While some of the
reviewed literature understands control as an oppressive practice, that does
not mean control is based solely on oppressive assumptions. In contrast, the
review found understandings of control as an incomplete, negotiated, and
ambiguous practice. Sometimes, control and accounting information is even
used for emancipation: Some forms of highly conflictual articulations of
agency actually rely on accepting accounting outputs and inform a wider
audience about them (Catchpowle & Smyth, 2016; Gallhofer & Haslam, 2000;
Gomez-Villegas & Ariza-Buenaventura, 2024).

The resilience-reworking-resistance typology describes an increasingly visible
use of agency, and and increasing level of conflict between hierarchical levels.
Resilience is a coping mechanism that does not lead to open conflict;
reworking means mitigating oppression locally; and resistance implies an all-
out political challenge to oppressive mechanisms. It does not, however,
specify which assumptions about control are embedded into action.

Thus, the outcome of this literature review is an analytical distinction
between worker agency that challenges confro/ and one that challenges power.
The first dimension is derived from prior accounting literature, and the
second dimension from critical theory as developed by Katz (2004). This
means that we can think about worker agency in a more nuanced way; not as
a compliance-resistance binary or a one-dimensional spectrum, but as a two-

dimensional space:
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Increasingly challenging standard accounting/control practices

»
>

Increasingly
challenging power
relations

Figure B. Worker agency imagined as a two-dimensional space.

Figure B invites many possible configurations of agency in relation to control
systems. Consider, for instance, the example of Doctors Without Borders
arguing that gross profit is preferable to return on investment as a reference
point for medication pricing (Himick & Ruff, 2019). This argument about
accounting might be involved in any of the levels of agency delineated along
Katz’ (2004) spectrum: a resiient community might teach this insight in
university courses on accounting principles, but accept that new drugs are
very expensive and that poor people will not have access new treatments
options. A reworking initiative might consist of mutual aid collectives buying
medications in bulk and distributing them based on need rather than ability
to pay. A resistance action might take the format of activists occupying the
main entrance of major pharmaceutical companies.

Importantly, how worker agency is expressed is an empirical question. And
thus, it is about time we consider the practicalities of generating empirical
material for this dissertation project. The empirical cases in this dissertation’s
articles will illustrate some configurations of worker agency. The explicit
application of the framework is done in the closing chapter rather than within

the articles.
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The research process

Designing a research project does not start with an entirely blank page. The
aim and the background of the project, and of the researcher, provide some
starting points. This project’s objective, to explore how workers’ articulated
understandings of control shape control systems, implies studying some type
of change that occurs over time. Thus, this dissertation needs materials that
show how control systems change over time, using methods that can
distinguish how workers were influential in that change. To trace effects over
time, I have turned to archives (documenting events over long periods of
time) and observations (studying interactions as they take place, noticing their
sequence) for material.

The project joins recent forays in accounting research that engage with
“social movements from below” (Haines-Doran, 2022; Smyth & Brackley,
2024). This approach, in turn, draws on the tradition of “history from below”;
a historical approach in which the non-elite classes of society are centered as
objects of study (Thompson, 19606) as sources (Lyons, 2010), or as co-creators
of research projects (Myers, 2018). To take a perspective from ‘below’ implies
that there is something ‘above”: an uneven distribution of power is assumed.

Such an assumption requires the researcher to be conscious about what is
taken as ‘below’ and ‘above’, and what is not included at all. Inspired by the
ability of feminist research to provide new perspectives, I have chosen an
empirical context of traditionally female and undervalued work. The
overwhelmingly female collective of care workers constitutes the ‘below’ for
this research project. Control systems are designated as the ‘above,” and
relations external to the one between care workers and control systems are
left outside the study.

But this general orientation still leaves many choices open. This chapter

provides a reflective account of how the research process unfolded, what
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theoretical and practical choices I made, and how they shaped the knowledge

produced in the articles.

Articulating a research approach

A PhD dissertation should be a “substantial contribution to the development
of knowledge through the doctoral student’s own research” (General Syllabus
Jor PbD  Studies in Business Administration, 2022). So, what constitutes
knowledge? Social scientists develop knowledge based on a variety of
philosophical assumptions. Social science is therefore sometimes called pre-
paradigmatic (Kuhn, 2000) or multi-paradigmatic (Burrell & Morgan, 1979).
As social scientists, we practice becoming aware of the underlying philosophy
that runs through our work, to explicate it, and to hold it somewhat lightly—
knowing that the knowledge we produce could and would be ‘otherwise’
(Woolgar & Lezaun, 2013) had we adopted a different philosophy. The
existence of multiple paradigms complicates the interpretation of social-
scientific studies: if there is no agreed-upon reality, do conclusions speak to
any ‘real-world’ audience? Are results reported in articles even really ‘findings’
or just figments of a particular researcher’s imagination?

These questions become especially salient for a project like this one, which
aims to contribute to emancipatory research. To emancipate means to free from
metaphorical bondage of some sort. An emancipatory research ambition,
then, assumes that someone is being restrained by something and that they
can become freer based on research in some way. These are strong
assumptions, considering that social scientists disagree on what social reality
even is in the first place. As I planned the project, I decided that I needed to
sit with this tension and allow my stance sufficient time and consideration to
develop. 1 chose to design articles that addressed specific theoretical and
empirical concerns aligned with specific philosophies of social sciences,
rather than center my emancipatory ambitions in the papers themselves.
Thus, the discussion of the emancipatory potential of control research takes
place mostly in this &appa, while the papers’ ambitions are more limited in

scope.
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Time to care draws on feminist theory, in which the concept ‘process time’
(Davies, 1987; Davies, 1994) is used to highlight embodied relational
experiences as a form of time. In terms of underlying philosophy and
assumptions, this paper works with an understanding of time as a
simultaneously calculable and non-calculable phenomenon. Bringing out this
dual meaning of time enables the article to argue that care workers have a
more complex and nuanced understanding of ‘time’ than planning software
does, and thus possess a competency relevant to control that the digitalized
tools lack.

Sezzing overflows borrows from actor-network theory, specifically the
conceptual pair of ‘framing’ and ‘overflowing’ (Callon, 1998). Actor-network
theory is markedly different from feminist theory. While feminist theory
privileges human knowledge and behavior in its analysis, actor-network
theory assumes that people, animals, things, and ideas are analytically equal—
the researcher does not ascribe more power or intentionality to any one
category of objects. Instead, they all ‘act’ by connecting to one another, and
the resulting actor-networks explain social phenomena. This research
approach enables attention to detail and is conducive to tracing how
calculations move around and are taken up in different settings. In Seizing
overflows, the notion of ‘overflowing’ helped me highlight how care workers
seized an opportunity for influence that arose from management calculations
with unintended consequences.

