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Sammenfatning
Afhandlingen beskæftiger sig med risikostyringskonceptet Enterprise Risk Management (ERM), der fra

omkring årtusindeskiftet er advokeret som en ledelsesteknologi, der kan bidrage til 

erhvervsvirksomheders værdiskabelse. Tanken om at kunne kontrollere eller styre risiko er ikke ny.

Statistikkens og sandsynlighedsregningens udvikling ligger flere århundreder tilbage, og på store

homogene populationer har man kunnet tilknytte sandsynligheder for at givne hændelser vil indtræffe i

fremtiden. Når sandsynligheden tilknyttes konsekvens, har vi i den klassiske risikostyrings tankesæt

omformet usikkerhed til en forudsigelig risiko. Den kobling udnyttes mange steder, f.eks. er det selve

grundlaget for et forsikringsselskabs forretningsmodel. I den konceptuelle tankegang bag ERM forlades

det rationelle og objektspecifikke fundament, der kendetegner ovennævnte klassiske risikostyring. 

ERM-paradigmets grundtanke er, at en virksomheds samlede risikoeksponering kan anskues og

håndteres som en portefølje i en kontinuerlig proces, der integreres i virksomhedens strategiske

beslutninger. Den strategiske kobling betyder, at vi bevæger os ind i unikke relationer, hvortil der ikke

eksisterer historisk evidens for udfaldsrummet. 

Det konceptuelle spring og de praksisrelaterede konsekvenser, der kendetegner forskellene mellem

klassisk risikostyring og ERM, er afhandlingens fokus. Forskningsprojektet har strakt sig over mere end

12 år, og det har givet en sjælden mulighed for at følge en moderne ledelsesteknologis livscyklus fra

konceptualisering over praksisimplikationer frem til evaluering af konceptets værdi og fremtid. 

Afhandlingens kerne er 4 artikler, der hver især søger at belyse et af projektets 3 forskningsspørgsmål,

der 1) undersøger koncepternes ledelsesmæssige og organisatoriske orientering, 2) undersøger 

drivkræfter og motiver for virksomheders adoption af ERM som ledelsesteknologi, og 3) søger indsigt i

udfordringer og problematikker, som virksomheder støder på i anvendelsen af ERM-konceptet.

Artiklerne er udarbejdet successivt gennem projektets langstrakte forløb, og afspejler derfor

progressionen i konceptuel udvikling og praksisudfordringer, men også i min egen erkendelse.  

Den første artikel er en komparativ analyse af fire ERM-rammeværker, der var fremherskende i

projektets indledende fase. De er efterfølgende sammensmeltet til to, som til gengæld er blevet nutidens

helt dominerende standarder.  Analysens primære konklusion er, at rammeværkerne ikke bidrager til at 

etablere en kobling til de strategiske processer, idet deres indlejrede fokus er rettet mod strategi-

eksekvering, men ikke mod selve strategidannelsen. Det medfører, i modsætning til det konceptuelle

paradigme, at risikostyringsarbejdet begrænses til en negativ risikoopfattelse. Analysen indikerer
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Thank you! 

I direct my largest and deepest-felt ‘Thank you!’ to all of you who let me follow your 
lives and work. To all of you who willingly answered questions and provided me with 
information during my fieldwork. A particular thanks goes to the “Jensen Family” and 
to caseworkers, accountants, administrative staff, and managers in the accounting- and 
child protection departments of the local government where I conducted my 
ethnography. Without you and your openness, this dissertation would not have been 
possible. I am certain you will recognise yourself. Hopefully this will not give you the 
feeling of you, individually, being put on public display. Quite the contrary, I hope it 
will give you the feeling of being part of a larger project aiming to shed light on the 
practices of management accounting in child protection work. Besides that, I want to 
thank you for making my first experience with ethnography joyful. I truly enjoyed all 
the hours we spent together – including your sense of humour and your critical 
questions.   

A particular Thank you! goes to caseworkers “Marie” and “Marc”. You made an extra 
effort to take time to explain, to introduce me to colleagues, to open up for conver-
sations, and to provide me with information when “something of relevance” was going 
on. 

I am grateful that the Independent Research Fund Denmark believed in my project 
and fully financed my journey as a PhD Fellow at Copenhagen Business School (CBS). 

I want to thank my supervisors – all three of you. Each of you, in your way, guided and 
challenged me into making a research project, I would never have imagined to be 
possible. Frank, you guided me in the direction of the project back in February 2011, 
as I began working at the School of Social Work. Since then, you have kept me on the 
right path and provided me with the opportunities to make “something more” out of 
my research. What is more, you used your immense knowledge about child projection 
work to challenge my points of analysis, and you gave me assurance in times of doubt. 
Thank you! Lise, the rumour at CBS has it that you are “the best reader”. If you are 
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not sure what this entails, let me explain: When you read a manuscript, you find the 
one to three uncertainties that make the entire argument weak. Why this is so, you 
always explain. And you do this with a respect for the work that lies behind it, and the 
purpose of the manuscript (also when this is completely unclear). Even though going 
to your office always meant that a lot more had to be done in order to finish the 
manuscript, this is also what made it clear to me, what had to be done. So, a Thank you! 
goes to you for being such a good reader. Jan, you know, that I am deeply grateful for 
all the messy, thought provoking, and even constructive conversations we have had. 
As a supervisor, you let me fly rather than taking me under your wing. Thank you for 
that!  

I am also very grateful that you, Ebba Sjögren, took the role as a bonus supervisor. By 
meticulously pulling apart my first draft for the dissertation and by giving advice on 
how to re-assemble it you showed me that you care for the quality of my dissertation 
as well as for me as a researcher. Thank you! 

Thank you! to the research communities that recognised my work by accepting my 
proposals for presentations and by curiously and continuously discussing it with me. I 
specifically would like to say Thank you! to TiP at the IT University, to the accounting 
group at Stockholm Business School and to the Interpretive accounting group. Also 
thank you Tjerk Budding and Jan Van Helden for giving me an award for the Best PhD 
proposal at the Public Sector Accounting Conference in 2016. And thank you Mike 
Rowe and the organisers of the 13th Ethnography Symposium 2018 for giving me an 
award for the best paper.  

I also want to thank colleagues from the University College Copenhagen ((UCC) 
former Metropol) and from CBS. I feel lucky to be part of such friendly, competent, 
and international workplaces! From UCC I specifically want to thank Julie Rahbæk, 
who helped me understand what I was doing during the year I conducted fieldwork. 
You are an inspiring person and I deeply respect your insights into anthropology. I also 
want to thank the Head of research at UCC, Tobias Høygaard Lindeberg. Thank you 
for introducing me to Jan (back in 2011) and for giving me the opportunity to apply to 
the Independent Research Fund Denmark for a research grant. At CBS, I want to direct 
a massive Thank you! to two groups of people, who have been equally important in my 
PhD journey, although in different ways. I want to thank Andreas Kamstrup, Fabian 



4 

Müller, and Amalie Martinus Hauge for letting me be part of their ‘valuation as a 
practice’ reading and writing group even though I was not a part of their PhD school. 
You gave me the spirit of learning and developing in a collective. Thank you! The 
second group from CBS is the PhD group at the Department of Operations Manage-
ment: Emilie, Johan, Casper, Thorbjørn, Anne, Irene, Victor, Christian, Cheryl, and 
Kai. Thank you for being so different (you know what I mean) and so much fun to be 
around. I loved being a student with you!  

I was so lucky to get assistance from two students. Thank you Marie Hyldtoft and 
Natasja Bjørklund for your thorough and timely work.   

Then there is my dear family. First of all, I want to thank you, Jutta, my grandmother, 
who is a retired caseworker in child protection work. Thank you for being the only one 
in my family who was really interested in my research. Thank you Inger and Anker, my 
parents, for being the way you are, and specifically for babysitting the children a lot 
during the last half year of my PhD work.  

As I write my gratitude, I am also starting a new chapter in my life. A chapter that has 
nothing to do with this dissertation. My family and I moved to a house in the 
countryside on the island of Bornholm less than a month ago. I think this move illu-
strates quite well how you, Nils, Silas and Heiko, my family, have helped me make this 
dissertation less important than our life together. I am more than grateful for the three 
of you, and for all the joy, excitement and energy you bring into my life. I am ready to 
harvest beetroots, to build a treehouse, and to write some books and papers in our 
soon-to-be office at home.  

Thank you all! I see you all as a part of what made my dissertation possible, but I alone 
take full responsibility for what I have written.  

Ida 
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Prologue: In pursuit of ‘the 95,000 kroner boy’ 

At the end of the spring semester in 2012, a colleague of mine at the Metropolitan 
University College1, Department of Social Work, introduced me to Anne, one of her 
newly graduated students. Anne told me how she had experienced teachers at the 
School of Social Work describing economy as unbreakable structures and constraining 
frames against which her new title as a social worker had no value. This “victimization”, 
as she called it, provoked her. She would much rather, she said, learn about economy 
on the same basis as her other professional skills (notes from conversation). Not only 
did these words reveal a bright mind with the ability to follow the advice of Miller and 
Power (2013, p. 592), who encourage researchers from other fields to “view accounting 
practices as central to their discipline rather than a merely technical and peripheral 
activity”. The words also nailed the intention of my research; namely to develop 
knowledge about how management accounting interacts with decisions on the 
allocation of social services to children and families.  

Armed with the confidence that my study was relevant, at least for Danish social work 
students, I took her recommendation with me into a pre-study about the ways that 
management accounting is organised and practiced in child protection work. In 2012 I 
observed decision meetings and interviewed social workers, managers and accountants 
(see paper 3) in three Danish local governments. One quote has been on my mind ever 
since; it was from a social worker who said the following: “I questioned whether he 
was a ’95,000-kroner-boy’, because I have an inner scale of placement prices, and of 
what to expect when we reach a price like that”2. This was her answer when I asked 
her why she did not choose the placement supplier she had visited. I never managed 
to interpret the quote, because the possibilities seemed endless: Was it a price for the 
boy’s life? What was the inner scale about? Where did it come from, and how did it 
look? Did she calculate the needs, or was it just her way of talking? At one point I dared 
                                           
1 Now, since 2018, Copenhagen University College 
2 DKK 95,000 is the monthly payment – about EUR 13,000. The quote originates from the pre-study, 
which I undertook in 2012-2013 (Schrøder 2014). 
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to ask the social worker’s manager about it in an interview: Was it possible to put a 
price on helping a child? “No”, she quickly replied. I asked her why not. “It would be 
unethical. It would be like telling the parents ‘this is how much your lack of parental 
abilities costs us’”, she answered. At least this answer told me that it was a delicate issue 
to talk about money around vulnerable families. At the same time, though, it left me 
even more confused. Because, did the social worker not put a price on the boy she was 
telling me about? Or, maybe she just compared him to a price, without considering the 
value of helping him? But what did that mean?  

In a quest to learn what the ’95,000 kroner boy’ might be about, I enrolled into the 
PhD School of Business and Management at Copenhagen Business School, 
Department of Operations Management in 2014 as an independent PhD fellow. I 
thought that if I could find a way to explain the quotes and do as Anne had suggested, 
then at least my study would contribute to making social work education more attuned 
to the actual practices of handling economic issues in social work. By observing and 
describing the practices of reaching decisions, I hoped to be able to find out how 
caseworkers, managers and accountants practically achieved the connection of 
elements as different as the needs of a vulnerable child, the scales of placement prices, 
and the costs of services. From my pre-study it seemed that they did so – they made it 
all connect – although without talking about how they achieved it. At least, as the 
quotes illustrate, they used quite contradictory expressions for what was going on. This 
puzzled me.  

This puzzlement, and this purpose, meant that I had to abandon the literature I knew. 
The critical social work literature documented the decay of a profession caused by the 
doctrines of New Public Management ( Banks, 2004; Healy, 2009a; Munro, 2004; 
Wastell, White, Broadhurst, Peckover, & Pithouse, 2010). The literature on public 
administration and policy documented the ‘assault’ on “frontline professionals” and 
consequently also on citizens and clients as policy makers under the sway of New 
Public Management tropes enthusiastically reformed public organisations into more 
modern and measurable units (Brodkin, 2011; Lipsky, 2010 [1980]). These were the 
narratives that made Anne feel victimised. By deconstructing what New Public 
Management and its measuring regime had done to what was once a ‘good’ social work 
profession, these studies told Anne that her profession was a failure.  
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In the 2010 edition of the seminal book “Street-Level Bureaucracy – Dilemmas of the 
Individual in Public Services”, Lipsky acknowledges the consequences of the narrative 
conveyed in the original version. He sets an agenda for research that appreciates the 
complexities involved in balancing the needs of diverse individual citizens and the 
overall performances of the public sector (Lipsky 2010, chapter 14). However, as he 
stays with the idea that the individual fights against the hidden powers of New Public 
Management, Lipsky leaves the question of how to proceed up to future research. This 
agenda has indeed been picked up by researchers across social work and social policy 
in inquiries into how decision-making is managed and impacts on clients (Dall & 
Caswell, 2017; Høybye-Mortensen, 2013; Mackrill, Ebsen, Birkholm & Leth Svendsen, 
2018; Møller, 2018; Svendsen, 2016). A general characteristic of these studies is their 
ability to leave management accounting out of the investigations as if it was a neutral 
and external structure they had no influence on or interest in understanding.  

Accordingly, I made a choice to draw on the resources of knowledge within the fields 
of social studies of management accounting and public sector accounting research. 
With the end of this preface, we leave the confusing thoughts of a social work research-
er and enter into the domain of management accounting research.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In this dissertation, I investigate a problem that is currently debated within both the 
popular, political and academic arenas: Namely, the potential demise of professional 
decisions, as we knew them before they were transformed by the calculative practices 
of management accounting. With the investigation of this problem, I take part in a 
quest for better professional decisions. However, rather than aiming to reveal a possible 
demise or point out what could be done to make decisions better, I aim to find out 
how it is even possible to reach decisions, when elements as different as a child’s needs 
and the costs of a service are to be connected in the process. How is it possible, for 
instance, to count costs and sense the needs of a child at the same time? To be both 
accurate and ambiguous? Moreover, how is it possible to make conclusions about costs, 
when a child’s life is at stake? The purpose of inquiring into such questions is to 
investigate the day-to-day work of ‘hybridising’ accounting and caring practices. I hope 
my investigation into the different and practical efforts of hybridising accounting and 
caring will reveal that each decision is the result of a tremendously complex work of 
valuing, calculating, organising, ordering, connecting, separating, arranging, associating, 
timing and spacing all the heterogeneous elements that decisions are made of. 

How accounting calculations, techniques and tools combine with professional practices 
has been widely studied and debated within the field of management accounting 
research. With an emphasis on the roles of accounting practices in decision-making, 
Burchell, Clubb, Hopwood, Hughes, & Nahapiet (1980) and Hopwood (1983) set out 
a research agenda to study how accounting functions in organisations rather than merely 
viewing accounting as a technical device that provides information. In the stream of 
research that followed, management accounting is viewed very broadly as “all those 
spatially and historically varying calculative practices – ranging from budgeting to fair 
value accounting – that allow accountants and others to describe and act on entities, 
processes, and persons.” (Chapman, Cooper, & Miller, 2009 p. 1). The key argument 
is that accounting does not neutrally record the facts and provide them as information. 
Accounting (i.e. calculative practices) shapes decision-making by selectively giving 
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visibility to some types of knowledge over other types (Miller, 2001; Miller & Rose, 
1990). At the same time, accounting is shaped by the particularities of decision-making 
processes as information is put to use in different ways. Accounting, for instance, can 
work like ‘an ammunition machine’ in political processes, where stakeholders strive to 
promote particular interests. Whereas accounting can work like a ‘rationalization 
machine’ in situations where managers strive to justify previous decisions (Burchell et 
al.1980). 

Despite the argument that accounting both changes the practice where it is put to work 
and is changed by that practice, most accounting research takes a particular accounting 
technology, reform or calculative practice as its point of departure. This is not so 
strange, since accounting research aims to develop knowledge about accounting. None-
theless, in doing so, the practices where accounting is put to work are represented as 
something different than the accounting itself; it is ‘another’ practice with other values, 
ethics, aims and means. Caring work – such as elderly care and social work – for in-
stance, is often investigated as a practice that is inherently different from accounting 
practices. The argument goes that social work used to exist without accounting and 
cost calculations (Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Jönsson & Solli, 1993; Lapsley, 2008; 
Llewellyn, 1998a). This is problematic for two reasons: Firstly, this argument provides 
a romantic image of a time where the resources for interventions were once endless 
and without any requirement of coordination and accountability. Accordingly, com-
parisons with the present state of decision-making will unavoidably reveal less pure and 
more accounting-driven decision-making processes. Secondly, it makes it difficult to 
openly explore how accounting and caring are interwoven in day-to-day practices when 
it is assumed that accounting simply impinges upon caring work from the outside.  

Inspired by public sector accounting research (PSAR) I, by contrast, view the 
combinations of accounting practices with caring practices as a phenomenon of hybrid-
dity (Kurunmäki, 2004; Miller, Kurunmäki, & O’Leary, 2008). As a concept, ‘hybridity’ 
denotes either the process of bringing together elements that are normally found 
separately – hybridisation – or it denotes the outcome – a hybrid – of this process. 
Accordingly, with this concept it is suggested that accounting co-exists with the prac-
tices they are a part of. Management accounting studies of hybridity aim to unravel 
how hybridity is achieved and what the consequences of hybridity are on various fields 
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of work. The studies agree that hybridity does not just happen out of the blue. It is 
generally argued that hybridity, at least to some extent, develops in parallel with the 
practices that are also transformed through the process of hybridisation (Miller et al., 
2008). This might entail reforms that develop over time (Kurunmäki, 2004; Thomas-
son, 2009; Wiesel & Modell, 2014) or more practical matters of organising in order to 
bring things together in new ways (Carlsson-Wall, Kraus, Lund, & Sjögren, 2016; 
Pettersen, 2015; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005). Whereas these studies point to relevant 
processes of transformation that help explain under which conditions accounting and 
caring come to be aligned, they pay less attention to how hybridity thrives and develops 
in day-to-day practices. This, in part, has to do with the point of departure taken by the 
majority of the studies. Most studies of hybridisation start out by establishing 
dichotomies such as calculation / judgement, quantitative / qualitative metrics, econo-
mic / social, managerialism / professionalism, and public / private. Then they inquire 
into the circumstances that make the combinations successful or not and how this 
affects the phenomena of investigation. In this way, they end up using ‘hybridity’ or 
‘hybridisation’ as the explanation for why things are mixed differently than they used 
to be, because they assume that transformation happens from pure to mixed. This is 
why it is often left unexplained, when and where hybridisation practically takes place; 
we know, for instance, that the Finnish medical profession calculates prices and sets 
their own budget targets (Kurunmäki 2004), but we do not know when, where, or how 
the professionals use this information in their day-to-day work. Do they, for instance, 
use it when deciding how to operate individual patients? If so, what do they do when 
the price of operating expenses clashes with the needs of a patient?   

