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Thesis introduction 

Introduction 

This is a thesis about managing multiplicity. It analyses how people go about 

to make sense of, manage and control the complex and contradictory world 

we live in. It is, therefore, a thesis on organisational reality – or rather multi-

ple organisational realities. More precisely, it is a thesis that delves into the 

multiple realities of those who work in public sector organisations; those 

who live much of their lives there: managers on different organisational lev-

els, controllers, professionals responsible for the care of others and, to a less-

er extent, politicians. I make an effort to analyse how the realities of these 

individuals; those active in controlling and caring, are made up. Not only by 

themselves and other individuals, but also by the assumptions about what 

constitute control and care, as well as the technologies and instruments that 

are supposed to facilitate their work. In short, I try to analyse what makes up 

a world that can be both controlled and cared for, and what constitutes a 

multifaceted individual that can control and be controlled; care, and be cared 

for. The argument I pursue is that such a world, and such an individual, can 

only work if they come to existence in multiplicity. 

This is also a thesis about writing a thesis: the struggles to manage the 

multiplicity of research; the theories, the methodologies, and the objects of 

analysis. When writing about multiplicity, it is almost inevitable that the 

question of singularity emerges. I feel compelled, therefore, to analyse why I 

ended up with this particular thesis. Because this thesis is specific and singu-

lar; it is not another thesis: it is this thesis, and the truth is that the thesis 

could have been quite different. Therefore it is reasonable that I try to ac-

count for why it is not, and why it became this specific thesis. Because this is 

one of the important points of the thesis: just because things are multiple, 

and could always be different, does not mean that things could be anything, 

or that things are not exact or specific. Quite the contrary, things tend to be 

exactly what they have become, and nothing else. And this is the case for the 

thesis as well. 

You will have to follow two analyses: one that constitutes my theoretical 

contributions to the fields of management control and public managment, 

and one that constitutes a reflection on my research and the methodological 

problems I encountered in the process. Because the two are mutually consti-

tutive: the theoretical contributions I intended have affected the research 
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process, and the research process has affected the theoretical contributions I 

intended. These analyses will be made in detail throughout the thesis: the 

aims and contributions will emerge in the process. Therefore, I appeal to the 

reader to have patience, because much of the contribution of the thesis lies in 

its journey. Let me, however, first divulge a short summary the thesis topic 

and how it came about. 

Research topic: management control in public sector 

organisations 

It is quite difficult to say exactly why I ended up with a thesis on the prob-

lems of managing multiplicity. From the beginning, I could definitely have 

gone in another direction. When I started writing this thesis, I did it with a 

vague idea that I wished to study the implications of management control on 

the work of professionals in the public sector. I particularly wanted to ex-

plore the practices of those working with “soft” issues, such as curing, caring 

and teaching. Therefore, I was happy to be employed at the Institute of Local 

Government Economics at Stockholm Business School, and I knew that the 

institute had a partnership with the city of Stockholm, which would give me 

excellent access to almost anything in their organisation. My own interest 

and empirical opportunities paved the way for me to embark on a thesis re-

searching management control in Stockholm city and, subsequently, in other 

municipal organisations. 

At the same time, I would not have recognised this interest had I not been 

engaged in literature concerning public sector organisations and manage-

ment control. From the literature on New Public Management (NPM), I 

came to understand that the relationship between management control and 

professional work in the public sector was problematic (see for example 

Adcroft & Willis, 2005, Kurunmäki & Miller, 2006; Lapsley, 2008; 2009). 

Public sector organisations were flooded, it was said, with influential man-

agement ideas from the private sector, such as competition, management by 

contracts and management control (Almqvist, 2004). Therefore, I had the 

idea of taking a critical stance towards management control and its function-

ality in “soft” public services, such as aged care.  

Writing a thesis on NPM seemed like a promising prospect: it had aca-

demic importance. I soon came to understand, however, that the concept of 

NPM was much more complicated than I had originally thought (Hood, 

1995; Ter Bogt et al, 2010). Moreover; it was changing into something new 

– or at least different (Almqvist & Wällstedt, 2013a; Osborne, 2006; 2009). 

This meant that I would have to focus: either work more explicitly with 

questions of NPM, and what was “coming after”, or dig deeper into the or-

ganisational realities of public sector organisations. The former option meant 

using data from organisations as examples of NPM and “post NPM” practic-
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es, while the latter would give me the opportunity to use my data more as 

examples of management control. As you will notice, I could not decide: two 

of the papers in the thesis are directed towards the discussion on NPM, and 

two are directed towards discussions about management control. 

For a long time I could not decide which way to go; focus on manage-

ment control or NPM. Neither topic seemed of greater importance, so I did a 

bit of both. The discussion on NPM and “post NPM” helped me articulate 

some interesting problems concerning management control. The first was 

that that new “post NPM” ideas and technologies did not substitute for NPM 

ideas and technologies, and the second was that what seemed to be problem-

atic (and flawed) for some (see for example Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; 

Hood & Peters, 2004) was quite normal to others and a part of daily life 

(such as ambiguities and uncertainty regarding how to conduct daily work, 

and difficulties in relevantly measuring performance). This made me realise 

that, although I would like to continue to contribute to the literature on NPM 

and “post NPM”, the priority for me was to show the normality of multiplici-

ty, and the struggles to manage it within organisations. This was, I felt, 

where I could make the greatest contributions to the literature. 

Therefore, the topic of control was always present, but the topic of care 

emerged later from the empirical material: almost everyone I met seemed 

engaged in control but they also seemed engaged in care in some way, re-

gardless of their position in the organisational hierarchies. Control is not for 

managers, and care for professionals: in one way or another, everyone has to 

take control, and everyone has to care in order for things to work. The jour-

ney to realise this was not without its twists and turns and, as can be seen in 

the thesis papers, it led me through a range of different theoretical frame-

works and objects of analysis.  

This fuelled my interest in multiplicity, because it was quite a struggle to 

account for all the ambiguities and seeming contradictions I encountered in 

my empirical work – contradictions that seemed all too normal to really be 

called contradictions. I wanted a different approach to address the seeming 

paradoxes and contradictions where skilled practitioners – managers and 

professionals – would be cast as “irrational” in a traditional, rationalistic 

framework, because how they engage in their work is far from irrational.  

There is a reasonable explanation why practitioners engage in routinisa-

tion only to do something different; why they use performance measures for 

decision making despite knowing that they are “flawed”; and why they see 

something – for example competition or measurements – as a solution and a 

problem at the same time. I argue that the explanation is that the world is 

multiple; that every “thing” or “object” is a multiple (Mol, 2002): doing 

something “well” or “right” implies that you do it differently; that you take 

care of it in many different ways. At least, I found few alternative explana-

tions for doing these things without resorting to disrespectful argumentations 
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about “irrationality”. By using multiple theoretical frameworks, I felt I could 

make better sense of the multiplicity of practical realities that I encounterd. 

Framing and structure of the thesis 

I engage as much as I can with practices involving control and care. In these 

practices, the individuals working in the organisations I study are important, 

but so are computerised control systems, documentation routines, budgets, 

year-end reports, and performance measures. They all have their places in 

practice: they are practical matters. This is because people in organisations 

work within the same systems and routines as they work to improve: their 

actions and values are conditioned by the very technologies they are working 

to change. Or, in other words, their work is defined by the systems, measures 

and routines, and they work to define them. At the same time, every individ-

ual works with another individual, that work with someone and something 

else. People are within and between all the time: within systems, between 

political objectives and client interests. The individual shapes the surround-

ings and is shaped by them.  

This is the approach I use to frame this thesis: multiplicity is a practical 

matter, and multiplicity is produced in practice. I will devote the next section 

to establish this framing. It should be acknowledged that the approach is the 

result of my thesis project; an approach I need, in order to explain what I 

have been studying: it is an outcome of my research process. Therefore, it 

might seem odd to, this early in the thesis, provide a detailed discussion 

about multiplicity. There are however two reasons for this: first, I wish to get 

the reader acquainted with the ideas of multiplicity and the practical enact-

ment of reality from the beginning of the thesis; and second, I have to expli-

cate this framing in order to analyse everything that comes after. The contri-

butions of the thesis rest on the premises of multiplicity as I will discuss 

them in the next section.  

As such, the next section will work as an analytical framework for the rest 

of the thesis. I will use it to analyse and discuss the methodology and the 

research process. I will use it to position the thesis in relation to a stream of 

literature on management control, care, and individuality. Finally, I will use 

it to do a meta reading of the papers and their contributions in order to pro-

duce a coherent contribution in the end of this thesis. Let us, therefore, move 

to this framing and take on the principles of multiplicity. 
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Practical matters and matters of practice: Reality, 
ontological politics and multiplicity 

 

This thesis considers reality as multiple. With this approach, I argue multiple 

realities, and that these realities are constituted in practice: reality is a matter 

of practice and a practical matter. In claiming that reality is a matter of prac-

tice, I mean that reality comes into being in practice: it is produced – comes 

to matter – in our practices. By saying that reality is a practical matter, I 

mean that we do not have full control over reality: it is unruly and has to be 

disciplined to be practiced or managed. Barad (2007) would say that matter 

is agential; that also matter – the material – determines how reality is consti-

tuted, and because there are many practices in the world, there are also many 

realities in which the material comes to matter.  

There is always a struggle that makes things come to matter differently in 

different practices. When Mol (1999) discusses this, she uses the expression 

“ontological politics”. In Mol’s words “[o]ntological politics is a composite 

term. It talks of ontology—which in standard philosophical parlance defines 

what belongs to the real, the conditions of possibility we live with. If the 

term 'ontology' is combined with that of 'politics' then this suggests that the 

conditions of possibility are not given. That reality does not precede the 

mundane practices in which we interact with it, but is rather shaped within 

these practices. So the term politics works to underline this active mode, this 

process of shaping, and the fact that its character is both open and contest-

ed.” (1999: 75). In effect, ontologies – the conditions for what is possible; 

what may come to matter, what may exist, and what may work – are change-

able and multiple: bodies, things, diseases, qualities or whatever we usually 

think of as stable, and something we recognise, can – and will – become 

something else and different because of ontological politics. Such politics 

occur everywhere: in government, science, nature, at work and in people’s 

daily lives. 

This analysis extends the constructivist understanding that things – ob-

jects, subjects, knowledge, practices – are historically and politically consti-

tuted, and therefore could have been different than they are (Foucault, 1972; 

Hacking, 1983; Law, 2004). The argument that ontological politics are mul-

tiple; that they are enacted in multiple practices and therefore form the con-

ditions for multiple existences instead explicates that things actually are 

different; that they exist in multiplicity and that they are simultaneously en-

acted in different versions. This means that the struggles to define what 

things like costs, care quality, or Alzheimer’s disease actually are, seldom 

(and probably never) come to rest: all these things are something different 

depending on where and how they are enacted. The existence of one version 

of costs or care quality does not disqualify the existence of another version 
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of the same thing: another way to calculate costs or define care quality does 

not necessarily make the first wrong. 

Consequently, when Mol and Law (2004) discuss the contemporary hu-

man body; its ails and illnesses, as a matter of knowledge and existence, they 

ask “what is a body in the conditions of possibility at the beginning of the 

21st century?” (45, italics in original). It is a question of existence; what 

something – a body or an object – is, but it is also a question about what 

something can be in a particular moment in time. The conditions of possibil-

ity are what make things matter in specific ways: ontological politics condi-

tion the possibilities for existence; and where there are multiple conditions, 

there are multiple possible existences. These conditions can be kept apart, in 

space and time, or clash with each other and, in this process, new conditions 

may come to matter and multiply all over again. This changes what can be 

done: what can come into existence.  

Conditions of professionalism, for example, can clash with conditions of 

management control. They can also be decoupled and, so to speak, made to 

leave each other’s realities alone. Whether clashing or not, it seems clear that 

the possibilities of what can, or should, exist are different in many instances 

of professional work and management control as we know it today – profes-

sionals and controllers require different matters to work (Evetts, 2009; Mol, 

2008). This is not a given or unchangeable fact, but is rather a result of onto-

logical politics: as we know from Foucault (1972), knowledge and practice 

are historically constituted, as are the conditions for what can or should mat-

ter in these knowledge systems and practices.  

My contention in this thesis is that there are many ontological politics that 

are used to manage multiplicity, and I will concentrate on two: control and 

care. Hence, I do not use the term “management” as a coherent set of poli-

tics, but as a broad term that concerns how actors try to make realities matter 

– sometimes in multiplicity, sometimes in singularity – and how they strug-

gle to make things work. This serves to argue that there are many ways to 

manage; to make do: “management” is not confined to “management con-

trol”. Management may also entail care, for example, and care can be seen as 

a way to manage. If management does not involve care, it is not because it 

cannot: it is because of the prevalent political situation. I will clarify my 

arguments as I introduce the foundations of multiplicity, and begin to shape 

the contours of the two politics of control and care. Let us start with a de-

tailed discussion of multiplicity and how multiple conditions of possibility, 

that is, multiple ontologies, make things matter in multiple ways. 

Multiple realities, conditions of multiplicity and multiple matters  

My approach require some elaboration – not least because it subjects itself to 

tensions when it argues for multiplicity on the one hand, and confines itself 

to two of possibly many politics on the other. Let me start by delving into 
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the issue of reality and its multiplicity. Reality, as we experience it, can be 

argued to be an effect of two important notions. The first notion relates to us 

humans and how we engage with the world, that is, how we get to know it 

and how we make it possible to manage (or manipulate, as Hacking, 1983, 

would say). One way to explain it is that reality is constituted in epistemolo-

gy and ontology. Reality comes into being through how we approach it and 

get to know it, that is, through epistemology. It also comes into being 

through our assumptions of its constitution, that is, through ontology. In 

short, we participate in the making of things: we make them matter.  

But not only things: we also make up the conditions that determine things 

as something specific; the conditions that determine them to have a certain 

function. This means that in order to make something matter in a material 

way, we have to make it matter in a functional, purposive, normative, or 

conditional way. To borrow functionalist language, it is possible to argue 

that if something does not “fit”
1
 in a system of knowledge, normativity and 

functionality,
2
 it does not matter in that system; regardless of how material it 

may be in another system. 

There is substantial work involved in making things fit for specific condi-

tions, such as the conditions of knowledge. To fit the specific conditions for 

knowing, things must be rendered knowable. However, what is “knowable” 

or seen as conditions for “knowing” is a matter of some debate. Some would 

argue that this implies making things measurable, because “knowable” is, for 

them, the same thing as “calculable”: to know, they would say, is to under-

stand stable relationships of cause and effect, and to do that, we need to cal-

culate – for example expose them to rigorous statistical analyses. If we have 

to know things – their causes and effects – to control them, perhaps the mak-

ing of measurable and calculable things is also a way to make things man-

ageable or controllable.  

Others might argue that we can know, manage, and control things that are 

not measurable: measurability is not a condition for knowability, managea-

bility or controllability. Perhaps we should label things; put words on them 

to make them talkable, communicable and thinkable. When things are made 

talkable and thinkable, they become reasonable; and through reason we can 

build arguments that, in turn, can be held against each other and help us to 

determine purposes, and courses of action. Then perhaps we have achieved 

                                                      
1 I will only use this wording for a few pages to “ease in” the idea of conditions and what may 

work in them. When we start to see that things are different, fluid and multiple the term “fit” 

will no longer be appropriate.  
2 The allusion to “functionality” does not mean that things have to come to matter in an in-

strumental way, that is, as a means to an end. On the contrary, they often come to matter in a 

system of norms. Mol (2013) talks about “ontonorms” that make up the conditions for some-

thing to be regarded as “good” or “bad” in specific practical realities. Things can hence be 

made valuable, that is, possible to value and attribute a position in a specific order of worth 

(Boltanski & Thevenót, 2006).  
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manageability: with words, we can manage and control things, people, and 

actions. 

But making things fit conditions is not the whole story. And this is the 

second notion. Things also make up conditions; often for themselves and 

other like them: conditions and the things that fit these conditions come to 

matter simultaneously. There is no knowledge without knowable things, no 

reason without reasonable things, no control without controllable things, and 

no management without manageable things. As I have argued, if the condi-

tion for controllability is measurability, then measurable things are a condi-

tion for control. But, then again, if words are all we need to know or control, 

then words are what matter. Or, perhaps, manageable matters can come to 

matter in other ways than through words or numbers. 

Things matter when they fit the conditions for what matters, but they also 

participate in making themselves matter: often in problematic and annoying 

ways. Let me present two seemingly disparate examples to make the point. 

Matter can materialise as a mountain exactly where you planned to build a 

railroad. But matter can also materialise as a performance measure in an 

incentive scheme that determines your yearly bonus. By conditioning your 

financial reward, the measure can come to matter in your daily work even if 

it measures your activity in something that you do not really think is the 

right thing to do – something that steer you in the wrong direction. Hence, 

matters change the conditions for what can, or should, come to matter: where 

the railroad can be built, or how you should perform your daily work. Matter 

is often difficult to control.  

The example of matter as a mountain and a performance measure shows 

how different matters can be. They can however come to matter in precisely 

the same way – have the same effects – despite their differences (Mol, 

2010). If I use the same examples, an obstructive mountain can have the 

same effect as an incentive scheme: both can cause the railroad builder to 

create a detour if the incentive scheme rewards such a detour. It is possible 

to argue that the mountain and the performance measure come to matter in 

the same way in this specific practice of railroad construction. At the same 

time, however, they matter quite differently in the two scientific practices of 

geology and economics. No geologist would call up an economist and sug-

gest that they should collaborate because their subject matters are so similar. 

However, the two would probably have to collaborate, once the problem 

arose in railroad construction practice, and financial and geological factors 

have to be considered to determine whether or not a tunnel should be built, 

or a detour taken.   

Matters are, thus, simultaneously different and the same, because they 

come to matter in different practices and as a consequence of different but 
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simultaneous ontological politics
3
. These are the arguments of Mol (1999; 

2002; 2008). According to Mol and her colleagues (De Laet & Mol, 2000; 

Law, 2002; Law & Singleton, 2005; Mol & Law, 1994; Moser, 2008), ob-

jects have fluid boundaries because they span practices and ontologies: what 

makes an object known in its specificity in one practical reality makes it 

different, or even unknowable and unmanageable, in another. Objects come 

to matter differently in different practices, but they can still be understood as 

the same object. Their studies use examples including the way diseases such 

as anaemia, atherosclerosis, diabetes, and Alzheimer’s disease, or technolo-

gies such as village waterpumps and aeroplanes, come to matter in different 

practices. How these diseases or tools take quite different forms in clinical 

work, factories, laboratories, surgical wards, the outback, parliaments, adver-

tising agencies, and the daily lives of patients or villagers.  

What makes Alzheimer’s disease a matter of laboratory work, for exam-

ple, is something quite different than what makes it a matter of parliamentary 

debate or advertising. At the same time, however, these studies also show 

that these different matters are far from separated: what matters in parlia-

ment tends to come to matter in the laboratory and in the advertising agency 

and vice versa. A laboratory may lose or gain funding, while the advertisers 

may find themselves facing a new law that inhibits or enables their adver-

tisement of certain drugs. Parliament may make such decisions based on 

lobbying efforts by patient interest groups, or as a consequence of hearings 

to which some professionals but not others were invited. 

It is, therefore, quite a struggle to make something matter. Not to mention 

the struggle to make things that not only matter here and now – in this spe-

cific practice. It is difficult to make things matter in multiple practical reali-

ties; make them fit the conditions of multiple practices. But it is often neces-

sary to try, because things that only work here and now, in a specific condi-

tion, seldom survive. It is not often that a drug that only works in the labora-

tory, a lichen that requires neutral pH, or a currency that cannot be 

exchanged to other currencies, survive in the long run. If a specific thing is 

to work, have a purpose, a function or even a value, in many places, condi-

tions have to be made suitable for them in multiple realities. To make per-

formance measures, for example, matter in multiple realities, the realities 

have to be conditioned to accept performance measures as a relevant matter 

(Bay, 2012). When multiple realities have been conditioned to accept per-

formance measures, or standard costs as relevant matters, that is, when ac-

counting comes to matter in new places, we call this accountingisation. 

In a way, this thesis concerns the problems of “accountingising” the mul-

tiple realities of the world. It is about the work to make accounting and con-

                                                      
3 This is where we see the first signs that “fit” may not be the right term to use, because there 

will never be a “fit” to conditions because what should “fit” is agential and fluid. I will how-

ever use it in the name of consistency, albeit more sparingly.   
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trol condition the possibilites of the real, that is, dominate how reality should 

be practiced. In the literature and in my empirical work, I see that, on the one 

hand, accountingisation happens together with for example financialisation – 

when financial matters take over, and marketisation – where matters are 

made into products that can be exchanged on the market. But on the other 

hand, it is also possible to see that these changes do not go smooth, and that 

we have not seen the end of it: accounting has not yet “won”. Accountingisa-

tion instead struggles with other “isations”, such as juridification, profes-

sionalisation and individualisation to span multiple practices: there are com-

peting matters and conditions for things to matter, or, if you will, competing 

ontological politics. But most of all, there are problems with the unruly mat-

ters of multiplicity: no one thing will ever work everywhere.  

Mol (2002; 2008) and Moser (2008) make strong arguments for not let-

ting a single way of making things matter dominate. They talk against scien-

tisation, accountingisation, marketisation, and other efforts to turn things 

into singular matters that should materialise in the same way everywhere. 

They also show how futile it is to try, because things tend to come to matter 

differently in different practices. These arguments are not against account-

ing, control or specific scientific methods per se, but are a reminder that 

there are many other ways to make things matter.  