Winning the debate joins the conversation about how social movements
should organize to influence policy and practice in issues they care about.
Within that conversation, a fundamental and recurring distinction between
‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ organizing strategies seemed relevant to the
material. This conceptual pair relies on assumptions about the world that are
different from both feminist and actor-network theories. Rather than
focusing on human perception or on the ‘flat’ ontology of actor-networks,
the political-theoretical distinction of vertical vs. horizontal strategies sees
reality as structured by abstract but objective structures. A ‘vertical’
(hierarchical) organization is seen as vertical to everyone involved — there is
no dual meaning, like with time in Tzwze fo care. Its verticality is seen as shaping
what people can do in that organization, whereas an actor-network approach

would rather focus on how verticality emerges from actors’ behaviors. The
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hotizontal/vertical metaphor allowed me to tie together different forms of
data analytically and develop a coherent account of events, texts, and actions
that took place in many different places over a number of years. It makes it
possible for the article to detail how care workers’ local and distributed
political initiatives can be thwarted even as their message wins the national
debate.

In summary, each article makes a contribution targeting a specific research
literature using specified theoretical concepts. They all speak to the research
questions of the dissertation. But they do not share fundamental assumptions
about how the world works. That means they cannot be combined into one
coherent analysis. They do not add up to a general theory of how workers
express their understandings of control or how those expressions affect
control.

Thus, this £appa will not compound the analyses from the three papers
into a single story. Instead, it will review the articles and the process of writing
them as the foundation for reflections on this dissertation’s purpose: to
contribute to an emancipatory mode of control studies. The remainder of this
methods-focused chapter reflects on the practical and ethical aspects of
conducting control research with an emancipatory intent. The discussion that
follows the articles considers how the cases of worker agency, documented
in each article, fit into the two-dimensional conceptualization of worker
agency developed in the previous chapter. Finally, the concluding section of
the &appa articulates how this project can be considered emancipatory control
research, its limitations, and next steps for an emancipatory control research

agenda.

Identifying and accessing cases

I started the PhD program with the idea to study what control systems and
care workers meant to one another. To define the project, I started searching
the news, social media, and talking to people to collect stories and examples
of how time is controlled. I also read novels, essays, and poetry about home
care work. I conducted a couple of exploratory interviews in 2021 to get

acquainted with the professional language in the sector and get a sense of
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what issues were salient to politicians, unit managers, and care workers. This
work became a prestudy for the project, i.e. “a brief but intense confrontation
with data” (Swedberg, 2014, p. 26) to identify “something interesting or
surprising to study” (Swedberg, 2014, p. 28). What I took from this prestudy
was a recognition that care workers, managers, politicians, and the public all
seemed to agree that there was something highly problematic going on with
time in home care work. I couldn’t quite get a sense of exactly what the
problem was, though. Austerity politics? Perhaps, but not in any obvious way:
the cost per home care client seemed to track general price increases. 1
decided to delve deeper into a specific case that had been raised in some
exploratory interviews: “the mess in Bergsbo.”

Bergsbo (pseudonym) is a midsized city in Sweden. Its home care
organization consists of 80 units with a little over 2500 care workers,
providing care and assistance to around 7000 individuals. An additional 300-
400 individuals get their services from private providers operating in Bergsbo.
As mentioned, my entry point to Bergsbo was the exploratory interviews with
local politicians and staff members during the prestudy. They referred to “a
mess” in the aftermath of home care reform that had started some 10 years
prior. One interviewee told me how she and other grassroots union activists
had “made sure to create a paper trail of everything” they did to protest.
Starting from suggestions from her on where to find that paper trail, I
designed the study of Bergsbo as an archival study. Thus, the choice of
method (archival study) and object of study (union grassroots’ actions in
challenging a control reform) were both informed “from below” in the sense
that they relied on the perspective of a worker who was involved in taking
action and creating source material about those actions. Drawing on how
accounting research literature constructs accounting phenomena, 1
conceptualized “the mess” as a series of events surrounding a change in
management accounting calculations for Bergsbo home care units. This
became the project’s first case, which is analyzed in Seizing overflows.

Sezzing overflows deals with care worker agency enacted by a group of care
workers. Wanting to know more about how individual care workers enacted
worker agency, I started considering doing an ethnography to extend the
project. The idea was to gather data on how care workers and other actors in

home care organizations acted in their day-to-day work. But finding a home
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care unit that would let me sit in and observe their work seemed impossible
at first. Many emails were sent to home care units close to where I live and
work, but I received no replies. After giving up the idea of a field study close
to home, I scoured newspapers, magazines, and social media for potential
case organizations. The underlying idea was that organizations that attracted
media attention might be more receptive to the idea of research attention. In
the spring of 2022, I found a brief article in the care workers’ union magazine
that intrigued me. It stated that Lakeville (pseudonym), a small town in the
Swedish countryside, was about to abolish its ‘minute-based control’ of home
care.

I had seen the term ‘minute-based control’ many times during my pre-
study. It seemed to refer generally to practices of scheduling care visits that
contributed to work intensification. As such, ‘minute-based control’ was
highly criticized. What made me pause was not that decision to abolish it, but
how the article portrayed the process leading up to that decision. A union
representative was quoted as saying: “I talked to my colleague on the board
who is vice chair of the [local] Social Democrats. 1 said doesn’t [abolishing
minute-based control] sound like a great thing to propose. And so we did and
now the city council has voted for it.” This description sounded overly
simplistic to me, and I was curious to see if there was more to it. Searching
Lakeville’s public online archive to find out more, I learned that the social
administration had recommended against the proposal, as they argued that
there was no minute-based control at work. It made me wonder: If there was
no minute-based control, then in what way was care controlled?

I reached out to Lakeville’s director of social services and the chair of the
social services board. Over a series of phone conversations and video calls,
they agreed to me working partly on-site in Lakeville from December 2022
to June 2023 to interview and observe whomever agreed to it during my time
there. The local practices of time control became the second case for the
project. Time to care considers this case.

After leaving Lakeville, I wrote a report to give an overview of my findings
and discuss them with the Lakeville staff. I wanted to contextualize the
Lakeville case with some information about time-use control and debates on
them in other Swedish municipalities. To do so, I conducted a media study

of articles using the term ‘minute-based control’ in Sweden. Analyzing the

44



resulting set of articles, I realized that the term likely originated from strategic
campaigning by Kommunal, the national union for care workers. This meant 1
had identified a third case of care worker agency; this time, agency channeled
through their union. This national case became the basis for the third article,
Winning the debate.

Generating materials
In the archives

In Bergsbo’s municipal archives, I reviewed all meeting agendas for the
committee responsible for elderly care, starting in 2023 and working my way
back, to see when and home care reform had been brought up. From this
review, I identified two reform programs, referred to as the ‘Care for Care
program’ and the ‘Care Choice program.” I searched the day books of the
municipal board and council for the names of the two reforms. This search
provided me with minutes for meetings that had debated either reform as well
as documents relating to the reforms. Since municipal documents are
assigned case numbers, I could then use those case numbers for new searches
to find other documents on the case.

To contextualize the documents, I made searches in news media archives.
I limited the searches to local Bergsbo media and the time periods
immediately preceding or following major debates or decision points, but
used broad search terms such as “home care” and “elderly care” rather than
the names of the reforms. This search turned up several local op-ed pieces,
letters to the editor from politicians involved in the process, and news items
covering the reforms. In addition, I conducted systematic searches for
“Bergsbo” in the assistant nurses’ union paper archive and for “Bergsbo +
home care” in the archive of a newspaper focusing on the public sector.