With this dissertation, I aim to elaborate on the PSAR regarding how hybridisation 
between accounting and caring is achieved. However rather than investigating hybridi-
sation from the vantage points of either of the two distinct practices, I investigate 
hybridisation from within the practical work itself. The aim of this is to gain insight 
into what happens in the actual and practical work where accounting and caring 
practices are mixed together. This intention mirrors the call from Miller and colleagues 
for more research “about the ways in which accounting interacts with, and at times 
hybridises, as a result of encounters with other types of expertise” (Miller et al.2008, p. 
962).  
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Research question 

I pose the following research question: 

How, when, and where is hybridisation between accounting and caring practically 
achieved in professional decision-making processes? 

A symmetrical approach to the study of hybridisation 

Inspired by Actor-Network Theory (Latour 1993, 2005, Mol 2002), I view hybridity as 
enacted. This means that I view the particular mixes of hybrids as the result of actions, 
and as a result of the practices where the action takes place. Sometimes I write about 
hybridity as an achievement, because it is the result of a grand collaboration between many 
heterogeneous elements, namely people, things, places and times. Other times I write 
about the enactment of hybridity, because I want to underscore that a particular instance 
of hybridity is a result of the practices that fostered it. The crucial implication of this 
understanding of hybridity is that it makes it possible to study hybridisation without a 
priori assuming that accounting and caring are fundamentally different practices that 
each have a pure core. Rather than assuming that a pure kind of professional decision-
making – or for that matter a pure ‘caring act’ – is undergoing a transformation initiated 
by another pure thing, accounting, I attempt to embrace practices as “hybrid practices”. 
Here, things and persons, the economic and the social, calculation and judgement, as 
well as costing and caring, are constantly mixed and translated in new ways. I do this 
by openly exploring how accounting and caring are practically sorted out and mixed 
together in ways that make it possible to reach decisions about resource allocations to 
individual children. Just like social scientists have studied how caring work (Jensen, 
2001; Mol, 2002) and the economy (Callon, 1998; Muniesa, 2014; Robson, 1992) is 
performed, I study how the hybrids between them are enacted in processes of pro-
fessionnal decision-making. What this theoretical approach entails will be unfolded in 
chapter 2.  

With my ambition to study how hybridity is enacted in the everyday practices of de-
cision-makers, then I needed to go and see ‘it’ for myself. Accordingly, I have carried 
out an ethnography of the practices involved in professional decision-making in the 
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accounting- and child protection departments of a Danish local government. Inspired 
by the symmetrical approach of ANT, I did not let organisational, geographical, or 
professional boundaries define where or what to observe (Latour 2005, Mol 2002). 
Instead, I started out in the child protection department, where I followed how 
hybridity evolved through the processes of deciding how to allocate resources to 
individual children. I then followed the costs of services as they moved between various 
practices. This took me to more than 30 different locations throughout the one-year 
duration of my fieldwork. It all amounted to about 400 hours of fieldwork that gave 
me detailed insights into how accountants and caseworkers manage to avoid clashes 
between accounting and caring by continuously connecting and separating them. 

The fieldwork was set up with a formal agreement between me as a PhD fellow at 
Copenhagen Business School (CBS) and the head of the child protection department 
in the local government. Since I was going to collect information about private citizens, 
I also applied to the Danish Data Protection Agency for approval of the study. They 
granted me access, which meant that I had to follow a number of guidelines in regards 
to the security of sensitive data (see chapter 3). The PhD itself was fully financed by 
the Independent Research Fund Denmark3. This allowed me to take an educational 
leave from my position as a senior lecturer at the Department of Social Work, Metro-
politan University College and instead have my every-day working life at the Depart-
ment of Operations Management, CBS. This setup in itself helped me approach the 
phenomenon of hybridity openly, because it created distance between me and my 
background as a social work researcher. At the same time, it demanded of me that I 
describe and explain aspects of child protection casework that I had not previously 
paid much attention to.  

I have now briefly introduced what my dissertation is about, why I find this to be of 
relevance to the field of public sector accounting research, and how I attempt to 
investigate the hybridisations between accounting and caring. In the following, I 
present what professional decision-making in Danish child protection work is about, 
and I elaborate on my argument why this is a relevant case for studying enactments of 
hybridisation. 

                                           
3 Research grant 1329-00137B 
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The case: Professional decision-making in Danish child protection work 

I introduce the case of this study by giving a brief historical overview of the various 
combinations of accounting and caring in decisions to allocate resources to vulnerable 
children in Denmark. Then I describe the present state of decision-making in Danish 
child protection work. 

A brief historical overview of the various combinations of accounting and 
caring 

In the 18th century, Danish philanthropic institutions auctioned off orphans and 
vulnerable children to the family or farmer who would take in the child at the lowest 
price. The families and farmers would calculate their price for fostering a child in accor-
dance with the age and working ability of the child (Ebsen, 2012). The strongest and 
healthiest children had the best shot at a new chance in life, whereas the most vulne-
rable children were left in the orphanage, because families and farmers found no use 
in fostering them. Throughout the 19th century, the status of children changed from 
being an economic value for families to being sacred and priceless (Zelizer 1994). As 
social work developed into an organised area of practice and the social work profession 
was established with the rise of the welfare state in the 1930s, the calculative practices 
changed correspondingly. It was no longer considered morally acceptable to allocate 
resources based on cost calculations. Instead, decisions to allocate resources were now 
to be aimed at helping children in the best possible way and on equal terms, regardless 
of the abilities and disabilities of the child (Ebsen 2012). However, in the 1980’s, as the 
number of children with social problems increased and a financial crisis forced the 
Danish state to cut back on support, the social work profession began to develop 
methods for prioritising resources between target groups (Egelund & Halskov, 1990). 
From the 1990’s onward, the New Public Management, as Hood (1991) coined it, 
enhanced the quest for more efficient and measurable decisions. Inspired by the private 
sector, decisions were now made with a reference to budgets, contractual agreements 
with suppliers, cost control, performance measurements as well as political targets, 
social legislation and, not least, the needs of the individual child and the ability of the 
family to care for the child. At the time of writing, devices such as Social Impact Bonds 
(The Danish Government, 2018; The Askov Foundation, 2018) and scales for 
screening children and youth (Mackrill, Ebsen, & Antczak, 2015) are being introduced 
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to Danish local government as a new solution for an outcome-oriented management 
of resources within the area of social work. It seems that the combination of costs and 
needs continues to change.  

The present state of professional decision-making in Danish child protection 
work 

The aim of Danish child protection work is both to protect children from future harm 
and to prevent problems later in life (Social Service Act, 2018). As part of the 
Scandinavian welfare model, Danish child protection work is characterised by a high 
involvement in identifying children in difficult life situations and a willingness to 
intervene in families (Bo, Guldager, Zeeberg, & Ebsen, 2011). This concerns children 
and young people who have been neglected, mistreated, or sexually and/or physically 
abused. And it concerns children and young people who, for reasons such as poverty, 
mental issues, or lack of parental abilities, are not developing, or are at risk of not 
developing, as their peers (Social Service Act, 2018). The notion of child protection is 
somewhat misleading because of the dual aim of both protecting and preventing. I 
borrow the notion from the English system, where the safety of the child is paramount 
(Munro, 2011), whereas Scandinavian social work with children is more often termed 
child welfare work (Höjer and Forkby 2011) due to its more family-oriented focus. I 
have chosen to hold on to the notion of ‘child protection’, because it better reflects 
what is at stake when statutory child protection workers make decisions about how to 
intervene in the lives of children and families.   

Deciding how to intervene in the lives of children and their families is an ambiguous 
and meticulous process with far-reaching consequences for the individual child and 
family as well as for public budgets. While in cases of acute protection, the choice of 
an intervention can be a matter of just implementing a statutory requirement, the 
process of choosing the ‘right’ intervention is more comprehensive and more often 
lasts for weeks, months, or even years. Throughout such processes, caseworkers 
navigate between getting to know the child as an individual person, and describing the 
situation of the child as the object of an assessment of the problems and their corre-
spondding solutions (Bo et al., 2011; Møller, 2018). Even though the chosen intervene-
tion has the purpose of improving the child’s situation, it is never guaranteed that it 
does not harm the child more than it helps (Ebsen, 2012; Egelund, 1997). While a 
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harmed life is a catastrophe for the child and family, it is also costly for the public 
sector. In Denmark, 37 % of children received social services in 2017 and this 
amounted to costs of EUR 2,5 bn. (DKK 18,2 bn.). This is one third of the annual 
national budget for all social services. By way of comparison, this is only 25 per cent 
less than the total day care expenditure for all children excluding those with special 
needs (Statistics Denmark, 2018).  

As in all other areas of public welfare, the Danish social service area has undergone a 
transformation towards more business- and market-like technologies of management 
throughout the previous 25 years. In 2007, pervasive political pressure to decrease costs 
and enhance efficiency resulted in a full decentralization of budget responsibility and a 
reorganisation of the local governments (The Danish Government, 2007). Correspon-
dingly, each local government decides the level of appropriations for the various service 
areas, and which actions to take in case of overspending. The decentralization of 
budget responsibility came about at the same time as the Danish child protection 
system was undergoing a reform of its own. The purpose of this reform was to ensure 
that the needs of the child were the centre of attention for all decisions about child 
protection services (National Board of Social Services, 2011). In 2011 it was established 
by law (Social Service Act, 2018) that these two requirements, decentralised budgets 
and the ‘child first’ focus, had to work together. Although it is difficult to know what 
this dual demand precisely entails, accounting numbers reveal, at least, that expenditure 
has been stable since (Statistics Denmark, 2018) and so has the number of children 
receiving services (The Danish Government, 2017). The local governments, in other 
words, somehow manage to align the costs of services and the needs of children.4 

The decentralization of budget responsibility means in practice that Danish child 
protection departments are organised with a ‘cost centre’, where statutory caseworkers 
order the services from private or public suppliers; a so-called purchaser-provider split 
(Nørrelykke, Zeeberg, & Ebsen, 2011; Siverbo, 2004). The purchase of services is 
statutory in the sense that the local governments are legally required to provide services 
when they encounter children who match the legal definitions of having ‘special needs’ 
(Social Service Act, 2018). It is, in other words, a violation of the law not to draw a 
                                           
4 It is beyond the scope of the dissertation to inquire into the consequences of these changes for 
children receiving child protection services.  
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conclusion about how to proceed when a child has special needs. Whether the 
conclusion is not to proceed, or to act urgently, this conclusion is only finalised, when 
the conclusion has been accounted for. Correspondingly, statutory social work is 
organised as decision-making processes and the product of the work is decisions more 
than it is the transformation of people (Møller, 2018). This means, more specifically, 
that statutory child protection departments are assessed as to their ability to draw 
conclusions, where legal rules, individual needs as well as budgetary targets and costs 
of services are taken into account. It is the dual practice of taking costs as well as needs 
into account, and this statutory characteristic that makes professional decision-making 
in Danish child protection work a particularly good case to study hybridity.  

More specifically, this means that child protection decision-making takes place between 
the pedagogical and/or treatment work that aims to improve the lives of children – 
what is most often associated with “caring” work (Mol, 2008) – and the work of 
calculating and estimating the costs of services – what is most often associated with 
“accounting” work (Ezzamel & Robson, 2011). The space of decision-making can be 
visualised like this:  

Figure 1: Accounting, decision-making and caring 

 

 

 

 

The statutory demand to draw conclusions and account for them is pivotal, because it 
means that even the most complex decisions somehow or other end up with a 
conclusion. Whereas the accounts of decisions in the area of adult social work – such 
as decisions about unemployment benefits – pivot around the eligibility of the person 
to receive a social service (Høybye-Mortensen, 2013), the accounts in child protection 
work pivot around what is called the “individual needs” of the child (Møller, 2018). 
Since needs are not measured by costs, they are in one way or the other translated into 
being associated with a level of costs. This characteristic of the decision-making means 

Decision-making 
(Casework) 

Caring 
(Pedagogical treatment) 

Accounting 
(Calculating costs) 



21 
 

in particular that the “social” (understood as the individual needs) and the “economic” 
(understood as the costs) are compiled from various sources of information and their 
relationships are described and accounted for. This gives me something to look at, and 
trace, when I embark on a study of how accounting and caring are hybridised. By means 
of comparison, it would be more difficult to trace the enactment of hybridity by looking 
at a doctor operating, or a social worker playing football with some boys. Choosing 
this setting as a place to study hybridity also encompasses my ambition to investigate 
the present state of decision-making. Moreover, by focussing on the practical, mundane 
work of decision-making, I hope to shed light on something that is often under-
exposed in studies where the present is compared with a past. 

Chapters of the dissertation 

In chapter 2 I review how the phenomenon of hybridity is defined in existing literature 
and then the two main theories about the practices of hybridisation. I position my own 
approach in relation to these theories by way of discussing in which way my approach 
supplements and offers the possibility of a more practice-attuned insight into our 
understanding of hybridity. I end the chapter by describing how my chosen ANT 
approach relates to present theoretical debates within PSAR.  

Chapter 3 describes how I mobilized the symmetrical approach of ANT in my ethno-
graphy of how accounting and caring hybridises. I reflect on my considerations in 
regards to planning, doing and writing up my fieldwork and give accounts of my 
fieldwork and what my choices and ways of using qualitative methods amounted to. In 
the last part of the chapter I give insights into the ethical dilemmas that followed from 
conducting ethnography that included sensitive information about private citizens.  

Chapter 4 is the body of the thesis in which I present the analysis in the shape of three 
research articles. Article 1 is titled: Making decisions account-able: A symmetrical 
approach to the study of accountability in child protection work. Article 2 is titled: 
Making professional decisions good: Producing, maintaining and avoiding hybridity in 
child protection work. Article 3 is titled: Modes of timing and spacing professional 
decisions: On the relationship between costing and caring in child protection work. 
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Before each of the article I provide an introduction, briefly describing it’s background 
and stage of publication.  

In the last chapter, Chapter 5, I conclude the dissertation by drawing together the 
results of the three articles into a discussion about how, when and where hybridisation 
between accounting and caring is achieved in professional decision-making. I further 
more elaborate on how this contributes to key debates in PSAR regarding management 
accounting in caring settings and with methodological developments regarding studies 
of valuation as a practice. Finally, I also discuss the role of my study in relation to 
critical approaches to management accounting in caring work.   
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Chapter 2: Theoretical considerations on how to 
investigate the practices of hybridisation 

ANT is not a theory. It offers no causal 
explanations and no consistent method. It rather 
takes the form of a repertoire. If you link up with 
it you learn sensitising terms, ways of asking 
questions and techniques for turning issues inside 
out or upside down. With these you may go out 
and walk new roads. But beware: as you walk 
nobody will hold your hand, there are no 
assurances. In “linking up with ANT” the art is 
not to repeat and confirm, but to seek out cases 
that contrast with those that came earlier. (Mol 
2010, p. 261) 

 

In this chapter I review how the phenomenon of hybridity is defined in existing lite-
rature and then the two main theories about the practices of hybridisation. I position 
my own approach in relation to these theories by way of discussing in which way my 
approach supplements and offers the possibility of a more practice-attuned insight into 
our understanding of hybridity. I end the chapter by describing how my chosen ANT 
approach relates to present theoretical debates within PSAR.  

What is a hybrid? 

Etymologically, the noun ‘hybrid’ denotes the ‘offspring of two animals or plants of 
different races’ (Merriam-Webster, 2017). Accounting, management, and organisation 
scholars have used “hybrid” as a term that characterizes situations where two or more 
distinct entities come together and form a new one. Hybrid organisations, hybrid 
managers, hybrid practices and hybrid professions are increasingly ‘discovered’ and 
described in detail, much like they would have been were they new biological species 
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(Miller et al., 2008, p. 943-945). As hybrids are investigated and theorised they are also 
described as exceptions to rules. As a certain kind of characteristic that can be conveyed 
(Knutsson & Thomasson, 2017) for instance, or as a process that happens at the margin 
of practices (Miller, 1998; Miller et al., 2008). Depending on the context, the hybrid is 
often viewed as either positive or negative: It might be a driver of innovation  (Busco, 
Giovannoni, & Riccaboni, 2017) and efficiency (Kurunmäki 2004), or it might generate 
conflict (Pache & Santos, 2015) or even destruction (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013). However, 
while a hybrid can be seen as a cause or an effect of something else, it is also established 
as complex because of its inherent ambiguity and multiplicity (Christensen & Lægreid, 
2011; Raynard, 2016; Skelcher & Smith, 2015). The complex nature of hybrids is often 
used as an explanation for the state of things: such as why changes between logics do 
not happen in radical and complete shifts (Wiesel & Modell, 2014), why professional 
conduct changes or not (Jacobs, 2005; Kastberg & Siverbo, 2016; Kurunmaki, 2004), 
and why public administration and decision-making are complex tasks (Christensen & 
Lægreid, 2011; Thomasson, 2009). 

This brief reading across studies of how accounting hybridises with local practices 
reveals that the research on hybrids is vast and crosses several different fields of 
research5. Correspondingly, attempts to investigate and theorize about hybrid pheno-
mena are manifold, but they are not developed in specific relation to each other. This 
suggests two things: 1) Hybrids are continuously developing and difficult to demarcate. 
2) Hybrids are attributed with specific characteristics as an effect of the research itself: 
They are treated as both an explanation, and as an empirical phenomenon; as an 
exception to the rule, and as unavoidable; as a positive and as a negative thing, etc. 
However, regardless of the definitions, the roles, and the effects of hybrids, there seems 
to be an agreement across fields of research and theoretical points of view that hybrids 
pose practical challenges for those involved in being hybrid.  

Such practical challenges have been studied within PSAR as  interest has increased in 
how economic reasoning and professional judgement have hybridised (Kurunmäki, 
2009). Without specifically naming it a process of hybridisation, many scholars have 

                                           
5 Such as research on professions and professionalism (Noordegraaf, 2015), civil society organisations 
(Hasenfeld & Gidron, 2005), public administration and organization (Christensen & Lægreid, 2011) 
etc.   
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questioned and investigated how accounting, ‘curative’ and ‘caring’ practices merge and 
guide professional decisions into what is assumed to be more cost-oriented categories 
(see, for instance, Carlsson-Wall, Kraus, Lund, & Sjögren, 2016; Kurunmäki, 2004; 
Llewellyn 1998a; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005 to name just a few iconic studies)6. The 
key argument is that the pervasive modernisation of the management of the public 
sector into a New Public Management (Hood, 1991) entailed a shift from “financial 
literacy to hybridization” among the caring and curing professions (Kurunmäki, 2009; 
p. 1373). Under which conditions this transformation takes place, and what the conse-
quences of this transformation is, has been widely investigated and debated within 
PSAR (cf. Broadbent & Laughlin, 1998; Helden, 2005; Hood & Dixon, 2016). It is a 
multifaceted debate that stretches across various accounting domains such as 
accountability and control (cf. Abernethy & Stoelwinder, 1995; Bracci & Llewellyn, 
2012; Hagbjer, Kraus, Lind, & Sjögren, 2017; Kominis & Dudau, 2012; Laughlin, 1996; 
Sinclair, 1995), budgeting (cf. Anessi-Pessina, Barbera, Sicilia, & Steccolini, 2016; 
Covaleski & Dirsmith, 1983; Edwards, Ezzamel, Robson, & Taylor, 1995; Llewellyn, 
1998b; Pendlebury, 1994), costing (cf. Briers & Chua, 2001; Chapman, Kern, & 
Laguecir, 2014; Glennerster, 1994; Llewellyn, 1993, 1998a; Llewellyn & Saunders, 1998) 
and public sector reform (Broadbent & Laughlin, 1998; Hyndman & Lapsley, 2016; 
Kurunmäki, 2009; Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011).  