As such, they are more interested in the knowledge making practices that 

make things matter, than how matter participates in making itself matter. I 

wish to take this discussion one step further, by incorporating Barad’s (2007) 

work, because she shows in detail how matter can never be fully disciplined 

into something singular. At the same time, we can make use of what we have 

learned from Mol and her colleagues about multiplicity, and further our un-

derstanding of the challenges in managing multiplicity. 

How matters come to matter 

Barad’s (2003; 2007; 2010; 2011) work is helpful in understanding how 

things and the conditions for them come to matter simultaneously; how eve-

rything that comes to matter is entangled with something else, but without 

one preceding the other. According to Barad, there are no stable explana-

tions, where the existence of one thing can unambiguously explain the exist-

ence of something else. Instead, things come to matter in ongoing intra-

actions where agencies struggle to make their mark on the “final product” of 

these intra-actions. This means that the agencies of matter always battle with 

the agencies of the knowledge apparatus – the way the matter becomes 

known – about how it will “appear”, that is, come to matter, in reality. This 

causes things to come to matter in the present – here and now – over and 

over again, in ever “new”, and different, but specific forms. In Barad’s own 

words: 
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Intra-actions are nonarbitrary non-deterministic causal enactments through 
which matter-in-the-process-of-becoming is iteratively enfolded into its ongo-
ing differential materialisation; such a dynamics is not marked by an exterior 
parameter called time, nor does it take place in a container called space, but 
rather iterative intra-actions are the dynamics through which temporality and 
spatiality are produced and iteratively reconfigured in the materialisation of 
phenomenon and the (re)making of material-discursive boundaries and their 
constitutive exclusions (2007: 234).  

 

With this approach Barad goes against the Kantian
4
 notion that an object has 

an inherent interior and exterior that demarcate it from other objects, which 

makes it possible to compare against specific standards (such as time), and 

forms the conditions for us to know it: knowledge does not “flow” from the 

properties of the object to our perception of it. Instead, Barad’s starting point 

is the interiority we “share” with everything else, arguing that exteriority and 

standards, such as space and time, are products of our knowledge practices. 

Barad argues that we should understand the world and their objects from the 

standpoint of “exteriority within” (2003:825), meaning that objects – their 

boundaries and the standards they are measured by – come to matter simul-

taneously, and in the form in which matter and the measuring apparatus 

work together to produce them in.  

Barad emphasises that also fundamental categories, such as time and 

space, comes into existence in the intra-actions of ontological politics and 

practice: when I move from one place to another, talks about a certain space, 

or distinguish one practice from another, I have to be attentive on how these 

spaces, places and practices are constitutive of each other, and how I partici-

pate in constituting them in my research. In other words, Barad reminds us 

more explicitly than for example Mol and colleagues, that the notion of 

“space”, for example – be it a “calculable” space or a “physical” space – 

should not be taken for granted: space comes to matter over and over again, 

and therefore should be researched with that in mind. 

Things – “objects” or “spaces” – hence come to matter in multiple in-

stances, specifically, iteratively, and over and over again. One could say that 

how a thing comes to matter is a consequence of how we get to know it, but 

how we get to know it is a consequence of how the thing comes to matter 

which, in turn, is dependent on how we get to know it – in a never ending 

iteration
5
. This iteration is ontological politics in action, where something 

                                                      
4 For a discussion of Kant’s ideas, see for example Le Doeuff (1989) and Verran (1998). For a 

discussion on how Kant bridges the Cartesian gap between the knower (subject) and the 

known (object), see Schwyzer (1997). 
5 This is also a way to account for the historicity – or with another expression path dependen-

cy – of things, because what comes to matter is first and foremost contingent on how it came 

to matter in the last iteration. This is also politics: humans as well as matter engage in poli-

ticking. The material world defines the conditions in which we live, and it also seems to be 
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specific materialises, that holds together until it comes to matter in a signifi-

cantly
6
 different way.  

Barad’s term for this is that something gets determined as something spe-

cific; and when it is determined, it becomes something that can be known, 

managed and controlled. When laboratory experiments show that condition 

A causes symptom B, and that substance C prevents condition A, then sub-

stance C can be used to control symptom B. On a similar note, and more 

related to the topic of the thesis: when the standard output of a standard 

worker is known, then it becomes possible to control work performance and, 

by extension, work practices. However, the iterations that produce these 

determinations – make specific things matter in specific ways – are many: 

they are done over and over again, and in the process they may “fall apart” 

and be put together again many times. To engage in ontological politics; to 

“make” – or replicate – for example condition A, or the standard outputs and 

the standard workers in a way that remains sufficiently stable is hard work: it 

requires many “successful” iterations that make them matter in the same 

way. And because matter is unruly and agential, it takes time to “successful-

ly” discipline it into its place where it can be known and managed. 

For the purposes of this thesis, Barad’s work shows that when a manage-

able object is determined, neither space nor time precedes its mattering; they 

are part of mattering: “here” and “now” comes to matter in the mattering 

process. On the one hand, what comes to exist here and now enfolds into the 

present and exists on these specific terms and no other, but on the other hand 

what matters here and now has to come from somewhere. Something has to 

be folded inside the present, and this has to come from the outside. This is 

where our shared interiority and the idea of “exteriority within” come into 

play: there are multiple folds of time and space; multiple “here and nows” 

coming to matter simultaneously. This means that for each enfolding – every 

instant of space and time – there are multiple “there and thens” that are con-

structed as exterior to the present: these externalised matters may be brought 

into the present and become “exteriorities within”. This makes the world 

                                                                                                                             
able to react and adapt; to strike back against its human knowers and controllers, as can be 

seen in the examples of antibiotic resistant micro-organisms and climate change.  
6 What is ”significant”, however, however differ from practice to practice, but it is contingent 

on what is considered relevant knowledge. For example it can be argued that every car, or 

chair, or any product of a production line is different despite all efforts to standardise. How-

ever, most of the time, the difference is regarded as so insignificant that it simply does not 

matter, and because it does not matter, no one is concerned with these minute differences. Or 

another example: in many ways, you are not the same person when you wake up in the morn-

ing, as you were when you went to bed the night before, because millions of your cells have 

been replaced during the night. But the differences between the new cells and the old ones are 

so insignificant in relation to how similar they are, and your daily life, that it does not matter – 

at least not as long as the process goes smoothly. You do not need to know the result of every 

cell replacement before you start your day. 
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indeterminate and fluid, made up of a multiplicity of enfoldings where things 

constituted as “external” are folded into the present.  

There are at least three important – and related – implications from these 

arguments that affect this thesis. The first concerns the intra-active produc-

tion of things to which everyone and everything involved contributes: the 

control systems I research, the people I have been talking to in the organisa-

tions, the literature I use, and myself as a researcher. This means, on the one 

hand, that there is no “bird’s eye view” or possibility to see anything from 

the outside. On the other hand, our way of knowing things, our need for 

boundaries, necessarily participates in the construction of the outside and 

folds it into the present – partially on the terms of the way we know it, and 

partially on the terms of how the outside is constructed in other insides. This 

has consequences for me, as a methodologist, as well as for the practitioners 

I am studying: I, and my informants, are “trapped” in this conundrum of 

being inside and participating in the construction of outsides, and we must 

manage the situation. 

The second implication stems from the problem of being internal to, or 

part of, practices, and the way something comes to matter through “unique” 

intra-actions: the folding of space and time that happens “here and now” that 

makes all matters specific. What goes on in one “here and now” is not exact-

ly the same as what goes on in another “here and now”. This makes every 

situation unique, in some sense, and impossible to convey in any “authentic” 

way to other situations. However, because the boundaries between two situa-

tions, practices, or spaces, are iteratively constructed, they are also fluid: it is 

never clear what should be considered as unique to this particular situation 

and therefore different from other situations. Therefore, we must argue for 

and provide some sort of evidence for “difference” and in doing so, we dis-

tinguish between things, objects or spaces. This means that if we want to talk 

about different practices, for example, we have to differentiate them by re-

ferring to their respective contents – the objects they handle; the logics they 

apply. Because these contents are themselves determined in practice, through 

ontological politics, all of us are once again “trapped” in performing onto-

logical politics when saying that “this is different from that”. 

This gives rise to the third implication, which works the other way 

around: these differences that necessarily must exist between two unique 

situations may not come to matter, as a consequence of our method of know-

ing them. I have already discussed this, but Barad’s idea of “exteriority with-

in” takes us further: in the intra-actions, the folding of space and time into 

the present, our knowledge system – our ways to measure, name, order, 

normalise, and theorise – imposes the standards according to which objects 

can be related to each other. These standards make the world stable, knowa-

ble and manageable, and they make things that are different the same: the 

standards deny (some) differences from mattering. This means that in doing 
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ontological politics, we are struggling to make things different and the same, 

but often in different and sometimes contradictory ways.  

We may say that every individual is different, but then we measure them 

according to the same standards, for example IQ, or lump them into groups 

dependent on some other standard, such as ethnicity or gender. We may say 

that care is performed in a relationship between two persons (for example 

professional and patient), but then we measure the quality of all care with the 

same performance metrics. Alternatively, we may claim that everyone is 

equal and has equal rights – such as in the allocation of public resources to 

those in need of public services – but then we calculate these needs, accord-

ing to some standard, and argue that someone’s right to public services is 

different from someone else’s, and in a very particular way.  

This is a further explanation as to why something comes to matter simul-

taneously as the same and different, be it Alzheimer’s disease, care quality, 

needs, or whatever. Consequently, we find ourselves in a tricky methodolog-

ical position that is fraught with uncertainty, and this position is shared by all 

of us: my informants, myself, and you, the reader. We can never fully know 

how things came to matter “there and then” – or even what should be con-

sidered “there and then” or “here and now”. We must bring all matters into 

“our” reality through our way of knowing them and in doing so we impose 

an exteriority and a standard that may be different than they were in the first 

place. In naming something “bacteria”, culturing it in a Petri dish, and exam-

ining it under a microscope, we can determine it as the cause of a bodily 

symptom and devise a cure, but we cannot understand what may go on in 

“the society of bacteria” that is different from the way we know it. Similarly, 

we can measure the performance of a nursing home by measuring the cus-

tomer satisfaction of those receiving care there. But these measures can nev-

er capture all the efforts made in the ongoing, iterative determinations of 

care quality that occur in the nursing home; in the relationship between nurs-

ing staff, aged persons, medications, diapers, lunches, or whatever may come 

to matter “here and now”, and most importantly: neither can I, no matter 

how hard I try. 

One could say that all measures or re-presentations of a different “here 

and now” are necessarily “unfair”, because we cannot measure them on their 

own terms and any comparison between two practices or objects would be 

equally “unfair”. However, such a statement would deny the predicament 

that standards – also the standards that constitute “fairness” – comes to mat-

ter at the same time as the objects that should be “fairly” evaluated, meaning 

that it is also quite reasonable to compare two things according to the same 

standard. Because when we impose standards – names, measures, norms – to 

every intra-action that produces something, it can be argued that things come 

to matter according to the same standards, and could, therefore, be fairly 

compared and fairly evaluated. The implication is that every comparison, 

every effort to order, discipline or evaluate, is necessarily situated in a ten-
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sion between sameness and difference; unfairness and fairness: a tension we 

cannot fully appreciate because it is obscured by our knowledge practices.  

We could argue that we are deadlocked in uncertainty: we cannot know 

for sure what is going on because things are occurring “outside” our 

knowledge of it; in other “here and nows”, and any attempt to determine 

something will necessarily fail in one way or another. This is troublesome, 

but not a reason to become paralysed: we can determine things anyway. So 

this is what we tend to do in practice: we determine something as something, 

agree and disagree; debate, negotiate, feel that we or someone or something 

else are treated fairly or unfairly. We make things matter together with the 

things that matter, and we struggle with it. This is reasonable: to manage; 

make do, we have to “ignore” a lot of things, a lot of differences, and treat 

things as if they were the same. However, it is equally reasonable to be sen-

sitive to the tension between difference and sameness; fair and unfair, de-

spite the impossibility of understanding them fully.  

Here Barad’s (2007) work becomes relevant again, this time with a meth-

odological suggestion as to how to maintain such sensitivity: Barad suggests 

what she calls “diffractive methodology”. In diffractive methodology, we try 

to get to know something in its multiplicity, and we can do this by under-

standing its construction – its meaning – through other methods of construc-

tion; its other possible meanings. Diffractive methodology suggests that if 

we want to understand for example “care quality”, we have to try to under-

stand how it is constructed in its multiple different versions. First, we can try 

to understand it as enacted in a certain care practice, and then “read” this 

understanding through the model that is used to calculate it as a performance 

measure. This can then be read through Foucault’s ideas on the care for the 

self, and then through agency theory, and then through interviews with top 

managers in a Swedish municipality, etcetera, etcetera. For every iteration; 

every intra-action that folds yet another standard of comparison into the pre-

sent, something different will appear that helps us further our understanding 

of, in this case, care quality. In producing care quality differently all the time 

– exposing it to different ways of knowing – we can reproduce it as “fair” as 

possible in relation to how it comes to matter in multiple instances of space 

and time. 

This means that diffractive methodology may be a type of scientific 

method, but it is also a type of ontological politics that aim as much as pos-

sible for the inclusion of multiple matters. Therefore, it is not only some-

thing I will be doing, as a researcher; I will also show how something similar 

is done in the care practices I study: I will argue that care practices are also 

struggling to be inclusive and respectful to how things may come to matter 

differently.  

There are however alternatives to these types of ontological politics. The 

alternatives are to make exclusions, remain ignorant of other conditions of 

possibility and the tensions between fairness and unfairness and, so to speak, 
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pretend that something is what it is and cannot be anything else. These types 

of ontological politics struggle to keep the world stable by iteratively folding 

the same standards into the mattering processes of “here and now”, while 

excluding other standards. This will however produce “ghosts” (Barad, 

2010), meaning that what is excluded in one practical reality; in one “here 

and now”, may be included in another practical reality – “there and then” – 

and be developed there together with for example notions of fairness or un-

fairness. This excluded version of the matter may then come back to haunt 

the reality from where it was excluded in the first place. The ignorance of 

other versions of for example “performance” or “value” that is found in 

some economic models, may ultimately come back to destroy the reality 

from where it was originally excluded. The financial turmoil of 2008 is one 

recent example, and global warming may serve as another.  

I argue in this thesis that the acknowledgement of “ghost production” 

when determining things in order to manage them, is one thing that separate 

the ontological politics of control and care. And these things are what the 

thesis is about: it is about general, visible, standards such as performance 

measures, cost calculations and equal resource allocation, as well as more 

elusive ones such as professional values. But the thesis is also concerned 

with all the different “here and nows” where care and control are performed, 

and comes to matter differently. It is about how managers and care practi-

tioners try to consider all the different standards they should measure their 

work against, that is, how they make multiplicity matter, but also how they 

work to “smooth out” multiplicity and differences to take control and make 

multiplicity manageable. 

Finally, this framing helps me to discuss the thesis work in a similar way 

as I discuss the work of the practitioners in my case organisations: because I 

have to manage multiplicity too. I do this by adhering to standards, that is, 

theory; and I try to employ a diffractive methodology. I work together with 

my informants and the literature I read, in order to make certain things mat-

ter: I make an effort to produce certain, specific, knowledge and no other. 

This means that I also produce ghosts: there will always be other possible 

ways to make sense of what I have been studying, but at some point my iter-

ations will have to stop; I will have to take control and make contributions. 

Because otherwise this would not be a doctoral thesis, and a doctoral thesis 

is what I should produce. 

To conclude and going forward 

These are some of the premises for managing multiplicity. Managing multi-

plicity involves the management of multiple matters, and multiple standards; 

it also involves managing simultaneity and entanglement. The strategy to 

manage and control multiplicity is often to counteract all this: try to create 

singularity, allude to general standards, make things come to matter in suc-
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cession, instead of simultaneously, and to try to escape the iterative and on-

going intra-actions by creating exteriority, that is, disentangle things so they 

can be understood as autonomous subjects and objects. 

This is my subject matter: managing multiplicity. This lengthy account of 

multiplicity is the way I frame the thesis: the empirical data, as well as my 

research process and the literature I use. Therefore, the management of mul-

tiplicity does not only pertain to the practices I have been studying; but also 

pertains to me as a researcher and to the field of management control to 

which I aim to contribute. Like my informants, I have tried to manage multi-

plicity in my research practice. I have aimed for knowability and analysabil-

ity; I have constructed and begun to argue for three objects of analysis: con-

trol, care and the individual – arguments that will be furthered as the text 

develops. My arguments for the construction of these three objects of analy-

sis will be paired with reflections about how they came to matter. This 

means a reflection about the research process that made these three objects 

come to matter, but also a discussion about the literature that had me posi-

tion the research. 

I will soon take you into these parts of the thesis, but first I wish to clarify 

one thing further. Just because I have framed this thesis in a particular way, 

and suggested three objects of analysis, does not mean that the whole thesis 

is confined to this framing. In fact, quite the contrary, and this is a compo-

nent of diffractive methodology. The main part of the thesis is composed of 

four distinct papers with distinct contributions and objects of analysis. In 

these papers, I have tried to produce specific knowledge and contribute to 

specific strands of literature. This is, on the one hand, a consequence of my 

research process, which began with a different set of assumptions than those 

I “ended up” with. But, on the other hand I would argue that it is also a con-

sequence of multiplicity. Every effort to make things come to matter – be it 

through research or control – produces specificity, but it also overlooks quite 

a lot. Every effort to discipline my subject matter into a distinct contribution 

created distinct knowledge, but also the need to do more, and to do some-

thing different. As a consequence, each paper is an effort to make up for the 

shortcomings of the other ones – and they can be read in this way: as parts of 

a jigsaw puzzle that provides pieces to our knowledge about management 

control and public management. But they can also be read diffractively 

through each other and the framing I have now presented. Ultimately, this is 

what I will do: I will measure the different matters of the different papers 

against each other in a way that is respectful to their particular contributions; 

but also in a way that contributes to the understanding of how multiplicity is 

managed in control and care. 

In other words, I will subject my research process, my methodology, the 

literature I have used, and the papers I have written to the framing I present-

ed: I consider this a part of ontological politics. The framing will be used to 

draw together a coherent contribution about the management of multiplicity, 
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and the ontological politics of control and care, in which individuals are 

constituted. And since this contribution is twofold – it is both directed to-

wards managing multiplicity in control and care, as well as managing multi-

plicity in research –  you will have to wait for the aims of the thesis – the 

promises of what you will learn from it (Bay, 2012) – until I have described 

the research process and presented the literature review. Now, it is time to 

take one step closer to this promise, and begin the analysis of the methodol-

ogies and research processes that formed the thesis.  

Research process and methodology 

 

In this section, I account for my efforts to produce contributions while trying 

to manage the multiplicity of the world I have been researching. It is a story 

of the work to make things fit the conditions of knowledge, theory and anal-

ysis; a story of making things analysable. But most of all it is a story of all 

the crossroads, roundabouts and detours that may come to matter when a 

diffractive methodology is used. Because in diffractive methodology, the 

researched subject matter tends to change all the time, leaving the researcher, 

in this case me, in a precarious position when it comes to producing coherent 

and specific contributions. Doing diffractive research entails embarking on a 

methodological journey in which you have little or no idea of where you will 

end up. In my case, I did not even know from the beginning that diffractive 

methodology was the methodology I would come to use. And perhaps this 

should not even be the name for what I have done; maybe it is something 

else: I will nevertheless use Barad’s (2007) label for my methodology.  

The purpose of this section is to discuss my methodology, and in the pro-

cess clarify why I used certain methods, and why I came to use different 

theories in the different papers. The starting point is my original research 

questions and problems; my work to specify them, and how I set out to cap-

ture specific objects of analysis that would fit specific theorisations of man-

agement control. I will show that, initially, the research was built on a rather 

broad (some would say shallow) theoretical understanding of the field I was 

about to become a part of, as well as confidence that the empirical work 

would be interesting, at least in some sense, in the end. This confidence em-

anated from my conviction that the issues related to controlling and manag-

ing public sector organisations will never be resolved – and therefore always 

provide food for new problematisations – and the fact that I had almost un-

limited access to the organisation where I wanted to conduct my study. 

There was ample opportunity to go back and forth between the literature and 

the field, and to revisit anyone, anywhere, if it turned out that I might have 

posed the wrong questions, or overlooked something significant. This confi-

dence also allowed me to begin with a rather undefined research question. 
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I will discuss how this subsequently changed, and why it changed; why 

my methodology went from a more traditional ethnographically inspired 

case study to something that comes closer to Mol’s (2002) idea of a prax-

iography and Barad’s (2007) diffractive methodology, where I became more 

active in all parts of the knowledge production. This includes a discussion of 

the continuously changing research problems that came to matter together 

with ever new objects of analysis and alternating theorisations, as well as a 

discussion of equally changing and developing strategies for getting to know 

the multiplicity of the world my informants struggled to manage. This sec-

tion is therefore also a discussion of ontological politics in action: in chang-

ing research problems, methodology and suggesting ever new objects of 

analysis, I participate in making up the world by telling you what it consists 

of and how it works. 

Consequently, this section will be quite a reflective part of the thesis and 

perhaps even close to what Van Maanen (2011) would call a confessional 

tale
7
: because the work I have done is part of politics, it needs to be “trans-

parent”. And although reflection is exactly what Barad (2007) tries to dis-

tance her diffractive methodology from, I will retain some of its advantages 

in that it allows my research process to be viewed in hindsight from different 

angles. It also allows me, or so I think, to show much of the work I had to 

constitute my research field, that is, finding my “constellation of theoretical 

ideas, empirical sites and research problems” (Chua & Mahama, 2012: 79)
8
, 

and also which roads I did not take: the alternative research fields that I 

closed the doors to. The section therefore provides an open and detailed ac-

count of my journey from a single, interpretative, case study (Flyvbjerg, 

2006), to a study of dispersed practices of control and care (Czarniawska, 

2004) and case organisations with differentiated and multiple realities 

(Llewellyn, 2007; Mol, 2002). 