Finally, I used a case number identified from the city archives to request
information from the National Work Environment Authority. This provided
50 records documenting the investigation conducted by the NWEA. This set

of materials includes statements and evidence submitted by Bergsbo city and
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union representatives, along with letters and decisions from the NWEA, that
show how a health and safety investigation entered and altered the unfolding
(re)framing process in Bergsbo.

In total, the collected Bergsbo material contains about 300 documents
from various perspectives and sources, published from 2012 to 2023. These
include arguments advanced by politicians, union representatives, and
workers published in the media. In addition, the material comprises the
results of a survey conducted by the local union among its members,
examples of daily routes, and missives from several unions to the city
concerning the city’s resource allocation model for home care and how the
unions analyze its effect on daily working conditions. The material also
includes several in-depth reports from city administrative staff and one report
commissioned by the city from a consultancy firm, discussing and evaluating
the reform programs.

I returned to the archives later in the project to research the use of the
word minute-based control for Winning the debate. A search for “minutstyrning
hemtjinst*” (“minute-based control home care,” including grammatical
variations on home care) in the Mediearkivet Retriever database. This search
returned 1466 news items. I also sent out a request by email to Sweden’s 290
municipalities, asking them to search for “minute-based control” in their
archives and to supply any initiative that mentioned it and that had been
issued between 2013 and 2024. 255 municipalities (81%) responded, 77 (30%)
indicated that there had been an initiative relating to minute-based control.
The email responses and any supplied documents (386 in total) were coded
based on whether an initiative existed. This body of material is briefly
referenced in the manuscript for Winning the debate, but holds potential to be
further analyzed in the future—for example, to explore how local actors frame
control reform initiatives. Finally, I searched the national labor archives,
Arbetarrorelsens arkiv och bibliotek. These generated a small set of documents
that provided background on the care worker union’s interest in time-related

working conditions.
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In the field

Between December 2022 and June 2023, I spent 30 days in Lakeville, spread
out over 11 visits. During those visits, 1 conducted interviews and non-
participatory observations. The ‘inclusion criteria’ for interviews were that the
person was somehow involved in the processing of the “stop minute-based
control” initiative or otherwise involved in managing time and time use in
Lakeville’s home care. 1 asked for observations rather than interviews with
people whose daily work involves actively managing time in relation to care

workers in Lakeville.

I interviewed:

- The two politicians who wrote the motion to abandon minute-based
control

- Four senior Lakevill bureaucrats: The municipality director, the
director of finances, the director of social services, and the director of

elderly care

- Three administration officers working with ‘developing’ social
services and one financial officer who coordinates and drafts budget

documents and monthly reports.
- Three social workers who administer applications for home care

- Two unit managers for the home care unit
I observed:

- The planners — two administrative officers who plan the daily logistics

of care visits (24 hours)

- The scheduling process — assigning care workers to shifts (4 hours)

- A training session in which care workers were introduced to a new
digitalized mode of displaying schedules and documenting care visits
(4 hours)

- The ‘staffing’ unit — a unit who hires and schedules temporary workers

for all social services in Lakeville (4 hours)
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- Two shifts of care work. In these observations, I went along with an
assistant nurse for the full 8-hour shift, riding with her in her car, and
talking about the day as it unfolded. (16 hours)

Once the director of social services agreed to my conducting the study, 1
negotiated access to different parts of Lakeville gradually. My main strategy
was to take advantage of my presence in the city and make it a point to reach
out to potential interviewees/observees eatly on. By first asking for 10-15
minutes to “just stop by” and introduce the project, I was able to build
rapport and trust before asking for a formal interview or observation. 1
stressed that “I'm here to understand how the work of organizing care
happens—not to evaluate any individual or pretend as though I know what
you should do.” I briefly described my interest of organizing time, that 1
studied work of organizing rather than the organizers, and that I sought out
people because someone had pointed to their role in the organization as the
right role to talk to with questions about this or that aspect. For example, “I
learned from watching the planners’ work that the staffing units help out with
filling absences. I saw how that process was done on their end but I’'m curious
about what it looks like from your perspectiver 1 imagine you have different
things to take into consideration when you get a query from the planners.”
Before each interview, I prepared an interview guide with the general
topics I wanted to address with the person. These generally included asking
how the interviewee would define ‘minute-based control’, in what ways the
person was involved with Lakeville’s home care organization, and what they
felt was especially important in managing home care. I then asked follow-up
questions to help the interviewee elaborate on the specifics of their
involvement with the home care organization and the issues they viewed as
important to it. When doing observations, I simply asked to sit next to the
person, watch their computer screen with them, and have them explain what
they were doing as they were doing it. As the observation continued, I'd ask
follow-up questions about what information they had access to and how they
evaluated it when making their decisions. The complexity of the process of
granting and planning care means that no single Lakeville employee has a full
perspective on how care services are planned. My initial interest during

interviews and observations was to map out the practical work of managing
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time-use in as much detail as possible; to be able to create a process map with

enough depth that it can serve as a basis for theorizing time-use control.

Reflecting on ethical aspects

Having obtained access to the field study in Lakeville, I wrote an application
for the Ethical Review Board and was granted their approval (reference no.
2022-06227-01) to conduct the study. While the application required me to
plan and discuss how the project would handle participant consent and
handling of data throughout the project, the formal application process only
scratched the surface of ethical issues that arose. Ethical reflexivity remained
a central concern throughout this project, especially in relation to its intent to
pursue emancipatory knowledge. Informed by critiques from post-Marxist,
feminist, and decolonial scholarship, I have reflected on the responsibilities
inherent in conducting qualitative research within welfare organizations. This
section outlines the ethical aspects 1 considered during the project and
continue to reflect on. I also discuss some strategies 1 considered to conduct
my research in an ethically sustainable and relational way.

A risk I identified eatly in the project was the potential for it to become
extractive, a concept drawn from post-Marxist and decolonial methodological
critique. The term extractive research highlights how research can reproduce
colonial power relations by taking knowledge, time, or meaning from
participants without adequate reciprocity or recognition. Extractive research
practices may take several forms: Participants might contribute time and
insights without receiving any benefit in return. Interview and observation
settings can create or reinforce perceived power imbalances. Perhaps most
problematically, the interpretation of data can become epistemically
extractive—either by appropriating participants’ knowledge and presenting it
as my own, or by obscuring their knowledge cultures while centering mine.
(Hibbert, 2025; Palacios & Baldauf, 2023; Silva et al., 2022) Committing any
of these extractive research practices would constitute a break with
emancipatory intentions.

Studying social work organizations from within the field of business

studies presents a particular risk of extractivism. Economic thinking has
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historically marginalized care work, rendering it invisible in economics
(Margal, 2013) as well as in business and management studies (Hearn &
Parkin, 1983; Thomas et al., 2024). While recent research secks to distance
itself from these traditions, there remains a risk of what decolonial scholars
call white innocence (Wekker, 2016)—a form of denial in which one considers
oneself anti-racist while remaining unaware of, or refusing to acknowledge,
the structural racism embedded in one’s own worldview. In business research,
white innocence might rather manifest as class innocence, through
researchers thinking there are no social inequalities between themselves and
their interviewees because the researchers are sympathetic to their
interviewees.