Among these debates, a strain of studies with a specific interest in theorising the 
relationship between professional practices and hybridisation is developing. I have 
found these studies by first making a very broad search on “hybridity public sector 
accounting” and “hybridity management accounting” in Google Scholar. I chose to do 
the search in Google Scholar, because I was looking for studies that were not necessary-
ly related to either business studies as in the database Business Source Complete or 
social studies as in SocIndex. From the vast number of hits, I selected 83 papers based 
on titles, abstracts, and the relevance of the journal they were published in7. In a second 

                                           
6 I elaborate on these discussions throughout the dissertation.  
7 I included papers with titles and abstracts oriented towards versions of hybridity, or similar phenomena 
regarding the co-existence of accounting and other practices. Terms such as “multiple logics”, “mix”, and 
“complex” were included. Included journals were Financial Accountability and Management, Accounting, 
Organizations and Society, Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal, Public Administration, Public 
Organization Review, Journal of Professions and Organization, and other journals within the fields of public 
administration, accounting, and organisation.  



26 
 

round, I made citation searches on Kurunmäki (2004), Kurunmäki and Miller (2008), 
and Llewellyn (1998), which were the most cited papers across the studies I had found. 
The aim of my search was not to systematically review the evidence of a relationship, 
but rather to search for theories about a relationship within the field of management 
accounting research. In this sense, it was as much about finding agreements and under-
lying assumptions, as it was about establishing the boundaries of the academic debates 
within PSAR.  

For the purpose of drawing out coherence across various research domains, I view 
theories very broadly as claims about the relationship between two elements (Booth, 
Colomb, & Williams, 2003). In this case, the theories are claims about the relationship 
between professional practices and hybridisation. I found that two main theories have 
developed within PSAR. The first theory is inspired by Foucault and argues that 
hybridisation happens behind the scenes of caring and curing professionals. The 
second theory is inspired by New Institutional Theory and argues that decision-making 
per definition is hybrid, because it always involves multiple and conflicting logics. In 
the following, I review these two theories by drawing out their underlying assumptions 
and the implications for the study of how hybridisation is practically achieved. This is 
what Golden-Biddle and Locke (2007) calls a “synthesized coherence” where I con-
struct intersections between two research programmes (2007, p. 33-34) within PSAR8. 
Rather than ending the review with the theoretical approach of the present dissertation, 
I have chosen to position the theoretical approach of the dissertation in relation to 
each of the theories. The aim of this is to specify which elements of the existing theories 
my study elaborates on, and how my study adds to each of the theories. (Golden-Biddle 
& Locke, 2007, p. 38). I finally present the ANT argument about hybridity, and the 
ANT concepts I have compiled, together for my study of how, when, and where 
hybridisation between accounting and caring practices is practically achieved.  

                                           
8 As a means to make a theorised storyline (cf. Golden-Biddle & Locke, 2007) about hybrids 
consisting of elements of accounting, I have only included research published in accounting journals 
or papers with empirical material about accounting in the written review. However, the review itself 
is based on a wider set of literature – see for instance (Breit, Fossestøl, & Andreassen, 2017; 
Christensen & Lægreid, 2011; Hendrikx & van Gestel, 2017; Skelcher, 2012; Skelcher & Smith, 2015). 
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Foucault: Hybridisation behind the scenes of the caring and curing 
professions 

In a critical and Foucault-inspired vein, the process of hybridisation is argued to be 
problematic because it happens “behind the scenes” (Miller et al., 2008; 944) of the 
caring and curing professions. In this line of thinking, hybridisation involves a subtle 
change of power relations instigated by the mediating force of calculative instruments 
as they selectively make measurable and calculable units visual and governable 
(Kurunmäki & Miller, 2006; Miller, 2001; Miller & Rose, 1990). The key argument is 
that calculative tools and instruments translate the programmatic aspirations of govern-
ment reforms into the daily practices of professional organisations (Miller & Rose, 
1990). In this way, it is assumed that accounting tools and instruments have agency to 
modify how professionals act. Accordingly, studies drawing on this approach pose 
research questions about how the implementation of new calculative instruments, for 
instance, “create and shape the capacity of individuals to calculate” (Kurunmäki & 
Miller, 2006, p. 87). Hybridisation then, is often investigated by making a comparison 
of the practice before and after the implementation of a reform and its implementation 
of inherent calculative tools and instruments (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013; Jacobs, 2005; 
Kurunmäki, 2004, 2009, Kurunmäki & Miller, 2006, 2011; Miller et al., 2008).  

I want to foreground two implication of approaching hybridisation in this way:  

Firstly, when the tools and instruments are given such a dominating role, they tend to 
overshadow how they are practically put to use. The 2004 paper of Kurunmäki, where 
she introduces the metaphor of hybridisation to the accounting literature, is a good 
illustration of this point. Based on interviews, observation of meetings, and collected 
documents, Kurunmäki (2004) suggests the following: “The traditional skills of the 
clinician were complemented by a new set of techniques that enabled them to prepare 
budgets, calculate costs, and set prices.” (p. 336). She backs this up with several quotes 
from managers and practitioners, who proudly explain that they find it useful to, for 
instance, compare “[h]ow many operations we have to do in order to stay within 
budget, (and) those (operations) have unit prices” (p. 332). Then Kurunmäki (2004) 
goes on to document how the transferability of a particular set of accounting tools and 
techniques made this hybridisation possible. This point is important for the under-
standing of hybridisation, because it suggests that it is not a ‘core value’ or a ‘core 
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identity’ of the professional workers that transforms. Rather, it is a collection of 
techniques, skills and expertise that are subject to transformation. Nevertheless, the 
paper does not unfold what this transformation practically entails in terms of daily 
work practices. We are still left in the dark about how, when, and where professionals 
practically combine their newly acquired skills with their existing ones. When do they, 
for instance, compare costs and operations? While they diagnose, before they choose 
to operate? Or after operations? 

Secondly, academic debates come to pivot around whether professionals passively 
accept, or actively resist, hybridisation. Several studies have, for instance, found that 
professions attune to the new ideals of calculated knowledge without being aware that 
while doing so they throw away what was once a pure professionalism with clearly 
delineated values and ethics (Kraus, 2012; Kurunmäki & Miller, 2006; Lapsley, 2008). 
To counter this, other studies feature curing and caring professions that resist 
hybridisation due to their strong professional identities, values and ethics (Fischer & 
Ferlie, 2013; Jacobs, 2005; Kastberg & Siverbo, 2016; Kurunmäki, Lapsley, & Melia, 
2003). So, despite Kurunmäki’s (2004) argument that professions do not have a core, 
it is still an underlying assumption in most of the studies that professions and their 
practices do have a core that is either hybridised or not. In situations where hybridi-
sation occurs, it is possible, after all, to see it, because a new entity – practice, process 
or expertise – has been shaped (Miller et al., 2008). Whereas, when a new tool or 
instrument fails, hybridisation is not occurring (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013). To this end, it 
is assumed within the Foucault-inspired studies that hybridity has an endpoint where a 
new entity has taken shape.  

Proposition 1: Hybridity is (at least) a dual process 

The ontological viewpoint that tools and instruments – or simply “things” – have 
agency is a key tenet of ANT (Latour, 1988). Indeed, in the paper mentioned above by 
Miller and Rose (1990), they refer to Latour as a main source of inspiration for their 
approach to instruments as mediators that make action at a distance possible (p. 2). 
However, in Latour’s more recent writings (cf. 1999, 2004, 2005) he warns that the 
notion of ‘non-human’ actors does not mean that things have agency in their own right. 
Action is a socio-material achievement. Not purely human or purely non-human. 
Repeatedly, Latour underscores that regardless of how many allies an instrument enrols 
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into its network, it is never the instrument itself that has the ability to transform actions 
or, for that matter, transform entire practices. Rather, it is the types of connections 
between things that have the ability to modify action (Latour 2005 pp. 5, 128-133). 
Whether or not a thing has power to transform a state of affairs, is a consequence of 
how it is connected with a state of affairs (Latour, 1986a, 2005). Such connections are 
visible through the traces they leave behind. This is why he uses the notion of “actor-
networks” and suggests following the traces first and then the actors (cf. Justesen & 
Mouritsen, 2011). The risk of only following instruments (and not their traces) is that 
they might not carry out the particular role they are assumed to take at all. This might 
leave the actual action, the practices, in the dark. In Kurunmäki’s (2004) paper for 
instance, we learn that tools and techniques are used by medical professionals. But, did 
the tools and techniques change anything else other than the medical professionals’ 
ways of talking and comparing? We are left speculating about how the professionals 
practically use tools and techniques as well as whether their use of them has changed 
their ways of operating, allocating resources, and talking to patients.  

The notion of hybrids is also a key tenet of ANT (Callon & Law, 1995; Latour, 1993). 
However, in ANT lingo the notion of hybridity means that it is impossible to know a 
priori who, or what it is, that acts. It can be a manager just as well as it can be a 
spreadsheet (Callon & Law, 1995) – it can be the costs of a service just as well as the 
bruises on the body of a child that has been beaten up – it can be a legal paragraph or 
a social worker. Correspondingly, I study ‘hybrid practices’ by treating what goes on in 
the practical work of decision-making with equal attention, symmetrically. This means 
that I approach the production of the various elements of accounting and caring and 
– more particularly – the movements between them with equal attention regardless of 
what kind of element and movement is at play. It is, for instance, just as important to 
pay attention to the slip of paper that makes a decision change the path of direction as 
it is to pay attention to the emotions of the accountant who has to solve a tricky price 
discrepancy. Similarly it is just as important to pay attention to separations between 
accounting and caring as it is to pay attention to connections between them, because 
in order to be connected, things first have to be separated (Latour 1993).  

This makes hybridity a constantly changing and very messy process that better resem-
bles the actual work of organisations today than the idea of two stable practices that 
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are brought together to form a new practice (Law, 2004). It is also very similar to the 
way Miller et al. (2008) define the role of accounting in processes of hybridisation. They 
write that “accounting, we suggest, is constantly engaged in a dual hybridisation 
process: seeking to make visible and calculable the hybrids that it encounters, while at 
the same time hybridising itself through encounters with a range of other practices and 
disciplines” (p. 944-945). However, rather than finding a way to approach this dual 
process, Miller and colleagues insist that the process of hybridisation ends with a newly 
formed hybrid. With a symmetrical approach to hybridity it is possible to take seriously 
the notion that practices are messy and that hybridity is (at least) a dual process. This 
is done by letting the actors themselves unfold the patterns of what they do (Latour 
2005, p. 24). Rather than searching for how a tool or a practice influences something 
else, ANT claims “that it is possible to trace more sturdy relations and discover more 
revealing patterns by finding a way to register the links between unstable and shifting 
frames of reference” (Latour 2005, p. 24). My ambition is that this will make it possible 
to finally study how hybridity is both achived and achieves to make connections across 
fields of work that would otherwise remain unconnected as Miller and colleagues note 
(Miller et al., 2008).  

New Institutional Theory: Blending and segregating multiple logics  

We now turn to the study of hybridity through the lens of New Institutional Theory. 
Within this approach, recent studies have raised the question of how multiple and 
conflicting logics – such as professional, managerial, administrative or specific 
governance logics – co-occur (Pettersen, 2015; Lounsbury, 2008; Pettersen & Solstad, 
2014; Polzer, Meyer, Höllerer, & Seiwald, 2016; Rautiainen & Jӓrvenpӓӓ, 2012). 
Although these studies do not necessarily aim to develop the notion of hybridity, the 
research-interests reflect the notions of hybridity that are studied by the Foucault-
inspired scholars. The key argument is that actions – such as decision-making – are 
guided by multiple and sometimes even contradictory logics. In order to gain insight 
into what this practically entails, Lounsbury (2008) has suggested that scholars should 
study “practice variances” (Lounsbury, 2008). This has been taken up in several studies 
illustrating how multiple logics are combined in a variety of ways that make it possible 
for action to endure despite the inherent contradictions characterising hybrid public 
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organisations (Pettersen, 2015; Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; Polzer et al., 2016; 
Rautiainen & Jӓrvenpӓӓ, 2012; Wiesel & Modell, 2014). To a large extent, the view that 
hybridisation occurs when conflicting logics co-exist in professional practices, reflects 
the ‘programmatic’ tenet of the Foucault-inspired studies. However, the New 
Institutional Theory-inspired studies add to the Foucault-inspired approach to hybridi-
sation in two decisive respects: 1) They argue that hybridisation can be partial. 2) They 
search for variance in the constellation of hybrids.   

Wiesel and Modell (2014), for instance, argue that the existence of hybridisation can be 
tested by identifying the partial shifts from one logic of governance to another in the 
development of discourses over time. And Pettersen (2015) specifies that logics are 
mixed together through communicative actions and through producing documents as 
meeting places for the translation between professional knowledge and managerial 
metrics. In this way, their conclusions about whether or not hybridisation exists are 
less closed off than in the Foucault-inspired studies and entail suggestions about the 
specific meeting places and variances in practice that allow for logics to be mixed. A 
recent paper by a group of well-known scholars within New Institutional Theory 
(Polzer et al., 2016) aims to conceptualise these variances in terms of different “types 
of hybridity”. In their paper on the reform of a public financial and management 
system, Polzer et al. (2016) specifically argue that the layering of logics create hybrids 
consisting of elements that are “added on top of, or alongside, each other” (p. 87) as 
opposed to the blending of logics which creates a new amalgam. Although this finding 
adds to the Foucault-inspired studies by arguing that hybridity involves a systematic 
ability of professionals to combine and separate logics, it also assumes that variances 
in practice can be pinned down by means of analysing responses to conflicting logics.  

To me it seems the attempt to foreground practice variance is not successful when the 
studies insist that practice can be understood with reference to different constellations 
of logics. It makes it difficult to view hybrids as anything else than abstract endpoints, 
which have been coordinated into taking place by some undefined actors. The actual 
actors who connect, replace, combine, segment, and layer the logics are simply not 
investigated. Nevertheless, the suggestion of the New Institutional Theory-inspired 
studies that we should study how action endures despite multiple and conflicting logics 
is important, because it underscores that action always involves more than one logic. 
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So, what I bring with me from the New Institutional Theory is that hybridity varies 
according to the place of hybridising and that hybridisation often involves the 
combination of more than two elements. However, I need to depart with all the talk 
about logics. Where are they? Where do they come from? 

Proposition 2: Hybridity is enactments of multiplicity 

The suggestion that it is possible for multiple and conflicting elements to be present 
together sounds equally likely in New Institutional Theory as in ANT. However, it has 
a completely different meaning. The notion of multiplicity within New Institutional 
Theory can be described as perspectivalism (Mol 1999, 2002): In suggesting that there 
are conflicting elements it is the ways of looking at a particular practice that are 
multiple. The practice – or object – itself remains the same; stable and untouchable. 
This explains why New Institutional scholars developed the notion of decoupling (cf. 
Covaleski & Dirsmith, 1983). Because when perspectives clash, then it is not possible 
to see through both of them at the same time. Instead, the perspectives have to be 
decoupled, as in disengaged, from each other, for instance by the use of a “two-way 
window” as Llewellyn (2001) has suggested. By contrast, in my study, which is in line 
with the ANT understanding, I take the ontological viewpoint that it is reality that 
multiplies and not the eyes that behold it. Annemarie Mol (1999, 2002) explains what 
this entails: 

Talking about reality as multiple depends on another set of metaphors. Not 
of those of perspective and construction, but rather those of intervention 
and performance. These suggest a reality that is done and enacted rather than 
observed. Rather than being seen by a diversity of watching eyes while itself 
remaining untouched in the centre, reality is manipulated by means of 
various tools in the course of a diversity of practices. Here it is being cut into 
with a scalpel; there it is being bombarded with ultrasound; and somewhere 
else, a little further along the way, it is put on a scale in order to be weighed. 
But as a part of such different activities, the object in question varies from 
one stage to the next. Here it is a fleshy object, there one that is thick and 
opaque and in the next place heavy. In performance stories fleshiness, 
opacity and weight are not attributes of a single object with an essence which 
hides. Nor is it the role of tools to lay them bare as if they were so many 
aspects of a single reality. Instead of attributes or aspects, they are different 
versions of the object, versions that the tools help enact. They are different 
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and yet related objects. They are multiple forms of reality. (Mol 1999, p. 77, 
italics in original). 

So, instead of expecting that I can study the practices of hybridity by enquiring into 
different ways of observing – i.e. talking about and expressing opinions about – 
accounting and caring, I approach hybridity as enacted. More specifically, I view 
hybridity as the achievement of coordinating the multiple versions of decisions that are 
continuously enacted. What comes first? Hybridity or multiplicity? Practices or tools? 
In my opinion, they are intertwined. They constitute each other. This is the dual process 
that Miller and colleagues (2008) were mentioning. One suggestion from ANT scholars 
is to stay at ease with this. Theory is supposed to be a mess, because it is supposed to 
help you write something about mess (Law, 2004; Mol, 2010). Another suggestion, as 
already mentioned, is to let the actors do the ordering, the coordinating, the connecting, 
the separating and the patterning of the empirical material. 

ANT: Everything is hybrid and hybridisation is ongoing  

To say that practices are hybrid is a premise in ANT (Blok & Elgaard Jensen, 2011). 
This is because any action, any distinction, any thought, any thing and even any body 
is the result of the links made between heterogeneous elements. Take accounting 
numbers, for instance, as Robson did in 1992. A number does not have the ability to 
move and persuade by itself. It is made strong by the network of heterogeneous 
elements that give it the ability to move, to be recognised, and to be combined with 
other numbers. This involves acts of writing to provide mobility and visibility across 
different places. However writing a number on a table surface does not provide the 
same amount of mobility as writing in software which is connected with other software 
systems. This is why the number on the table surface has less power to give a 
convincing account of the information it draws together than the number in the 
software system. According to this view of the world, the number is hybrid in the sense 
that it is made up of various kinds of actions and materials, while it simultaneously 
draws together information from distant places and presents it in a new way at a new 
place and a new time. What is important to notice is that the number is not made strong 
by the amount of ‘allies’ but by the links they make, and make possible.  
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When new links are made – for instance between a budget target and a decision to 
grant home counselling to a family – they might have the ability to modify the choice 
of service or the importance of the budget target or both. Latour (2005) describes the 
situation where an entity or – in this case a practice – is transformed as a process of 
translation. Within social studies of accounting the notion of translation has been picked 
up as a concept that shows how readymade accounting technologies are never simply 
diffused or implemented into practices, but are themselves transformed in the process 
(Briers & Chua, 2001; Latour, 1986a; Preston, Cooper, & Coombs, 1992). Preston et 
al. (1992), for instance, illustrate the ongoing translation process that takes place in the 
process of “bring[ing] economic logic into hospital management” (abstract). In their 
study, they argue that the budgeting system is fabricated in an ongoing translation pro-
cess, where not only the management practices are transformed but also the roles and 
tools of the budgeting system are transformed into taking up new issues such as the 
particularities of medical facilities or the cost of new software (Preston et al. 1992; p. 
579-581). This study is a good example of how accounting scholars have used ANT as 
a means to trace how accounting technologies develop into strong actors with the 
abilities to transform practices.  