In this account, I will alternate between the construction of the field, and 

the methodological challenges I faced in doing so. This means that I will 

jump quite freely between all sorts of concerns that I think might belong in 

methodology; from finding the right people to talk to, interviewing strate-

gies, and taking notes on meetings, to assessing possible alternative prob-

lematisations of streams of data, and writing things up in a paper. It follows 

quite naturally from a diffractive methodology that all these activities go 

                                                      
7 Van Maanen (2011) mentions that a confessional tale can cause the confessor to appear 

“self-absorbed” (73). I agree: this section is definitely a tale about me and my research pro-

cess, although I try to show as much as I can of its more collective aspects. In the end, how-

ever, it is difficult to disregard that it is up to the researcher to make the final iterations and 

manipulations that leads to a final piece of knowledge: a contribution.  
8 I will talk about my research as interested in a specific field, constituted by theoretical ideas, 

empirical sites and research problems. My research field hence concerns accounting, control, 

care and individuals, in different constellations.  
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together in producing knowledge, and I will try to show in detail how I con-

sider specific problems went together in my research process. 

Finally, I wish to say that this is a section about methodology and my re-

search process. As such, it is focused on the work I undertook to produce the 

papers in this thesis. I will use the framing I presented in the previous section 

to discuss the work with the papers. It is however necessary to conclude the 

section with a discussion of the construction of the thesis as a whole. I will 

provide such a discussion, and try address some of the weaknesses of the 

thesis, as well as possible critiques
9
 on my methodological journey and the 

thesis construction. This is not to dispel the weaknesses and critiques, but to 

try to manage them and how they may come to matter in upcoming discus-

sions on the contributions of the thesis. Now, it is time to present the re-

search process and methodology of the thesis. 

Finding a problem and object of analysis 

At the beginning of the research project, I worked with a loose theme: man-

agement control in the public sector. I was influenced particularly by func-

tionalist and critical works on management control (for example Broadbent 

& Laughlin, 2009; Ferreira & Otley, 2009; Malmi & Brown, 2008; Otley, 

1999), literature on programmes and technologies (for example Kurunmäki, 

2004; Miller, 2001; Miller & Kurunmäki, 2006; Miller & O’Leary, 1987; 

Rose & Miller, 1992; ) and literature on management control in NPM (for 

example Almqvist & Skoog, 2007; Catasús & Grönlund, 2005; Hood, 1991; 

1995; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Kurunmäki et al, 2011; Lapsley, 2008; 2009).  

The problems that seemed valuable to pursue was the design of public 

sector control systems, the communicative aspects of those systems and their 

role as a knowledge creating technology. I therefore came to investigate the 

web-based control system in the city of Stockholm, a municipality I catego-

rised as “large”
10

; hence “complex”, and therefore “interesting”. Because of 

the city’s size, it produced a wide variety of services – from infrastructure 

and housing to education and aged care.  

The control system should be functional in the control of all these things, 

and my hypothesis was that the city’s complexity would make the design 

question interesting. I began to follow the design of the municipality’s man-

agement control system, but also its use in the organisation’s aged care oper-

ations. There were two additional motivations for choosing Stockholm as my 

                                                      
9 These are critiques received on earlier drafts of the thesis, and in many cases I agree with 

them. Therefore I wish to take them seriously and discuss them in the text.  
10 Stockholm is by far the largest municipality in Sweden with almost a million inhabitants 

(approximately 10% of the whole population in Sweden), a yearly budget exceeding four 

billion Euro, and almost 40.000 people directly employed as co-workers (and several more 

“indirect” employees in contracted partner organisations).  
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case organisation, and specifically aged care. The most important was that I 

could have almost unlimited access. The other was that I had a vague idea 

that I wanted to research a setting where management control was supposed-

ly “difficult” – in as many ways as possible – and aged care seemed to be 

such a setting, both because of the supposed problems inherent in measuring 

and controlling care, and because of the organisation of aged care in Stock-

holm. 

In Stockholm, aged care is decentralised in 14 district committees and 

their respective administrations. Moreover, Stockholm has a specialised ad-

ministration – the aged care administration – that provides support to the 

districts in aged care issues. As such, also the organisational structure 

seemed somewhat complex from a control perspective. I started “at the top” 

in Stockholm, and interviewed those working centrally with the control sys-

tem, and found a contact person at the aged care administration. I also ob-

tained access to the web-based system, where I could follow its formal de-

sign and the chain of objectives from the governing political body, which is 

the city council, to the different committees – a total of 14 district commit-

tees and 17 special committees – and then to the units that produced the ser-

vices, for example nursing homes and domestic care units. 

The system is designed around objectives decided yearly by the city 

council, measures – called indicators – that make it possible to define targets 

related to the objectives and evaluate if the objectives are fulfilled, and 

something called “activities” where the city council can specify what they 

want the committees to do, for example start up an activity centre for aged 

people. The committees and the units must adhere to these objectives, speci-

fy their own targets, and account for their activities in the web-based sys-

tem
11

. So, with access to the system, I could see how all committees and 

units formulated their targets; how they intended to achieve them, and how 

they would follow them up – during the year, and in relation to their annual 

reports. 

Sitting next to the controllers working centrally in the office at the city 

hall, I had the opportunity to browse the system while discussing “how 

things should work” and “how things actually worked” with respect to the 

system and its communicative use. I also arranged formal interviews with 

some of these controllers, as well as the person responsible for the city’s 

budgeting process. This gave me a first-hand experience of the troublesome 

practices of control: although things were comparatively neat and tidy in the 

controllers’ offices, there were many things that did not go according to 

plan.  

This encouraged me to delve deeper and to find the district administra-

tions and the units that would help me to understand the operationalisations 

                                                      
11 This is a basic description of the system. The system is more elaborate, and the details can 

be found in the papers.  



 32 

of the design, that is, how the control system worked. This became my first 

methodological challenge: how to choose which units to engage in the eth-

nographic study I wanted to conduct. I collected the budgets and follow-up 

reports from recent years from the city council, all 14 district committees, 

and the aged care committee. I used the documents together with the discus-

sions with the controllers on the central level and my contact person at the 

aged care administration, to “sample out” five district administrations that 

seemed particularly active in their control. This left me with the documents 

of 55 units (five purchaser units and 50 provider units), which I read. Again, 

I found a few units that seemed particularly active in their control. I ap-

proached my contact person at the aged care administration to request assis-

tance in contacting these five administrations and the units I found interest-

ing. 

From the start, I “biased” my empirical work towards what I saw as active 

controllers. Initially, I found this a bit concerning, because my understanding 

was that I should be more neutral. But at the same time, I wanted my study 

to be about control, so why not choose those who made serious efforts to 

control? I borrowed an argument from Flyvbjerg (2006): because I did not 

aim to verify a certain function of control, but rather aimed to find problems 

with it, such a “bias” would not matter too much; especially not as long as I 

tried to be aware of its potential danger.  

As things went, I obtained interviews at three of the five administrations, 

two purchaser units and three provider units (one domestic care provider, 

and two nursing homes). I spoke with the managers responsible for aged care 

at two of the administrations. I also spoke to one of the controllers who sup-

ported the unit managers with their financial budgets, and I had the oppor-

tunity to observe one of the monthly budget meetings between this controller 

and the manager of one of “my” provider units. I interviewed the unit man-

ager and co-workers at each provider unit. At the purchaser units I inter-

viewed the assessors in charge of deciding what kind of care the elderly cli-

ents should receive, as well as their managers (for an overview of interviews 

and meeting observations, see Table 1).  

My aim was to identify the elements of the management control system 

actually used, how the system helped or hampered communication, and how 

the different actors experienced their working environment in general. I used 

an approach similar to the “ethnographic interview”, which aims to disturb 

the narration of the informants as little as possible: it was their experiences 

that counted (Agar & Hobbs, 1982; Bateman, 2004). I used general ques-

tions such as “what are you working with”, “how are you working with it”, 

and “why are you working with this as you do”, to capture their experiences. 

This would, however, not be sufficient if I wanted to know as much as pos-

sible about the function of the control system design, so, in the latter part of 

each interview, I intervened more and asked questions derived from my 
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study of documents. I could be specific and ask about some of the objectives 

the informants themselves had formulated, and how they came about. 

I soon realised that professionalism and values were important themes in 

aged care management control: everywhere I went, values and efforts to 

make aged care service provision more professional were discussed. This 

was the start of paper two in the thesis. What seemed evident to me was that 

management control was not a source of deprofessionalisation – at least not 

in a deterministic sense. Therefore I wished to challenge the literature that 

pointed towards this (for example Abbott, 1988; Adcroft & Willis, 2005; 

Evetts; 2009; Skaerbaek & Thorbjørnsen, 2007). The first idea was to use 

institutional theory and conflicting logics (Reay & Hinings, 2009; Seo & 

Creed, 2002), but I found the concept of professional values troublesome to 

incorporate in this framework. When I found the pragmatic constructivist 

framework of Nørreklit et al (2010), I made use of it. 

With this approach two concerns appeared that took me forward in my re-

search process. The first was the “bias” I have discussed above: could I real-

ly challenge the critical literature in this way? Because I did not really disa-

gree with them and I felt that my “sample” was overly positive in terms of 

how control worked together with professional work. But it was the sense of 

determinism I wanted to challenge, and I saw this as an opportunity to pro-

vide a black swan among the white swans (Flyvbjerg, 2006) provided in the 

literature on professionalism and critical management. I therefore framed the 

paper as an analysis of how management control could actually help profes-

sionals in conducting better services, which also made the Nørreklit et al 

(2010) framework more appropriate, since the aim of their study is to ad-

dress accounting as a useful technology in a democratic world. Consequent-

ly, I came to understand that I did not have to be overly concerned with “bi-

as” as long as I wanted to provide examples that did not first and foremost 

corroborate a theoretical idea, but rather show possibilities and the condi-

tions for such possibilities. 

The second concern was that with the framework of Nørreklit et al 

(2010), and with the influence from functionalist management control litera-

ture, my informants became objects of analysis. They became professionals 

and managers with values, capable of reflective reasoning and users of dif-

ferent types of language. This made the methodological task one of captur-

ing these values, the reflective reasoning and communication, and explaining 

what factors would influence them. The approach was interpretive, and the 

aim was to capture and convey a thick enough description to be used as an 

explanation (Lukka & Modell, 2010) of how management control affected 

professional values and reflectiveness.  

Because my research until that stage had focused on design and commu-

nicative aspects of the control system, and my strategy had been to ask ques-

tions on this subject and how managers, controllers and caregivers experi-

enced and reasoned about their daily work, I found it possible to convey 
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such a description. I was, however, concerned with an approach that turned 

my informants into objects of analysis and bearers of values and reflective 

capabilities: I did not sense that I was doing their practical realities justice. 

Moreover, I realised that the approach seemed somewhat abstract. I grouped 

people together according to profession, attributed values to them, discussed 

socially constructed facts, and situated languages. On the one hand, this had 

some utility since they made the world stable which, in turn, made it possible 

to suggest a type of causal explanation (see Lukka & Modell, 2010). There-

fore, I could make a contribution that holds: that control is a matter of nego-

tiation, cooperation and harmonisation of values, as much as a matter of 

coercion. But it also highlights the power of signification and the construc-

tion of meaning: through communication we can make disparate things co-

herent.  

 

Table 1: Overview of interviews and meeting observations 

 

     Informants, Stockholm     Meetings, Stockholm   

          

Administration managers 11   Controller - purchaser 2 

Controllers and budget officials 8   Controller - provider 5 

Purchaser managers 3   Staff meeting, purchaser 4 

Care assessors 8   Staff meeting, provider  4 

Provider managers 5   Education provider 1 

Caregivers (providers) 16       

Project leaders and administrators 4       

          

Total  55   Total 16 

     Informants, "Town"     Informants, other organisations   

          

Politicians 2   Top manager 1 

Chief financial officer 1   Chief financial officer 1 

Managers, strategic level 4   Administration managers 3 

Managers, administrations/units 17       

Co-workers 4       

          

Total 28   Total  5 
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On the other hand, when I used the pragmatic constructivist approach of 

Nørreklit et al (2010), something eluded me. The stability of, for example, 

“facts” and “values” that made explanation possible seemed somewhat arti-

ficial. It was the result of a simplification that I found was the product of a 

preoccupation with epistemology and reflection (Barad, 2007). With 

Nørreklit et al (2010), I saw people as observers of the world, reflecting up-

on it in a subjective manner and then negotiating this subjective view with 

others. Reality, and hence ontology, becomes with this approach an individ-

ual affair. Consequently, nothing could be said about this subjective process: 

what became interesting was instead the resultant negotiation that made facts 

recognisable through the development of intersubjectivity. In preoccupying 

myself with communication in the form of words, the matters of practice 

somehow got lost. By focussing on “the word”, the intricacies of “the 

world”, were diminished. Although everyone was discussing for example 

“the client” and using the same words, the practical matters that coexisted 

with this apparent sameness were quite different. 

I decided that I needed to change my research strategy in order to capture 

the really interesting material concerning what was going on in Swedish 

aged care practices. This also coincided with me being included in a new 

research project: the Swedish national local government research pro-

gramme. The latter opened up the opportunity to collect data in other munic-

ipalities, and the former caused me to change my interview strategy and 

search for data using meeting observations, debate articles in newspapers 

and legal texts. At this point I had tons of documents from the web-based 

management control system, data from several interviews on the administra-

tive level in Stockholm and interviews with co-workers and managers in 

purchaser and provider units .I knew a lot about the system, its components 

and the communication aspects, but not enough about the actual practices of 

aged care and its control: I wished to expand my field in terms of theoretical 

ideas and research problems, as well as empirical sites (Chua & Mahama, 

2012). 

Difference, a stronger authorship and the inclusion of co-authors 

The analysis that I neglected something by focusing on communication and 

reflection was a result of a more diffractive methodology that I, quite un-

knowingly, had begun to employ. In the first “wave” of empirical work, I 

had been guided more by earlier data collection than literature, and at this 

point I started to read more management and accounting literature based on 

Foucault, Latour, Law and Callon which took me into a realm of multiplicity 

and ontology. It is impossible to say exactly what gave rise to the other; 

whether it was the discomfort with the theorisation of my empirical work 

that led me to read more and different literature, or if it was the extension of 

readings that made me uncomfortable with how I theorised my data and, 



 36 

hence, caused me to broaden my empirical research. This does not matter: 

the important point is that I started to engage in a diffractive methodology 

that concerned everything from interviewing to theorising. By always relat-

ing a statement in an interview or an article to another statement elsewhere, 

things could be understood differently.  

This proved to be both highly interesting and frustrating at the same time: 

it helped me to get to know more and different things, but it also made it 

difficult for me to establish something as knowledge. Nothing seemed to be 

strong enough to point to and say that “this is how it is”, because the expla-

nations were always too many and too fluid. To some extent, I had to work 

in two directions at the same time: on the one hand, I had to make sure that I 

got to understand as much as possible of the differences involved in the prac-

tices of control and care and, on the other hand, I had to secure some kind of 

knowledge about these practices that I could write about and call a contribu-

tion to the management control literature. As a consequence, I had to devise 

strategies to pursue both directions simultaneously, in all aspects of my re-

search. 

When it comes to the work in the first direction, that is, the effort to un-

derstand the multiplicity and difference of control work empirically, I 

changed my approach to data collection. I broadened my empirical work to 

other organisations, debate articles and legal texts. This helped to make my 

method more multifaceted, as it included reading the major Swedish news-

papers every day, and following the development of legislation in the area of 

aged care. Moreover, when I began to do interviews in other organisations, I 

could ask questions based on my knowledge from Stockholm; I could ask 

about the interference of legal stipulations, and I could pose questions from 

different theoretical approaches to problematise former answers.  

My interview technique transformed from “ethnographic” (Agar & 

Hobbs, 1982) to “analytical”: the interviews and observations came to “build 

on the assumption that the practice could have been different” (Kreiner & 

Mouritsen, 2005: 154). After trying to be a listener and interpreter, I now 

also became an interested critic
12

. I could now gain knowledge from other 

organisations, understand how different actors thought things should be done 

(lawmakers and authors of debate articles, for example), and use different 

theoretical approaches to problematise statements. In every instance of data 

collection, I could be more critical towards the particular practice I was re-

searching, and explore alternatives. In being a part of making things come to 

matter in the interview situation – “here and now” – I was able to discern in 

detail how something was determined in a particular way; what was folded 

                                                      
12 I still worked with the strategy of beginning every interview by letting the informant con-

vey their own story about their practice. Later in the interview I could be more active and 

pose questions designed to “provoke” different accounts about practice.  
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into a specific practice, and what was not. Moreover, I could do this over and 

over again, in different instances of space and time. 

I visited four other municipal organisations
13

 and expanded my data col-

lection to other areas. This made me understand more about the matters of 

control in general; something not made explicit so much in my papers (ex-

cept from paper one). This had effects on my empirical work in Stockholm. 

Among other things, I came to understand that there was an interesting as-

pect of control that were to be implemented in all Swedish aged care (fol-

lowing legal changes in the Swedish Social Service Act): a value base. This 

value base was an extension of the work that had been going on since the 

late 1980’s or early 1990’s supposed to secure individualised services in 

Swedish aged care. This seemed like a quite different kind of control, so I 

wanted to understand more about this way to work towards individualised 

care. This had me incorporate issues of individualised care in my interviews 

and looking for it in the discussions on meetings. The realisation that there 

were other kinds of control efforts going on in the world around me also 

made me suspect that there were other aspects of control I had neglected. I 

therefore decided to research these matters broader and deeper.  

First, I decided to follow the chain of control in Stockholm from “the top” 

to “the bottom” once again. I did this in the two districts I had sampled pre-

viously, that is, districts for which I had an overall formal understanding, but 

had not yet visited. This gave me a new start for which I could adhere to my 

aim to research differences, at the same time as I did not have to start all 

over again with reading all the budget documents and reports of the admin-

istrations and units. Second, I wanted to know more about ongoing projects 

associated with control that went on in Stockholm’s aged care. I returned to 

my contact person in the aged care administration, who arranged for me to 

meet project leaders of two projects: implementation of the Social Service 

Act value base, and the construction of a digitalised care diary that would 

enable relatives to follow the daily care of an aged person from a distance
14

. 

                                                      
13 Two of these organisations were visited because of the Swedish national local government 

research programme, and I used the third and fourth organisations as references because their 

approach to competence development and resource allocation differed markedly from Stock-

holm’s. Competence development is one of several sub themes I came to investigate, follow-

ing what I considered as “important in practice”. It never found its companion in the litera-

ture, and was therefore not developed into a research problem in its own right. Some of the 

findings from the research programme are published in paper one in the thesis, and in 

Almqvist & Wällstedt (2013b) and Wällstedt, Grossi & Almqvist (2014). The municipality 

discussed in paper one, “Town” as we call it, is the organisation we made most of our inter-

views in. 
14 The care diary is also material for its own paper which would have needed a different direc-

tion than the one I decided to take. I realised that to pursue this particular topic it would re-

quire the collection of quite different data compared with the data I had already collected. In a 

sense, this would be too different to be time-efficient. Instead, I pursued a line of research 

where I could also use my “old” data. 
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I also contacted two nursing homes, and their respective purchaser units 

where I would be allowed to make more in-depth observations. 

The interviews with the two project leaders led to a more thorough under-

standing of the multifaceted nature of the city’s control practices, but the 

data is not explicitly used in my texts. The contacts with the nursing homes 

and their purchasers however led to more data that I could use in my texts. I 

interviewed the unit managers and several co-workers in both nursing 

homes. I interviewed care assessors, and their managers in the purchaser 

organisation. I interviewed the controllers that helped both purchasers and 

providers with their budget management. I also attended staff meetings in 

each nursing home, staff meetings at both purchaser units, budget meetings 

between unit managers and controllers (both purchaser and provider unit), 

and I was able to “hang around” a bit in the nursing homes. With this came 

complementary interviews with the top managers of each administration, and 

new visits to the web-based control system. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the quest for difference in my empirical work 

made me problematise some of the literature that inspired me to look for 

difference in the first place. I did not agree that my data showed the amount 

of disciplinary practices expected from the governmentality literature (for 

example Miller & O’Leary, 1987; 1994; 2007 ), there was little evidence of 

the type of commensuration I found in for example the studies by Espeland 

and Sauder (2007), Espeland and Stevens (1998), and Samiolo (2012). 

Moreover, the accounting inscriptions used in the organisations seemed far 

from undisputed or stable (Mouritsen, 2011; Robson, 1992; Qu & Cooper, 

2011). However, at the same time, these reflections on my part seemed too 

crude: none of these literatures really suggested that the use of accounting 

would have such general effects of coercion (Svärdsten Nymans, 2012). 

Therefore, I went to the “sources”: I read Foucault and Deleuze; Callon, 

Latour, Law, Mol, and Barad. I did this together with the expansion of my 

data collection where I looked towards what Kurunmäki and Miller (2011) 

calls the ‘non-local’, that is, policy arenas, and debates, and towards the 

practices of day-to-day aged care. 