One proposed strategy to counter extractivism is participatory action research,
which has been used by some accounting scholars (Silva et al., 2022; Tanima
et al., 2021). This approach dismantles traditional hierarchies in research by
involving participants in the formulation of questions and in the analytical
process itself.

Another strategy is to adopt a partisan stance, as articulated by Smyth &
Brackley (2024): “In adopting a partisan approach, we draw upon the history
from below tradition (Perry, 2002) and more recent studies of social
movements from below (Haines-Doran, 2022). In both our examples, the
enduring question raised by the labor movement — which side are you on? —
has a definitive answer: the side of the workers.”

How should this dissertation project design be characterized? It is not
participatory action research: participants were not involved in crafting the
research questions or conducting the analysis. Is it partisan? Presenting my
work in seminars and conferences, I have become aware that others perceive
it at such. My ambition to study how workers express their understandings of
control practices was understood as an assumption that I was driven by a
political agenda to promote workers’ class interests. Personally, I’'m not
convinced that’s the case. This project aims to highlight worker competency
in relation to control and problematize the conceptualization of control
presented in academic literature. However, it does not clearly align with ‘the
side of the workers’ as workers themselves or workers’ movements construct
their ‘side’. The partisan label overstates the normative ambitions of the thesis,

though it might well be a position I adopt in future projects.
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Palacios and Baldauf (2023) introduced the concept of adjacency to describe

a third possible relation to the empirical field. They define adjacent research

as an approach that resists extractivist relations by embracing contamination,

vulnerability, and connection-making. These are presented as qualities to

strive for rather than as ready-made tools. They invite multiple interpretations

of what adjacency might mean in practice. I consider my project to have

adopted an adjacent stance, and I have articulated it as follows:

The research design assumes that care workers know their work and
how that work is controlled. I have engaged care workers at the eye
level, presuming their competence and active role in shaping control
practices. This has allowed a degree of ‘contamination’ in the sense

that their perspectives have informed mine.

In my interactions with informants, I have sought to build connection
and a common sense of curiosity about how control happens. To do
so, I have aimed to present myself not as someone with answers but
as someone who respects their expertise, has some shared ground with
them, and is curious about their perspectives. For example, when
speaking to bureaucrats, I have disclosed that I, too, have worked with
planning and developing welfare services—and that I have found it
difficult. This was my way of showing my vulnerability and make

connections with informants.

I chose an empirical context adjacent, but not identical, to those I have
previously worked in and discussed in public. I stayed in the public
sector, an environment where I have some practical experience. My
aim was to achieve a moderate distance: to have a pre-understanding
of the general control context while exposing myself to a setting in

which I would have to ask many naive questions.

In sum, the project has been guided by a commitment to minimize

extractivism and recognize the epistemic authority of care workers. By

striving for adjacency rather than patticipation, partisanship, or white/class

innocence, I have sought to enact an accountable and responsive form of

knowledge production.
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Writing articles

The previous sections have discussed the research design, methods for
material generation, and ethical considerations in relation to the choices made
in those stages. Another important choice in a doctoral research project is the
output format: whether to write a monograph or a paper-based dissertation.
The choice to write articles rather than one theoretically coherent text has
some significant effects on the knowledge produced in the dissertation, which
this section discusses.

The academic journal article has become the dominant form of research
output in the social sciences (Savage & Olejniczak, 2021). It differs from the
monograph in being more limited in scope and concise in its reasoning, and
from the report in being focused on academic knowledge objectives rather
than practical ones. Over time, articles have become more similar in terms of
structure (Pierce, 1992). In other words, the article format functions as a form
of control of the work of knowledge production, standardizing the outputs
of research processes. This is a social form of control, as reviewers’ and
editors’ comments shape the trajectory of articles, and collectively, the
trajectory of the article as genre. As a junior researcher, I have been very
conscious of this. Thoughts about how to ‘turn’ the findings that have
interested me ‘into’ articles that would be considered ‘good’ by reviewers and
editors have been constantly on my mind. The notion of findings being ‘turned
into’ contributions highlights how a social science research project is a social
and creative endeavor rather than an independent fact-finding mission.

Thus, the article format and the process of writing articles have shaped the
content of the dissertation. This shaping felt most conspicuous in the work
of selecting empirical materials to present and positioning the analysis of
those materials toward an ‘existing’ accounting literature. I put ‘existing’ in
quotation marks, as these literatures are not unambiguously pre-defined.
Rather, they are constructed through the writing of an article’s literature
review. Yet, my construction of them is not independent, but bounded by
what other academics will accept. A lot of time and effort has thus been spent
reading, drafting literature reviews that construct something that will come
across as an ‘existing accounting literature’, and considering how my analysis

of certain findings adds to and alters this ‘literature’. While this work is always
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hard and often frustrating, I have come to see it as an exercise that often
improves the analysis. The process of constructing a literature has forced me
to think about my findings in different ways.

The articles in this dissertation address three different literatures: temporal
structuring as management control (Izme fo care), emancipatory accounting
(Seizing overflows), and social movement strategy (Winning the debate).

In writing the first two articles, I changed the literature I addressed during
the development and revision of the manuscripts. In these writing processes,
the search for a literature has focused on finding similarities between my
paper drafts and others’ published articles. I began working on Se:zing overflows
understanding its empirics as a case study of policy implementation. That
implementation is hard was something I knew from my undergraduate studies
of political science, my master’s program in public administration, and my
years as a manager in the education sector. I figured it was a good topic to
address, bringing a focus on numbers and accounting to a classic social
science problem. By presenting the draft at conferences and seminars, 1
learned that accounting academics did not consider it an accounting problem
and therefore not a legitimate research interest for a scholar in their discipline.
Through several consecutive drafts, I brought the paper closer to the
accounting discipline by focusing the analysis on a resource allocation
calculation and how workers’ actions affected it. This made me connect the
case to other published work on how workers have or could influence
accounting, coming to understand that work as a literature that could be called
‘emancipatory accounting’.

Working on Time to care, 1 started analyzing the materials with concepts
that classified different kinds of care knowledge. Having submitted the article
to Critical Perspectives on Accounting, reviewers challenged my analysis and
conclusions, suggesting that they were not ‘critical enough’. I was cautious to
follow their specific suggestions for making it ‘more critical’, however,
because I felt that would entail pushing the interpretations of my materials
beyond what I thought they supported. Instead, I started thinking about what
criticality meant to me, in this case, and what concepts would bring it out.
Reading with this in mind, I found immanent criticism (Antonio, 1981). I also
decided to streamline the analysis, focusing on literature and analytical

concepts that centered time. This meant I cut the conceptual framework
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about care worker knowledges. In the next review round, reviewers found the
article more coherent and more clearly ‘critical’, and it was accepted after
some final revisions. This process taught me that working with reviewers does
not have to mean following every suggestion or relinquishing authorial
authority. The back-and-forth review process changed the article in ways that
neither I nor the reviewers had foreseen.