The ambitions of accounting studies of ‘accounting in the making’, and accounting 
studies that trace how new accounting technologies came to be accepted in the first 
place (Justesen & Mouritsen, 2011, p. 170-174), both resemble the ambitions of the 
accounting studies of hybridisation I have reviewed above. In his 1993 book “We have 
never been modern”, Latour writes that new mixtures are created through translation 
(p. 10). However, since accounting studies places themselves within accounting 
technology, their scope of translation (or hybridisation) is also limited by this account-
ing technology. This means that they fail to see what happens when the technology is 
not present; when it is brought to new places and translated into yet new ways, or, 
possibly, when it is transformed into being something completely different. Indeed, 
this is one of the points where ANT studies have been criticised: Namely for showing 
that translation stops when the transformations have been stabilized, because this 
tended to suggest that networks (or in this case hybrids) existed alone (Law & Hassard, 
1999; Mol, 2010). Rather than showing how links were created in multiple ways that in 
turn modified the roles of things in multiple ways, ANT came to show how actor-
networks were made into strong and homogenized ‘things’ and practices through 
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translation. As a reaction against this application of ANT, Law, Mol and also Latour in 
his later writings, emphasize that translation is on-going and multiple (i.e. Latour, 2005; 
Law, 2004; Law & Hassard, 1999; Mol, 2002). 

Mol (2002) makes this movement explicit by choosing to use the notion of enactment 
rather than translation or performance in her seminal book on multiplicity (2002). As 
she writes in the preface: “Since enactments come in the plural the crucial question to 
ask about them is how they are coordinated” (Mol 2002; preface). Together with Law 
she introduces the notions of ‘modes’, ‘ordering’ (Law 1994), and ‘coordination’ as 
words that better resemble the ANT ambition to search for the multiple ways in which 
links are made between elements that continuously move and take on a variety of roles 
(Mol 2010). This goes well with my study of how accounting and caring practices 
hybridise. Rather than looking through the eyes of one accounting technology, or from 
caring to accounting or the other way around, I look at how the co-existence of 
accounting and caring is handled in a variety of ways by ordering, connecting and 
separating the elements that move back and forth between them. To this end, and in 
addition to what I have already suggested about hybridisation, I also suggest that 
hybridisation involves processes of separating conflicting versions of reality, because 
this might be a way to maintain both versions. Hybridity then, is not only ongoing; it 
can also go in several directions (Latour 1993).  

In the introduction to this chapter, I use a quote by Mol (2010) to set the scene of the 
theoretical approach of the dissertation. This quote underscores that my theoretical 
approach offers no causal explanation and entails no detailed guidelines for how to 
proceed in my investigation. My definition of hybridity as ongoing and multiple makes 
this clear; it is not a model to fit the empirical material into. Rather it is a phenomenon 
that takes place. In order to trace and describe hybridisation between accounting and 
caring, then, I have to go and observe it for myself and let the actors show me how, 
when and where it takes place. As I argued in the description of the case in chapter 1, 
I have chosen decision-making processes in Danish child protection work as the place 
to observe hybridity. Correspondingly, I have a third proposition to make about how 
to approach hybridity: I can observe hybridity in processes of decision-making.  
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Proposition 3: I can observe hybridity in processes of decision-making 

I have established that I view hybridity as an ongoing achievement of ordering, 
connecting and separating multiple realities. Correspondingly, I have argued that the 
practices of hybridity are messy and have to be studied as such. In chapter 1, I argued 
that processes of decision-making in the area of child protection work provide a fruitful 
case to study hybridisation, because these decisions entail the work of describing and 
accounting for each of the choices made along the way. In this section, I describe how 
I view the empirical phenomenon of decision-making as a place where hybridisation 
between accounting and caring practices is practically achieved. I mobilise concepts 
from several ANT scholars (Callon & Law, 2005; Callon & Muniesa, 2005; Heuts & 
Mol, 2013; Law, 1994, 1996; Mouritsen & Kreiner, 2016) as a means to compile an 
understanding of decision-making that is stable enough for me to hold on to, yet fragile 
enough to let the actors manipulate. I first present my overall understanding of 
professional decision-making and then I present the concepts I use to describe the 
various patterns of decision-making in each of the papers.  

Professional decision-making has been described as processes of making judgements 
about which individual needs, resources and conditions should be taken into account 
in decisions about future courses of action (cf. Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005; Pettersen 
& Solstad, 2014). However, the notion of judgement is often associated with qualitative, 
ambiguous, abstract, and tacit knowledge, that only professional groups are trained to 
master (Abernethy & Stoelwinder, 1995; Pettersen, 2015; Lapsley, 2008; Llewellyn, 
1998a). When such ‘judgements of qualitative knowledge’ are discussed in relation to 
management accounting it is an obvious step to contrast them with ‘calculations of 
quantitative knowledge’. While the qualitative/quantitative divide may not be explicitly 
mentioned, it is noticeable in most studies in the field of PSAR. In Power and Miller’s 
review of the roles of accounting in organisations, for instance, they contrast the 
‘economising’ role of accounting with professional modes of thinking:  

(…) we need ways of requiring or inspiring medical professionals to begin 
thinking in terms of the costliness of the myriad of decisions they take daily, 
and even thinking of the potential profitability of one treatment relative to 
another, or one specialism or type of intervention relative to another. (Power 
& Miller 2013, p. 560, italics added) 
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What Power and Miller are more specifically saying in this quote is that there is a 
baseline to professional ‘thinking’ which is not about quantitative measures of costly-
ness and profitability; that professional thinking to begin with has an essence different 
from the essence of calculating (cf. Karpik, 2010).  

Viewed through the symmetrical lens of ANT this predefined distinction between 
judgement and calculation is problematic, because it makes it difficult to investigate 
how, when, and where distinctions are drawn in the first place. If it is assumed that a 
judgement is a purely qualitative act, and a calculation a purely quantitative act, how 
then do medical or caring professionals draw distinctions between the one and the 
other? The ANT argument is that they do not necessarily draw distinctions between 
qualitative and quantitative knowledge, because the two ‘kinds’ of knowledge do not 
exist independently of each other. If professionals do draw distinctions between 
qualitative and quantitative knowledge then it is a result of the practical circumstances 
of the particular decisions. This is why ANT scholars suggest investigating the work of 
drawing distinctions as a practical matter rather than as a pre-existing order (Callon & 
Law, 2005; Callon & Muniesa, 2005). Accordingly, in my view of professional decision-
making, I make an effort to not conceptualise knowledge as either qualitative or 
quantitative. Instead, I view both judgement and calculation as being processes of 
“arraying and manipulating entities in a space in order to achieve an outcome, a 
conclusion” (Callon & Law 2005, p. 719). In this way, I direct my attention towards 
the variations in processes and organisational arrangements that lead to conclusions – 
regardless of the kind of knowledge they entail.  

Through the symmetrical lens of ANT then, professional decisions are achieved 
through processes of organising information in a way that makes it possible to choose 
between alternative courses of action. To use Latour’s words, decisions are places 
where elements that would otherwise be far apart and possibly unrelated are “drawn 
together” (Latour, 1986b). This entails the work of delimiting difficult definable situa-
tions by attributing them with properties that produce distinctions (Callon & Muniesa 
2005, p. 1231, 1235). Such properties can be both quantitative and qualitative. What is 
important, though, is the movements between them and how the properties are 
included, excluded, and associated with each other. With this definition of decision-
making, conclusions are reached through a linear process moving from problem to 
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solution. Callon and Muniesa (2005) suggest viewing it as a three-step process of 
arranging, associating, and achieving a conclusion (see paper 3). But the point of 
defining decision-making as a process is not to suggest that decisions move in a stable 
and linear process from problem to conclusion. The point is to foreground that 
distinctions are attributed as properties of the problem at stake throughout the process. 
To this end, I view the causal relationship between problem and solution as enacted in 
the process of decision-making (Cabantous & Gond, 2011; Cabantous, Gond, & 
Johnson-Cramer, 2010).  

If you hold the ontological view that reality is multiple, and at the same time this 
understanding of decision-making, it is clear that decisions do not follow a linear 
process. Decisions are, just as objects are, enacted in practices. Now, decision-making 
is both a process of drawing things together and the result of the multiple practices 
through which decisions are enacted. More specifically, the practices of decision-
making are all those activities that are done in order to finalise decisions. As I made 
clear in the description of the case, this entails everything from talking with children to 
negotiating prices for care services. To this end, decision-making is a means to hold 
together diverse practices while the decisions themselves at the same time are enacted 
through the practices. I view this as a dual relationship, where decision-making achieves 
the connection of practices at the same time as decision-making is multiplied in the 
various practices they connect (cf. Law, 2002). The decision to place a child away from 
his or her parents, for instance, might be a disaster in setting of the parents, a good 
solution in the setting of the caseworkers and a budgetary challenge in the setting of 
the manager. This does not mean, however, that it is impossible to reach a conclusion 
about how to proceed. It simply means that the multiple versions of the decision are 
somehow ordered into co-existing in the process of reaching a conclusion. To use John 
Law’s words, decisions are “coordinated and performed as if they were the same, as if they 
were a singularity” (Law 2002, p. 160, italics in original).  

All in all, I view decision-making more as a way of organising work than as a matter of 
coming to an endpoint. This reflects the argument of Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016) 
that decisions are ongoing, and resemble processes of unfolding new possibilities, just 
as much as they resemble processes of narrowing down possibilities. Each time a 
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decision is reached, a series of events must be tended to and decided upon; and the 
consequences of the decision evaluated.  

Relating to theoretical concepts: Accountability, valuation 
practices and the roles of costs 

In this section, I describe the concepts I have employed and developed along the way 
– throughout my fieldwork and through analysing the material and writing the papers 
– as a means to describe patterns within the practices of hybridity. The concepts serve 
a dual purpose: They are, first, tools for clarifying and making it possible to describe 
the patterns within the hybrid practices I have been studying (Mol 2010). They are, 
second, tools for relating these patterns with existing research; or, in the words of 
Latour (2005) to make the study interesting by “plac[ing] it between other things” (p. 
138). More specifically, I have chosen the concepts based on their ability to relate the 
practices of hybridity to three key questions in the ongoing debates within PSAR 
regarding the hybridisation of accounting and caring practices. See table 1: 

Table 1: Relationship between PSAR questions and my chosen ANT approach 

Article PSAR question ANT approach 

1 

How do the pervasive 
calls for enhanced 
accountability 
impinge on care 
practices? 

By mobilising a symmetrical approach to the 
study of accountability, it becomes possible to 
foreground how it is possible to connect multiple 
accountabilities instead of a priori assuming that 
caring is weaker than accounting.  

2 

Under which 
conditions do multiple 
and conflicting values 
co-exist? 

By mobilising valuation as a practice rather than 
value as a noun, it becomes possible to investigate 
how multiple values are coordinated into co-
existing in the activities of making decisions good.  

3 

How are cost 
calculations and 
information involved in 
professional decision-
making? 

By transferring the broad and processual view 
of calculation to professional decision-making it 
becomes possible to investigate decision-making 
as ordering processes that involves timing and 
spacing of information rather than a linear and 
rational procedure. 
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The purpose of these three conceptual approaches is to develop an analytical strategy 
that encompasses the ontological view that hybridity is multiple, enacted and 
coordinated in practices. In this way, I have used the concepts to make a movement 
from studying hybridity as an outcome towards studying the practices that precede the 
achievement of ‘being accountable’, of ‘co-existing’, and of ‘using information’ in 
decision-making processes. My overall proposition is that in making this movement it 
becomes possible to answer my research question: How, when, and where is the 
hybridisation between accounting and caring practically achieved in professional 
decision-making? This means, more specifically, that I answer my research question by 
conceptualising decision-making processes in a way that allows me to analyse various 
practices of organising hybridity. In relation to ongoing debates within PSAR, I suggest 
that hybridity can be approached as a practical matter of organising multiple account-
abilities, multiple valuation practices, and multiple modes of timing and spacing 
professional decisions.  

In article 1, I employ a symmetrical approach to the question of how multiple 
accountabilities are possible. When employing a symmetrical approach, a key tenet is 
to explain how things come to relate and differ rather than simply assume that 
distinctions exist already. I have already described this in detail above. When applied 
to the study of accountability, the means of visualizing accounts and of making these 
accounts durable are foregrounded rather than the relationship between account-giver 
and account-receiver. This means that I can analyse the practical means that make it 
possible for caseworkers to be accountable to multiple and sometimes conflicting 
demands for accountability. In this way, I can foreground the work of making connec-
tions between accounts that are most often assumed to be conflicting. However, rather 
than starting out with the assumed conflict, I start out by investigating how accounts 
of costs and needs are made different. In a next step I investigate how, when, and where 
it is possible to account for the connection between costs and needs. To foreground 
this ambition, I ask how connections between costs and needs are made account-able 
– with a dash to underscore that it is not enough to establish a connection, the 
connections also have to be made visual to others. The overall contribution of article 
1 is framed as a methodological contribution to qualitative studies of account-ability.  
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In article 2, I mobilise the notion of valuation as a practice as a means to investigate 
how multiple values are coordinated into co-existing in the activities of making 
decisions ‘good’. By making a movement from viewing value as a pre-existing quality 
of an object towards viewing valuation as a practice, the key concern becomes “how 
values have become in the first place” (Kornberger, Justesen, Koed Madsen, & 
Mouritsen, 2015; Muniesa, 2011). The argument of the new field of valuation studies 
(Helgesson & Muniesa, 2013) is that such a movement is essential if scholars want to 
understand how proliferating measurements, evaluations and calculations play a role in 
the practical work of welfare professionals (Dussage, Helgesson, & Lee, 2015a). The 
argument reflects the tenet of the symmetrical approach. Rather than viewing values as 
abstract attributes of various domains “ – price as economic value, fairness as an ethical 
principle, efficiency as an organizational ideal –” (Dussage et al., 2015a, p. 6), Dussage 
and colleagues (2015a) make the study of values a practical matter of how they develop 
and come to relate.  

In the second article of the dissertation, I (together with a former PhD colleague) use 
this approach to open up the study of the relationship between costs and needs by 
investigating which other criteria than costs and needs are used to establish the value 
of a good professional decision. Rather than assuming which values decisions are 
measured by, we find inspiration in Heut’s and Mol’s (2013) notion of ‘registers of 
valuing’, where the practices of valuing are teased out from the activities done to 
improve ‘products’. In our case, the product is a decision. In the article, we trace how, 
when, and where registers of valuing are constituted in the decision-making processes, 
and we map out how the different, and sometimes conflicting, values are sequenced 
into co-existing. We develop the notion of sequencing as a means to describe the ongoing 
process of hybridisation. Accordingly, this article contributes to PSAR on hybridity in 
a similar way as the overall dissertation but also more specifically by offering a new 
term to describe the practical work of achieving, avoiding, and maintaining 
hybridisation.  

In article 3, I use the broad and processual view of calculation to approach decision-
making as ordering processes. By viewing these orderings as a three-step process I gain 
a nuance that gives me more places to look for costing and caring than if I had 
concentrated on analysing the outcome of decision-making. I use John Law’s (1994) 
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notion of modes of ordering as a means to describe the variations between the ways 
costing and caring come to relate to each other in decision-making processes. In doing 
so, their relationship is unfolded more as a practical matter of timing and spacing 
information than one of negotiating between a calculated cost and a judgement of 
needs. I view these modes of timing and spacing more as patterns expressed by the 
actors own actions (Latour 2005, p. 25) than as actor-networks. I draw the distinction 
between modes of ordering and actor-networks in their ability to capture the actions 
of actors. I use ‘modes’ as descriptions of patterns of organising related to a particular 
orientation and a practical, material situation (Law 1994). This means that modes 
express points of view as well as practical arrangements. In comparison, an actor-
network is completely flat – i.e. it does not include any pre-existing assumptions in the 
description of the practical work (Latour 2005, p. 128-133). The latter is an advantage 
in studies of how heterogeneous elements come to be singularised into a strong actor. 
However, since the purpose of the third article is to investigate the multiple ways 
accounting and caring come to relate, the notion of modes were more fitting. This third 
article contributes to PSAR in terms of the roles of costs in professional decision-
making. It does this by describing three modes of timing and spacing information that 
each causes costing to have a different role in relation to caring. 
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Chapter 3:  
A symmetrical study of how costs and needs are 
connected in Danish child protection work 

 

… even if objects differ from one practice to 
another, there are relations between these 
practices. Thus far from necessarily falling 
into fragments, multiple objects tend to hang 
together somehow. Attending to the multi-
plicity of reality opens up the possibility of 
studying this remarkable achievement (Mol 
2002, p. 5).  

Planning, doing and writing up my fieldwork 

As I started collecting material for this dissertation during a pre-study in 2012, I was 
hoping to be able to pinpoint the instances where accounting knowledge interfered 
with professional decision-making (Schrøder 2014). Informed by social work research, 
I knew that pervasive calls to take the costs of services into account had caused a 
decline in the quality of professional decisions (Healy, 2009b; Munro, 2004; Nørrelykke 
et al., 2011). And this to a degree where it had led to a break down in the placements 
of vulnerable children (Egelund, Jakobsen, Hammen, Olsson, & Høst, 2010). My idea 
was that by scrutinizing the decision-making processes, I could pinpoint instances 
where (the presumed hidden) pressures to take costs into account became so forceful 
that the choice of service was transformed into being about costs rather than about the 
needs of the individual child. It was, in Latour’s words (2005, p. 87ff), a study of 
“matters of facts”: A study about how facts about costs were constructed as being 
more important than discretionary knowledge about the situations and needs of 
children. I considered this problematic because I assumed that the discretionary 
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knowledge of the caseworkers somehow disappeared in the process and gave way to 
costing information that had nothing to say about the needs of the individual children.  