With the help of accounting literature, their original sources, contempo-

rary authors in other fields developing those sources, and my “new” meth-

odological approach, I delved into all sorts of difference: difference between 

local practices; difference between practice and theoretical stipulations, and 

difference between statements in the same interview, to mention a few. This 

raised questions concerning simultaneity and otherness: I began to under-

stand that differences and fluidity were enacted pretty much at the same time 

as sameness and stability, and this made the concept of multiplicity and oth-

erness – that something can exist in other ways than the present (see for ex-

ample Law, 2004) – interesting. What I started to wonder was how things 

that were going on “elsewhere”, could also be present “here”, and in what 

form. Could things only circulate from reality to reality in the form of in-
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scriptions (for example accounting numbers), or could concerns emerging 

“there” come to matter “here” in some other way? And how could manage-

ment control be a part of this? Is control primarily productive of difference 

or sameness, and would it really be fair to see everything as about control? 

My search for difference, and my reading of more and more texts began 

to raise questions that were beyond the scope of the thesis. On the one hand, 

many of the insights could be applied as meta-theoretical guidance of the 

practical research (Baxter & Chua, 1998). However, on the other hand, the 

insights could become a dangerous influence if allowed to guide the work 

too much. It might become impossible to produce any contributions at all, in 

the end: I had to discipline my work; move in the other direction and stabi-

lise something and call it knowledge.  

The solution I employed was a stronger authorship (Baxter & Chua, 

2008), because this would be the only way to stand up against all the other 

authors involved in the research process as it now was: the search for differ-

ence made me listen to a multiplicity of authorities. First of all, I had granted 

my informants the status of co-researchers (Latour, 2005), and even co-

authors (Foucault, 2010/1979). Through my insights on different theoretical 

strands of literature, organisational practice, debates, and legal texts, I could 

pose critical questions in interviews, and the informants could respond ac-

cording to their understanding, sometimes correcting me, sometimes even 

misunderstanding me in interesting and constructive ways. When I tried to 

be provocative and critical, I think I often seemed rather single minded – and 

the informants took the opportunity to “correct” this by showing me the 

complexity of their work. I provoked heterogeneous accounts of a heteroge-

neous practice, instead of contributing to the production of a smooth, coher-

ent text, and in this work my informants made me understand both what 

could be different and what indeed was different in and across the researched 

practices.  

I obtained more heterogeneous and sometimes contradicting accounts 

from practice. In a way, this was comforting because, seemingly paradoxi-

cally, my own interventions in the interview situation seemed to produce less 

“biased” statements because my questions produced answers and discussions 

that were always slightly different. Moreover, when I invited my informants 

as co-authors, the discussions we had also became theoretically significant. 

My follow-up questions were often inspired by my readings – and therefore 

based on a range of different theoretical approaches – an interview could 

meander between issues with significance for Actor-Network Theory-

inspired accounting research, the shift from NPM to “post NPM” practices, 

or governance research based on agency theory. This is part of diffractive 

methodology: reading data through theory, but also reading theory through 

data. By folding in different ways of knowing, that is, theory, into the inter-

views, I and my informants could iteratively make things matter differently, 



 40 

determine what might matter the most in a particular practice, and how it 

came to matter.  

However, the effort to maintain a stronger authorship did not only pertain 

to the empirical work: it was integral to discipline the data into an account 

that could be recognised as a contribution by others. This had to be done in 

writing and in relation to readers and critics. In writing, I invited the authori-

ty of the different strands of literature to affect my work, and in letting other 

people read it and comment – for example in meetings in our research group 

MUSICA, and in workshops and conferences – I invited them as co-authors 

as well. Everything and everyone seemed to tell me what to do and what to 

write, as well as what not to do and not to write: often in contradictory ways. 

Often, someone would refer to a text commenting “is this not a case about 

this, and should you not use that literature?”, and when I changed it in ac-

cordance with the remarks, I received a comment from someone else that 

urged me to pursue my original argument. This, together with annoying but 

helpful misunderstandings concerning my research, and sometimes surpris-

ingly harsh reactions on the use of an apparently value-charged theoretical 

concept (such as “resistance”)
15

 made me realise that I had to take charge, 

and try to convey my analysis of my research.  

This, however, had to be done in writing; in relation to existing theory 

and as clearly as I could manage: I had to find “the right” concepts and ar-

guments for my case and what it was about. In a sense, I took Latour’s words 

that “[t]he text, in our discipline, is not a story, not a nice story. Rather, it’s 

the functional equivalent of a laboratory. It’s a place for trials, experiments 

and simulations” (2005: 149), but I also had to realise that I was not the sole 

authority in this laboratory: it was made up of strands of literature, potential 

readers, conventions that determines what for example “resistance” means, 

and the data that I had produced with my other co-authors. I had to 

acknowledge this, because as with any laboratory, the text is worthless if it 

does not reproduce (at least some of) the conditions of the world in which 

the produced knowledge is supposed to survive.  

Hence, the literatures I relate to, as well as the assumptions and traditions 

of their readerships, forms the stable environment that supports the contents 

of my research problems and, subsequently, the contributions. The literatures 

impose the limits and provide the openings where the problems and contri-

                                                      
15 Paper three in this thesis began by analysing resistance, but it seemed to invoke critique that 

I did not really understand. After some time it occurred to me that resistance has a deep tradi-

tion and therefore an equally deep rooted meaning in Marxist research, which tended to lead 

the reader down the wrong path when I used it. Moreover, when starting to read Foucault, it 

was clear that he seldom used the word “resistance” (or at least not his English translators): 

Foucault (or the translators) used other terms, such as “dissension” and “opposition”. There-

fore, I changed my analysis from resistance to dissension and opposition: suddenly I received 

responses that I could understand, and which seemed more relevant for the analysis I wanted 

to do. 
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butions can be situated. Different literatures allow different problematisa-

tions. Different problematisations allow different accounts – in terms of con-

tent as well as style. Hence, the trials and errors; the experimenting I went 

through with my texts, were constituted as iterations between the limitations 

of what a certain strand of literature seemed to allow, and what I wanted to 

convey, given my present understandings and my data. The effort to “fit” my 

data to certain theories (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006), was hence a dynamic 

process where both theory and data were twisted and turned, stretched and 

solidified in the laboratory of the text. The conclusion, for example, that my 

data is about the dissension that emanates from rivalrous programmes (see 

paper three, and Miller & Rose, 1990), is a consequence of an iterative pro-

cess to mould the data into the forms of governmentality-based accounting 

literature, as I came to understand it through my reading of Foucault’s origi-

nal work, at the same time as it is a product of my use of data to create open-

ings in the knowledge fabric that is produced by my combinatory reading of 

these two literatures. They have no “fit” beforehand, and the same could be 

said about the relationship between the data and the theories in the other 

papers: they have to be made to fit by means of the iterative experimenting 

with the text. 

Writing it up: authenticity, plausibility and style 

Previous literature, its authors and audiences thus matter a great deal in the 

production of research problems and contributions. But at the same time, 

what I want to matter the most is my empirical data: I want to fold what mat-

ters in the practical realities I have been researching into the realities of oth-

ers through my texts. In my research, therefore, I have tried to relate as much 

as possible to Golden-Biddle and Locke’s (1993) work on how to perform 

convincing research. Mostly, I have tried to relate to what they would call 

“the authenticity
16

” of my research, that is, making clear that what I convey 

in my writing is what is going on in the empirical field, and “plausibility”, 

that is, how I relate the data to theory and different strands of literature and 

produce contributions to them.  

However, I had to approach these issues somewhat differently for each 

paper: because the laboratory work that produced research problems and 

contributions in each paper differ, what could be considered “convincing” is 

also different. If the laboratory work incorporates literature on professional 

                                                      
16 I am not sure if “authenticity” is the right word to use, because this word assume that things 

can be conveyed or reproduced “untouched”, so to speak, from one situation to another. My 

argument about ontological politics, and the resultant impossibility to convey something 

experienced “there and then” into “here and now” without manipulating it in some sense goes 

against this. I however use this term, and it should be seen as a discussion about the struggle 

to do the impossible, that is, to convey what is going on in practice despite its many transfor-

mations from practice to text.  
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values, this concept will have to be part of the problem and contribution; and 

it must be decided if this concept is something to argue as stable or changing 

and, in that case, how such stability or change comes about. This, of course, 

depends on what can be brought into the laboratory in terms of data. Moreo-

ver, by using the literature, it might also be possible to consider the preferred 

style of writing, that is, what style may be more convincing. This means that 

for some research problems and contributions, conveying plausibility is of 

the essence and in others showing authenticity; but mostly it is a matter of 

conveying both but in different ways. Let me elaborate on how I worked 

with this in my research process. 

Let us start with the two “stages” of my research process. It is clear that 

the two roles of interpreter and active participant provoked different prob-

lems when it came to authenticity and plausibility. As an interpreter, I had to 

make sure that I understood the subjective experiences of my informants and 

could produce an authentic and valid account of them. This could be done 

with abductive reasoning conveyed in my writing, letting theoretical catego-

ries organise the empirical statements in order to secure both authenticity 

and plausibility (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1993; Habermas 1996/1980; Luk-

ka & Modell, 2010). This can be seen in paper two, where I filter the data 

through theory, and convey a plausible interpretation rather than an authentic 

empirical description – for example I exclude some of the messiness of prac-

tice to prove a specific point. In this way, I sacrifice authenticity by not ac-

counting for the struggles I have seen, in order to stabilise the practical reali-

ty sufficiently to provide an explanation; a cause and effect, if you will. Au-

thenticity is, in this paper, subordinate to plausibility: the account only has to 

be authentic enough to avoid suspicion by the reader concerning the validity 

of the empirical work. 

In the other three papers, I make more use of my own authorship and em-

ploy somewhat different strategies. In paper three, I also focus on plausibil-

ity and let aspects of authenticity come second. Therefore, paper three is 

similar to paper two in terms of style, but the origin is more inductive in 

character, because the empirical story has great influence on the theoretical 

story, rather than vice versa. In papers one and four, however, authenticity is 

the focus, and plausibility becomes a function of this. In paper one, we con-

vey two empirical cases, and make only a few general theoretical sugges-

tions: the aim is to incite and participate in a debate rather than offering a 

plausible contribution to the literature. In paper four, plausibility is very 

much an effect of authenticity: by inviting the reader into the research prac-

tice, as well as the researched reality, I try to normalise a slightly unorthodox 

way of writing, and draft the reader into the assertions of the paper (Golden-

Biddle & Locke, 1993). In doing so, I hope to show the reader that the strug-

gles of control and care require a slightly different theoretical approach: by 

folding the matters of multiplicity into the reality of the reader in an as au-
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thentic way possible, I try to convey the plausibility of my account for the 

management control literature. 

Together with these considerations, I also “experimented” with writing 

style: the writing style should, or so goes my reasoning, be related to the 

efforts to make the text convincing. Hence, a focus on authenticity requires 

another style than a focus on plausibility. In paper two, where I take the role 

as interpreter and wish to convey plausibility, I use an arid and “objective” 

writing style (de Villiers & Dumay, 2013). The sentences are short and clari-

fying: the focus is on the contribution, and nothing else. In paper three, the 

style is authoritative: the author (myself) narrates the story from an outside 

position and there are few quotes from practitioners. The aim here was to 

focus on the programmes and technologies, and only secondarily on the peo-

ple involved. This also renders the text somewhat barren, but because I 

wanted to relay clarity and specificity, this must be accepted. In papers one 

and four, the writing is more interactive: the first person – “we” and “I” – are 

used, and particularly in paper four, I invite the organisational members to 

do most of the talking, but I also show my own participation in the field. In 

doing so, I also invite the reader to participate in the discussion on the impli-

cations of my research for the accounting literature. As such, also the writing 

style is a part of the methodology. 

Concluding the section: on multiplicity, iteration, and matters 

that remain 

My account of the research process shows that this thesis was not concerned 

with the management of multiplicity from the outset. Although it was always 

about control, it was not about control as ontological politics. As my litera-

ture influences have changed, so have my laboratory and, consequentially, 

my objects of analysis: they were not always control, care and the individual; 

the objects of analysis have evolved over time. For example, when I present-

ed the thesis as a draft, half way through the research process, I saw the the-

sis as a study of values and what makes something valuable in a professional 

practice that is circumscribed by efforts to control the practice. It is not diffi-

cult to see that my focus on values at that time, that is, my work with paper 

two, had a great influence on my conception of the thesis as a whole. It is, 

however, also possible to see that my discussion in that draft about value as a 

consequence of certain kinds of “valuability” endures in this final version of 

the thesis: ontological politics also determine the value of something. 

This thesis is hence the product of multiple manipulations, iterations, or 

translations that have been performed on multiple occasions. Multiple mat-

ters have been folded into multiple instances of space and time. Control 

practices have been folded into care practices in the form of for example 

customer satisfaction measures and cost calculations; care practices have 
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been folded into interview practices through narratives and as a consequence 

of specific questions and understandings of those questions; answers have 

been folded into transcriptions; and those transcriptions have been folded 

into (or excluded from) a certain text as a consequence of a theoretical ar-

gument that requires strengthening in relation to another argument in another 

text. So many iterations; inclusions and exclusions, have been performed, 

and this begs the question about what remains in this thesis and why. 

There are two issues I wish to address here: one that relates to what may 

have been excluded in my work, and one that relates to what is constructed 

or made to matter. The first issue can be related to an ethnographic notion of 

authenticity and validity. If I were to formulate this as a critique, I would 

ask: How can I know that my account is authentic? How can I say that I have 

researched “practice”, particularly “care practice”, when I have been con-

ducting interviews and observations in meetings, instead of being in these 

care practices? To me, such questions are reasonable, but they also rest on an 

ethnographic idea of sites, cases, fields or cultures where things are done in 

an authentic way: there is a reality that exists (although it is played out in 

many places at the same time), and capturing this reality is what counts. My 

problem is that I both concur and do not concur with this view.  

I concur because I am (and should be) only a modest part of ontological 

politics: it is therefore my responsibility to try to convey everything else that 

is also a part of such politics, or “capture” it, if I would use a different ex-

pression. From this perspective, I wish to defend myself by asking “what am 

I missing when I am doing it in this way, and not observing the actual prac-

tices?” My argument is that I do not miss a lot, because I have been exposed 

to a majority of the issues I have been told about in interviews, and heard 

discussions about during meetings: I have experienced much of what mat-

ters. I have been in the offices of controllers, browsing through their working 

material; I have been to nursing homes at lunch time while waiting for 

someone to take her time to let me interview her, and I have had several 

interviews interrupted by the reality crashing in, in the form of a client want-

ing to talk or a client needing assistance, just to mention a few examples
17

. I 

am sure that I would have experienced more if I would had been engaged in 

daily practice for a longer time, but I am not sure that my accounts; my prob-

lems and contributions would have been much different. 

When I do not concur, I defend myself by claiming that I am doing dif-

fractive methodology, not ethnography. With this methodology it is not nec-

essarily one particular reality that is of interest; it is the ontological politics – 

the making of that reality: all the things that are folded into that one particu-

                                                      
17 Perhaps it has been helpful that I have worked as a personal assistant to persons with disa-

bilities, and in other practices related to caring for people for some time before I entered the 

doctoral programme. Kunda (2013) argues that such experiences may be sources of interpreta-

tion that aid the empirical sensibility of a researcher doing ethnographic work. 
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lar reality where I happen to be at that moment, together with all the other 

particular realities into which other particular realities may be folded – in 

different versions. This means that it is as important to be “here” as to be 

“elsewhere”: there is always something equally important going on else-

where (Czarniawska, 2014). Because it is equally important to focus on the 

studied reality as it is to focus on all the things through which you can read 

this practical reality, it is possible to receive critique from both sides at the 

same time: the critique “why did you not spend more time in the care prac-

tices?” becomes as relevant as “why did you not focus more on the discours-

es of care and control?”, or “why did you not incorporate this literature in 

your analysis?” In doing diffractive methodology, I am required to interrupt 

every “smooth” account with another seemingly “smooth” account in order 

to disrupt the “smoothness” of them, and make differences come to matter. 

Otherwise, I would be risking the uncritical reproduction of certain kinds of 

ontological politics. Therefore I cannot afford being in one place too much, 

because I need something else to interfere with what is going on there: I 

need an understanding of what may be folded into a practical reality, and I 

cannot understand that if I do not spend time elsewhere.  

What I can do is to give a transparent account of my work and my part in 

ontological politics; opening it up for critique. I can try to show what re-

mains as relevant matters to discuss, after all the iterations I have been part 

of, and why it is exactly these matters that remain in the thesis. Perhaps I can 

give a sense of the empirical and laboratory work that made some matters 

analysable – and therefore suitable for producing contributions – and not 

others.  

In this section, I have discussed how the papers came about through my 

research process. The papers are an important part of the contribution of the 

thesis in themselves. However, there is still some work to be done before I 

can give you the contributions of the thesis as a whole. I hope it is now suffi-

ciently clear that the thesis was about management control from the begin-

ning, and how it evolved from reproducing management control as some-

thing rather functional, albeit difficult, to something that deals with multi-

plicity. What is not yet so clear, however, is why certain things remain as 

objects of analysis and how they are constituted as objects of analysis. This 

means that I have to clarify how, in this process, the concept of “care” went 

from a being a part of the empirical work to becoming an analysable object 

and something I thought I could contrast with “control”. Moreover, I should 

also make clear how “the individual” is involved in all this, and what onto-

logical politics has to do with the constitution of the individual. I can only do 

this by putting control, care and the individual into the context of the litera-

tures I have used to shape them as objects of analysis. 

In other words: the management of multiplicity; the ontological politics of 

control, care and the individual remains to be further discussed. The account 

of the research process has to be more explicitly paired with an account of 
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the literature that accompanied my work to understand the studied practical 

realities. The fact that I came to study care as an empirical phenomena, and 

the discovery that there were ongoing discussions about individualised care 

in the studied practices, can be diffractively read through literatures on con-

trol, care and the individual.  

Such a diffractive reading, where we read the account of the research pro-

cess through the upcoming literature review, and filter them through the 

introductory framing, will position the papers in the thesis and aid me to 

make contributions: it is only through such a diffractive reading that I can 

make my contributions to the management control literature. It is only by 

understanding control as one of possibly multiple ontological politics I can 

make the particular contributions I do, and it is only because of my particular 

research process the contrasting ontological politics became “care” and noth-

ing else. When the research process suggested a range of possible objects of 

analysis, it is the literature that stabilise things and says: “this is what mat-

ters; this is where you can make your contributions”. Therefore, we now turn 

to the literature section and see what earlier research has to say about con-

trol, care and the individual. After the literature section, it is finally time to 

say something more explicit about the aim and contributions of the thesis. 

Literature review: on control, care and the individual 

In this section, I make an effort to go through the ontological politics of con-

trol and care, and how the individual may be constituted in these politics. In 

doing so, I assume the stance that the literature plays a part in such politics: 

the literature on management control participates in defining the conditions 

for what is controllable, and the literature on care participates in defining the 

conditions for what (or who) it is possible to care about. This literature re-

view is simultaneously an overview of what we know about control and care, 

and a discussion about what control and care are, or, perhaps rather, have 

become. However, since the literature review is far from all-encompassing, it 

does not tell us all the possible versions of control and care, and I do not 

pretend that it does. Instead, I argue that the review provides sufficient ar-

guments about the ontological politics of control and care to start to discern 

how they come together in practice; how they pose problems for one anoth-

er, and how they participate in producing different versions of the individual. 

This means that I make an effort to examine some of the research on these 

three matters, in order to account for what we know about them, and to situ-

ate the thesis. In doing so, I apply a rather “ostensive” writing style, meaning 

that I use my authority – my authorship of the thesis – to tell you what the 

literature say: this is my account of what matters as control, care and the 

individual. The section is tailored to make my case: I have constructed it to 

position my research and argue for my contributions. It should therefore be 
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said that the section is not meant to be an objective account of the state of 

affairs of our knowledge of control, care and the individual. Instead, it is a 

consequence of the need to weave together the fabric that I can then make 

new stitches in with my contributions of the papers. As such, it is a fragile 

fabric that can be discussed from the outset: also this account could have 

been different. 

I however stand for this account: it is integral for this thesis in showing 

what ontological politics do to things and people, and how things and people 

participate in doing ontological politics. This section should be considered as 

a part of the ontological politics it describes. By arguing for control as a 

specific version of politics that makes up the individual in a particular way; 

making it controllable, I engage in politics myself. This account is therefore 

not neutral, which the reader should bear in mind while reading the section 

and the whole thesis. Otherwise it may become difficult to constructively 

discuss the contributions of the thesis. Let us now go into the worlds of con-

trol, care and individuals. 

 Control 

In order to understand what control is; how it is constituted, and what it does 

to people and things, it might be good to start off with some etymology. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary
18

, the word “control” is of rather 

late origin in the English language and was first used in the late 15
th
 or early 

16
th
 century. It denotes a “counter roll”, and entails the practice “to take and 

keepe a copie of a roll of accounts, to controll, obserue, ouersee, spie faults 

in” (Oxford English Dictionary). Already from the beginning, it denoted an 

act that make use of accounts, counter accounts and comparisons between 

them. This means that the practice of control seems difficult to address with-

out also addressing accounting. It would also seem difficult to address con-

trol without simultaneously addressing the actor in charge of controlling: 

from the beginning – in the 15
th
 century – there was someone put in charge 

of controlling: the “comptroller”. Based on the model of the inspector, this 

actor had to perform the checks and interventions that were required for con-

trol to work.  