The third paper developed in a similar way at first: I tried out theorizations,
presented drafts in seminars, and sat with feedback that indicated that my
thinking was hard to follow. After several drafts, my interest in the paper
fizzled out. I was at a loss for how to convey the points I found interesting
in a way that interested the accounting community. I put it away for months
until I stumbled over a call for papers for a special issue in the journal ephemera,
a critical management journal. The call for papers specifically mentioned texts
that inspired the theorization used in this version of Winning the debate. 1n this
case, picking up on a suggestion from a call for paper re-energized my work
and brought back my interest in developing the paper. At the present
moment, I am still waiting for review reports from peer reviewers. That
means Winning the debate may still change before settling into its final form.

Through these efforts to find a socially acceptable analysis, as defined by
journals socially accepted as part of the accounting discipline, my initial
understanding of my findings has been altered, refined, and described in ways
to ‘fit into’ and ‘contribute to’ the accounting discipline. This process has
improved the clarity of the argument of each article, and that has sparked very
interesting and in-depth conversations about my work. But there are
undeniably some costs as well. In approaching the academic discipline, other
directions for the knowledge gained from conducting this research have been
discarded. Coming into the PhD program, I hoped that my dissertation would
be worth reading for care workers, decision-makers, union staff, and people
interested in social policy. Today, I would not recommend the articles to any
of these groups; they are written as contributions to specific conversations in
accounting, control, and management journals.

This fact tells me that my work is not done. As a critical researcher, 1
believe that social scientists have a responsibility to contribute to the
discussion on social problems beyond seminar rooms and journal outlets.

While I appreciate how the process of finding ‘literatures’, presenting drafts,
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and accepting comments improves the intellectual quality of the analysis, 1
have come to think of academic publication as one of several phases of my
academic work, not as the final output of it. If I stopped here, I would commit
epistemic extractivism, despite my best intentions. So I need to keep working
with the materials and the articles. For example, I can use articles I have
written, along with research I have read as part of developing them, to inform
discussions and actions that engage the groups I initially saw as the audience
for the dissertations.

All of this is not to say that article-writing is just a hurdle that takes away
from ‘real’ or ‘important’ work. While over-publishing and networking for
career advancement is problematic (Jirvinen & Mik-Meyer, 2024), I have
found the peer-review process so far to be an overwhelmingly collegial,
caring, and productive conversation. Reviewers have encouraged and
challenged my thinking. They have forced me to sharpen and select my
arguments, introduced me to readings I have missed, and helped me see what
parts of my work resonates with others. As a result of these conversations, 1
am now able to hold my research lightly: I have come to see my ideas as
starting points for discussion rather than as truth claims to be defended. I
know that my work could be ‘otherwise’. Its contributions are valid, but
contingent on the time, place, and social context in which it was done. That
means I can use the articles, and my experience writing them, as grounds for
reflective conversations outside academia. My stance won’t be ‘research
shows that X is true’ but rather that ‘we can think about X in this way—and if
we do, what does that mean to your work? To your organization? To society?’
Writing and circulating papers, and eventually publishing them as articles, has
prepared me for that sort of conversation in a way that book-writing would
not have.

This further step of holding those conversations with care workers, care
managers, and politicians, will also be a way to prevent epistemological
extractivism, as discussed above. What I have done so far is to extract material
for analysis from the home care sector, and added analytical effort that is
intended to be informative about worker agency. Bringing that analysis ‘back’
to the home care sector, offering it as a basis for reflection and action, closes
the circle and takes the project from an extractive position to a position of

supporting reflexive agency on the part of workers.
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Another way of finding ways to position the articles as contributions to
discussions outside accounting academia is to re-view them in light of the
overall research questions. The chapter Contributions from studies about time will
focus on that. But before I re-interpret the articles, the upcoming chapter

presents the articles themselves in full.
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Articles

The articles in this dissertation draw on different theoretical traditions. They
employ analytical tools gathered from feminist theory (Tzme to care), actor—
network theory (Seizing overflows), and political theory (Winning the debate).
These approaches were chosen strategically to enable each article to make a
nuanced contribution to the specific scholatly literature it engages with.

Time to care is situated within the literature on temporal structuring as a
form of management control. Research in this literature often emphasizes
how temporal control disciplines or responsibilizes workers. Rather than
adding to this body of critique, the article develops an zwmanent critique: it
shows how the temporal control in the case organization undermines the
organization’s capacity to realize the care objectives it claims to target.
Feminist theory, with its tradition of theorizing that which deviates from
dominant (patriarchal) norms, provides an analytical lens that helps surface
the ‘otherness’ of care work as practiced by care workers. The article finds
that care work is temporally structured in different ways by different parts of
the management control system. Notably, formal control undermines
relational continuity, whereas informal control enacted by care workers
restores it. The article identifies this as an internal contradiction in the control
process: the formal control system undermines one crucial aspect of the work
it is set out to control. Care workers, however, create possibilities for process
time by deviating from and adding to the formal control process. In this
sense, they perform not only care work but also control work.

Sezzing overflows speaks to the literature on emancipatory acconnting and counter-
acconnting, where there remains a lack of theoretical tools to analyze how and
why certain counter-narratives gain traction. By adopting an analytical model

from actor-network theory, based on a symmetrical ontology—where all

actors, relations, and artifacts are treated as analytically equivalent—the article
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can trace how an intervention into temporal control was assembled over time,
across organizational boundaries, and through unexpected alliances.

This article sheds light on the dynamics through which accounting and
control output and processes can either hinder or support emancipation. It
shows that even when workers are not aware of the exact calculations or
decisions made, they can influence them by seizing and redirecting their
overflows. It also documents the sustained and complex work needed to
accomplish that influence. In its conclusion, the article proposes that critical
accounting scholars can support such work by assisting grass-roots networks
of workers who want to resist and protest accounting and control systems
that threaten their working conditions.

Winning the debate examines a case where worker influence occurs several
steps removed from operational practice: where a workers’ union critiques
the principles of prevalent tools for managing time in home care, local
politicians act to initiate reforms in line with the union’s critique, but in the
case studied, the critique is disarmed, and no substantive change takes place.
The article engages with discussions among political theorists about

horizontal and vertical modes of organizing social movement.
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Time to care

Seizing overflows

Winning the debate

Research

question

Literature

Analytical

concepts

Material

How, and by whom, is
care work temporally
structured, and what
internal contradictions

arise in this process?

Management control
through temporal

structuring

Clock time and

process time (Davies,

1994)

Observations from
field study

Under what
conditions and
through which
mechanisms may
accounting promote

emancipation?

Counter-accounting

Framing and
overflows (Callon,

1998)
Archival study

How can a strong
union drive
progressive change to

public sector control?