During my observations, interviews and subsequent analysis of the material however, 
I became increasingly confused about the relationship between accounting knowledge 
and the knowledge about the needs of children. In my first writings I conceived this as 
a discrepancy between theory and practice (Schrøder, 2012). Informed by studies of 
management accounting as a practice (Miller & Power, 2013; Mouritsen, 1997, 2014), 
I progressed into describing how various practices of setting boundaries, adjudicating 
and offering techniques for calculating were interwoven with discretionary decisions 
(Schrøder, 2013, 2014, 2015). In this way I dissolved the boundary between what I had 
taken to be two different perspectives on decision-making. But I was still wary of 
reaching any final conclusions about the relationship between the practices of manage-
ment accounting and those of professional decision-making. The problem was that the 
material I had collected was aimed at capturing speech acts on the differences and 
overlaps between accounting and professionalism, as if they existed as two distinct 
perspectives on decision-making. Correspondingly, the material mainly gave me 
insights into how accountants, caseworkers and their managers talked about the 
relationship and not so much how the interrelationship between management account-
ing and professional decisions was practically achieved. One accountant, for instance, 
described her own knowledge as being “box-like”, whereas the knowledge in the child 
protection department was “like an amoeba”, changing its shape in accordance with 
needs. Although, these are interesting metaphors in the sense that they give knowledge 
a material shape that allows accounting and decision-making to be compared in terms 
of  the ‘shape’ of the practices, they also hide what is inside of them by putting the 
practices into differently shaped forms. This made it difficult to draw any final 
conclusions about the interwoven relationships I was trying to write about. I did not 
have the empirical material to back up my suggestions, nor was I at all certain about 
what it was, I was suggesting.  

In this chapter, I unfold how I mobilized this uncertainty into a movement from a 
“fast” qualitative study towards an experiment in “slowciology” (Latour 2005, pp. 122, 
165-246). With the notion of a slowciology, Latour emphasis that research should 
investigate how things came to be connected rather than starting out with assumptions 
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about how things ought to be connected. This takes time, because it asks of the 
researcher to pay attention to all the steps and details of the practices under scrutiny. 
In comparison with the majority of qualitative social science studies it is a slower 
process, because it is not possible to make ‘short cuts’ by explaining the observed with 
pre-defined notions such as ‘accounting’ and ‘caring’. Rather, the aim is to explore how 
the relationship between ‘accounting and caring’ develops. This meant that I had to 
abandon the idea that accounting somehow ‘stood above’ and impinged on decision-
making. This was a movement away from using methods as procedures to gain insight 
into a predefined relationship between accounting and caring. Instead methods were 
improvisations that helped me foreground how, when, and where accounting and 
caring were connected and separated. I first describe how the tenets of my “fast” quali-
tative pre-study tempted me to jump to conclusions and how I resisted that temptation. 
Then I describe how the experiment of a “slowciology” opened up the investigation of 
connections between accounting and caring that I had not seen before. This at the 
same time posed new, and different, challenges. In article 1, I describe the advantages 
of the slower approach.  Before that, I will in this chapter describe how I used the 
challenges as ways to gain insight. 

I started out with a “fast” qualitative study9 

The pre-study was undertaken in 2012 and 2013 in the child protection departments 
of three Danish local governments (LG1, LG2, and LG3). I chose to collect data at 
three different sites because I was curious about whether or not patterns of decision-
making would differ according to accounting systems and the local environment. The 
local governments were selected for variance, representing different areas of Denmark 
and inhabitants of different socio-economic backgrounds. They were also selected 
based on their public reputation as departments which openly discuss and problematize 
the relationship between management accounting and professional decision-making. I 
found this to be important because it gave me an assurance that my interviewees would 

                                           
9 This section is partly a duplicate of the methods section in article 3. 
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be open to talk to me about the consequences as well as the practicalities involved in 
the different ways of attuning decision-making to accounting practices.  

I carried out 12 observations of decision meetings to see and hear how choices were 
debated and how costing information was a part of it. The observations were used to 
generate situated face-to-face interviews with 12 statutory caseworkers and 9 managers. 
My plan was to employ the observations as a common reference point, and through 
this to foster conversations about the practical processes leading up to, being a part of, 
and following the choices made. I prepared interview guides for each of the interviews 
and prepared for the conversations to be semi structured. I envisioned the themes of 
the interviews to look something like this: 

Figure 2: Interview themes and research questions used in the interview guides  
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quently conducted with accountants. These were aimed at a more general description 
of the budget and cost control systems in order to find out what was calculated, and 
how it connected with decisions to choose services. All interviews and observations 
were recorded and transcribed. This data was supplemented by archival material related 
to the decision processes such as budgets, guidelines and legal documents. See table 2 
for an overview of the methods and material. 

Table 2: Overview of methods and material for the pre-study 

Method LG1 LG2 LG3 Output 

Observations of decision meetings 4 4 4 App. 18 hours 

Semi-structured interviews w. caseworkers 4 4 4 Each 1-2 hours 

Semi-structured interviews w. managers 3 3 3 Each 1-2 hours 

Semi-structured interviews w. accountants 1 1 1 Each 1-2 hours 

Archival material 31 41 24 96 docs 

 

My plan worked to the extent that the observations did give me a point of reference 
that I could continuously refer back to and use as a means to draw the conversation 
back to practicalities. However, what we talked about were retrospective accounts of 
the role of accounting in various processes of reaching decisions that I had not been a 
part of. This revealed variations in the patterns of decision-making. But, since I had 
not been a part of the decisions myself, I could only speculate on how the accounting 
information was practically involved in the decision. What I learned from the empirical 
material was that ‘economy’ did indeed play various roles, just like the opinions about 
accounting did, but I could not say what their roles were exactly. Basically the material 
opened up more questions than it answered. In the end I was left with the challenge of 
analysing my own categorization of the relationship as pictured while preparing for the 
interviews (Figure 2 above). I could only guess what “economy” could be and how it 
was transformed from being “a thing” surrounded by a circle into being an actor that 
followed the arrows in the causal relationship I had drawn up.  
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The material was not uninteresting since it seemed to contradict to the one-way 
relationship between accounting and decision-making that I had read about and had 
expected to find. I continued to work with the material as I, during the course of my 
PhD, came to terms with the implications of viewing reality as multiple (as described 
in the previous chapter). Rather than approaching decision-making as the stable 
baseline and ‘economy’ as the interference, I flattened out the material and analysed it 
according to how information moved around and ended up in decisions (Callon & 
Muniesa, 2005). This meant that I analysed how costs moved around rather than 
guessed how some black box notion of ‘economy’ (or context) came to interfere in a 
decision-making process. In practice, this meant that I coded the material concerning 
individual decisions according to how, when, and where costs showed up (Demant & 
Ravn, 2017). I ended up with three clusters of material; one where information about 
costs was pushed to the future, one where costs were used as means to make services 
proceed, and one where costs seemed to be involved throughout the decision 
processes. The latter contained by far the most material. In reading the clusters 
separately, it was clear that each cluster contained distinctions between what qualified 
as criteria for choices and what did not. I used this as my starting point to analyse the 
patterns of decision-making in the three clusters. Whereas the material was designed 
to pinpoint instances where accounting transformed professional decision-making, I 
ended up using it as a means to illustrate three different modes of ordering accounting 
information in the processes of reaching decisions about individual children.  

Planning for a slow, symmetrical and mobile study of accounting 
and caring practices 

In the second round of collecting material for my PhD, I planned my fieldwork with 
inspiration from Annemarie Mol’s “praxiography” of the practices of treating patients 
in a hospital (2002). By following the disease as it moves locations from practice to 
practice she shows how it is enacted as different objects. When microscopes are used, 
the disease is a size, when interviews are made with patients, the disease is a feeling. 
The multiple versions of the disease are not fragmented or unrelated objects. They are, 
somehow, connected (Mol 2002, p. 5). By following the movements of the disease back 
and forth between practices she unravels how the different versions of disease connect 
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– how they are related. In this sense, knowledge is not a kind of perspective that leaves 
the moving object intact. Knowledge is a form of manipulation that transforms objects. 
So instead of searching for the truth a praxiographer asks “how are objects handled in 
practice?” (p. 5). With this question in mind and also with inspiration from Ann-
Christine Frandsen (2009), who has followed the movements between numbers and 
diseases, I planned to study how costs were enacted in the various practices that were 
a part of professional decision-making in a child protection department.  

Since I did not really know what these practice entailed or how to follow costs, I had 
to embrace uncertainty as part of my ethnographic approach (Law 2004, Mol 2002). I 
moved away from viewing fieldwork as the execution of pre-planned methods that 
guided me towards my destination of a particular kind of knowledge (Law 2004, p. 9). 
Instead, fieldwork was more like how the organisational anthropologist John Van 
Maanen (1988) describes it: 

Accidents and happenstance shapes fieldworkers’ studies as much as 
planning or foresight; numbing routine as much as living theatre; impulse as 
much as rational choice; mistaken judgments as much as accurate ones. This 
may not be how fieldwork is reported, but it is the way it is done. (Van 
Maanen p. 2) 

This meant that I had to shift my point of attention from planning fieldwork towards 
doing fieldwork; from viewing methods as guides towards viewing them more as 
definitions of my situations during the study (Van Maanen 1988, p. 3). I still needed 
something to hold on to along the way, of course. I made, what Neyland calls “an 
ethnographic strategy” (Neyland, 2008, p. 26), consisting of my initial ideas about how 
to follow costs and decisions:  

• One idea was to follow costs and pay attention to how they were handled in 
different practices 

• The second idea was to follow decisions and pay attention to how they were 
handled in different practices.  

Whereas I expected the first strategy to take me quickly between different practices, 
moving from place to place to place, I expected the second strategy to let me follow 
the development of costs in a more slow and linear process of decision-making.  
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Access  

I made a formal agreement with the head of one of the child protection departments 
of my pre-study to observe their work for a period of 4-6 months. In the agreement, I 
made it clear that plans for how to collect material would be developed and altered 
along the way. Since the managing director and the manager of the caseworkers were 
as curious as I was to learn about how, when, and where costs were practically taken 
into account in deciding how to allocate resources to individual children and families 
they did not hesitate to give me access. As the managing director put it: “We do our 
best to support research as a form of knowledge production”. I was given access by 
means of a key, a laptop, and a login similar to an employee but without the access to 
client files. The access to observe and follow casework regarding individual children 
was a negotiation that I would have to make with the children’s families. For this 
purpose, I made a document describing the research project, the extent of their 
consent, and their option to withdraw this consent at any time.  

However, as I write in paper 1, access is also a matter of knowing where to go and where 
to start. Clueless about where to start, I asked around for basic and practical advice. I 
read “Ethnographic fieldwork – A beginner’s guide” (Blommaert & Jie, 2010) and “Ten 
recommendations for shadowing fieldwork practice” (Gill, Barbour, & Dean, 2014) 
and Barbara Czarniawska’s writings about fieldwork techniques (Czarniawska, 2007, 
2014). What I got from these readings was that there are no checklists on what to do, 
and that choosing a way forward that is doable is better than aiming for objective 
criteria. Accordingly, I made an appointment to start out my fieldwork by following 
the work of a caseworker I had gotten to know during my pre-study. I was convinced 
that she would be competent to juggle her own work, the formal consents of families, 
my nosy questions, and at the same time be a comfortable companion throughout my 
first two weeks of field work. Choosing who to shadow based on what is comfortable 
was a somewhat biased choice. It meant that I was gaining insights into the work of a 
person I already knew. I was, in other words, getting confirmation about some of the 
issues I was expecting to find rather than being pushed into new insights. As an entry 
ticket, though, this worked well. Getting a comfortable start in the field is a practical 
way to minimise the discomforts and anxieties that follow from constantly placing 
yourself in unknown and unsettling situations (cf. Czarniawska, 2007; Gill et al., 2014; 
Law, 1994, p. 44).  



51 
 

Employing a symmetrical approach 

I uphold three key tenets to a symmetrical approach: 

• Keeping everything flat (Latour 2005) 

• Asking the same questions and using the same methods of doing so 
(Czarniawska, 2007, 2017b) 

• Paying attention to separation as well as connection (Latour 1993) 

As a methodological approach “keeping everything flat” means that everything should 
be studied on equal terms. Barbara Czarniawska describes the role of the observer as a 
sceptic “who needs to be shown how the mountains and valleys have been construc-
ted” (Czarniawska, 2017a, p. 163). As a metaphor this means that I have been sceptic 
in regards to the roles costs and needs take in relation to each other. I have not before 
hand assumed that the one or the other was more or less important, constraining or 
constrained – large or small. Rather, the matter of their roles, sizes and shapes then 
have been a question to explore rather than an explanation that I took with me into 
the field. I did that by placing myself in the middle of the casework, where both costs 
and needs are present, and asked: How do costs and needs move around and in which 
way do they differ throughout the practical work of moving them around. The second 
tenet “asking the same questions and using the same methods of doing so” emphasises 
that the same methods and questions should be used to study all elements of the 
phenomenon of investigation (Czarniawska, 2007). Regardless of whether the element 
is a number or a description of needs, a person or a piece of paper, they should each 
be asked the same question. I most often asked: Where do you come from? What are 
you doing? And where are you going? Most important for the current study of 
hybridity, the notion of symmetry helps emphasise that practices are not pure to begin 
with. As Latour makes clear in his 1993 book, in order for elements to hybridise they 
must first be purified. Transferred to my study of the present practices of accounting 
and caring, this entails that I pay attention to separation as well as connection. The only 
way to do that is by following the movements over a longer period of time, because 
this makes it possible to see the movements before and after they are connected. Again, 
this is a tenet that makes it possible to let the actors themselves show and tell how they 
move costs and needs between practices. The implication of these three tenets is that 
“from now on everything is data” (Latour 2005, p. 133, italics in original). Since I neither 
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enter the field with a set of concepts to test nor a model of how the relationships flow, 
it is up to me to trace how the actors themselves connect, separate, coordinate and 
organise accounting and caring practices. The only way to pay attention is to write 
everything down.  

But, how is that possible? How should I be able to write down everything? Reading John 
Law’s Organizing Modernity (1994) gave me some hints: 

Law writes the following about symmetry:  

To insist on symmetry is to assert that everything deserves explanation and, 
more particularly, that everything that you seek to explain or describe should 
be approached in the same way. Why is this important? The answer is simple: 
it is that you don’t want to start any investigation by privileging anything or 
anyone. (Law 1994, p. 9-10, italics in original) 

There are two important aspects of this definition: Firstly, you have to be clear about 
what the “everything” that you set out to explain is. Secondly, “everything” should be 
approached in the same way no matter how it develops. The first thing I did was to 
pinpoint my “everything” as the work of connecting accounting and caring. This meant 
that I was neither following the one nor the other, but the work of connecting in itself. 
As things to observe however, “accounting” and “caring” did not by themselves 
provide guidance on where to observe, because they took place everywhere. None-
theless, as practical work, accounting and caring do different things and have concerns 
that differ from each other. As I made clear in the description of the case (chapter 1), 
management accounting is concerned with calculating, allocating and accounting for 
the costs of services, whereas the caring side of the work is concerned with assessing, 
defining and finding a way to respond to the needs of children. Rather than pursuing 
these differences, I flattened them out by tracing the objects they were concerned with: 
costs and needs. I did that by placing myself in the midst of a child protection 
department, where caseworkers assess the needs of children and allocate the costs for 
the services to help the children. And then I asked: how are costs and needs connected? 
Not in a specific instance but over time.  

Flattening out accounting and caring gave me something to follow, but it did not 
answer how I could treat costs and needs equally. What I did was to take the 
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proposition of symmetry as a practical challenge of giving costs and needs equal 
exposure. Since I placed myself in the midst of child protection work where the main 
concern was to respond to needs, I had to find a way to give costs more attention than 
needs. My plan was, as described, to place myself in the work of connecting costs and 
needs. I knew from my pre-study that this work was organised as decision-making 
processes that spread out in time and space. What I planned to do was to follow costs 
rather than needs, whenever these spread to different places.  

Doing fieldwork 

As this was my first time doing ethnographic fieldwork without a pre-planned method 
to guide myself through it safely, I learned quite a few lessons about how to handle 
uncertainty and the luring anxiety of not knowing what to do (Law 2004). In this 
section I unfold what I found to be the most helpful lessons. While I do so, I convey 
what I did during my fieldwork.  

Holding on to rules of thumb  

February 13th: It is such a relief that I am going to be following Marie. She 
takes care of me. She says: “You want to follow me all the way, right? Also, 
when I arrive in the morning, when I say good morning and go to the coffee 
machine? (I say: yes, exactly). Great, you find out which bus to take, and 
then let me know when you arrive. (I say: yes, I will do that.) (…) 

February 14th: I am on the verge of panicking. How am I going to make this 
work? Marie works at least eight hours a day, and it is my turn to do the 
grocery shopping and cooking at home. How am I going to follow Marie 
during all her work, take care of my chores at home, write my field notes, 
finish that abstract and get some sleep? There are not enough hours. I am 
stressing out. [Later on the same day] I realize that the only thing I can really 
do wrong is believe that “shadowing” is a method that will provide me with 
full insight into Marie’s work. I will never get that far. No, there is one more 
thing, I can do wrong: I can leave my private life out of the doing fieldwork 
equation, get stressed and deprived of sleep. As I brush my teeth in the 
evening, I decide to plan my ethnography according to my own life as well 
as according to the work I will be observing. (…)  
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Monday morning, February 15th. (…) I have no change for the bus. I decide to 
take the bike instead. I call Marie and tell her I will be five minutes late. “No 
problem”, she writes back, “I will meet you 8.05 at building G”. It feels good 
to improvise. To not follow a meticulous plan. (…). 8.10: Marie sits down 
at her desk and turns on the laptop. I do the same. She looks through her 
emails. 8.15: We go for a coffee. 8.23: I cannot keep up with what she is 
doing. We have been here for less than five minutes and she is already filling 
out some kind of a formula. It is a formula for reimbursement of a train-ride 
she made to visit a child. She uses the calculator on her iPhone and writes 
down the number on a piece of paper. (…)10 

These are the first field notes I made. They express quite well that I early on began to 
mobilize who I was as a person and where I came from as an active means of doing 
fieldwork. As the field notes reveal, this began as a strategy to avoid panicking. What I 
did specifically was to view my own life, the field work, and the obligations as a PhD 
student, as three modes of ordering that developed in relation to each other and had 
to be managed together. In a similar way as in my analysis of the “modes of professional 
decision-making” in article 3, I flattened out the decisions I had to make by asking 
myself how I could move around the elements of my choices instead of viewing them 
as conflicting. The most important insight this movement gave me was that it was 
impossible to go through with the plan of being ‘full time’ in the field for 4-6 months. 
There were things going on outside the field that also needed my presence and my 
time: my youngest son was often sick at the time, and spring holidays and deadlines for 
conference participations were coming up. Since, I could not be present at several 
places at once, I chose to stretch the duration of the field work instead. This made the 
fieldwork less intensive but added flexibility to the process. It allowed me to move in 
and out of three modes of ordering ‘my life’ at the time.  