Control practices hence entail comparison and therefore a standard – the 

“counter roll” – towards which a comparison is made, and an agency that 

performs the comparison and acts upon deviations: the “comptroller” or in-

spector. These can be said to be fundamental “entities” if control is to func-

tion: these entities form the basic conditions for control. Ontologically 

speaking, control needs two objects: the object one wishes to control, and the 

standard, and these two objects must be comparable according to the same 

scale; and this scale is decided in the makeup of the standard. This makes the 

                                                      
18 When I use the Oxford English Dictionary, it is exclusively its online version I refer to. 
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controllable entity subordinate to the standard both in terms of scale and how 

its interiority and exteriority is defined: a controllable object must be defined 

in the same terms as the standard. But control also needs a knower, a subject, 

which can recognise and intervene upon any discrepancy between the two 

objects. This knower must base its knowledge on the standard, which makes 

the standard even more important in the process. It is hence clear from the 

outset that control is based on politics engaged in making things similar, 

knowable and comparable, and that it is the properties of the standard that 

counts when doing this. 

The usefulness of this model has made its politics wide spread. In the Lu-

theran church, a primary standard for controlling the faith and behaviour of 

people was the Catechism. Parishioners were expected to learn the Cate-

chism by heart and were subject to examinations by the parish priest (see, for 

example, Lindgren, 1970) to maintain social control. In the market place, 

standard weights and measures were brought in by inspecting officials to 

control trade and act against merchants trying to cheat their customers or the 

state in its effort to levy taxes. In management, the development of standard 

costing and budgeting allowed interventions that secured more efficient 

work practices (Miller & O’Leary, 1987).  

In these practices, the standard, the controller and the controlled entity 

were well defined and easy to separate, making the control practice rather 

straight forward. But the model changed when it found its way into science: 

the standard and the apparatus for identifying deviations and acting upon 

them became integrated. This integrated model became an important com-

ponent of engineering, and the idea of cybernetic control was developed 

(Bennett, 1993). The model made an impression in economics, where the 

idea of the preference as a stable, individualised standard could work as a 

predictor for choice (Frisch, 1926). The model was also applied to psycholo-

gy in a range of different (and competing) shapes, such as behaviourism 

(Skinner, 1965), different motivation theories (Gagné & Deci, 2005; 

Maslow, 1943), goal setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2002), and social 

control theory (Powers, 1978).  

With the dawn of modern science, the model became more complex: be-

cause knowledge became more intricate, more standards appeared together 

with more controllable things. This made control tricky, especially when 

control pertained to humans and their behaviour: control became increasing-

ly complex the more we got to know about ourselves and the world. For 

psychologists, the control question became one of self-regulation: what mo-

tivates the individual to behave in a certain way, and how can motivation be 

used to control behaviour? Some saw the human being as a “purposive sys-

tem”, motivated to bridge discrepancies between an inner standard (desire) 

and an external variable (Powers, 1978), while others saw the discrepancy 

between two external standards – a current situation and a goal – as the ex-

planation for motivation and behaviour (Locke, 1991; Locke & Latham, 
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2002). Issues of extrinsic versus intrinsic motivation were discussed (Gagné 

& Deci, 2005) and used as explanation for individual behaviour.  

Through the work of scientists in fields like psychology and economics, 

the knowable and controllable objects grew in number, and so did the possi-

ble standards: they could now be related to more specific human concerns as 

well as to broader economic and political ones (Miller & O’Leary, 1987). 

And with this, the complexity of the control problem increased even more. 

The psychologised view that behaviour could be controlled through the ma-

nipulation of motivations and cognitive aspects – such as making standards 

(for example goals) clear and easily understandable – became problematised 

by for example Simon (1956) and March and Simon (1958). According to 

this research, rationality is bounded, and there are multiple standards that 

should be satisfied at the same time. This, it was said, opens up for political 

behaviour, negotiations, and power games that make control precarious: the 

variables that should be controlled in order to control behaviour are multiple 

(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Simon, 1956).  

Organisations and management control systems 

For organisation researchers, the problem that emerged was the control of 

individuals within the organisation. Individual behaviour should be aligned 

with the goals of the organisation and its principals, and the executive man-

ager was put in charge of making this happen (Otley & Berry, 1980). To 

achieve this, the idea of management control systems emerged (Anthony, 

1965). These systems took the shape of for example budgets (Argyris, 1952), 

performance measures (Ridgway, 1956) and incentives (Clark & Wilson, 

1961). The controllability principle was developed (see for example Antle & 

Demski, 1988) and stated that a manager should be evaluated and rewarded 

based on that which the manager controls, and nothing else: otherwise con-

trol would lose its purpose.  

This made accounting central to the control problem. Research and prac-

tice had to develop accounting practices that had informational qualities and 

were useful for both principals and agents: accounting had to serve several 

purposes (Antle & Demski, 1988). As such, accounting came to form the 

knowledge base of all sorts of performance (input, output, costs, revenues, 

productivity, effectiveness), at the same time as it formed the calculative 

basis for incentive systems, and the means for principals and agents to inter-

vene in the management of organisations. Accounting became a political 

force to be reckoned with when it comes to defining what is manageable or 

unmanageable; controllable or uncontrollable; valuable or worthless in or-

ganisational life (Burchell et al., 1980; Burchell et al., 1985; Miller & 

O’Leary, 1987). 

As a consequence, practice as well as research focused on the behavioural 

consequences of accounting standards (budget items and performance 

measures) and motivations (incentives). This was done in a predominantly 
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functionalist tradition, that is, where control systems should be a functional 

tool in the hands of the executive. Within this version of ontological politics, 

control “is seen in its full cybernetic sense of both monitoring activities and 

then taking action in order to ensure that desired ends are attained” (Otley & 

Berry, 1980: 232). In this line of reasoning, “[c]ontrol is thus importantly 

related to purposes, co-ordination and change” (ibid: 232). It can be argued 

that such efforts strengthened the particular ontological politics of organisa-

tional control in which accounting is the centre and the standard that organi-

sational practice should measure their efforts against. 

One question that emerged was how to design the best control system, 

given the circumstances. How could an organisation ensure that those work-

ing in the organisations did so according to the wishes of their principals? 

According to Ansari (1977), the design problem was initially approached 

either from a structural perspective or a behavioural perspective: the struc-

tural perspective focused on providing the right information, while the be-

havioural perspective focused on things like responsibilisation and empow-

erment, work satisfaction and flexible routines. The structural approach, 

Ansari argued, could be said to over-emphasise the cognitive aspects of con-

trol (how to make standards clear, and how to communicate them well), 

while the behavioural approach over-emphasised motivational factors. Ansa-

ri (1977) suggested an integrated approach, which was then followed up by 

for example Otley and Berry (1980; see also Otley, 1999) together with a 

range of contingency studies (Chenhall, 2003). 

The ontological politics of control came to intensify its dominance, in part 

because of management control research: the academia participated in mak-

ing more and more aspects of the world controllable, and in the process mak-

ing the control problem even more complex. Contingency theorists, for ex-

ample, contributed by adding more and more variables as conditions that 

required consideration in the design of control systems: different types of 

“organic controls” (for example social controls, participative budgeting, 

interactive controls), different types of “mechanistic controls” (for example 

budget control, operating procedures, output and results controls), the com-

plexity and uncertainty of the environment of the organisation, the nature of 

the technology used by the organisation, and the size of the organisation are 

some of the conditions that should be taken into consideration when design-

ing a management control system (Chenhall, 2003).  

Other ways to contribute to the politics of control was to see the control 

system as a complex of different perspectives (Kaplan & Norton, 1992) or a 

system of systems (Malmi & Brown, 2008; Simons, 1994). These variables, 

perspectives and systems highlighted a range of standards, such as organisa-

tional values (Simons, 1994) and customer relations (Kaplan & Norton, 

1992), which should be combined with a focus on self-regulation or empow-

erment (Simons, 1995) in order to gain control of the organisation. The 

mechanistic, cybernetic version of control politics hence changed into some-
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thing more all-encompassing; fuelled by a wish to take control of virtually 

everything. For protagonists of control, the expansion of control, that is, both 

“more control” and “control of more” were integral if control were to be 

achieved at all (Hofsteede, 1978).  

This signification and expansion of functionalist control, I argue, is also a 

political expansion of an ontology of singularity, aimed at making more and 

more instances of the world controllable by imposing singular standards 

upon them. In making up the world as something that can be rationally con-

trolled by the manager from a “cockpit” (Kaplan & Norton, 1992), by pull-

ing levers (Simons, 1994), the functionalist literature argues that managers 

can successfully manipulate activities on certain, pre-established, “levels” of 

the organisation or beyond it (Luft & Shields, 2003)
19

. I do not argue that 

this is necessarily political in the sense that it is an intentional operationalisa-

tion of a coherent political programme, but rather an effect of combined 

efforts by academic and managerial actors to “do more” and “control more”.  

It is however possible to argue that this expansion is built on normative 

assumptions that things should be done and known in a certain way in order 

to be controllable and manageable, and that things are understood as control-

lable and manageable if they fit a specific, economically rational decision 

model (Young, 2006): in the managerial cockpit, only those things that can 

be indicated by blinking lamps or ticking numbers – only those things that 

can be manipulated by pressing buttons and pulling levers – have their place. 

As a consequence, efforts have been made to discipline the world into such 

objects – for example risk (Power, 2007), sustainability (Catasús, 2000), and 

stakeholder interests (Roberts, 1992) – that may fit into managerial decision 

making and the ontology of control. 

To make sense of this growth of control; its ontological significance and 

consequences, other research approaches were needed. As a contrast to the 

normative functionalist view, and as a way to analyse the role of functional-

ist management control itself, a sociological – or “alternative” as Baxter and 

Chua (2003) put it – turn in the research of management accounting and 

management control emerged. Such alternative approaches towards account-

ing and management control systems challenge the dominating ontology of 

control and its politics and criticise its main objects and objectives. The ap-

proaches challenge the psychologised view of control as resting on cognition 

and motivation, the assumptions of rational decision making, accounting as 

pure information (and thus an innocent technology), and the hegemony of 

the manager as the one (having the right of) being in control (Baxter & 

                                                      
19 Luft and Shields (2003) argues that there are four levels of interest when researching man-

agement control: the individual level, the organisational subunit level, the level of the organi-

sation, and the “beyond-organisation” level. What follows is that the arguments about these 

levels become normative statements about what is important to control, towards which entities 

control should be directed, and how this should be done. 
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Chua, 2003). With these contributions to management control literature, the 

functionalist model of control was problematised, as was the conditions for 

what made control work.  

I situate the thesis in this alternative paradigm with my ambition to fur-

ther discuss the ontological politics of control, and its relation to politics of 

care. My research not only contrasts markedly with the politics of function-

alism that brings certain singular, controllable, objects into being; it also 

makes this type of politics part of what I study. This makes it possible to 

further challenge the hegemony of management as the ones controlling, and 

to problematise and analyse the ontological politics of control. On the one 

hand, therefore, I align the research in this thesis to a normatively critical 

literature stream that emphasise “the political”, and argues that the possibili-

ties for control should be dispersed in a democratic fashion in organisations 

and society (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2009; Gray, 2002), and that account-

ing has the potential to be instrumental in this (Nørreklit et al, 2010). On the 

other hand, which is the more central idea, I align the research to literature 

that emphasise “the ontological”, which allows me to examine and problem-

atise how control can be performed of and by the individual, in the face of 

care.  

The alternative accounting literature, post-modern control and 

multiplicity 

The alternative accounting literature hence participates in the ontological 

politics of control in a slightly different way than the functionalist: it 

acknowledges multiplicity, and makes an effort to problematise the singular 

ontology of functionalist control. It deals with control and control systems 

where standards, inspecting and intervening agents, and motivations and 

purposes are multiple. It tries to face and acknowledge the complexity of a 

practice where standards such as individual preferences, professional, indi-

vidual and organisational values, individual and organisational objectives, 

performance measures, standard costs, market shares and return on invest-

ment are constructed and achieved simultaneously. It faces and contributes 

to discussions concerning how power comes about as an effect of knowledge 

production, monitoring and intervention (Brivot & Gendron, 2011; Chua, 

1995; Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Power, 1996; 1997), and it produces ac-

counts about the multiple, relational and affective nature of accounting in its 

role as control technology (Andon et al, 2007; Boedker & Chua, 2013; 

Broadbent & Laughlin, 2009; Quattrone & Hopper, 2005; Vaivio, 1999). 

In doing so, the alternative studies always tend to incorporate “the politi-

cal”, but they tend to discuss “the ontological” only briefly and in particular 

ways. These studies acknowledge that accounting participates in making up 

the world: as Young argues “they are typically aimed at reminding or show-

ing us that the reality we experience today might easily have been different” 

(2006: 581). However, the preoccupation has been with the ontological poli-
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tics of control, and how accounting imposes standards upon the world, mak-

ing up specific conditions of existence that spans ontological boundaries and 

makes the world governable. The alternative accounting literature has put 

much effort in studying the processes where accounting “make thoughts and 

actions in one locale congruent with those in another” (Miller and O’Leary, 

1994: 40), through the ability to translate all concerns into one single number 

(Miller, 2001) and function as a mediating instrument that draws together 

and shape the interests of different actors (Dambrin & Robson, 2011; Ku-

runmäki, 2004; Miller & O’Leary, 2007; Qu & Cooper, 2011). 

The ontological politics of functionalist control has been the focus also 

for the alternative stream: although critical towards it, the alternative studies 

have shown that accounting is quite effective in making up the world (Dam-

brin & Robson, 2011; Macintosh et al., 2000; Qu & Cooper, 2011; Robson, 

1992); that it works well as the seductive foundation for, and power of, man-

agement (Boedker & Chua, 2013; Czarniawska & Mouritsen, 2009; Oakes et 

al., 1998). This means that the thrust of these studies is to show that the 

world could have been different, but it is not: they tend to focus on how the 

ontological politics of control takes over; how it becomes powerful and how 

it dispels other versions of reality.  

Because of this, most of the literature of management control – the func-

tionalist, as well as the alternative – sees management accounting and con-

trol as the way to manage, and consequently approach the subject from this 

standpoint: everything becomes about accounting measures and control. As a 

consequence, we see studies that, on the one hand, substantiate and repro-

duce the centrality and importance of the ontological politics of control for 

the efficacy of management, but on the other hand show that this is not 

enough for management to work well.  

Examples are the studies that argue that management control systems 

should help organisational members to conform to organisational objectives 

by being enabling rather than coercive (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004): a man-

agement control system works best when it only defines the standards of 

practice to a certain extent; when it ties the variable organisational practices 

loosely to the overarching organisational objectives, such as profitability or 

growth. Other studies set off from the assumption that “incomplete” or 

“flawed” measures – measures that do not represent reality faithfully or does 

not explicate the chain of translation between the measured reality and the 

measure itself – would make management difficult (Dambrin & Robson, 

2011; Jordan & Messner, 2012), but end up showing that as long as “man-

agement by numbers” is balanced with other types of management, the 

“flaws” or “incompleteness” of measures do not matter (Hall, 2010).  

These studies are ambiguous, because they argue both for and against the 

ontological politics of control: they begin from a conception of perfect con-

trollability at the same time as they acknowledge that accounting infor-

mation can never provide such perfect control (Catasús et al., 2007; Jordan 
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& Messner, 2012). Consequently, they show that there are much iteration 

back and forth between the design of the control system, and the practices 

that are supposed to be controlled. The studies show that it is not only the 

controlled reality that conforms to the standards of the control system; also 

the control system is adapted to the practical realities it is supposed to con-

trol. The ontology of control is often subordinate to conditions of existence 

in other practices – innovation and customer oriented practices are often 

mentioned – and therefore a well-functioning control system has to be possi-

ble to “repair”, so that its standards come to “fit” these other conditions of 

existence (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Andon et al., 2007; Jordan & Messner, 

2012; Mouritsen et al., 2009; Vaivio, 1999).  

In other words, they show that there are other standards; other conditions 

for existence than those put forward by the control system (Dambrin & Rob-

son, 2011; Mouritsen et al., 2009) – competing and equally legitimate condi-

tions for existence that makes the standards of the control system irrelevant, 

incomplete or flawed. This means that we get a hint that there are many oth-

er standards; many other ways things come to matter "outside" the specifica-

tions of the control system, but we do not get to know much about these 

other standards; these other matters that materialise and have effects on the 

efficacy of the control systems. We do not know much about the matters that 

escape the control systems; what makes accounting inscriptions incomplete 

or flawed or why these matters cannot be “captured” by the ontological poli-

tics of control. 

My argument here is that by focusing on the ontological politics of con-

trol, the alternative literature on management accounting and control bring 

about substantial knowledge about how control constitutes reality, and how 

it participates in the management of the world – all of which are major ac-

complishments. The preoccupation with the ontological politics of control 

may, however, hamper a further understanding of it: we only come so far by 

showing that the conditions for control and controllable objects do not ap-

pear by themselves; that they have to be continuously made and remade in 

practice (Andon et al, 2007; Bay, 2012; Boedker & Chua, 2013; Chua, 1995; 

Svärdsten Nymans, 2012); or by showing that such hard work often fails in 

constituting the world as controllable. If we argue that ”in communicating 

reality, we construct reality” (Hines, 1988), we may overlook the ontological 

multiplicity of the practices we study. 

It does not suffice to analyse things from the standpoint of management 

control: the conclusion that “[i]solating individuals in calculable spaces and 

emphasising differentiation – characteristics of modern times – does not 

necessarily produce unitary, homogeneous, and totalitarian control” (Quat-

trone & Hopper, 2005: 761) only says that control may “fail” in a certain 

sense – not what happens where it “fails”, how such failure is managed, or if 

this failure could even be a success in another sense. To further our under-

standing, we need to study other ontological politics; and although studies of 
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“post-modern” control (Quattrone & Hopper, 2005) shows that control does 

not have the monopoly to constitute individuals and things, and make them 

manageable, there have been few efforts to study other ontological politics at 

work that constitutes the world differently (Chua, 1995).  

The existing efforts to analyse difference and multiplicity have focused 

for example on the existence of different kinds of capital – social, cultural 

and financial – and how language forms a means to control the transition 

between them (Oakes et al., 1998); on how strong professional enclosures 

allows for the existence of multiple and competing knowledges and practices 

within professional organisations (Arnaboldi & Palermo, 2011; Lapsley, 

2008; 2009; Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011), and on how competing manage-

ment accounting calculations bring in a multiplicity of concerns to an exist-

ing practice and provide new perspectives to organisational decision making 

(Mouritsen et al., 2009). This means that the alternative literature on man-

agement accounting and control is getting involved in studying the manage-

ment of multiplicity, but the contributions are few, and often directed to-

wards analysing competing forms of control, and their successes or failures.  

There is hence a reason to study the multiplicity of ontological politics in 

detail, and in doing so it is necessary to commence from the contributions 

and arguments that the alternative literature has given us. I have tried to do 

this: efforts have been made to avoid attributing the power to control to a 

certain group beforehand. Instead, the analysis rests on the assumption that 

control is performed by many, and that ontological politics is performed 

everywhere and in different ways. I have acknowledged that standards are 

multiple, that motivations are socially constructed (rather than residing “in-

side” individuals), and that the effects of control technology, such as ac-

counting, are indeterminate (Qu & Cooper, 2011).  

The premise of my research is, in Deleuze’s (1992) words, that “[c]ontrol 

is short-term and of rapid rates of turnover, but also continuous and without 

limit” (6). In the post-modern control society, everyone needs to take control 

in order to protect their interests, and since everything is more or less fluent, 

there is often uncertainty not only about what is within “ones interest” but 

also about what counts and what should be taken control over – even when 

accounting is used to specify standards (Callon, 1986; Clark and Vesty, 

2014; Latour, 2005, Mol & Law, 1994). This means that the “entities”; the 

standards, motivations, and intervening agencies constructed in the ontologi-

cal politics of functionalist control are starting to crumble: because the world 

is ontologically heterogeneous, every object is multiple (Mol, 2002) – and 

this has to be thoroughly analysed.  

This thesis examines such post-modern control practices, and how they 

contribute to the management of multiplicity. I will however show that such 

management is not all about control: although control is implicated in all 

kinds of organisation and management, this thesis shows that there are other 

ways to organise and manage. I will show that, on the one hand, control is 
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everywhere. Standards abound, and so do inspecting and intervening agents 

– internal and external to the organisation. Practices of self-regulation and 

empowerment flourish, especially where organisational practices are consid-

ered complex: control practices that are heavily influenced by the notions of 

empowerment, complexity, and performance that emanate from the func-

tionalist control literature. In other words, I will show that the singularity 

that the ontological politics of control aim for persists. But on the other hand, 

I will also show that this never seem to be enough in order to manage – pre-

cisely as the alternative literature hints. I will point out that there are alterna-

tive ways to make up the world and manage it that exists side by side with 

the ontological politics of control. The alternative that I will be working with 

is care. 

Care 

Compared to the word control, the word care seems to have earlier origins. It 

denotes grief, pain, sorrow and trouble. To care is to worry and feel concern 

about something or someone, and to direct attention towards it (Oxford Eng-

lish Dictionary). It is closely related to cure, which has to do with healing 

(Mol, 2008) and cleaning away the bad (Oxford English Dictionary). Care is, 

on the one hand, something broad and difficult to define –emotional and 

attentive, but on the other hand, as it relates to cure, something quite instru-

mental: it exists to remove the bad; the illness. Care, in relation to cure, is 

the kind of care we often relate to practices in for example “health care”, 

whereas care as emotional, concerning and attentive is something we more 

often relate to practices such as “child care” or “aged care”. It is possible to 

argue that care invokes a more heterogeneous ontology than control: its on-

tological politics make up multiple conditions for existence.  

Because the ontological politics of care are open, fluid, and allows multi-

plicity those wishing to control care practices have had difficulty doing so. 