Social movement

strategy

Horizontal and

vertical strategies

Interviews; email

survey; media study

Table 1. Overview of articles and their research design.
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Contributions from studies about time

This concluding discussion chapter aims to synthesize the dissertation project,
identify its contributions to the academic control literature, and articulate some
implications for future research. The starting point for this dissertation project
was a puzzlement about the way that home care workers’ time was controlled,
and an intuition that feminist perspectives would add depth to the empirical
study of control in organizations. In both of those senses, this dissertation is
‘about time’—if focuses time empirically, and it makes a long overdue
problematization of the manager-centered state of control research. With the
exception of Time o care, this dissertation does not, however, theorize about time.
Time is, in this project, the empirical context for workplace struggles; an arena
in which worker exert agency. What can be learned from these struggles about
time? This discussion will start by considering the papers empirically—what the
focus on care workers’ agency in relation to time control has revealed. The
following section discusses the papers in relation to the literature on worker
agency and counter-accounting. The final section reflects on how this project has

contributed to developing an emancipatory mode of control research.

Care worker agency in relation to time control:
Empirical contributions

Each of the papers in this dissertation is built around a specific case, each
llustrating a different strategy for affecting control systems: When Nina
rearranged the care visits on her route, she acted individually to control care visits
so that they better suited client preferences (Time to care). When the union
representatives in Bergsbo teamed up to collect care worker routes and file a
complaint with the National Work Environment Agency, they organized locally,
setting in motion a process that reverted a management accounting reform

(Seizing overflows). When Kommunal surveyed its members and introduced the

161



term minntstyrming to the public discourse, that was a case of action at the national
level (Winning the debate).

Each case also illustrates a specific challenge to assumptions embedded in
organizational control.

First, Time to care finds care workers and planners challenging the definition of
time in care work. While the automated planning system treated time as
commensurate, the care staff worked according to a relational definition of time.
They overruled the control tool of algorithmic care planning to make its plan
doable. The planning tool excels at quickly mapping out care visits in a way that
meets certain pre-established criteria (e.g. setting visits within pre-specified time
windows, finding a care worker with the correct credentials to distribute
medication) and minimizes travel.

But it disregards relational and undocumented personal preferences, and is of
little help when changes need to be made on the spot. To safeguard these aspects
of having time to care, care planners and care workers rely on their experience
and relationships to sort out the day. The care workers and planners I took the
authority of their experience for granted. They did not ask for permission to
switch visits around, nor did they seem to worry about being ‘caught’ or being
asked to stop doing what they were doing. They clearly felt they were in their
professional right to make changes, which is why the paper argues that they were
doing control work rather than resisting control.

Second, Sezzing overflows llustrates care workers challenging the amount of time
needed to perform care work. Care workers elected as local health and safety
representatives and grassroots union representatives challenge their
organization’s claim that adequate travel time is allowed on their daily routes. In
this case, the challenge is explicit, directed to an outside actor—the National
Work Environment Agency—and corroborated by printouts of actual routes.
The article’s analysis reveals that this conflict stems from the change in the
resource allocation model that was decided centrally in the city organization.

On one side of the conflict is a management accounting decision: a resource
allocation formula that assumes that a certain percentage of planned visits will
also be performed. On the other side is the lived reality in the home care units:
that a lower percentage of planned visits are performed, resulting in a drop in
unit income. The allocation formula assumes units will be able to handle this
discrepancy between calculation and reality. Through their organizing, care

workers reveal that the way the discrepancy was handled was by increasing
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theirworkload. This results in a lived experience of stress that the formula did
not take into account.

In Winning the debate, care workers — through their central union — challenge
the assumption that work intensity is within employers’ authority to control. Work intensity
is not explicitly regulated by collective bargaining or law, but Swedish legal praxis
leaves it for employers to decide. In Seiging overflows, care workers addressed work
intensity by reframing it as a health and safety concern. Winning the debate finds
care workers protesting work intensity by raising awareness. In the particular city
which I followed closely, their campaign did not bring about organizational
change, but at a more general level, it has indeed had tangible effects. The article
notes that the relevant employer organization’s chairperson told national radio
that minutstyrning must be abolished. I will also note here that this dissertation
would probably have concerned something else entirely unless the term
minutstyrning had become popular. Several other recent research projects in
Sweden also focus on time control in home care (Grip, 2025; Hakansson, 2024;
Jonson et al., 2024; Jordahl et al., 2023; Strandell, 2022a; Tolboom et al., 2025).
Perhaps the Kommunal campaign has shaped Swedish knowledge production,
as well.

In sum, the articles in this dissertation show that care workers take individual
action to improve control; organize locally to address control failures; and act at
the national level to shape discourse on control. These findings illustrate that
care workers engage with control actively and strategically, based on their own
knowledges and understandings of how the work should be done and how
control should be performed. They also demonstrate that, in some contexts and
to some degree, care workers affect how control is done in practice. The scope
of their influence is limited: there is no suggestion that care workers are more in
control of care work than are their employers. Nevertheless, rhese studies clearly
demonstrate that workers are sources of control knowledge, control practice, and

information about control systems. Workers are relevant actors to study to

3 Known as the 29/29 principle, this praxis was established in a 1929 verdict in the Labour
Arbitration Court (Arbetsdomstolen). This verdict stated that workers bound by a collective
agreement are obliged to do all work assigned “which is naturally related to the [employer’s]
activities and can be considered to fall within the general professional qualifications of the worker
in question.” (AD 1929:29)
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understand control, and workers have relevant perspectives to identify
productive cases and research questions. To the extent that academic control
research ignores workers, it will have a partial and distorted understanding of

control as a practice.

Theorizing worker agency:
Obedience, resistance, or something else entirely?

Above (pp. 35-38) 1 developed an analytical framework based on previous
research in critical accounting, control, and management studies. To recap, the
framework has two dimensions. The first dimension concerns the degree to
which workers challenge the assumptions inherent in control systems. Based on
a reading of the ‘counter-accounting’ literature, it identifies three ways of relating
to control assumptions: to accept them, ¢ritique them, ot reshape them. The second
dimension concerns the degree to which workers challenge power relations in an
organization. On this dimension, Katz (2004) discerned three categories:
resilience, reworking, and resistance. Both dimensions, then, capture the degree
to which workers challenge their organization in some way. I suggested that
keeping the dimensions analytically distinct would help us understand worker
agency in more detail. Figure B (p. 38) illustrated the two dimensions as axes in
a two-dimensional space. Considering each article in turn, let us see where in this
space each case of worker agency may be placed.

In Time to care, care workers and care planners override the plans produced by
the formal control systems. While the control system assumes that time is
commensurate, workers add their understanding of time as relational and
situational. Individually and together, they rearrange visits, problem-solve
hiccups, and make the plan work rather than working according to the plan. In
terms of control assumptions, they pose a strong challenge, replacing or at least
amending the pre-existing understanding with another one. In terms of power
relations, however, there is barely a challenge at all. Working under the radar,
care workers do not document their changes to plans or call attention to the fact
that the control system fails to plan in a way that works for them. In Katz’ (2004)
terminology, they are resilient to the control systems’ inconveniences, adapting to
and compensating for them. The article theorized this mode of non-compliance
as invisible digiwork (Justesen & Plesner, 2024); a continuation of women’s and

underprivileged groups’ long heritage of doing work that is under-recognized and
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under-valued. Looking at the case through the two-dimensional framework does
not negate that interpretation, but it invites thinking about alternatives. What
would happen if, in addition to being resilient while operating based on
alternative assumptions about time, care workers would also visibilize their work?
Let’s take two other modes of agency from the framework to imagine it: They
might ¢ritigue the automated plans and propose reworkings of them. This could
mean pointing out that their rearrangements and problem-solving constitute
qualified control work, based on knowledge that cannot be coded into an
algorithmic planning software (critique). In turn, this might be an argument for
improving care work pay and valuing care worker continuity (reworking of local
working conditions).