This new, stretched, plan was a good fit with my experiment in doing a ‘slowciology’ 
as it gave me better opportunities to follow processes and actors for longer durations 
of time. But it also posed the challenge of having to constantly negotiate (with myself 
and others) where to be. Accordingly, I made five rules of thumb to stabilize my 
choices of when and where to go: 

                                           
10 These are raw field notes, which I have translated from Danish to English. 
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1. Spend at least two days a week in the field. 

2. Prioritise meetings and events that I would otherwise not get access to. 

3. Use the recorder as a backup to messy field notes.  

4. Accept mistaken choices about where to be. 

5. Allow my family to be first priority when needed. 

Unlike the guidelines of, for instance, Neyland (2008) these rules of thumb are not 
concerned with what to observe, what information to gather, or where to be. Rather, 
they are pragmatic rules for making choices about how to prioritise your time in the 
field. They helped me find peace with the fact that I was spending time on field notes 
even though I was still in the field, and with spending time on writing abstracts for 
conferences in my university office rather than in the field. Most importantly, they 
helped me find peace with leaving important events in the field when the day care or 
my husband called to say that the youngest was sick. Even though these rules of thumb 
can be read as merely personal accounts of a work-life balance, they were more than 
that. They allowed me to take the work of the practitioners and families, who had so 
openly accepted me into their work and their lives, seriously. The few times I did leave 
a chaotic family morning, I felt as if I betrayed their work, because I chose to not take 
on the responsibility they themselves asked of the parents of vulnerable children. When 
late for appointments I could apologise and tell the family consultant, accountant, or 
whomever I was meeting up with, that I was late because of a private family issue. In 
this way I mobilized, to use the words of John Law (2004), my “hinterland” as a means 
to both gain acceptance as a responsible mother and as a means to get a sense of what 
it is like to navigate between being a mother and passing judgement on mothers. In the 
last section of this chapter, I elaborate on how the rules of thumb influenced the 
material from the fieldwork. 

Methods (or ways of looking closer at what I did not know) 

As described earlier, my plan was to follow the costs as actors. This turned out to be 
quite complicated. As Latour (2005) writes about the ANT slogan “Follow the actors”:  
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How ridiculous it is to claim that inquirers should ‘follow the actors 
themselves’, when the actors to be followed swarm in all directions like a 
bee’s nest disturbed by a wayward child? Which actor should be chosen? 
Which one should be followed and for how long? And if each actor is made 
of another bee’s nest swarming in all directions and it goes on indefinitely, 
then when the hell are we supposed to stop? (Latour 2005, p. 121-122) 

It was difficult to follow costs for the simple reason that inscriptions and narrative 
accounts happened simultaneously and spread out to different places at the same time. 
For instance, when a cost was mentioned at a decision meeting, it mostly happened 
after the decision was made in a process of transforming the decision into a matter of 
cost accounting. At the same time, knowledge of the costs was carried along by the case-
worker in the process of finding a supplier. And, even though the costs were mentioned 
at the end of the meeting, I discovered that they were present all along. Not in the 
shape of money, but in the shape of hours, activity targets, levels of treatment needs, 
local resources, political goals and all sorts of other shapes. Instead of trying to follow 
all the traces of costs, I began to follow those that kept showing up but that I did not 
really know what was. This move became yet another guiding principle to help me 
choose where to go. I used it as an alternative ANT slogan: 

If something begins to show, and I don’t really know what it is, I have to 
find a way to look closer at it.  

I began, for instance, to follow and talk to an administrative worker, because it turned 
out she received the accounts of costs from the caseworkers. And I began to follow 
the process of appropriating costs for interventions, because the appropriations were 
a constant source of stress amongst both the case workers and the accountants (I 
convey this in paper 1). In the following I give an account of how I worked with these 
ways of looking closer at what I did not know in terms of methods. Rather than as choices 
between which method to apply, my ways of looking closer at things developed more 
in terms of placing myself in new situations. This means that I used “methods” more 
as a means to amplify things and patterns I did not know, than as a “set of procedures 
for reporting on a given reality” (Law 2004, p. 143). With the metaphor of an amplifier, 
Law underscores the dual process of both receiving and transmitting; of picking up on 
a faint pattern and making it stronger (Law 2004, p. 116). This is why I viewed my 
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methods as a means to place myself in situations where I could better see the move-
ments between costs and needs. These movements between costs and needs would 
otherwise have stayed inside the computer or have stayed hidden behind the notion of 
“a treatment need” or a “level of concern”.  

What I did more specifically was to draw on various techniques for making things and 
persons talk. Mostly this involved various combinations of interviewing and observing. 
These are categorized and described in the following.  

Shadowing quasi objects 

Czarniawska describes the advantage of shadowing in a very simple manner: “The main 
advantage of shadowing over stationary observation is, by definition, its mobility.” 
(2007 p. 56). This is why I write about following things, processes and people. As 
described above, I started my fieldwork by following the work of one caseworker, 
Marie, for two weeks. During these two weeks, I stayed with Marie, while I found out 
how to practically organise my tools for note keeping and recording, while also being 
able to look at her work. 

Image 1: The ideal set up for shadowing the work of a caseworker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



58 
 

This went particularly well when following Marie, because she had a tidy desk. When I 
was following the work of caseworkers, accountants or managers with more messy 
desks I just placed my laptop on the pile of things on the desk and told them to let me 
know if I was in their way. 

I had two strategies for how to choose what to follow. As described above, one of the 
strategies was to react when things began to show up a lot but I did not know what 
they were. The notion of an “appropriation” is a very good example of this type of 
thing. Appropriations were talked about in most meetings, in the child protection 
department as well as in the accounting department, by managers, by caseworkers, and 
by suppliers. But I did not really know, what they looked like, what they did and where 
they came from. Being a quasi-object – i.e. a thing that is enacted and moved through 
a collective effort of humans and non-humans – I had to follow it by looking and 
talking to people. So, when I heard someone talk about appropriations I would go over 
and say, disarmingly: “Don’t mind me! I am just listening to your conversation.” If they 
started working on the appropriation, I would look over their shoulder, as they did so. 
And I would take a photo to accompany my notes: 

Image 2: Three caseworkers are working to appropriate costs for transport 
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I followed up on these incidents with the accompanying photos in several ways: First, 
by talking to the caseworker about what the problem was with the appropriation and 
how she solved it. I would ask:  

(1) Where the costs came from. (2) What the costs did 
(3). How the costs were related with the needs of 
children. (4) And how the controversy was resolved. 
Second, by taking screen captures of emails regarding 
the appropriation, and by asking the accountant who 
was to receive the appropriation how it went. I also 
managed to make two appropriations myself and was 
surprised at the complexities of this work (see article 1). 
So much information had to fit into such a little space:  

When the appropriation stopped its journey inside the 
computer, I did not stop and wait for it to come out 
again. I went to other places and picked up other traces. 
And when I returned to look for the appropriation or 
whichever quasi-object I was trying to follow, it might 
have been passed on. If this was the case, I would make 
an entry about it in my field notes, and then go to the 
new place and ask about the appropriation. In the 

following coding process, I could then retrospectively trace the transformations that 
the appropriation went through. 

The second strategy for choosing what to follow was pre-planned in the design of the 
study. My plan was to follow decision-making processes regarding one or more families 
with particular attention to how needs and costs moved around in this process. At one 
point I was following seven “families”, but for reasons such as a change of caseworker, 
unexpected turns of events in the family, families moving, forgetfulness, problematic 
logistics, and all sorts of others things pertinent to child protection work, these 
appointments fell apart. Fortunately, one family in particular let me follow the casework 
regarding their two children throughout the course of one year. I followed the work 

Image 3: This marked window 
transports the information about the 
appropriation to the accounting 
department 
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leading up to, during, and following the decision to place their two children in an 
institution.  

Image 4: Photo collage of some of the places I went to, while following The Jensen Family 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through one whole year I went where the casework and the costs of providing services 
to this family went. This included a visit to the placement facility, observations of 
meetings, interviews with the parents, and several hours of looking over the shoulder 
of the caseworker as he prepared for meetings, appropriated, made journal notes, and 
documented the steps of the process (article 2 is mainly based on this material). 

Semi-structured interviews  

I carried out 33 “classic” semi-structured interviews, which were recorded and 
transcribed11. These were conducted with two different purposes in mind: One 
purpose was to get into a conversation with some of the caseworkers and accountants 
thatI had not previously been talking to. By way of the interview I could test whether 
something was going on that I did not know about. In these interviews I asked the 
interviewee about his or her function, about controversies in regard to the choice of, 

                                           
11 A student assistant helped me transcribe the interviews. The purpose of the transcriptions were 
mainly to give easy access to the material.   
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or costs of, services, and whether the person had experiences that I could use as a 
comparison. The second purpose of doing semi-structured interviews was to gain 
insights into areas that I wanted to know more about. These insights can be categorized 
into three groups:  

• Insights into ongoing controversies such as, for instance, the decision to make 
a placement without parental consent or a problematic development in the 
accounting numbers.  

• Insights into the history of quasi objects such as, for instance, the price of a 
particular placement, or the list of tariffs made by the Danish interest 
organisation for local governments. 

• Insights into the life or practices of particular persons such as the Jensen 
father, the head of the child protection committee, and a newly employed 
caseworker. 

Observing interviews 

Most of my interviews, though, can be categorized as observing interviews or observant 
participation (Czarniawska 2007). These were interviews combined with observations. 
I used them as a means to get closer to the work I was observing by talking to the 
“working person” about what he or she was doing. These interviews were mostly 
unplanned and took on the shape of conversations guided by the phenomena that we 
were both looking at. When I looked over the shoulder of the accountant, I would talk 
with her, for instance, about where the numbers she was moving around came from. I 
would often also use the observing interview to retrace what had happened since I had 
last seen an appropriation, a contract, or heard about a specific child. When I returned 
to those persons who I had looked over the shoulder of, I asked them to get me up to 
speed on things. I continued to come back and ask about the issues I had been 
observing until it seemed resolved and unimportant. If these conversations were brief, 
I would make notes about them. If they concerned a quasi objecet or a family I was 
following, then I recorded the conversation, even if it was brief. I have recordings 
ranging from only a few minutes duration to several hours. I made 41 recordings in 
total. Three of them were not transcribed. One because it was a two hour recording 
which I preferred to listen to rather than read. One because the sound was distorted. 
And one because it came to pivot around issues unrelated to the rest of my fieldwork.  
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Observations  

I also carried out 47 direct observations of meetings, where I did not talk to anyone 
about what was going on. These observations had three main purposes: (1) To keep 
me up to date with overall developments – such as intitiatives to hire new staff, the 
status of accounts, or new political initiatives. (2) To place myself in situations where 
it was planned for costs and needs to intersect – such as budget control meetings, 
information meetings about how to make appropriations, and management weekly 
meetings where accountants discussed the details of allocating costs to paragraphs. And 
(3) to see how costs were moved around before, during, and after meetings. When I 
participated in meetings regarding quasi objects I was following, I made both 
recordings and detailed notes about what was going on. I had 15 recordings of meetings 
transcribed, because they entailed surprising and/or new insights.  

Collecting and organising documents 

I collected documents in the sense of finding a way to take the quasi-object I was 
observing with me. I would, for instance, take screen dumps and put them among my 
field notes or have the person pass on the spreadsheet or other written information by 
email. Since I had an employee account, I could organise my mailbox according to the 
categories of information I retrieved. One category was, of course, ‘appropriations’. 
Others referred to the information passed around: How to find a contact person, 
allocation of cases, budget information, auditing procedures, scales of concern, and 
also the individual cases I was following, etc. More than a means of coding, the mailbox 
became a compiled image of what had happened during the year I spent in the local 
government. Unfortunately I did not make a screen dump of this ordering, before I 
saved the individual folders on a memory stick and left the field. 

Material from the field 

As conveyed in the above description of my mailbox as an ordering device, most of 
the material from the fieldwork were ordered along the way. Following the advice of 
Latour (2005 p. 133-135), I kept several kinds of field notes, which in each way 
provided order to the material. I used the more portable means of writing – the 
hardcover notebook – for making notes while talking to persons, jotting things down 
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between events, and for drawing up practical arrangements. As soon as possible, I 
would transfer my scribbles into a more stable means of keeping field notes: A word 
document on the laptop. I made the entries as they happened, directly after, while I 
was still in the field, or the following day, wherever I was. I used the date of the day as 
the headline and activities and places as subheadings. A subheading could, for instance, 
be: “Marc appropriates counselling” or “meeting with father”. These subheadings 
allowed me to add information about the activity that I might learn at a later point. 
When I did that, I wrote when and where. This meant that I compiled some of the 
processes together while doing my field notes rather than emphasising the chronology 
of my notes. In doing so, I also made notes about documents, like whether I had 
retrieved an email concerning the particular process, had made a recording or a photo 
etc. I added comments and thoughts about the observed documents with a red font. 
This way of working with the field notes is what made it accessible for a later 
chronological organisation of the material according to specific events, places and 
times.  

I tended to the chronological order of my steps in what I called “the log of my 
ethnography”. I made this as an excel file, where the columns represented the date and 
the rows the activities I took part in. As new activities occurred, I added them to the 
list and noted the number of times I participated or the number of hours it took in the 
cells: 
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Image 5: Snapshot of the ‘raw’ Log of my ethnography 

 

I kept this mostly as a means to make a convincing account of having been in the field 
(Baxter & Chua, 2008; Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1993). The log ended up as yet another 
way of ordering my material. It gave order to my activities by offering columns, rows 
and cells and in this way simplifying my movement into what I categorised as time and 
activity (place). This became a representation of the movements I made – i.e. the order 
of my steps – during the year of my fieldwork.  
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In Table 3, I have condensed the log by categorising the activities according to place, 
method, month, units and output in hours: 

 

Table 3: Log of Ida Schrøder's ethnography February 2016 - March 2017 
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Int. / 2 consultants (LGDK)         1  1 1,5 
Int. / Vice Mayor         1   1 1 
Int. / The Jensen parents          2 2 3 
Shad. / Manager x-institution       1    1 5 
Shad. / Casework, Saturn inst.    1       1 5 
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D
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Obs. / Work meetings at AD      3     3 3 
Shad. / Acc. + econ. cons.      2 2    2 35 
Int. / Economic cons.    1   1  1 2 5 2,5 
Int. / Accountants     1 2 1   2 6 2 
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Shad. / CPC meeting     1      1 4 
Obs. / Meetings with families 7   7  3     17 20 
Obs. / Course: casework     1  1    2 14 
Obs. / Decision meetings 2 2 1 1    1   7 4 
Obs. / Department meetings 1  1   2 1 1 1  7 14 
Obs. / Team meetings 1   1 1 2     5 5 
Int. / Managers 1      1 1 1  4 4 
Shad. / Manager        1   1 9 
Shad. / Caseworker 1        1  2 25 
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Obs. / Accounting meetings    1  1 1    3 3 
Obs. / Intro. meeting to AD     1   1   2 2 
Hours w/o appointments  22 13 36 24 29 18 17 22 11 x 210 

 Hours of fieldwork in total            402 
*Abbreviations: Int.=Interviw, Man.=manager, inst.=institution, LGDK=Local Governments 
Denmark, an interest organisation, Shad.=shadowing, Obs.= observation, Part. Obs.=Participant 
observation, Acc.=accountant or accounting, econ.=economic, cons.=consultant  
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In this way of ordering the collected material, the numbers of interviews, conversations 
and documents are less important than the movements of the ethnographer. It is useful 
in terms of providing an image of how the ethnography evolved over time. More 
particularly, though, it is useful as an image of the way professional decisions spread 
out in time and space. It shows that most of the actions take place in the child 
protection department and spread out to the accounting department and places outside 
of the local government such as the ‘Local Governments Denmark’ interest group 
(Local Governments Denmark, 2009), the parents of children and the providers of care 
services.  

Analytical work: Coding, ordering and writing it up 

To select the three most pertinent themes I wanted to tease out for my thesis, I hurried 
up and wrote down 12 stories from my field material as soon as I stopped doing 
fieldwork. These were not categorizations but rather stories that I was eager to tell. 
They were chains of events and theoretical insights that had been surprising. It was, 
for instance, a story about the coincidence of meeting the same decision in two 
different places and with two very different concerns on the same day. And a story 
about the different shapes of costs, and the emotional reactions that occurred when 
costs were discussed. When I read the stories, they became more like patterns that 
illustrated the different ways of making decisions good; when decisions were looked at 
through the accounting numbers by the economic consultant, then they seemed to be 
off target. But when the choice of a service was talked about in relation to the needs 
of a child, then it seemed that the same decisions that the economic consultant talked 
about were very good. In this way, my initial ‘eagerness’ to tell the stories was developed 
into a theoretical point about valuing the ‘goodness’ of decisions in multiple ways. This 
was the starting point for paper 2.  

To trace the costs and the needs I uploaded all my material into software called 
Maxqda. This software made it easy to connect different kinds of material and to 
visualise the connections between them. Like Coffey and Atkinson (1996) I viewed my 
coding process as a means to index my different textual sources of data (Coffey & 
Atkinson, 1996, p. 28). The aim of this was twofold: Firstly, to make it possible, later 
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on, to retrieve chunks of text that have a commonality. Secondly, the codes were “tools 
to think with (…) a way of beginning to read and think about the data in a systematic 
and organized way” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 32). I took the field notes I had made 
on my laptop as my point of departure and connected them with all the other material 
I had. I made several partial codings: I made theoretical categories such as time, devices, 
scales, and evaluation of choices. Most importantly, I coded for what was going on: 
coffee, coordination, appropriations, particular cases, humour and emotions. I broke 
down accounting into three main categories: ‘allocating costs’, ‘accounting for costs’, 
and ‘levels and scales’. In each of these I grouped together the tools and activities 
involved in allocating and accounting for costs and for measuring the needs of children 
in terms of scales and levels. The codes expressed on the one hand the many traces, 
actors and activities I had followed.  On the other hand, the codes were the result of 
my categorizations of the practical work involved in hybridising accounting and caring. 
In a next step, I could then link together the various categorizations with the process I 
had been following regarding the decisions to place two children away from their 
parents (article 2) and the work of appropriating costs (article 1). This is reflected and 
described more carefully in papers 1 and 2.  

When it came to writing up the analysis, I now had this material to hold on to. This 
helped me describe how accounts of costs and needs were connected and separated in 
article 1, and how multiple versions of “good decisions” were sequenced into co-exist-
ing in article 2. In doing so, I made an effort to not “jump” between the material and 
the theoretical arguments about the relationship between accounting and caring 
(Latour 2005). Instead of, for instance, letting my analysis of accountability relations 
be guided by existing categorizations of accountability, I made descriptions of how 
needs and costs took shape, were separated, and were connected based on my 
fieldwork material. And rather than a priori attributing particular values to accounting 
and caring, I let the material define what mattered the most and how these matters 
were organised into connecting with each other. In this way, I see my writing as yet 
another means of amplifying the voices of those actors that had the most influence on 
how, when, and where accounting and caring practices were connected (Latour 2005, 
p. 128). This was done by writing in a way that places the reader in the situation and by 
including as many different voices from the field as possible.  
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How did it go? 