In health care, much effort has been directed towards the cure part: the diag-

nosis and treatment of illness (Abbott, 1988; Samuels et al, 2005). When a 

more comprehensive framework for controlling care was developed, it was 

not care itself, but the quality of care that was supposed to be evaluated and 

controlled (see, for example, Donabedian, 1997; 2005; Pflueger, 2014). 

These efforts to singularise the ontology of care were aimed at transforming 

care into a set of measurable qualities, consisting of everything from speedy 

access to health care, to technical employment of efficient treatment and the 

individual experiences of the patients. What became evident in this work 

was that care had to be measured both on a general level, for example by the 

effective connection of the right diagnosis with the right treatment, and as a 

situated good, where satisfaction of the unique needs of the individual pa-

tient is an important quality of effective care. 
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Such efforts to cast care into standardised “qualities” are signs of an effort 

to remake the ontology of care, and mould it into something that would 

make care controllable. This shows that what can be cared for are not neces-

sarily the same things as what can be controlled. As this work proceeds, it 

becomes clear that care is not only problematic for control: control is also 

problematic for care.  

The literature shows that if the politics of control starts to dominate in the 

form of generalised standards, the multiple ontology of care is jeopardised. 

Studies show that a narrow focus on performance standards suppresses nur-

turing care practices (Forrester, 2005). Ideas of evidence based “best practic-

es”, ridicule comprehensive nursing models in the name of science (McCrae, 

2012), and customer choice obscures the fluid ontology of care and moulds 

individuals in the forms of knowing subjects and known objects (Mol, 2008). 

On the one hand, contemporary care practices are infused with systems 

based on control politics, tending to make the individual “disappear” in care 

practices to the benefit of technological emphasis on specific diagnoses 

(Blaxter, 2009). Medical science also plays a part in this (Moser, 2008).  

However, on the other hand, the multifaceted ontological politics of care 

destroys the possibilities of existence for important constructs of control: for 

example the controllability principle becomes almost impossible to uphold in 

a multifaceted care context (Modell & Lee, 2001). This makes care difficult 

to manage in the way prescribed by the functionalist management control 

literature. Nevertheless, when care realties are fabricated alongside man-

agement control realities, matters of care tend to slowly turn into matters of 

control, although with significant troubles along the way (Blomgren, 2003; 

Chua, 1995; Preston et al, 1992).  

Care is hence threatened by control and vice versa. My argument is that 

this is because they are ontologically different: control needs defined entities 

and standards that allow intervention from a distance, while care is fluid and 

resides in the present (Callon & Law, 2005). As a consequence, the “nature” 

of care; its ontology, is difficult to understand and define. It is therefore not 

surprising that care is often discussed in terms of what it is not, or at least in 

the context of what makes care difficult. In this vein, Mol wrote a short 

summary of the work to define the ontology of care: 

Theologians have cast care as a selfless activity, inspired by charity and love. 
Anthropologists have contrasted the fluid circulation of care with the metrical-
ly calculated reciprocity implied in exchange. They have cast care as a gift. 
Within the sociology of work, the care and devotion with which many people 
throw themselves into their work has been shown to fit badly with the formali-
ty of employment contracts. And then there is the care of parents for their 
children. How is this different from and how does it combine with paid work? 
Or, another question, is only (maternal) warmth appropriate to care or is (pa-
ternal) discipline equally essential? Finally, care is discussed within ethics. 
Care ethicists claim that ‘good care’ is not an ideal that can be defined in gen-
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eral terms, as a matter of principle (in the way that the ethical tradition has 
sought to defend an ideal like justice). Instead it is something that people 
shape, invent and adapt, time and again, in everyday practices” (2008: 5). 

 

Care is hence not only ontologically different to control: it is also different to 

“exchange” (the logic of the market), to contractual obligations, and to gen-

eralisations “in principle”. One of the main reasons for care’s difficulties in 

surviving in today’s world seems to be that it is always to some degree situ-

ated, practical, fluid, and cannot be captured and circulated. Therefore it 

cannot be readily priced and exchanged on a market, or put into a contract. 

Moreover, care is related to selfless love, or agape
20

. As Boltanski (2012) 

argues “agape does not depend on the value of its object: not owing to ascet-

ic detachment, but because it is unable to recognise value. The question of 

the value of the object to which it is addressed does not even arise: value has 

no pertinence for agape. The gratuitousness of this form of love is qualified 

by its indifference to merit” (111). In other words, “agape is a gift that ex-

pects nothing in return” (ibid: 112). And if, as Callon and Law suggests, 

“caring is constituted in agape” (2005: 725), then care is also unconditional, 

directed in practice and therefore “outside accountability” (ibid: 725) and 

exchange. Because care, as constituted in agape, does not apply to any pre-

established, material, condition (it is unconditional), and it is created in the 

present of a practice, it is also unfit to any pre-established model of control, 

exchange or contract. Following my argument in the framing section, any 

attempt to fold what matters “here and now” into other “here and nows” 

would necessarily be unfair when it comes to care. 

At the same time, this is not the whole story of the conditions that makes 

up something or someone that can be cared for, because the allusion to agape 

may overlook that care is also adaptive to instrumentalism and normativity. 

Mol argues against the idea that care is first and foremost something “asso-

ciated with ‘tender love’, [because then] it may be cast as something that is 

opposed to technology” (2008: 5). Care as constituted in love should perhaps 

not be seen as unconditional, but rather multiconditional: it copes with and 

contributes to the constitution of reality as multiple. In a sense, one could 

argue that the ontological politics of care are incoherent, because its politics 

participate in producing objects differently. And this is why the ontological 

politics of care do not necessarily deny the objects coming to matter through 

                                                      
20 Boltanski (2012) argues that agape is one of three forms of love discussed in ancient 

Greece. The others are philia – the love of friendship and reciprocity, and eros – the love 

between equal partners. Of these three forms of love, agape is the only form that is uncondi-

tional and, in effect, unmeasureable. As such, agape is a very specific ontology where no 

entities in their classical forms (measurable, exchangeable) exist; and where there are no 

defined conditions for what works and does not work. It hence relates to metaphysical, rather 

than material qualities. This still makes agape possible to enact; but at the same time extreme-

ly fragile. 
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the means of the ontological politics of control. What makes control prob-

lematic for care is not the controllable object but the conditions that control 

implies; its need for singularity. 

This is why I use care as a contrast to control; not only because my empir-

ical work is done in a care setting. It is highly relevant to discuss the onto-

logical politics enacted when control and care are performed, because these 

two politics form the conditions that allow different things to come into ex-

istence. And this not only pertains to things or objects, it also pertains to 

individuals: the ontological politics of control brings another individual into 

being than the ontological politics of care.  

The individual 

Literally, individual means indivisible (see also paper three in this thesis): an 

individual exists as one and cannot be divided. As an adjective, “individual” 

denotes something that is “one in substance or essence; forming an indivisi-

ble entity; indivisible” (Oxford English Dictionary). Of the three concepts I 

discuss here (control, care and the individual), I dare to say that this is the 

trickiest and most contested one: the ontology of the individual is indeed 

political in its most literal sense. It is probably in the case of the individual it 

becomes most clear that questions regarding ontology are often centred on 

“the nature”, the stable properties, of entities and objects (and subjects)
21

. 

For some, the individual is fundamental and the base for reality (it denotes 

both the atom and the rational free subject); for others the individual is a 

mystic, affective being of flesh and blood whose innermost “nature” will 

never become uncovered while, for the more ontologically radical, it repre-

sents a fiction and empty abstraction, because the world consists only of 

relations and multiplicities. 

Nevertheless, despite the feeling of travelling in a political minefield, I 

will ty to make a short review of “the individual” here. It is notable that “in-

dividual” can be used for objects and subjects, things and people. Its basic 

meaning is that something or someone is regarded separate from something 

else, and with some trait that makes it different (and therefore distinguisha-

ble) from others. Returning to the Kantian notion of the object I discussed in 

the framing section, the individual can be understood as discernible from 

other individuals through its specified interior and exterior and by it being 

different to other individuals according to some standard. However, if we 

follow Barad’s (2007) approach, the individual comes to matter in intra-

actions, as do everything else: the ontology of an individual is hence politi-

cally determined. This applies to the subject – the person, and the object – 

                                                      
21 In this thesis, “the nature” of the individual is no more important than other ontological 

conditions. This is because “the individual” cannot be separated from the conditions that 

make something specific come to matter. 
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the thing. I will discuss the individual mostly in the form of subject or person 

– the human being, and use other words for objects or things.  

The most familiar form of the individual is probably the free and rational 

subject. This individual is known from Adam Smith’s (1977/1776) work as 

one governed by self-interest, and aiming for utility maximisation in daily 

practices. This subject – the “economic man” – is ontologically stable: this 

individual has stable preferences that governs and explains behaviour; it acts 

strategically but suffers from bounded rationality because it cannot anticipate 

everything that would work to satisfy its preferences (von Neumann and 

Morgenstern, 1944; Simon, 1956). The manager that should be in control, 

and the subordinate that is supposed to be controlled, are in the functionalist 

control literature presumed to be individuals of this kind, and this is why 

they need accounting standards to form the basis of their calculative, rational 

and strategic behaviours.  

The section on control has already addressed some of the ontological poli-

tics that form the “economic man”. I will not engage more in this particular 

version of the individual with respect to understanding its relation to control 

and care. Instead, I will concentrate on three ontologically different versions 

of the individual, following how the theories I have used in the papers con-

stitute them.  

In paper two of the thesis, I address the professional and the manager. Us-

ing the approach of pragmatic constructivism (Nørreklit et al, 2010), I as-

sume that the manager and the professional have values that are learned, and 

that they have reflexive abilities that can be used to rationalise their actions 

and accomplish goals. This endows the individual with the ability to make 

strategic decisions and rationalise according to objectives. But the “prefer-

ences”, the values, are constructed, learned, and are therefore somewhat 

unstable which makes this individual somewhat ontologically different from 

the “economic man”. However, this theoretical framework assumes cogni-

tive faculties and motivations – factors that can be altered – as the factors 

that can explain action. These faculties are the ontological components of the 

individual in this paper, and the method I use to define them, with the help of 

theory, renders the paper rather different from the other three. In this paper, I 

leave much of the ontological politics that define the “nature” of the individ-

ual to the literature, instead of engaging in it myself. 

This differs markedly from paper three, where I take an interest in the in-

dividual using a Foucauldian approach. In paper three, I investigate the con-

stitution of the individual subject as a customer in need of care. The Fou-

cauldian approach also determines some of the ontological makeup of the 

individual for me: it assumes that “the subject [is] a variable and complex 

function of discourse” (Foucault, 2010/1979:118) that is formed within the 

intricacies of competing programmes (Miller & Rose, 1990). This is howev-

er where the theory begins to depart from the lexical definition: in this ver-

sion of ontological politics, the individual does not exist in forms other than 
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multiple. As a consequence, it becomes possible to follow ongoing opposi-

tions against technologies and programmes of government, and examine the 

dissensions that allow individuals to participate in constituting themselves 

and others differently (Kosmala & McKernan, 2011), that is, how they en-

gage in ontological politics themselves.  

In this tradition, both subjects and objects are historically constructed 

through ongoing ontological politics, and our role as researchers is to prob-

lematise “our relations to things, to others, to ourselves” (Foucault, 

2010/1984: 50), so that we might work on the limitations history has placed 

upon us. This is also where I become more active in ontological politics: in 

the paper I argue for the emergence of two specific programmes and no oth-

ers, and I also argue that they and their corresponding technologies are cru-

cial in determining the possibilities for who and what individuals may be-

come in my researched case. 

The third ontological version of the individual I investigate can be 

glimpsed in paper one, but is more visible in paper four. Here, again, the 

individual is complex and probably not “individual” at all: the individual is a 

multiplicity. Its body is multiple (Mol, 2002). The object, too, is a multiple; 

a “thing”, a gathering (Latour, 2004), coming to matter through configura-

tive, local, mattering processes (Barad, 2003). The individual is made up in 

this process, at the same time as it contributes to it, sometimes being able to 

control the process, and participate in how something is determined, some-

times being quite powerless regarding how things (including itself) come to 

matter. But most importantly: the individual is never ontologically stable, in 

that its needs, demands, roles, expectations or whatever we call the proper-

ties it is made up by, comes to matter differently in the ontological politics of 

control and care. This approach makes everything and everyone an actor; an 

actor that comes to matter differently and therefore may change agential 

role, sometimes being the cause, and sometimes be the effect of what is fold-

ed into the present reality.   

These different versions of the individual allow me to discuss the consti-

tution of individuals, the possibilities they have to control and care, and how 

they can be controlled and cared for: because these possibilities are condi-

tioned in and by practices and through different ontological politics. I, as a 

researcher, can approach these practices with different theoretical considera-

tions, which allows me to make a multifaceted analysis of how control and 

care works together.  

I have now discussed the ontological politics of control and care, and how 

they may participate in constituting the individual. In so doing, I also partic-

ipate in ontological politics myself. By arguing that what matter for this the-

sis are control, care and the individual, and the way I frame these matters I 

become a part of this kind of politics. But at the same time this is not some-

thing I “choose” lightly; it is rather a consequence of several equally politi-

cal, discussions going on around me: in practice and in the literature. The 
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research field is filled with examples of such politics and their clashing or 

mutually reinforcing agendas. Therefore, before we go into the final section 

before the papers – the section where I define my aims and contributions – I 

present a short summary of the ontological politics of control, care and the 

individual as they are played out together in the literature on public sector 

management. 

Public management: competing politics and multiple ontologies 

It is quite clear to me that much is going on in the public sector with respect 

to ontological politics, and it seems all too easy to pinpoint one version of 

these politics as more important or dominating than the other. I, for example, 

point to two types of ontological politics, control and care, and argue for 

their involvement in the constitution a specific “entity”: the individual. At 

the same time, someone else would argue that the emphasis of analysis 

should lie somewhere else; on some other version of ontological politics – 

for example “managerialism” or “professionalism” (Adcroft & Willis, 2005; 

Evetts, 2009; Reay & Hinings, 2009). Whatever position I assume, it could 

be equally weak or strong. My argument for the conception of control, care 

and the individual as the foundation of my analysis is that they are sufficient-

ly broad concepts to conduct an analysis directed towards ontological poli-

tics and the management of multiplicity: many other conceptions of how the 

world is constituted would narrow things down too much. To me, this way to 

analyse the realities I have studied comes closest to a respectful (and perhaps 

“authentic” and “plausible”) discussion about what is going on in them. 

I can incorporate many issues into my analysis by focusing on the onto-

logical politics of control and care, because they allow me to be sensitive to 

differences in practice as well as the literature: they help me to read diffrac-

tively. Because through diffractive methodology, it is possible to see differ-

ences in practices of public management: the work to control and to care 

rarely turns out the same in different instances of space and time, and neither 

are the multitude of analyses in the literature pointing towards consistency. 

There is too much work; especially too much different work going on to 

produce control and care in the public sector, and these differences provoke 

a multitude of discussions and theorisations in the literature.  

Consequentially, the literature recounts many stories about control, care 

and the individual; stories that often contradict each other: because realities 

are multiple, there is always something different to be told and different 

concepts to be used to tell those stories. The most familiar stories are per-

haps the ones presented by the literature that argue for the coherency of on-

tological politics, that is, the domination of one type of ontology over anoth-

er. This stream, for example, discusses NPM and the doctrinal content that is 

put together to render the public sector manageable in the same way as the 

private sector (Dereli, 2010; Hood, 1991; 1995). Accompanying stories of 
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the domination of accounting and economics in this type of management 

(Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Power & Laughlin, 1992; Yeatman, 1987) have 

emerged, together with stories of management’s deconstruction of rigid and 

bureaucratic organisational practices to empower people, which makes pro-

fessionals controllable through the manipulation of their professional ideals 

(Fulop, 2012; Maravelias, 2003).  

These stories have been contradicted, for example by literatures arguing 

that bureaucracy is resurfacing (or perhaps never disappeared) as the domi-

nating paradigm of public sector management (Kuhlmann et al., 2008; 

McSweeney, 2006), and that misguided attempts to discredit the “before 

NPM era” may conceal that NPM is more bureaucratic than the bureaucratic 

ideal it was supposed to replace (Lynn, 2001; Moe, 1994). What follows are 

literatures that emphasise the heterogeneity of the ontological politics that 

permeate the public sector and try to show all the different things that are 

going on simultaneously (Almqvist, 2004; Almqvist & Wällstedt, 2013a; 

Christensen, 2014; Deem & Brehony, 2005; Lapsley, 2007; 2008; 2009).  

There are hence several streams of literature that could be argued to be 

“right”, although they contradict each other. The stories about coherent onto-

logical politics – such as NPM – and their dominance can be criticised for 

being overly simplistic, but there is no smoke without fire: there is definitely 

evidence of ontological struggle, and many “battles” (if not the “war”) are 

“won” by control – as I showed in the discussion about care above. Howev-

er, it is also reasonable to argue that these struggles are more fractured and 

heterogeneous than implied when arguing for a battle between such politics, 

ideologies or logics: the complexity and heterogeneity are often lost when 

the analyses attempt to set the stage for battles between disparate sets of 

coherent politics labelled for example “management” or “professionalism” 

(Adcroft & Willis, 2005; Evetts, 2009; Reay & Hinings, 2009). Therefore, it 

is reasonable to consider both the notion of coherent ontological politics, 

while at the same time being critical of this notion and trying to discern the 

inconsistencies that may be found. The ontological politics of control and 

care as analytical objects serve the purpose of incorporating coherence and 

incoherence; stability and fluidity; difference and sameness in the same 

analysis. 

In doing so, I can subsume many of the categories that are used in other 

literatures in my analysis. The diffractive methodology proffers a slightly 

different analysis on how “management” or “control” sometimes combine 

with “professionalism” or “care” in somewhat disparate ways; how their 

ontological politics sometimes cohere more with each other, than they do 

“internally”. When reading different strands of literature through each other, 

and through the ideas of ontological politics, it becomes possible to analyse 

how efforts to do one thing are turned into something else, because the onto-

logical politics involved in one effort may produce objects that suddenly 

come to “fit” with the ontological politics in another effort.  
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Consequently, issues that are normally treated in different literatures can 

be combined in the same analysis. In this thesis, for example, I am able to 

analyse the seemingly disparate efforts towards equal resource allocation, 

taxpayer value, professional autonomy and evidence-based practice that have 

come together in rigid, bureaucratic models making up the individual patient 

or client more as a product to be delivered, than an individual to care for 

(Agyemang, 2010; Kuhlmann et al., 2008; Lucas, 2008; Samuels et al., 

2005; Talbot, 2011; Tourish, 2013). I can also show how such “unholy” 

alliances become problematic for the individualised and responsive services 

to which these efforts were initially directed (Needham, 2010; Peters & 

Pierre, 2000; Vigoda, 2002). 

This means that I can show that the ontological politics involved in the 

makeup of the patient or client as rational, self-aware and equal to the pro-

fessional carer (for example a doctor or social worker), are not necessarily 

the politics that lead to more responsive and individualised care; rather this 

simplified version of the individual produce problems in caring for the whole 

individual (Alford, 2002; Alford & Speed, 2006; McLaughlin, 2009; Mol, 

2008; Peters & Pierre, 2000; Thanem, 2009; Vigoda, 2002; Wiesel, 2008). 

But at the same time it is difficult to blame this particular “set” of ontologi-

cal politics more than any other for the problems that occur. Studies show 

that weaknesses in professional work, competition for professional status, 

and allusions to specific professional methods and traditions are as likely as 

the usual suspects – extreme emphasis on financial budgets or narrow per-

formance measures – to direct professional care work towards mistakes, less-

than-empathic service provision, or adverse social outcomes (Baretta, 2008; 

Blaxter; 2009; Kellogg, 2009; Lapsley, 2007; Russell et al., 2012; Paget, 

1988; Triantfillou, 2007). However, because the analyses often provide a 

specific “perspective” (Mol, 2002) – for example managerial or professional 

– these issues are seldom analysed together and on equal terms, which often 

leaves one side with the blame for any problem that is found. 

Two findings emerge from the above discussion. First, it is possible to say 

that the picture we can paint of ontological politics; the struggle between 

control and care over the constitution of the individual, is far from clear – 

and perhaps it never will be. Second, it is possible to ask if the coherencies 

and contradictions that are found in different streams of literature engaged in 

mutual polemics can be discussed together; in the same text and on equal 

terms. My argument in this thesis is that it is possible: by employing multi-

plicity and diffractive methodology it is possible to discuss matters that 

would otherwise be considered two sides of an ongoing debate within the 

same analysis. Therefore, it seems more interesting to talk, discuss and ana-

lyse broader ontological politics, such as those of control and care, than to 

make specific allusions to assumed coherent ideologies of for example 

“managerialsm” or “professionalism”. Or, if we use notions of for example 

“managerialism” or “professionalism”, or discuss the workings of “ac-
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countingisation”; why not try to open them up and show their heterogeneity 

and internal incoherence, instead of trying to put them together as substantial 

and homogeneous? 

This is what I try to do when I discuss the ontological politics of control 

and care, respectively, and together. On the one hand, I attempt to argue for 

some coherence and homogeneity within each of these politics and, on the 

other, to argue that the contrast between them makes it possible to show how 

they come together in a heterogeneous practice. As such, my accounts of 

control and care are necessarily fragile and will not fully hold for closer ex-

amination because another diffractive reading will provide a slightly differ-

ent account. However, this is the idea: my accounts are there for purposes of 

discussion and debate with other accounts. And my argument is that by con-

trasting control with care; reading different strands of literature and the em-

pirics diffractively through one another, and analysing them with the help of 

multiplicity, it becomes possible to constructively discuss what public man-

agement is, and perhaps also what it should be. 