In Seiging overflows, the situation is different. Here, care workers make their
needs and understandings visible, and their actions end up reversing a city-wide
management accountant reform. Should this be seen as a case of successful
resistance—workers” understandings of the world shaping organizational
routines? Not according to Katz (2004), who distinguishes resistance from
reworking: “If reworking reorders and sometimes undermines the structural
constraints that affect everyday life both to make it more livable and to create
viable terrains of practice, resistance takes up that terrain with the invocation of
an oppositional consciousness (...) Acts of resistance are indeed rarer than [acts
of resilience or reworking], given the consciousness-building involved and their
explicitly oppositional character.” (Katz, 2004, p. 251). The difference between
reworking and resistance is one of scale: reworking, just as resistance, is “driven
by explicit recognition of problematic conditions” (Katz, 2004, p. 247). But
rather than invoke oppositional consciousness, reworking initiatives “generally
operate on the same plane and scale that a problem is experienced” and “offer
focused, often pragmatic, responses to them” (Katz, 2004, p. 247). The care
workers in Bergsbo explicitly recognized their problematic routes. They
protested them, but they didn’t seek to overthrow them—only to rework them:
to add back the travel time that had gone missing after the management
accounting reform. Their actions thus belongs in the reworking category. And
though their challenge is more vocal and explicit than those of their resilient
colleagues in Time to care, it is not directed as control or measurement as such.
They do not argue that care visits or travel time should be measured in some
other way. In contrast, they mobilize the routes, read them as actual job

requirements, and point to their impossibility. The case in Seizing overflows thus
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inverts that of Time fo care: It challenges organizational power more and
organizational control less.

In Winning the debate, we find the consciousness-building and terrain-taking
that characterize resistance. We also see how it takes a long time and does not
ensure substantive change. Katz (2004) observed the same thing in acts of
resistance among Sudanese and American youth. She argues, however, that the
point of resistance is not primarily achieving specific changes but the
consciousness-building itself: “In this process of becoming—of consciousness
raising—a nondominant group does not simply recognize the conditions and
social relations producing them as such, but also the means through which these
social relations are obscured or naturalized in their society” (Katz, 2004, p. 256).
What does that mean in the case of the care workers’ union coining the concept
of minutstyrning and using it to resist austerity politics? Katz’ argument implies
that Kommunal’s campaign should not be evaluated based on whether or not
the 77 initiatives to reform instances of minute-based control were implemented
or not. What is important is if and how the campaign helps care workers
understand processes of work intensification and cutbacks as outcomes of power
relations. More specifically: as outcomes of social relations producing care
workers as a nondominant group. In terms of the campaign message’s
relationship to assumptions in the control system, it occupies a middle ground
between the replacement of assumptions that happens in Tiwe to care and the
acceptance of assumptions in Seizing overflows: Kommunal problematizes the
assumptions but does not offer a clear alternative.

Based on these three cases, the questions raised in the introduction of this
dissertation may be answered as follows:

How do workers articulate their understandings of control? This dissertation finds
them being individually resilient, locally reworking, and nationally resisting the
power relations embedded in organizational control.

How do those articulations affect control? When care workers are individually
resilient to control, their articulations may improve control without making this
known to management. When they rework control locally, they may improve
control systems in ways that are acknowledged in their organizations. They may
have to fight for such improvements. When they resist control nationally, they
may change the discourse about control whether or not they affect control

systems or control practices on the ground.
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How do these answers connect and contribute to prior research? To answer
this question, let’s look at how the analyzed cases are placed in the map of worker
agency from Figure B (p. 38).

In Figure C, the cases from each article are placed onto the map. The figure
shows how the article cases do #otline up on the two dimensions. The three cases
of worker agency exhibit different combinations of low/medium/high
challenges to assumptions in control systems and power relations in
organizations, respectively. Previously, I argued for the two dimensions as
analytically distinct. The empirical instances of worker agency reported in the
articles indicate that the two dimensions are also empirically independent; that is,
in empirical cases of worker agency, a low level of challenge to control
assumptions does not necessarily accompany a low level of challenge to power
relations. In exerting their agency, workers can and do combine different levels

of challenge to control assumptions and to power relations.

Accept Critique Reshape

v

Resilience 9

Time to care

Reworking 9

Seizing overflows

Resistance 9

Winning the
debate

Figure C. The cases from the articles, mapped on two dimensions of worker agency.

Figure C clarifies the findings of this research project but risks exaggerating and
oversimplifying them. Since the project draws on single-case studies, it should
not be taken as evidence that the particular combinations of challenges
showcased here are the only ones possible or the most common ones.

What the cases from the articles show is that workers are flexible in
configuring their agency. They relate to control assumptions and to power
relations in various ways. Sometimes they have tangible effects on the ordering
of care visits, sometimes they affect management accounting routines, and

sometimes they shape public discourse. Figure C also clarifies how a two-
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dimensional conceptualization captures a fuller picture of worker agency
compared to either dimension on its own. If the three cases were looked at only
from the resilience—reworking—resistance perspective, the case from Time to care
would seem to be the weakest exertion of agency and the case from Winning the
debate would seem like the strongest one. Looking only from the accept—critique—
reshape perspective, Time to care would instead come across as the strongest
expression and Sezging overflows as the weakest one.

The theoretical framework goes further, showing other possibilities as well.
The empty spaces in Figure C suggest other ways of exerting worker agency. By
identifying stories of how workers exerted agency with challenging control
assumptions and power relations to varying degrees, the framework can organize
studies offering more elaborate understandings of worker agency. It can be used
to unpack the literature on counter-accounting: what nuances are present in the
existing literature that become visible when ‘resistance’ is understood as a
spectrum containing resilience and reworking rather than as a catch-all concept?
What forms of worker agency have attracted researcher attention, and why?

Eventually, it might also be of practical value as a tool for thinking about
activism and with activists. In that case, control researchers might be able to
perform emancipatory work. The next and final section reflects on what that

could entail.

It’s about time:
Toward emancipatory control research

This dissertation opened with the ambition to contribute to the development of
an emancipatory approach within control research. In closing, it will articulate
the scope and the limits of this contribution.