Latour (2005) uses the metaphor of a traveller to describe the role of the researcher. 
When assessing the quality of a journey, Latour asks the traveller: Did you pay the full 
costs of your travels? (2005, p.176-179). Did you, as a traveller would have done it, 
follow all the traces, go to all the places, take the time needed to write down field notes, 
gather information, and let all the actors you encountered along the way express 
themselves? If my ethnography was a journey, my answer to his questions would be: 
“No I did not”. How could I? What would the costs have been? A family in chaos? 
Numerous missed deadlines? Stressed-out caseworkers? Failed attempts to help 
children? And for what purpose? As John Law (1994) writes, there is no such thing as 
a “perfect version of representational ethnography” (Law 1994, p. 46), because there is 
no single, pure reality to represent. Rather than adjusting the quality criteria in order to 
study and describe what is ‘really going on’, he suggests embracing the multiplicity of 
reality by mobilizing bodily experiences, emotions and techniques of “deliberate 
imprecision” (2004 p. 3). I have operationalized this suggestion by being attentive to 
my own bodily reactions and emotions and more specifically to the choices I have 
made to be deliberately imprecise – i.e. situations where I have felt like I was lying, 
cheating and cutting up the traces I was following. In this section I first describe how 
my deliberate imprecision gave way to new insights. I then describe the ethical 
dilemmas I encountered regarding the children and professionals who participated in 
my study. 

Lying and cheating  

Earlier on in this chapter I described how I organised my own decisions by setting up 
rules of thumb for when and where to go. While these rules gave me something to hold 
on to when I was in doubt about what to do, they were also the rules that allowed me 
to cheat and cut corners.  
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Lying? 

When moving from location to location and placing myself in situations that are 
normally only for persons with a particular kind of background, I unavoidably came to 
transport information around that the persons I met did not normally have access to. 
I not only learned how accountants worked, but also how they talked about the 
caseworkers and which problems they were trying to settle. When talking to the Jensen 
parents, I had to consider what their caseworker had already told them, and what the 
caseworker might have told me but not them. I had to consider what was told to me 
with the confidence that it would not be carried any further. And, perhaps most 
importantly, I had to remember what was told, seen, and read “off the record”. My 
overall strategy to avoid revealing confidential and/or controversial information was 
to pretend not to know much. I would ask about the same things in different places 
and pretend I had not heard about them before. Or I would simply not intervene when 
caseworkers or accountants were debating information I knew something about. This 
did indeed feel like not telling the truth. But it was also a way to handle the ethical 
dilemma of knowing things about practices and people that they did not know that I 
knew. 

This uncertainty in regards to what can be said when and where led me to a key 
analytical insight: Firstly, my own criss-crossing between practices did not follow the 
organised flows of information and activities. This revealed that information is not just 
bundled together in a mess. It follows particular roads of circulation and moves by 
different means of transportation. Most particularly, needs are transported by means 
of written and spoken narrative accounts, and costs are transported by means of 
numbers. This is not so surprising, but it was surprising to find that these flows seemed 
much more like detours that had to be maintained by strenuous efforts, rather than 
something that is given in the order of things. This, in a second step, made me realize 
that costs and needs are not separated into different routes of circulation because of 
some inherent conflict, but because particular situations make them clash. The 
economic consultant, for instance, asked to only receive the costing numbers and not 
the written justification for the choice of service, because she reacted emotionally when 
reading the tragic stories about the children. The costs of services, on the other hand, 
were rarely mentioned in conversations with parents, because it made it more difficult 
to talk about the individual child.  
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Cheating? 

My own background as a social work teacher at the Metropolitan University College 
and as an accounting researcher from CBS also led to critical reflections. Was it 
cheating if I did not emphasize both stories when presenting myself? Or was it a clever 
way of making a comfortable place for myself in situations, and in doing so getting 
people to talk? I opted for the latter and used it actively. Social workers have a 
preconception that ‘accounting studies’ are conducted in a judgmental manner, where 
(most often) the government has issued a consultancy firm to evaluate the state of 
management accounting practices across fields and local governments. So, to 
underscore that I did not intent to pass a judgement on whether they did a ‘good’ job, 
I used my background as a social work teacher as my entry ticket. With this entry ticket, 
I could simply tell the caseworkers that I wanted to find out what management 
accounting was. Nobody considered it odd that a PhD student from CBS did not know 
that already. They gladly revealed their impression of how accounts were managed, and 
they let me look over their shoulders when they calculated the costs of a service. When 
I accessed the accounting department, I used the same strategy, but took CBS and the 
Department of Operations Management as my entry ticket. Now the conversations at 
lunch revolved around which journals to publish in, who we knew from CBS, and 
where we had studied. And when I followed their work they would gladly fill me in on 
the complicated corners of the Social Service Act and the procedures for child 
protection decision-making. 

Although it did at times feel like I could cut some corners because of my double 
connection with CBS and the Metropolitan University College, this is also what gave 
me good access and made my stay comfortable. More importantly though, it was a 
means to make things as well as people talk (Latour 2005 p. 79-80), regardless of 
whether I was in the accounting department or in the child protection department. It 
furthermore allowed me to position myself as an insider to both of the practice 
domains as opposed to positioning myself as an outsider to one and an insider to the 
other. Finally, my mobilization of my double academic hinterlands, to use John Law’s 
terms (2004), was also a means to take seriously the interdisciplinary tenet of 
management accounting practices (Hopwood, 1983) and more particularly the 
phenomena of hybridisation. By mobilizing my own interdisciplinary background as a 
resource for knowledge production throughout the study, I got to see and talk about 
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both accounting and caring in parallel, inside-out conversations. When I, for instance, 
traced the price of a service it looked, sounded, and was talked about, differently in 
each of the places it showed up. I believe that I developed my sensitivity towards these 
kinds of mundane variances, because I had the opportunity to place myself as an insider 
wherever I met the costs or other traces I was following.  

Ethical dilemmas as a relational effect 

Judging by the rules of conduct in official documents and as upheld by ethics 
committees, ’good’ ethical research is achieved by following certain steps of approval. 
Like offering anonymity, keeping data secure, and taking a variety of practical caution-
ary steps to avoid abuse of informants and organisations (Datatilsynet, 2018; Ministry 
of Science, 2014). Research ethics can be measured by the degree of correctness 
according to the guidelines. Within this audit-like measurement of ethics (Douglas-
Jones, 2015) it takes a good research manager to plan, conduct, organise, and account 
for the steps taken along the research process. However, when good ethical research is 
measured by the degree to which the lives of the observed and questioned were harmed 
by the research, then rules of conduct are not much help, and the goodness cannot be 
measured by an audit. Good ethical research is instead a matter of constantly adjusting 
the details of research practice according to the situation at stake (Jöhncke, 2009). In 
the following I give an account of how I did both, lived up to formal guidelines and 
adjusted the details of research practice according to the situation at stake. 

Ethical dilemmas regarding private citizens 

Before I could start my fieldwork, I had to report the study to the Danish Data 
Protection Agency and ask their permission to include information about private 
citizens in the study. I argued that this would give me valuable knowledge about 
detailed practices of taking costs into account which I could not otherwise gain access 
to. They gave me permission to collect the data. Accordingly, I had to follow certain 
rules of precaution that exceeded the levels of precaution of research projects that do 
not use information about private citizens. Some of these precautions were the 
following: Data was only allowed to be kept and analysed on my working address. 
Using an USB device, I would then transport the item of material I needed for 
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transcription, or for a certain writing task, back to my office. I left most of the material 
stored on my laptop in the local government until the day I left the field. Before leaving 
the field, a student assistant helped me anonymise the material. Generally, I would 
anonymise any written accounts by changing the names of private citizens as soon as 
possible and by erasing social security numbers and any other names and numbers that 
might reveal the identity of the person. Written accounts, as well as USB devices, 
documents such as case files, and spreadsheets with accounting numbers, were all kept 
in a locked metal closet. Electronic versions of these were kept in my coding software, 
which could only be accessed from my computer at CBS. During the fieldwork, I 
collected consent from private citizens before I began to collect information about 
their cases. This included written information about my project, which was given to 
them in paper and/or sent to their secure private mail by the caseworker. The written 
letter of consent included information about the extent of the consent and underscored 
that they at any time could withdraw their consent. Because of this, I always asked them 
if I could participate in a meeting, even though they had already given their consent 
once.  

Whereas the above reflects what I did in order to not breach formal guidelines on how 
to securely process information about private citizens, they also gave me a sense of 
taking on the responsibility of not misusing the information. This kind of dilemma is 
often reflected in method books about ethnographic research (Hastrup, 2010; Neyland, 
2008). It basically means that information about the private lives of people should not 
be included, if it is not of relevance for the research, or if it intrudes upon the lives of 
individuals against their will. I was prepared for this involving unsettling moments 
where I would have to ask myself whether and why it was relevant to include a 
particular person in my research; where I would have to read the expressions of people 
and sense if they felt like being intruded upon. What happened was that parents and 
children simply told me if they did not want me to participate in their meetings (this 
happened twice), or record their conversations (this happened more often). When they 
were not around to tell me not to follow them, I would use my two ethnographic 
strategies and rules of thumb to sortout what was relevant for my research and what 
was not. I used them mainly to stop myself from being drawn in by ‘interesting’ family 
cases or management controversies and instead pay attention to the things that made 
a difference to the processes of connecting needs and costs. At one point, for instance, 
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I stayed with a contract, although I could have done the more ‘interesting’ thing of 
following a caseworker as he told a boy that he would be taken away from his parents 
even though he and the parents did not want that to happen. 

Ethical dilemmas regarding professionals 

To my surprise, it was much more difficult to balance the ethical dilemmas concerning 
professionals than that of the children and their families. Caseworkers and accountants 
gave me far more mixed signals than children and parents. When, for instance, I 
shadowed one caseworker for two weeks she ended up being behind on her tasks 
because she took the time to talk to me. This lag followed her for a while and made 
her suggest that it might be better to plan for a time to talk rather than talking while 
working. I took this into account by leaving the questions at a minimum while shadow-
ing, and by making more appointments for talking/interviewing. Some ethical 
dilemmas were more subtle and difficult to detect. Once, when I walked out of a 
meeting together with ‘a mother’, I ended up jeopardizing the agreements made in the 
meeting room, because the mother took the opportunity to side up with the caseworker 
against the school of her son. The caseworker could have just let me leave the room 
with the mother, but she was too polite and walked out with me – and the mother. She 
told me afterwards that she never leaves a ‘school meeting’ together with the parents, 
because it gives them the possibility of continuing a discussion that is supposed to take 
place in a larger group of people. Again, these dilemmas showed me that the work of 
reaching decisions is meticulously orchestrated by drawing boundaries between what 
to in- and exclude. In the future I refrained from ‘taking advantage’ of the caseworker 
by using him or her as an entry ticket. Instead, I said it out loud if I was leaving the 
caseworker in order to be with a parent or the other way around.  
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Chapter 4: The articles 
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Article 1: Making decisions account-able: A symmetrical approach 
to the study of accountability in child protection work 

The first version of this article was written as a manuscript for a book on the 
transformation of social services in European welfare states. The editors had invited 
me to submit a manuscript, because they found that my approach and empirical 
material would make a nice contribution to the more classic qualitative studies they had 
already brought together in the book. Much to the editors and my own regret, I had to 
abandon the book, because I simply had too many other deadlines regarding my PhD. 
I later chose to develop the manuscript into a journal article that was aimed at 
elaborating on, in which way my methodological approach could contribute to 
qualitative studies of accountability in welfare professional work. The first draft of the 
article was discussed with social work researchers at a paper seminar at UCC, Institute 
of Social Work. The present version of the article has been presented at the 13th Annual 
Ethnography Symposium 2018, hosted by Copenhagen Business School, where it was 
awarded with a prize for the best paper. This entails a guaranteed publication in the 
Journal of Organizational Ethnography (JOE). It was accepted with minor and major 
revision for publication in JOE in November 2018.   
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Making decisions account-able
A symmetrical approach to the study of accountability in child 
protection work

By 

Ida Schrøder  
Copenhagen Business School 

One sentence summary: This paper conveys the practical efforts of being 
accountable to multiple and conflicting demands by tracing how accounts of the costs 
of services and accounts of the needs of children are shaped, connected, and made 
durable in Danish child protection work.  

Purpose: The purpose of the paper is to convey a story of how accountants, child 
protection, spreadsheets, radios and other human and non-human actors 
collaboratively produce accounts that make it possible for multiple and sometimes even 
conflicting forms of accountability to be combined. 

Design/methodology/approach: The author traced the work of connecting costs 
and needs across and beyond the organisational boundaries of the accounting and child 
protection departments in a Danish local government throughout a year. In the course 
of the study accountants realized that the budget was overspent and this, accordingly, 
gave insights into what was done to make accounts more durable. 

Findings: When accountability is traced in day-to-day work it takes the shape of 
decentred and socio-material practices of making connections visible. This is a fragile 
network that makes everybody cry (literally speaking) when it falls apart. 

Research limitations/implications: The paper attempts to convey the potentials of 
a symmetrical approach for organisational ethnography rather than inquiring into for 
instance, the reasonability of prevailing budget limits or regimes of cost control.  
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Originality/value: Insights into how accounts are shaped into meeting multiple and 
diverging demands for accountability are rare in both the fields of accounting- and 
social work research.  

Keywords 

Accountability, Actor-Network Theory, Symmetry, Child protection 
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Introduction 

Within social work research there is a longstanding debate about how two decades of 
reform in the public sector have influenced professional decision-making (cf. Lipsky, 
2010; Welbourne, 2011). This debate within social work research reflects a similar 
debate within management accounting research (cf. Abernethy, Chua, Grafton, & 
Mahama, 2007). Both fields of research inquire into the consequences of the changing 
relationship between who is giving accountants, about what and to whom. They 
generally argue that new forms of accountability have constrained the room for 
professional discretion (Kurunmäki, 1999; Banks, 2004; Munro, 2004; Brodkin, 2011; 
Bracci and Llewellyn, 2012). Bracci and Llewellyn (2012), for instance, warn us that the 
future lives of children will be jeopardised if only short-term benefits of reducing costs 
are taken into account (p. 828). And scholars within social work research argue that the 
wrong things are made to count when the quality of work is measured by numbers and 
not by the outcome for the clients (Brodkin, 2011; Munro, 2004). To this end, the 
literature is in agreement: Professional decision-making is exposed to a multiplicity of 
demands for accountability, and it matters whether or not professionals are called to 
account for the costs of services or for the needs of the children. This begs the question 
of how accounts of costs and accounts of needs are practically produced and connected 
in the day-to-day practices of welfare professionals. The ambition of the paper is to 
answer that question by giving insights into the practical work of accounting for 
statutory decisions in child protection work.  

In the present paper, I trace how professional decisions are practically shaped into a 
format that makes it possible to account for both the needs of vulnerable children and 
the costs of services. I view this as the practices involved in making decisions account-
able. I use the word ‘account-able’ here (with a dash) to distinguish the work of shaping 
accounts from the act of ‘being accountable’. Whereas the act of being accountable is 
most often viewed as a responsibility that lands on the shoulders of the individual, I 
want to emphasise those practical and collective efforts that go into the work of making 
professional decisions account-able. This work precedes the instances where accounts 
are given and measured. The aim of foregrounding the practices that come before 
account-giving is to give insights into how connections between accounts of costs and 
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accounts of needs are produced in the first place. My main research question is as 
follows: How are accounts of costs and needs shaped, connected, and made durable?  

The paper is organised as follows. First, I provide a brief account of how accountability 
has been studied within management accounting and social work research. Then I 
describe the theoretical and methodological considerations involved in the design, 
undertaking and analysis of the ethnographic field material. In the empirical section, I 
describe how accounts of costs and needs are shaped, connected and made durable in 
a Danish local government. I then, in the last section of the paper, discuss how the 
insights from the empirical story add nuances to the notion of accountability in public 
human services organisations.  

Accountability: From external force to an ongoing process 

“Accountability” is most often defined as a relationship that “institutionalises the rights 
of some people to hold others to account for their act” (Roberts & Scapens, 1985, p. 
448). Key questions in studies of accountability are thus concerned with who is held to 
account, for what and to who. In attempts to answer these questions management 
accounting researchers have debated the consequences of holding persons accountable 
to the multiplicity of measures and targets present in modern organisations (cf. 
Messner, 2009; Bracci and Llewellyn, 2012). In their treatment of different types of 
accountability such as individualizing and socializing (Roberts, 1991), professional and 
financial (Sinclair, 1995), and styles of accountability that depend on different financial 
environments (Kraus & Lindholm, 2010) and practices (Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012), 
accounting scholars have pervasively illustrated that accountability comes in many 
shapes and with a broad variety of consequences. Most widespread is the suggestion 
that individualization and instrumentalization push ethical concerns and collective 
responsibilities aside due to the pervasive demands for financial accountability (cf. 
Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Messner, 2009). These presumptions and arguments are also 
reflected in debates within social work research.  

Within the social work literature, accountability has been studied largely as a pervasive 
managerial and political quest to constrain professional discretion by enhancing 
numbers-based decision-making (cf. Munro, 2004). Despite a variety of investigations, 
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and approaches to the concept of accountability, the social work researchers seem to 
agree on one thing: That accountability entails an essence that transforms social work 
practices to a point where the wrong things are made to count (Brodkin, 2011). Where 
“new social professions” are concerned with administrative accountability work rather 
than “in-depth face-to-face work with individual service users” (Banks, 2004, p. 184). 
And where professional notions of accountability are being subsumed by bureaucratic 
accountabilities, making professionals “slave[s] to the machine” (Burton & van den 
Broek, 2008).  

What is important to notice across the two fields of research is that they seem to agree 
that multiple forms and styles of accountability are continuously developing and that it 
matters how various kinds of accountability are part of professional work. This 
suggests that professionals somehow manages to navigate multiple forms of account-
ability into co-existing. In order to gain insights into how this is achieved, Lipsky (2010) 
suggests – in the second edition of his seminal book on the dilemmas of “street-level 
bureaucrats” – to investigate accountability as a part of professional work rather than 
viewing it as an external force. This research agenda has been taken up by several social 
research scholars (cf. Brodkin, 2008; Dall & Caswll, 2017). Dall and Caswell (2017) for 
instance, shifts attention from the analysis of conflicting types of externally imposed 
accountability systems, to the work of negotiating and shaping decision-making into an 
acceptable order. In a similar vein, the constructivist accounting scholars suggest to 
investigate how accounting technologies performs decisions in particular ways by 
shaping what becomes visible (Munro & Mouritsen, 1996). Whereas the social work 
researchers investigate accountability as a social matter, the constructivist accounting 
researchers investigate accountability as a practical matter of making actions visible.  