Aims and contributions 

In arguing for the analysis of managing multiplicity; by showing how it 

might be done, and in discussing the heterogeneous applications of ontologi-

cal politics in the field of public management, I have formed the premises 

for the contributions of the thesis. I have tried to make clear that we need 

approaches that can handle the diversity of a field, such as public sector 

management control; and that such approaches need to be able to handle 

multiple realities and therefore the ontological politics that make these reali-

ties up.  

This means that the first aim of the thesis is to defend the ontological ar-

gument I have made that reality is multiple, made multiple, and that it is 

managed as such. I will try to achieve this aim, by showing how people, 

technologies, language and other actors are made to engage in ontological 

politics in practice when they make things matter. I will see the arguments of 

multiplicity and ongoing, differential matterings (Barad, 2007; Mol, 2002) 

both as explanations for what is occurring in practice, and as something that 

needs to be substantiated through empirical research: I will argue that my 

informants as well as the control technologies and discourses I research are 

folded and folds things into instances of space and time, and that they all 

contribute to the ontological politics that make things come to matter; and I 

will also show this.  

The second aim is to contribute to the literature on management control. 

In the literature review, I have shown that the ontological politics of func-

tionalist management control works under the assumption that the world is 

singular and argued that it, therefore, participates in the efforts of making it 
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singular. I have then shown the argument of the alternative management 

control literature that it could have been different; the argument that there 

might be alternative ontological politics – alternative realities, that the onto-

logical politics of control has imposed itself upon. My argument is however 

that the alternative stream only hints towards such a multiplicity: by focusing 

on what control does; how it makes multiplicity singular, the alternative 

literature says little about the multiplicity that is overpowered by the singu-

larity of control. My contribution is to take one step further and argue that 

not only could things have been different: they are indeed different. There 

are other realities, “outside” control; realities over which control is power-

less. These realities can however still be managed, but they are managed 

differently – in my case through care. 

To fulfil this aim, I make a detailed analysis of the ontological politics of 

control and care; how they come together in practice and constitute an am-

biguous and heterogeneous world of multiple realities fraught with contra-

dictions and hard work. I show that control does not have the monopoly to 

constitute individuals and things: it is not only through control things be-

come manageable – because things come to matter differently in other prac-

tical realities where the ontological politics of control are powerless. By 

introducing the ontological politics of care, I can analyse its relationship to 

control, and show how things that are made the same in the ontological poli-

tics of control, is simultaneously made different in the ontological politics of 

care. As a consequence, I can complement the alternative literature on man-

agement control by stepping away from a preoccupation with how things, 

spaces, or practices are constructed and governed by control, and show that 

they are also constructed and governed differently – in care. 

The third aim is to show that the management of the public sector can be 

understood as a heterogeneous multiplicity of ontological politics that strug-

gle with one another – in the guises of control, care, professionalism, ac-

countingisation, management, customer orientation, or whatever label we put 

on them – over what should come to matter. The argument that comes out of 

this is that these struggles are management: the fundamental rationale of 

public management is to struggle with ontological politics; management is 

the efforts to form ontological politics and the efforts to react to ontological 

politics. 

Management control can hence be constructively analysed and criticised 

by using ontological politics and multiplicity. A particular contribution that 

emerges from positioning the ontological politics of care against the ontolog-

ical politics of control, and putting the individual in the centre, is the argu-

ment that control is not only a way to manage; a tool or practical instrument. 

It can be argued that control is rather the hard work to form particular condi-

tions of existence: control is the efforts to make up the world in a specific 

way. As a consequence, control also provokes problems that have to be 

managed themselves; and these problems cannot be managed by control: 
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they require other types of management; other ontological politics. In effect, 

it becomes possible to show that care is not necessarily something that has to 

be managed or controlled; it is also a way to manage – and should be under-

stood as such in its own right.  

What follows is that the ontological politics of control can be analysed 

further. First of all through different accounts of it: my account is not neces-

sarily the only or best one. Second, through contrasting it with other ontolog-

ical politics: similar ones such as “justice” (Boltanski, 2012; Laughlin & 

Broadbent, 1993), as well as different and seemingly abstract ones such as 

“love” (Boedker & Chua, 2013; Boltanski, 2012). A contribution of this 

thesis is to take a step further towards such analyses that constructively dis-

cuss control as one of multiple ontological politics; and as one of multiple 

ways to manage multiplicity. 

Before the thesis continues, I would like to remind the reader that I will 

also try to make a methodological contribution in discussing how ontological 

politics and the management of multiplicity may be researched through a 

diffractive methodology. Therefore I have tried – and will continue to try – 

to be open and honest about what I have done in terms of research, and how 

my papers and the thesis have been produced. The purpose is to contribute to 

further studies making an effort to make sense of the disparity and multiplic-

ity of a certain research field, by suggesting one way this may be done. A 

part of this is to employ multiple theoretical frameworks, and to read theo-

ries and data through each other. This is also what is left to do in the thesis: 

present the papers, and put forward their contributions. 
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Conclusion 

Paper contributions to the thesis 

In the present section, I summarise the paper findings according to my fram-

ing of the thesis. In doing so, I look at the papers and their contributions as 

part of ongoing ontological politics: my claims about what is going on in the 

studied practices are not faithful representations of practice, because they are 

products of the methods for data collection and the theorisations of the data. 

My claims are some of potentially multiple versions of what can be claimed 

about the studied practices and their involvement in ontological politics of 

control, care and the constitution of the individual. The contributions are 

hence particular and partial. As a consequence, I will continue to be trans-

parent regarding my methodology: I will discuss what I have done to the 

world I have been researching in relation to each paper. In order to fulfil my 

aim to make a methodological contribution, I will discuss some of the labor-

atory work I have done to stabilise some things while trying to keep other 

things fluid and changing, making them the objects of analysis. 

I do not mean to in any way denounce the particular findings and claims 

of the respective papers: far from it. They provide meaningful contributions 

to their respective literatures, and I support them. However, in submitting 

my papers to the framing I presented in the first chapter, I will make an ef-

fort to fulfil my three aims. I will strengthen the framing of the thesis, sub-

stantiate it by a discussion of the papers, and show even more clearly why 

such a framework is needed. I will make an effort to show that it would be 

difficult to analyse what is going on in the studied practices without a 

framework that acknowledges ontological politics and multiplicity. This will 

aid me to contribute to the management control literature, by showing how 

the ontological politics of control is implicated in the management of multi-

plicity, and how it relates to the ontological politics of care as they come 

together in practice. In showing that management handles differences, I will 

also argue that public management – and perhaps all types of management – 

is concerned with forming ontological politics and reacting to ontological 

politics.  
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Paper I: From ‘either or’ to ‘both and’: Organisational 

management in the aftermath of NPM 

This paper was the last to be written. It is aimed towards the field of public 

administration and a special issue on “after NPM” which provided an excel-

lent opportunity for me and my co-author to both get more involved in the 

public administration debate, and write a paper that would work as a portal 

for the rest of the papers in my thesis. The desire to engage in debate – and 

thus politics – rather than produce a specific theoretical contribution, reso-

nated well with an idea to open up a field of discussion for the rest of the 

papers in the thesis. The approach is therefore broad, appealing to a para-

digm of social construction, rather than a specified theoretical approach. 

Again, this was a deliberate choice to accommodate our wishes not to ex-

clude theoretical approaches from the debate, and to include the theoretical 

diversity of my three other papers in the thesis. 

This is also the only paper that explicitly uses empirical data from another 

organisation than Stockholm: we call the other organisation “Town”, and 

Stockholm is called “City”. The backdrop is that NPM – the management 

paradigm that rendered the administration of public organisations more busi-

ness-like – is now changing (Christensen, 2014). This change, we argue, is 

characterised by a process by which “old” management ideas and techniques 

from NPM is not replaced: what comes “after NPM” is both “more NPM” 

and its complementary ideas, practices and techniques. This makes the man-

agerial situation troublesome, because these complements are often contra-

dictory to the practices that already exist. The solutions the managers em-

ploy in such a situation, we argue, is to keep these contradictions alive in 

order to use different ideas, techniques and practices to resolve different 

problems, instead of adhering to one or the other.  

What we are suggesting is hence an evolution from what I, in the litera-

ture review of the thesis, discussed as the ontological politics of singularity 

towards multiplicity. We present the era of NPM as one infused with control 

politics, where different actors make serious efforts to impose simplicity and 

singularity onto the world: NPM is, we argue, a rather coherent effort to 

render the public sector controllable by imposing singular standards upon it. 

The effort however failed in several aspects, and the solution has been to 

accept other ontological politics that form multiple conditions for existence: 

multiple versions of reality come to matter as a consequence of the multiple 

conditions for existence that becomes acknowledged “after NPM”.  

In the paper, we show the intra-actions of control and care, and their rela-

tion to space and time. It should be noted that, in the paper, we simplify 

things and view space and time as something quite autonomous: something 

that exists prior to the practices we analyse. This implies that there are mul-

tiple issues to control, but that they can be separated in space and time. A 

slightly different way to phrase it – in accordance with the framing of this 
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thesis – is that the spaces that we see from the start are the result of ontologi-

cal politics of control constituted in NPM (and “before NPM” – such as the 

budget games in Town), and that the iterations; the intra-actions made to 

change this constitution “after NPM” is quite unsuccessful: what has been 

engraved in practice over the years cannot be changed in one swift blow. 

What happens, instead, is that space and time are multiplied: the spaces 

made up by the ontological politics of control remain intact, while other 

spaces where the conditions for care can be produced come to matter in par-

allel. 

What “Town” does, is first to try to situate their care for children in need 

of support within a complex “case”, where the child is central, but other 

concerns such as resources, legal stipulations, and inspections have their 

place. The practitioners should be able to enact a reality that encompasses 

both issues of control and care at the same time. This is however not sustain-

able, because the practice is overpowered by the conditions of control: the 

ambitions to care for the child, to control resource use, and to stand up 

against others wishing to control them becomes impossible. If all these is-

sues are folded into a reality, the standards of control come to define what 

matters. This is consistent with what we know from the critical public man-

agement literature (Adcroft & Willis, 2005; Broadbent & Laughlin 2009; 

Forrester, 2005).  

Care needs something else, something more flexible than control: the 

conditions for control destroy the conditions for care. The solution is to situ-

ate care in a shielded environment – construct a new space – where neither 

accounting based performance measures and budget processes, nor interven-

ing inspectors participate much in the construction of the situated practices. 

New boundaries are constructed which the standards of control are not al-

lowed to span. Issues of control are taken care of in other spaces; spaces 

more adapted to practices of accountability, inspection and control: spaces 

made up by the ontological politics of control. 

“City”, on the other hand, actively uses accounting to capture care quality 

and uphold competition: they actively utilise the conditions made up by the 

ontological politics of control. City uses accounting to stipulate quality 

standards, form contracts between purchaser and provider, and evaluate per-

formance. This is however also situated in specific instances of space and 

time. This makes it possible to engage in constructive cooperation aimed at 

improving care quality, because these practices require certain conditions 

that need the construction of their own instances of space and time, separated 

from competition and control. Again, multiplicity is managed through sepa-

ration in space and time; by the construction of boundaries. In this case, 

however, what is excluded (competition and performance measures) can fold 

into the care practice, and be used as an abstract resource in the practice of 

cooperation. As such, the search for better care practices is partially built on 

a concern that the contract may be terminated if the provider does not coop-
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erate: the standards of control are hence allowed to span the boundaries be-

tween spaces of control and care, but predominantly in a way that is respect-

ful to how care makes things matter in the practices of cooperation. 

On the one hand, this paper shows that control undermines care: they are 

not compatible practices and need different spaces. As discussed in the liter-

ature review, the conditions for control and care are different: control needs 

defined entities that can be intervened upon, whereas care needs flexible 

ones that can be enacted in different ways depending on the situation. At the 

same time, however, it is possible to enact multiple conditions by practicing 

them separately in space and time.  

On the other hand, the case of City shows that control and care may also 

be mutually dependent in some situations: no increase in care quality without 

the threat of control. If the ontological politics of control is not allowed to 

determine things in the realities of care, “here and now”, but rather remain as 

a potential concern; as something that may materialise “there and then”, then 

matters of control and care can exist side by side and fold into each other’s 

realities also in a more constructive way. This is hardly discussed in the pub-

lic management literature, and the paper shows that the ontological politics 

of control do not necessarily overpower the ontological politics of care as the 

critical public management literature argues (Adcroft & Willis, 2005; 

Broadbent & Laughlin 2009; Forrester, 2005): control and care rather need 

different spaces to work together. 

The paper therefore contributes to the literature on public management by 

underscoring that public management implicates the hard work to both care 

and control; a work involving the production of multiple conditions, as well 

as multiple instances of space and time. This means that managers are in-

volved in “management by care”, rather than “management of care” in that 

they focus on managing multiplicity, and confines singularity to their own 

instances of space and time. The contribution to the management control 

literature is to further substantiate the argument that management seems not 

only to be about securing the conditions for control, that is, an ontology of 

singularity (Miller, 2001; Miller & O’Leary, 1994; Robson, 1992), but also 

about the efforts not to lock practitioners into rigid performance measure-

ment systems (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Jordan & Messner, 2012) by ac-

knowledging multiplicity (Mol, 2002; Mol, 2008). The “failure” to repro-

duce unitary, unambiguous control (Quattrone & Hopper, 2005) may hence 

not be a management failure, but rather part of a broader management strate-

gy that involves both control and care (Chua, 1995). The discussions of the 

other papers will substantiate these claims further. 
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Paper II: Client focus, cooperation, and coherence: 

(Re)professionalising processes for elderly care 

In many ways, this paper is “the odd one out”. It is coloured by my interpre-

tivist assumptions, and it is explanatory in kind. Still, however, it resides 

within the paradigmatic borders of social construction, because it builds on 

the pragmatic constructivist framework of Nørreklit et al (2010). Within this 

framework, I am able to discuss professionalism as made up by values, 

communication, and reflective reasoning. This makes me able to analyse the 

active work that can be done to create coherence between socially construct-

ed facts, and these properties of professionalism. The objects of analysis are 

the elements of Stockholm’s management control system, the use of com-

munication and language, the different professionals (caregivers, managers, 

and controllers) in the organisation and their ontological makeup: their val-

ues and reflectiveness.  

The paper explains how the management control system is used to 

strengthen the professional value of client focus, partly as a function of its 

design, and partly because the professional groups engage in cooperation 

regarding how to conduct client focussed services. The cooperation is multi-

faceted, and involves the construction of a hybrid language that can be used 

by controllers and unit managers, as well as the distrust between purchaser 

and provider that puts a focus on professional communication rather than 

administrative or “businesslike” practices. One consequence of the manage-

ment control system design and the cooperative efforts is that professional 

documentation comes into focus, and helps the caregivers put their thoughts 

into words (Blomgren, 2003), thereby becoming more reflective in their 

daily care practices.  

The contributions to the thesis involve the reconstruction of the profes-

sionals, their attributes, and abilities through the use of language. I use my 

observations and theory to argue that professional work is evolving to entail 

both control and care: neither managers and controllers, nor caregivers can 

avoid being concerned with both. Hence, it is increasingly difficult to discern 

“the manager” from “the managed”: the individual is supposed to function in 

control realities as well as care realities. The paper shows how difficult it is 

to discern “pure” management concerns from “pure” professional concerns 

as for example Adcroft & Willis (2005) and Reay & Hinings (2009) try to 

do. The paper rather shows that management concerns and professional con-

cerns may sometimes be the same: both professionals and management have 

interests in less routinised, more reflective and increasingly client focused 

work processes (Blomgren, 2003; Evetts, 2009). 

The paper highlights the ability of language and communication to create 

coherence between ontologically disparate practices of financial control and 

care. Communication can displace ontological difference and contradiction 

and construct consensus (Oakes et al., 1998). Hence, language and commu-
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nication can be seen as an epistemological practice that can “smooth out” 

ontological difference: by skilfully drawing on “client focus” everything can 

be said to be “about the client”, which makes practices related to control 

coherent with practices of care.  

This, I would argue, is because the allusion to “the client” incorporates 

both sameness and difference, and in this way words tend to acknowledge at 

least some sort of multiplicity. Communication is however a double-edged 

sword: it could bring in more multiplicity to a reality conditioned by the 

ontological politics of control, but also impose singularity on a reality that 

acknowledges the existence of multiplicity. I emphasise this in the paper, 

and argue that the reason Stockholm is successful is because they make an 

effort to introduce multiplicity where routinisation, and therefore simplicity 

and singularity resides, although I do it in the language provided to me by 

the literature I use.  

The paper contributes to the literatures on public sector management and 

management control by emphasising that one way to bridge ontologically 

disparate practices, realities, spaces or objects, and possibly bring them to-

gether, is to construct coherence between them through language. This 

bridge is not necessarily a “one-way street”: even though the language asso-

ciated with the ontological politics of control may have a smoother passage 

than the multiplicity associated with care (Oakes et al., 1998), the language 

bridge is not made for one or the other.  

Paper III: Sources of dissension: the making and breaking of the 

individual customer 

This paper and the fourth paper are close siblings: in many ways they com-

plement each other. They are both situated in a certain constructivist tradi-

tion that coheres with the framing of the thesis, but with definite dissimilari-

ties. In this paper, I use Foucault (and a little help from Deleuze), and there-

fore discourse is central. I wanted to use Foucault, because I found the gov-

ernmentality literature in accounting interesting from the start: the broad 

brush strokes of societal programmes and the specificities of the relating 

technologies appealed to me because they could be seen as simultaneously 

operative in reality. 

Indeed, Foucault argues precisely that “[w]e are in the epoch of simulta-

neity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far, of 

the side-by-side, of the dispersed” (1986: 22). This made me interested in the 

simultaneous operationalisations of different programmes and the use of 

technology: not only should there be discrepancies between rationalities, 

programmes and technologies (Rose & Miller, 1992), there should also be 

discrepancies between rivalrous programmes (Miller & Rose, 1990). Such 
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multiplicity and “side-by-sideness” would necessarily entail the constitution 

of a rather unstable and problematic world.  

On the one hand, I did not see that explicitly in the literature – instead 

what seemed to be the interesting point was how accounting was used to 

stabilise certain programmes and make practices coherent over space and 

time: the focus had been on the ontological politics of control. I saw this as 

rather problematic, because it seemed to overstate the significance of this 

particular ontological politics. On the other hand, there were often allusions 

to the heterogeneity of discourse, the constant failure of government and the 

necessity to reconstruct programmes and do better next time (Arnaboldi & 

Palermo, 2011; Rose & Miller, 1992), as well as to professional enclosures 

that resisted the influence of control (Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011). This im-

plied that the ontological politics of stability and singularity was quite un-

successful in imposing itself upon the world.  

This is also the paper where I explicitly address the issue of the individu-

al, and I do so by arguing that there is a programme of individuality that is in 

conflict with a programme of efficiency, and that these two programmes 

propose different ontologies of the individual. The implication is that if we 

are to take individuality seriously, then we also have to take wholeness and 

uniqueness seriously. However, this is quite different from taking efficiency 

seriously, because efficiency is all about engaging in controlling certain mat-

ters; certain measurable aspects of the whole such as costs, results, supply, 

demand, and needs. For these matters to be controllable, they have to be 

constituted in a way that makes them possible to intervene upon, which im-

plies that they need to have ontological properties that make them visible, 

but also suggest causal relationships between them. Here accounting enters, 

and helps to make up the individual as a specific fraction, a dividual, of the 

whole in order to serve the purpose of efficiency and control. 

This breaks the whole individual down. Taking the wholeness of the indi-

vidual seriously therefore demands other ways of knowing the individual, 

and intervening upon it. Here care enters, and with it, closeness. Although 

individuality can be supported from a distance – the rhetoric of individuality 

can be used in debates against narrow control measures – care cannot be 

performed from a distance. This makes care very much a practice concerned 

with the present (the “near” in Foucaults terms), whereas control is more 

concerned with distance (the “far”).  

A different phrasing, in terms of how I frame the thesis, is that what in the 

paper is considered a “whole individual” is rather an (at least almost) infi-

nite, undetermined multiplicity of the individual. When performing care, this 

multiplicity is allowed to constitute space and time, differently and over and 

over again as Barad (2007) argues: “the near” thus implies the impossibility 

of escaping multiplicity because there are no stable borders to escape 

through. In care, the borders tend to always be different and somewhere else. 

“The far”, on the other hand, implies the possibility of constructing stability, 
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and therefore the possibility of reproducing the same boundaries of a space – 

singularity – over and over again. Accounting, it can be argued, constitutes 

the distance needed to control, by specifying the controllable. Control may 

help to form a stable space of singular peace and quiet, which forms the 

means to escape the anarchy of multiplicity.  

This makes control desirable, but also an ever failing practice in a certain 

sense: there is always something else that needs attention, something that 

cannot be escaped – something that also has to be managed. This, however, 

has to be left to the hard work of the management by care that came out of 

paper one. The analysis underscores that control produces the uncontrolla-

ble: instruments of control, such as accounting, are therefore necessarily 

“flawed” or “incomplete” when it comes to representing and acting upon the 

world (Dambrin & Robson, 2011; Jordan & Messner, 2012). The standards 

suggested by the control system can define some things and activities, but 

not others. Therefore it might make little sense to “repair” (Ahrens & Chap-

man, 2004) elements of a “flawed” control system, because no repairs in the 

world would suffice to make the multiplicity of practical realities more con-

trollable.  