The three articles share an emancipatory knowledge agenda:

Time to care made its emancipatory intent explicit through its immanent critique
(Antonio, 1981). Modern critical theorists, such as Rahel Jaeggi, do immanent
critique of society on a large scale, highlighting the internal tensions in capitalist
systems and evaluating the ‘forms of life’ in that system based on how they
succeed or fail in adapting when those internal tensions result in crises (Jaeggi,
2018). This normative critique is emancipatory in that it enables reflection and
action for readers who take part in that society. Timze o care sets out to do a similar

thing at a much smaller scale; the home care unit of Lakeville. It highlights the
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tension between assumptions about time embedded in the control system and
assumptions about time that care workers carry based on their experience with
clients. It shows the limitations of the control system and how care workers add
their knowledge in ways that make the ‘system’ (the home care unit) ‘adapt to
crises’ (provide better care than the control system allows for). The article’s
emancipatory strategy lies in verbalizing and showing care workers’ silent
knowledge of control. The study implies that care workers should be recognized
and rewarded for their control work, which they perform on top of their care
work.

The emancipatory intent in the other two articles is located in their empirical
focus. Sezzing overflows produced emancipatory knowledge by examining critical
praxis occurring within an organization. It focused on how local union reps drew
on organizational data to challenge a management accounting decision that
worsened the quality of home care and the working conditions for care workers.
Winning the debate also examined critical praxis, this time praxis that took place in
discursive and political arenas rather than inside a home care organization. Both
articles aim to learn from the experience of workers who have exerted their
agency. By narrating the efforts and analyzing how they succeeded and how they
failed, the articles provide grounds for reflection for future counter-hegemonic
action.

In the introduction, I announced that this dissertation would challenge the
assumptions that control is enacted by managers and that their actions are best
understood as either compliance or resistance. The articles perform the first of
those two challenges. They set that assumption aside, beginning instead from an
entirely different premise. They assume that care workers know how their work
should be controlled to provide good jobs and good care, and they ask what care
workers do to put that knowledge to use. This perspective opens possibilities for
control research to learn from workers about sound control practices.

Granted, such research does not directly emancipate workers ‘from their
chaing’, if those chains are understood as the need to do paid work in order to
survive. The emancipatory nature of such research is that it emancipates workers
from their status as overlooked and undervalued in control research. This shift
paves the way for management to recognize and revalue them as well-or,
alternatively, for care workers to recognize their own capabilities and start
providing care in cooperative organizational structures. The articles contribute
to emancipation within the system rather than emancipation from the system. In

line with Kornberger (2022, p. 14), they try to rethink the political economy of

169



[care] work “not from its head (political ideologies, global institutions, interests,
etc.), but from its body, that is, its organizational base. (...) Alternatives come
from elsewhere, from in-between, out of the cracks, in the midst of crisis, from
practices and experimentation.”

The contribution of the articles to the literature on management control
systems generally is a provocation to expand its focus. The articles show that
workers” knowledge about the control of work and workers’ actions are
significant shapers of control. With a limited understanding of control as an
outcome of top-management decisions, which I have argued underlies large
portions of prior control research, workers in the role of shapers of control are
unthinkable. But when control is understood as mechanisms that connect
organizations’ ambitions to the practical work, the role of workers becomes
central.

The dissertation as a whole—through this &appa as a re-view and meta-
theorization of the articles—has performed the second challenge: that workers’
actions in relation to control should be interpreted as either compliance or
resistance. It has developed and applied a two-dimensional conceptualization of
worker agency, which distinguishes between challenging conzro/ and challenging
power. It has argued that the dimensions both capture worker agency but are
directed at different targets. The conceptualization constitutes a theoretical
contribution to critical control studies, offering a concrete tool to help unpack
the relationship between workers and control systems.

As discussed in Writing articles (pp. 52-506), 1 view theoretical contributions as
a step of the research process rather than its end goal. Expanding the analytical
scope of control research to include workers and increasing the level of nuance
in critical control research are steps toward understanding control better. The
next step, in my view, is where research and researchers can move from
emancipatory intent and emancipatory concepts to emancipatory engagement.

Emancipatory engagement could go in several directions. Each would be one
way of doing emancipatory control research, and of responding to the calls
mentioned in the opening pages (p. 9) to engage with practice and policy from a
critical standpoint (Cooper, 2005; Haines-Doran, 2022; Haynes, 2008; Haynes,
2017; Lehman, 2012; Lukka & Becker, 2023; Vollmer et al., 2024).

One direction would be direct engagement with care workers. Some of whom
are already actively pressuring for control reforms, some of whom have never
thought much at all about control or power, and some of whom might have

already left the job due to the physical, mental, and emotional strain it has placed
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on them. What qualitative researchers would have to offer here would not be
clear answers on what to do or how to do it. But they could make use of the
social status vested in them as scholars, the experience of thinking about control
and ways to challenge it, and the recognition of workers as knowledgeable. Going
in this direction could entail projects that bring the critical reflective mode of
qualitative research into home care workplaces. Researchers might set up
reflection and discussion opportunities, inviting workers into conversations
about what they know about organizing and controlling care work, and what they
want to do with that knowledge. This approach is similar to what Smith (2005)
termed a sociology for people, and what Burawoy (2005) referred to as organic
public sociology. Within accounting and control studies, there are several
examples of this approach (see Haines-Doran, 2022).

Another direction would be to tease out practical implications for
management control systems and follow what happens when those implications
are tested. If care is currently planned out in terms of minutes, and if quality care
relies on relational continuity (workers meeting the same client repeatedly), how
can this understanding inform the practice of planning home care visits? Can
automated planning systems be tweaked to consider relational continuity? 1f they
do, what gets lost in that process and what new tensions arise? This direction
would deviate from the position sometimes adopted by critical researchers, who
see attempts to improve practice as ways to strengthen and uphold power
relations (see Bigoni & Mohammed, 2023, for this argument in accounting and
Fisher, 2009, for a general version). It would adopt a pragmatic and cautiously
optimistic stance, believing or at least not rejecting the belief that progress is
possible and that one legitimate use of one’s time is to explore it. Lukka and
Becker (2023) point out that interventionist research methods and criticality are
not necessarily mutually exclusive. Critical researchers, they argue, may bring
reflexivity and new perspectives to actors in the settings they research, while
simultaneously developing stronger theoretical contributions thanks to the
sustained involvement with the case that is inherent in interventionist research.
To this, I want to add that paying attention especially to what gets lost and what
new tensions arise might be a way to help case organizations to think critically
about the pitfalls of hype and techno-optimism.

A third direction would be to synthesize the research done in this project with
insights from other studies, fields, and genres of knowledge production into a
basis for what Burawoy (2005) called traditional public sociology: bringing

academic modes of thinking into conversation with wider publics. While it is
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common for control scholars to write textbooks that provide students with
critical and reflexive accounts of control, popular texts that problematize
financialization, accounting, and control tend to be written by anthropologists
(Graeber, 2011), social theorists (Joseph, 2014), and philosophers (Bornemark,
2019). Adding academic accounting perspectives to this genre could provide
attention to detail and an understanding of the limitations and possibilities
inherent in processes of planning, measurement, and accountability that other
disciplines have not developed.

Before developing ideas in any of these directions, however, let me summarize
the idea developed in this dissertation: Workers shape control. Control is already
done ‘otherwise’ than expected by extant research literature. Anyone who wants
to understand control should take an interest in what workers know, believe, and
try to change about control. This would mean exploring control as a
phenomenon with multiple stakeholders and influences rather than as an

outcome of managerial efforts. Control research, too, would be ‘otherwise’.
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