Instead, the paper shows an iterative movement back and forth between a 

multiplicity of standards: standards of efficiency and individuality; economic 

standards and professional standards; stable standards of control and fluid 

standards of care. In this process, the individual subject is differently consti-

tuted in control and in care, and the individual self participates in this. Fou-

cault argues that the subject “is a form and this form is not above all or al-

ways identical to itself. You do not have towards yourself the same kind of 

relationships when you constitute yourself as a political subject who goes 

and votes or speaks up in a meeting, and when you try to fulfill your desires 

in a sexual relationship.” (1987: 121). Hence, it is possible to reconstitute 

oneself, as well as others, in different forms within different relationships.  

But these possibilities are conditioned by ontological politics; in this pa-

per understood as enacted primarily by discourses and technologies but also 

by others actively engaging in control and care. Within an ontological poli-

tics of control, the individual is constituted differently than in an ontological 

politics of care. The “ontology of ourselves” (Foucault, 2010/1984: 50) is 

hence variable and fragile: we are constituted as ontologically different indi-

viduals depending on the ontological politics that are involved in condition-

ing our existence – and this has consequences for how we can manage the 

world, and especially individualised services. 

This paper hence contributes to the management control literature and 

public management literature by emphasising that “the whole” individual is 

a multiplicity of dividuals that may come to matter through the practices that 

determine them. This means that neither the customer nor the caregiver or 

manager can be broken down to the simplified version of the “economic 

man” that is needed for functionalist management control to work: the ef-
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forts to make up a governable individual by the use of accounting instru-

ments (Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011; Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Miller & 

O’Leary, 2007) hamper the effective management of individualised services 

put forward as the ideal in some of the public management literature (Alford, 

2002; Needham, 2010; Vigoda, 2002).  

The paper also contributes by stating that the control instruments, the 

standards that are used to determine the individual as something specific – a 

specific dividual of needs, costs or whatever – produce other matters that 

also have to be managed. These other matters are however constituted as 

“something else” by the technologies of control and, as such, they cannot be 

controlled: they have to be managed otherwise. This is what I will discuss in 

relation to paper four: how these matters can be managed otherwise. 

Paper IV: Determining care quality: On the strength and 

weakness of management control 

The main purpose of this paper is to try to identify some of the things I over-

looked, or could not theorise sufficiently in the previous papers; especially 

paper three. Although I support the conclusions in the previous papers, some 

of them are crude and need both detail and elaboration. For example, I am 

not satisfied with saying that different practices or programmes can be per-

formed or adhered to in different spaces: I also want to show more in detail 

how such spaces are constructed in the process. I am not satisified, either, 

with saying that “there is always something else”. I want to analyse how and 

where “something else” is constituted and managed – not only how the mat-

ters “at hand”; the controllable entities, are constituted. The question is thus 

how we can understand the matters that are “outside” control; the matters 

that are simultaneously different and the same. 

I therefore took a turn into the world of socio-materiality, Actor-Network 

Theory and other approaches that propose a symmetrical relationship be-

tween matter and discourse, humans and non-humans, and therefore makes 

ontology the important aspect. This is similar to Foucault and Deleuze, alt-

hough Foucault was particularly interested in discourse, rather than matter, 

as the ontological primate. But the ontological idea that reality is constructed 

in complex socio-material relationships that evolve with time is fundamental 

to all of these approaches, from Foucault to Actor-Network Theory and the 

materialising intra-actions suggested by Barad (2007).  

What I show in the paper is that my object of analysis, care quality, can 

exist as multiple matters at the same time, but as soon as it is determined, 

only one of these forms will materialise itself “here and now”. This is also 

my explanation for “something else” that I discussed in paper three: many 

other forms of care quality will appear as a consequence of slightly different 

ways of determining it in other instances of space and time. Even if care 
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quality is determined to be 78% customer satisfaction at a nursing home, 

there are a range of other versions of care quality that also come alive, in all 

possible instances of time and space. This makes the determination of 

“something” – the calculable, immutable and controllable (Miller, 2001; Qu 

& Cooper, 2011; Robson, 1992) – precarious because those other versions of 

the same thing may come back to haunt it.  

These are the “ghosts” I referred to in the framing section of the thesis, 

and I give some example of how such ghosts are produced and how control 

not only produces them, but also fails to anticipate and manage them. It is 

hence not necessarily the production of calculable spaces or immutable ob-

jects in themselves (Andon et al., 2007; Czarniawska & Mouritsen, 2009; 

Miller & O’Leary, 1994; Qu & Cooper, 2011; Robson 1992) that makes the 

world manageable: it is rather their shortcomings; their inability to reproduce 

the world in a controllable, standardised form that shapes the conditions for 

other types of management. When the ontological politics of control fails to 

constitute the world, it has to be “rescued” by other ontological politics, such 

as care. Otherwise the world would fall apart and become unmanageable.  

What we can gather from this paper is therefore a strengthening of the ar-

gument put forward in the first chapter of the thesis that control is constitut-

ed by ontological politics devoted to determining things once and for all. 

This is also why it is ever failing (Arnaboldi & Palermo, 2011; Rose & Mil-

ler, 1992): it neglects all other possible versions of the same matter; those 

versions that do not “fit” the conditions of existence determined by control. 

The paper shows that when a control system is designed, it determines a set 

of variables to control that are stable enough to be comparable over time: 

control is nothing without its standards of comparison that holds over time 

and across spatial boundaries.  

The paper also shows that although control can be exerted over a multi-

plicity of variables (it is just more hard work), it is powerless against the 

multiplicity of versions of the same variable: it cannot recognise or act upon 

deviations outside its own specifications of the object that should be con-

trolled. The contemporary conditions for control implies an ontology of sta-

ble, comparable, entities that can span boundaries of space and time (Miller 

& O’Leary, 1987; Miller & O’Leary, 1994; Robson, 1992), but the paper 

shows that such an ontology is not enough to effectively manage the multi-

plicity of organisational practices as hinted by the alternative accounting 

literature (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Chua, 1995; Dambrin & Robson, 

2011; Jordan & Messner, 2012). 

The ontological politics of care, on the other hand, acknowledges a multi-

plicity of versions: it handles matters as well as “ghosts”. It is clear from this 

paper that all actors struggle with the fact that other versions of “the matters 

at hand” may exist and come to matter “here and now” at any time. My ar-

gument is that in the practices constituted by the ontological politics of care, 

this is still difficult but at least possible to manage: where multiplicity is 
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acknowledged it is possible to fold concerns about how things may come to 

matter “there and then” into the present: “here and now”. I show, for exam-

ple, how it is possible for care practitioners to be empathic with the distant 

realities of relatives sitting at home, grieving and feeling guilt, and include 

this in the enactment of daily care. This is an explanation why the inherent 

flaws of control systems do not matter (Dambrin & Robson, 2011; Jordan & 

Messner, 2012): things do not have to be made up according to the singular 

standards of control to be manageable.  

The paper also shows that disputes regarding what something is or should 

be are never fully settled: also accounting inscriptions are debated and con-

tested. This does not make such inscriptions worthless; on the contrary they 

are extensively used despite their apparent shortcomings. It is only in prac-

tices of control that accounting inscriptions have to be undisputed to work 

accordingly. In other words, in the ontological politics of care it is not neces-

sary to produce and reproduce one certain ”form” or “version” of something, 

such as “care quality” or “customer satisfaction” – care deals with matters of 

multiplicity and multiple matters. It is the work done in the ontological poli-

tics of control that reproduces something in a specific singular version and 

maintains its stability. This does not mean that care is passive or not a lot of 

work, it merely means that care is not productive in an economic sense. This 

is how care always fails: it never closes anything down, and as such it has to 

be repeated and re-done – over and over again – sometimes “here”, some-

times “there”1.  

This means that if we want management to be economic – or productive – 

it seems necessary to impose singularity and take control over what comes to 

matter: this is not necessarily wrong, because the ghosts that will be pro-

duced can be taken care of elsewhere; perhaps even in a better way. We can 

think of control in this way: in relation to care. If we do, control means pro-

ducing a specific version of something – for example care quality – here and 

now, by means of what is available to produce it, while relying on that all 

other versions of the same thing will be taken care of elsewhere. Manage-

ment, on the other hand, involves the establishment of multiple situations; 

different instances of space and time, where control as well as care can be 

performed. If we think of control together with care, we may extend the 

meaning of enabling control systems (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Jordan & 

Messner, 2012): the enabling management control system enables care as 

well as control, because control functions better with care and vice versa. 

                                                      
1 Mol (2002; 2008; 2012) shows how care practices tend to never end: even if they end in one 

instance of space and time, for example the hospital, they continue at home through medica-

tion, in the gym through rehabilitation, or at daily meals through dieting. This is extensively 

used in hospital management, where costs can be cut by displacing the enactment of care to 

other actors (such as the patient him- or herself) in other instances of space and time. 
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This paper therefore contributes to the management control literature by 

emphasising that control tends to produce more problems than it solves. 

Such problems, or failures, however seem to make control self-generating, 

because in an ontological politics of control – where control is the only way 

to manage – these problems forms the condition for “more control”: what 

control fails to manage becomes the next thing to control. It also highlights 

that it is possible to manage things through other ontological politics than 

control: ontological politics that acknowledge and handle the ghosts that are 

produced in the determination processes that makes things manageable. 

When control produces the unmanageable “something else”, the ontological 

politics of care iteratively reconstructs it in multiple versions and makes it 

manageable. In this way, it is possible to take care of what control fails to 

manage and turn it into something manageable: once made manageable, it 

may become the next thing to control. 

This means that there is a conclusion to be made by reading paper three 

and four diffractively through each other, and this is that the efforts to con-

trol; the efforts to reproduce singularity also produce multiplicity. The ef-

forts to construct immutable and calculable objects (Miller, 2001; Robson, 

1992) also produce the otherness (Callon & Law, 2005), the “something 

else”, that comes to matter in specific versions elsewhere. When control 

denies other versions of the same thing, care pieces these other versions to-

gether and makes them manageable. The ontological politics of control 

hence contributes to producing the world in its multiplicity. 

Concluding discussion 

In this concluding section I will fulfil my three aims and discuss the main 

contributions produced by the detailed analysis of the papers above. These 

are contributions of the diffractive methodology I have employed: I have 

read the papers through each other, as well as through the framing I present-

ed in the thesis introduction. By employing a diffractive methodology and 

adhering to the ideas of mattering and ontological politics, it is possible to 

say something specific about the relationships between the ontological poli-

tics of control and care. As a consequence, it is also possible to say some-

thing slightly different about management and control and contribute to the 

literatures on management control and public management. 

The first aim was to defend the framing of the thesis and show that the 

world is multiple and managed as such. The papers show that multiplicity is 

indeed managed, meaning that the framing of the thesis; the ontological 

claims I have presented can be substantiated. The papers also substantiate 

and establish that not only could things be different: they are already differ-

ent. What is defined – made stable and known in one instance of space and 

time – comes to matter differently elsewhere, in another instance of space 
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and time however sometimes within the same practice. Management does 

not rest exclusively upon stable, calculable objects, as argued by the func-

tionalist management control literature and suggested by the alternative 

management control literature (Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Qu & Cooper, 

2011; Robson, 1992), but also on the ability to handle multiple versions of 

the same objects.  

I have thus fulfilled part of the second aim, but I have to do more: I have 

to discuss in detail how this is handled in practice; how it becomes possible 

to manage multiplicity through the ontological politics of control and care. 

This entails explicating the relationship between the ontological politics of 

control and care, and discussing the hard work to make things come to mat-

ter as simultaneously the same and different, over and over again.  

The papers show that managing multiplicity means making control work 

at the same time as care. We already knew from the alternative accounting 

literature that the efforts to reproduce the conditions for control is hard work 

(Andon et al, 2007; Bay, 2012; Boedker & Chua, 2013; Chua, 1995; Svärd-

sten Nymans, 2012); and the papers of the thesis show that this becomes 

even harder when the conditions for care are produced simultaneously. In the 

papers, we therefore see a range of different strategies to do this: strategies 

that are consequences, as well as parts of ontological politics. We see how 

the ongoing reproduction of the ontological politics of control and its re-

quirement of singularity makes care difficult, and instigates a strategy that, at 

first glance, seems to be about keeping control and care apart in space and 

time in order to do both.  

Such would be the conclusion of paper one, but when reading the papers 

diffractively through each other, as well as through the first chapter of the 

thesis, a slightly different analysis can be made. If we start off from Barad’s 

(2007) premise that space and time does not exist prior to, or separated from, 

the ontological politics that creates them in practice, we can see the strate-

gies to keep control and care apart as a productive struggle to enact multiple 

instances of space and time. When the ontological politics of control insti-

gates the production of singular, stable and calculable spaces (Miller & 

O’Leary, 1994), the ontological politics of care dictates that these spaces are 

reproduced differently: because it rests on multiplicity, care has to break out 

of controllable spaces in order to work. One of the most practical solutions 

employed is to produce these spaces elsewhere: to produce other instances of 

space and time where multiplicity, and hence care, can be enacted. 

This is however not the only way care can be enacted side by side with 

control. The hard work to enact stable, comparable, controllable entities is 

sometimes done alongside the equally hard work to enact a variety of ver-

sions of the same matter. In the same practice the same matter – for example 

a quality – can be both stable and unstable; disputed and undisputed; prob-

lematised and mobilised at the same time. This differs from earlier alterna-

tive studies that emphasise the need for matters to be stable and undisputed 
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to work as the foundation for management (Czarniawska & Mouritsen, 2009; 

Mouritsen, 2011; Robson, 1992).  

The papers also show that although control may colonise the ontology of 

care, destroying the conditions for doing care, it can also be the precondition 

for care. By enacting control, otherness – “something else” – is produced, 

that is, entities that do not fit within the ontology of control. As such, control 

also produces the “something else” that becomes the matters of care. At the 

same time, when care acknowledges and makes different versions of the 

same thing matter, it opens up new possibilities for control. Hence it can be 

argued that, in managing multiplicity, the enactment of care forms the pre-

conditions for control to colonise new areas of the world.  

If I put it a bit differently, and try to include management accounting and 

control into the argument, the papers show that when accounting produces 

the known, it also produces the unknown that then has to be known; when it 

produces the controllable, it produces the uncontrollable that then has to be 

controlled; and when it produces the calculable it produces the uncalculable, 

which then has to be made calculable. Management control hence produces 

the conditions for itself to work, by failing to do what it is supposed to do. 

By contributing to the production of singularity in a world of multiplicity, 

management accounting and control defines the very borders that it then tries 

to overcome.  

The borders can be overcome by constructing coherence between the sig-

nificance of control and care. Such coherence creation smooths out differ-

ences and contradictions by the use of communication, which is only loosely 

coupled with other matters of practice. Because words do not signify any 

specific notion of a thing, such as customer satisfaction, or “the client”, they 

can be used to bridge between disparate practices and ontologies. The same 

word that designates a specific controllable object is also used for all its al-

ternative versions that may need to be cared about. On the one hand, this 

makes communication a practice that can be used to create calmness in an 

otherwise stormy world, but on the other hand it is also far from that inno-

cent. It is through this kind of superficial, or even illusory, image of coher-

ence that financial issues can be made to matter in a context of care and ex-

tend professional practices to include other interests. Although words may 

travel lightly, they can have material consequences in practice (Oakes et al., 

1998).  

This can be linked with Barad’s (2007) arguments: matter and meaning 

cannot be separated. Meaning is, however, not necessarily derived from 

words or numbers; it is as much derived from other matters. Although for 

example “78% customer satisfaction” may have material consequences in 

practice as a rationale for certain interventions, it does not mean much by 

itself in a practice where dementia comes to matter in different versions eve-

ry day as for example anxiety, hallucinations, bowel problems, and memory 

losses. The care practitioners are seldom engaged in understanding what 



xv 

“78% customer satisfaction” means; they are more engaged in understanding 

what this particular anxiety attack means. What causes it? What effects can it 

have? How should we intervene upon it? The conclusions may be many, and 

the approach to intervention can be iterative, based on the idea of “trial and 

error”. And this kind of iteration, where something comes to matter differ-

ently – where for example customer satisfaction, or a working routine, is 

something different now than it was last time it was discussed or performed 

– works in an ontology of care.

In the ontology of control, on the other hand, there would only be one 

correct intervention: the one that unambiguously control anxiety2 and as a 

consequence raise the level of customer satisfaction. The iterative work to 

determine something – making it specific – has to produce the same, stable, 

thing, over and over again: customer satisfaction is 78% until it becomes 

79%, and a working routine is a working routine that should be performed in 

the same way over and over again, in order to achieve the same result over 

and over again. The papers show that the practitioners – the manager as well 

as the caregiver – adhere to both ontologies: they manage the realities made 

up by control as well as care. They try to construct “the right” model for 

intervention, at the same time as they deal with a diverse set of alternative 

possibilities. Hence, they act sometimes as controllers, sometimes as carers.  

The thesis shows how indispensable both practices are in this work to 

make multiplicity matter: control brings sufficient stability to an otherwise 

fluid reality, and care manages the fluidity and difference. But it also shows 

that control practices aimed at creating singularity always produce problems 

and fail, because the rigid standards that makes control possible are seldom 

the way to deal with unruly matters. On the one hand, it is possible to con-

struct the stable laboratory-like setups – for example management control 

systems – that reproduce a certain version of something; for example care 

quality. But on the other hand, the iterative intra-actions and the interference 

from ever new agencies – the “ghosts” of other “here and nows” – that get 

involved in making care matter, tend to make the setup irrelevant before it is 

done measuring and producing any such quality. Therefore control needs 

care in order to work well.  

The ontological politics of control and care are thus what Barad (2007; 

2011) calls “complementary”. According to Barad “complementarity entails 

two important features: mutual exclusivity and mutual necessity. For two 

variables to be complementary they have to be both simultaneously neces-

sary and mutually exclusive.” (2011: 444, italics removed). This means that 

one thing cannot exist without the other, but also that the same two things 

will destroy each other. This, I argue, is the fundamental relationship be-

tween control and care, and therefore we cannot make any general claim that 

one is better than the other: we need both. This means that every time some-

2 There is only one intervention that works in this way: medication. 
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one says “more control”, the immediate reaction should be “but what about 

care?” And vice versa, when someone says “more care”, then we should ask 

“but what about control?”  

This relationship highlights that management is much more than control: 

it is also care. Management needs other ontological politics than control to 

work, because management is not easy, simple or singular: management is a 

struggle with the multiplicity of the world. Management is about working 

with complementary ontological politics; with realities that may never be 

reconciled, but which are necessary for each other’s existences. This goes for 

management in general and public management in specific. Management is 

not necessarily something that is done with the help of control: control also 

has to be managed. The studies about “management control” can be extend-

ed to studies about “managing control”, because control has to be managed 

as much as care: it is not the way to manage.  

I find it a prospect for further research to analyse and discuss other com-

plementary ontological politics in relation to control and management. As I 

argued in the aims and contribution section in the thesis introduction, there 

might be other ontological politics that are used to manage, and have to be 

managed: in order to better understand management and control, we need to 

get to know as much as possible of all these alternatives for management. 

These are the contributions I make about managing multiplicity through 

the ontological politics of control and care: I have shown and specified their 

ambivalent relationships to each other, and how they both are needed when it 

comes to constituting individuals that can engage and be engaged in practic-

es related to management, control, and care. I have also shown the possibili-

ties of a diffractive methodology, with which a range of different theories 

can be read through each other, as well as through empirical data and pro-

duce interesting contributions to the literature.  

 

 

***** 
 

I leave this thesis with mixed feelings. I am happy, because I agree with 

Latour: “a good thesis is a thesis that is done” (2005: 148). But I am also 

frustrated. Not so much because the thesis is still open in many ways. It is 

neither the loose ends that bother me, nor the remaining tensions. It is not 

that I probably try to take on more than I can chew; that I try to say too much 

that makes me irritated. Granted: these are shortcomings of the thesis, but 

they are shortcomings that I as well as others can work to straighten out 

when doing further research. No: the frustration emanates from the feeling 

that I am not conveying the most important things about control and care. I 

am painfully aware that something is eluding me.  

Right in the middle of formulating the conclusions above, I stumble onto 

a debate article written by an assistant nurse who recently quit her job in 
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aged care. 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 – every-

thing that matters was left to care to take care of. She loved her job: she 

“made a difference”, she says in the debate article. But she also asks a ques-

tion that sounds suspiciously like “why should we care, when nobody else 

cares?” 

I read the article and become even more frustrated. This is what I am talk-

ing about! But am I being sufficiently clear? I have studied instances where 

control and care work pretty well together, because they are allowed to exist 

side by side and interfere in each other’s realities in constructive ways. I 

strongly sense that this is not the case in the debate article: the problems 

seem to be a symptom of control not being there for care and vice versa. And 

I think this is partly because we 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, con-

trol can make it much more difficult to exploit those who care. When care 

never ends – it can always do more, something else, something different – 

control puts limits: control says “do this, but not that” and “let someone else 

care about that”. Where care is heavy on the accelerator, control puts its foot 

on the brake. Good management makes sure that things are under control – 

that this is done here and now – while, at the same time, making sure that 

there are sufficient conditions for everything else that matters to be taken 

care of elsewhere. Bad management only takes control; makes sure that this 

is done here and now, and all the time, while not caring about anything else. 

Such management leaves everything else to care – and if care is left alone, 

there is no end to what has to be done. Therefore care can be exploited until 

it runs out of steam – and then everything will crumble. 

We must have respect for control, and be worried about its application 

everywhere. Not only because it may take over and destroy the respect for 

multiplicity, but also because it can hide everything else that matters instead 

of doing its job properly: to step on the brake when things are getting out of 

hand. Therefore, we should stop to think of care as something that can or 

should be controlled, or control as something that is primarily dangerous for 

care. Instead, we should embrace their complementarity: we ought to learn to 

control with care, and to care about control.  
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