The advantage of the latter approach is that it foregrounds the practices – rather than 
the discourses – that make it possible to reach multiple goals (Munro & Mouritsen, 
1996). This allows for investigations of how accounts are practically shaped into one 
or more forms that make it possible to make decisions account-able in multiple ways. 
In this view the giving of accounts is an ongoing process rather than an act of justifying 
or excusing past events (Scott & Lyman, 1968). In John Laws words (1996) even 
accountability is decentred in the sense that it involves all the various materials that 
represent the organisation – documents, meeting agendas, spreadsheets – and these 
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materials never come together at one single point. They weave in and out of each other 
and produce different modes of accounting. When employing this view of accounta-
bility as an ongoing and decentred practice it becomes possible to investigate the work 
that precede the giving of accounts. In this way, the investigation can unfold how 
accounts of costs and accounts of needs are connected and what it takes for ‘connec-
tions’ to be accepted as a durable account. My ambition with this approach is to 
investigate the detailed and socio-material efforts of making professional decisions 
account-able in multiple ways.    

A symmetrical approach to the study of accountability 

I gained insight into the socio-material efforts of making professional decisions 
account-able through ethnographic fieldwork of the practices of accounting for deci-
sions. More particularly, I employed a symmetrical approach that resembles what Mol 
(2002) terms a ‘praxiography’. The key tenet of this approach is to let the practices 
themselves guide where and when the fieldwork is going to take place. What I more 
specifically did was to “follow the actor”, as it is suggested within Actor-Network 
Theory (ANT), regardless of who or what the actor is (Latour 2005). Just as Latour 
and Woolgar (1986 [1979]) revealed the ways the instruments of laboratory work 
contributed to the construction of scientific facts, I argue that accounts of professional 
decisions are co-constructed by the materials and practices that take part in producing 
the accounts. I take it that both humans and non-humans act, insofar as they influence 
the way accounts are shaped, connected and made durable. Accordingly, I view the 
work of accounting for professional decisions as ‘socio-material’ achievements that 
vary from practice to practice.  

My fieldwork primarily took place in the accounting and child protection departments 
of a Danish local government. I undertook the fieldwork in the area of child protection 
work, because I knew this was an area where demands for accountability had increased 
during the previous 10 years (Finansministeriet, 2012; Local Governements Denmark, 
2006) and where the relationship between costs and needs are continuously under 
scrutiny and a topic of political controversy. More importantly, the child protection 
area highlighted the key role of professional decision-making as a practice for assessing 
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and evaluating the needs of children (Munro, 2008) and as a means for organising 
economic exchanges in a public/private market of caring services (Schrøder, 2014). I 
chose the local government for three reasons: First, it was a rather average local 
government in terms of size, expenditure and the socio-economic background of its 
inhabitants. Second, it was geographically closer to where I lived, which gave me the 
flexibility to be present at short notice. Third, the child protection department was 
known to uphold a high professional standard while it, at the same time, had a below 
average expenditure. It had not overspent its budget for eight years. So, somehow they 
managed to connect accounts of costs and accounts of needs and make this connection 
durable. The year I spent following their work however, turned out to be an 
extraordinary year. Without knowing it, my ethnography came to pivot around the slow 
realization of an overspent budget.   

I spent about 400 working hours in 2016 and the beginning of 2017 following the work 
of accountants and child protection workers as they struggled to make the decisions to 
provide services to vulnerable children accountable. Inspired by Daniel Neyland’s 
(2008) suggestion to lay out strategies for how to delimit where to go and what to look 
for during ethnographic fieldwork, I planned to follow accounts of decisions as they 
moved between the child protection department and the accounting department. Based 
on earlier experience (Schrøder, 2014) from research on professional decision-making 
in child protection work, I knew that appropriations were used to both bring 
information from one place to another and as a means to standardize information into 
a very specific format. A key strategy of my ethnography was to follow appropriations 
as they moved around. I started out in the child protection department, where I 
followed caseworkers in their work of assessing the needs of children, reaching 
decisions about which services to provide, and accounting for the steps they took along 
the way. Whenever possible, I would then follow the appropriations as they moved 
back and forth between the child protection department and the accounting 
department.  

This strategy was not straightforward. Most importantly, it required access to private 
information. The access to follow the details of decisions regarding individual children 
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was possible as I received consent from families to include them in my research12. 
However, ‘access’ was also practically constrained by my ability to be present at the 
specific moment when the caseworker would make the appropriations. Whenever 
these circumstances were in place, I would go to the accounting department and 
continue to follow a specific appropriation or simply follow other appropriations. What 
I did specifically was to ask caseworkers and accountants to let me see what they did 
when they appropriated services, assessed the accuracy of cost estimates, paid bills, 
allocated costs etc. While I observed them at work, I sometimes interrupted them and 
asked what was going on. At a later point in time, I would then ask them how it went 
with particular appropriations. To this end I did what Czarniawska (2014) defines as 
“observant participation”: I talked to key informants about what had happened since 
we last talked. I often recorded such conversations in order to be able to talk more 
freely, instead of writing while talking. I also participated in budget meetings, 
department meetings and in various ‘work meetings’ on the relationship between 
caseworkers’ decisions and the accounts of them. Overall, this amounted to about 350 
pages of computer written field notes, observations of 46 meetings, 90 hours of 
shadowing caseworkers and appropriations, more than 100 recordings from which 33 
were planned interviews and numerous documents and photos.  

As I ended my fieldwork, I wrote up what I considered the 12 most salient ‘stories’, 
episodes or ‘sequences of events’, from my fieldwork. One of these ‘stories’ conveyed 
a sequence of events where an accountant discovers that the appropriations of three 
placements are “missing”, meanwhile the caseworker – who should have made the 
appropriations – is working against the clock to finish a report that accounts for the 
needs of the children. I took these parallel incidents as the point of departure for the 
present paper and the story, I convey in the paper, because I found that they very 
clearly expressed that the shapes of accounts are the results of socio-material 
achievements rather than a choice of the individual social worker or accountant. In 
developing the story, I used MaxQda to cluster together my material regarding the 
parallel incident with the “missing appropriations” and more broadly all the material I 
had collected regarding appropriations. In this way, it became possible to trace 
chronologically how the parallel incidents were linked together with the realization of 

                                           
12 The study was approved by the Danish Data Protection Agency 
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an overspent budget. I present the story in a rather dramatic manner (at least as 
dramatic as it can get in a story about appropriations), because I want to invite the 
reader to see for him or herself what accountability looks like and how it takes place 
when it is approached with a symmetrical approach (Czarniawska, 2017, p. 8).  

Making professional decisions account-able 

The story takes place in both the accounting department and the child protection 
department of a local government. The child protection department’s budget is split 
into two lump sums: One budget is for running costs. The other budget is for 
purchasing services and is called “the purchasing budget” by the accountants. The story 
pivots around the latter. In the accounting department, three accountants and one 
economic consultant are in charge of allocating costs, paying bills, balancing the 
purchasing budget, and making the quarterly and yearly reports. This story starts out 
by conveying how two different modes of accounting take shape in the two different 
departments. It then progresses by describing how the two modes of accounting are 
gradually connected by means of various methods that aim to make the accounts more 
durable. However, and despite of all the collaborative efforts, the durability collapses 
and the story ends tragically with an overspent budget.  

“That is too much money flying around”  

One afternoon in October 2016, I was sitting in on a weekly meeting between the 
economic consultant, Leyla, and the accountant, Marlene. They were conversing about 
the tasks of the week as Marlene mentioned that she by coincidence had heard from 
her colleague that three children had been acutely placed in a local out-of-home facility 
a few weeks back. As in shock, Leyla opened her eyes and mouth widely and replied: 
“That is half a million kroners13, at least!” She then explained her train of calculations: 
Each placement cost DKK 100,000 (EUR 15,000) per month. If the children had 
already been there for two weeks, then a month and a half would quickly pass, before 
they found a permanent solution. “That is too much money flying around,” she added. 
She then went on to explain how she could bring the money into the quarterly report 

                                           
13 EURO 67.000 
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by adding the estimated costs “by hand”. “Adding by hand is problematic”, she said 
and explained further: The problem was not that it was less accurate. The problem was 
that it generated more subtasks for her budget control, and that it made future 
adjustments more fragile. It also signalled to her that the social worker did not take the 
responsibility of making the appropriations seriously. Nevertheless, she had to finish 
the quarterly reports within the week. So adding it by hand was a better choice than 
waiting for the appropriation. 

A few days later, as I entered the open office space of the caseworkers, I was surprised 
to see two rows of paper lined up on the very long table in the middle of the room. 46 
sets of paper, each held together by paperclips and numbered with Post-It Notes. 
“Those are the attachments for Maya’s report to the Child Protection Committee”, a 
caseworker told me. I walked to Maya’s desk. With papers all around her and clearly 
very busy, she looked at me: “I have to lay out the attachments, otherwise I lose track. 
Cathrine [her manager] told me to add more documentation”. She found some, and 
now she was revising the numbering and the reference list. The report was due in an 
hour. She was too busy to answer any more questions. I did not have to ask her to 
know that this was the case of the “missing appropriations” Marlene and Leyla had 
talked about: Three children had been acutely placed away from their parents. The child 
protection department had received notice of violence in the family and had reacted 
according to the Social Service Act and their local guidelines. Now Maya was preparing 
the case files to be presented at the Child Protection Committee meeting, where a judge 
would make a statutory decision about whether or not there was sufficient 
documentation to place the children in an out-of-home facility without consent from 
the parents. As I talked to Maya the following week she told me that it was particularly 
difficult and time consuming to document the needs of these children, because reports 
of assault from earlier years had gone missing. She also told me that she had still not 
appropriated the out-of-home placements, but that she would do it as soon as possible.  

At that point, I had been in the municipality for about half a year, and neither the work 
of preparing case files for the Child Protection Committee nor the work of 
appropriating and allocating costs were strange to me. However, as I was confronted 
with Maya’s attachments on the table (and realized it was the case with the missing 
appropriations) the distinctiveness of the accounting for the needs of the children and 
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the costs of services stood out. Maya’s account made use of a storyline of traces of 
violence to provide evidence for the legality of taking the children from their parents. 
According to her supervisor, the storyline needed more attachments. The more 
evidence, the stronger was her claim about the needs of the children. In this sense, the 
account represented a version of the truth about the needs of the children, which was 
to be tested by a committee with a judge. This meant that by producing the account, 
Maya made a discretionary decision about the needs of the children possible. 
Meanwhile, though, the steps of making the account followed statutory procedures 
about how to react in case of violence, and did not leave much room for discretion. 
Here, the account was made by documenting as much evidence as possible in a very 
restricted time-window: “The report is due in an hour”, as she said.     

Two days earlier the economic consultant had said: “That is too much money flying 
around”. This was the same money that Maya did not take time to appropriate. In 
entering the account of the costs “by hand”, the economic accountant allowed other 
people than Maya to see that the costs had been spent. Making the costs account then, 
was a matter of retrieving the accurate costs and allocating them to the correct line 
item. In this account, there was only one truth and this truth could be more or less 
accurate. As the economic consultant decided to add the costs “by hand”, the accuracy 
was less guaranteed than if it had followed system procedures (I will get back to this), 
because it demanded for her to make adjustments in the future. Nevertheless, the costs 
account would have been even less accurate if she had not entered the costs by hand, 
because then they would not have been included in the quarterly report. Whereas the 
account of needs aimed at reaching as far as possible, by documenting as much 
evidence as possible, the account of costs was aimed at stabilizing a number by making 
it as accurate as possible. And whereas time was the main concern in the account of 
needs, the main concern in the account of costs was to not leave anything “flying 
around”.  

When I was faced with these two versions of accounts for the same decision, what 
surprised me the most was that both Maya and the economic consultant knew the costs 
of the placements. Nonetheless, the money would be ‘flying around’ until the day the 
accounting department received notice of the appropriation of the placements. Until 
then, the connection between the two accounts could not be accounted for. It made 
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me realize that accountability is achieved by connecting elements that would otherwise 
remain separated and unrelated. This differs from the argument that accountability 
disconnects measurements from practices by making the wrong things count (Brodkin, 
2011; Munro, 2004). As well as from the argument that accountability is a purely 
hierarchical relationship between those who demand accounts and those who give 
accounts (Lipsky, 2010; Roberts & Scapens, 1985).  

Separating costs from needs 

The connection between the accounts of needs and the accounts of costs was made 
account-able through the process of appropriating the costs of services. Although, I 
write about this as a process of connecting, the process more specifically started out by 
separating the costs from the needs and aimed at re-connecting them at a later point in 
time. It was a process that took time and had the purpose of moving the costs from 
the accounts of the children’s lives to the accounts of the yearly expenditure. In this 
sense it was a process that produced a distance between the individual child and costs 
of meeting the needs. This is why I emphasise it as a process of separation rather than 
transformation. 

The first step of this process took place on the computer screen of the caseworkers as 
they allocated each element of the decision to grant a service to the correct legal 
paragraphs. At first, I thought this was a simple task of selecting from predefined 
alternatives like, for instance, the paragraph for foster families if relevant. However, it 
turned out that foster families come in three categories and that each foster family is 
assigned a number that corresponds to their geographical location, not to speak of the 
social security number of the parent who is to receive the remunerations for fostering 
the child. Apart from this, the foster family as well as the biological parents would often 
be granted supplementary benefits such as money for transportation and birthday 
presents. In this process, each cost item was allocated to a specific legal paragraph that 
granted the child protection department the right to cover the expenses. This right was 
based on the account of the children’s needs; however, as the kinds of services and 
legal paragraphs were connected, the accounts of costs were slowly and meticulously 
separated from the accounts of needs.  
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Since many costs are regulated by national tariffs, I also expected the calculation of, 
say, the remuneration for a foster family to be a straightforward task. Sometimes 
though, the contract had not been made in time for the service to be provided. Or the 
number of, say, family therapy hours might be regulated along the way, and call for a 
new appropriation. Even when there was a contract with a set price, it sometimes 
happened that the price in the contract deviated from the price registered in the 
database. This left the caseworkers with the choice of following the costs in the 
contract or the costs in the system. Luckily, the calculations added up most of the time. 
However, this did not complete the separation of the accounts of costs from the 
accounts of needs. The costs remained in the same system together with the story of 
the children’s lives in a column right next to the column where the duration of the 
social service was entered. The separation was completed as a notice was made to the 
accountants, Marlene and her colleagues, that a service had been granted. Picture a 27-
inch monitor with a 2x2 inch window in the middle. In this window the caseworkers 
entered the details of the appropriation. All the numbers had to go into this space: The 
price of the services, the exact time period for the payment, social security numbers of 
the child as well as the person receiving the salary, headings, as well as legal paragraphs 
and supplementary information in the case of state reimbursements or other 
particularities. Here there was no room for long words. Even “and” was abbreviated 
with “/”. By then, the account of costs was separated from any trace of the children’s 
needs. 

Assessing the accuracy of cost accounts (to the tunes of pop music) 

As the notice of an appropriation reached Marlene’s screen in the accounting depart-
ment, it was an account of costs, and Marlene could start the process of assessing its 
accuracy. She always made sure that there were no discrepancies between the estimated 
cost in the notice of the appropriation, the price in the contract, and the price in their 
database of suppliers. This process physically took place in office 1207, where the radio 
was always playing pop music. One time, as Marlene was struggling to work out why 
the estimated costs for a child protection service did not match the listed costs in the 
accounting database, Michael Jackson intoned on the radio: “Go on girl heheheee…” 
and Phil Collins obligingly followed up with “just give me one more night…”. Marlene, 
though, did not have one more night. Much to her own regret, she gave up on solving 
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the mystery of the discrepancy and simply adjusted the listed costs to match the 
estimated costs. The discrepancy was minimal, she told me: It was more of a matter of 
principle than a problem in the accounting procedures. She also checked to see, if costs 
were assigned to the correct legal paragraphs. When she found discrepancies or 
mistakes, she sent an e-mail to the caseworker, asking her or him to correct the mistake. 
When she considered the cost accounts to be accurate, she copied them into the 
accounting database and allocated them to a specific line item. In doing so, the costs 
entered the spreadsheets of the economic consultant, Leyla, and awaited estimation as 
a future expenditure.  

The music made my work of talking, observing and writing more complicated, but the 
accountants told me that it helped them work. Mostly Jane, who was in charge of 
paying the bills, said she needed the music to get the work done. She explained to me 
that it helped keep her in a good mood. Marlene also assured me that the radio was 
essential to her work. It seemed I was the only one troubled by the music. In time, 
though, I learned to appreciate it, and I found myself dropping by their office, enjoying 
the pop music as a break from the seriousness of the child protection work. As I did 
so, I started noticing how it supplemented the mundane, detail-oriented and repetitive 
tasks of paying bills and allocating costs.  

With the appropriations in the database, Marlene’s colleague Jane could make the 
payment to the suppliers of services. When doing so she compared the price on the 
invoice with the costs in the accounting database. In cases of discrepancies of more 
than 5 % or DKK 5000, she had to stall the payment. Correspondingly, if the 
caseworker had not made the appropriation, Jane could not make the payment. If an 
appropriation was missing, she entered the information from the invoice on a list of 
“invoices without appropriations” and informed the caseworker in charge of the 
mentioned service that she was waiting for the appropriation. Jane humorously, but 
with a grain of seriousness, called this list “the black list”. Because, as she explained to 
me, it was a list with the names of caseworkers who prevented her from doing her job. 
As she clicked her way back and forth between accounting systems, emails, invoices 
and spreadsheets, she looked at me with raised eyebrows and said: “This is why I need 
some music”. When “the black list” got too long, she emailed it to a manager, who 
then personally asked the caseworkers to make their appropriations. Only after Marlene 
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had received the appropriation, approved it and coloured its row in “the black list” 
green, would Jane pay the bill and finally delete the row from the list.  

Improving the accuracy of costs accounts 

The next step in connecting the accounts of needs and the accounts of costs took place 
on the screen of the economic consultant, Leyla. With the appropriations in the 
accounting database, she could upload the numbers into the budget, see how much 
was spent, and compare it with the estimated expenditure. She did this every quarter, a 
few weeks before the quarterly report was due. As I sat down with her one day in 
October, she showed me how it was done: She opened up a spreadsheet (one of many) 
with “activity numbers” on all the types of services the caseworkers could grant. She 
pointed with the cursor to the number of placements in 2016, and showed me that it 
was lower than in 2016. “In august it was 75, and I knew it was supposed to be about 
100,” she said. Next she clicked on the update icon, paused for a moment, and the 
numbers changed. The number of placements had changed to 95. Still not satisfied 
with the number, she said: “Compared to what I have heard from them [the managers 
of the CPD], there should be more placements recorded in the system”. She decided 
to do some extra work to double check it. In a new spreadsheet, she made a list of 
recorded placements, including the ones with an expired appropriation, and asked one 
of the supervisors from the child protection department to go through them and add 
comments if there were changes.  

Trine, the supervisor who received this list, described the procedure of going through 
the list as a standard procedure that took place at least every third months. She looked 
down the list and said that she knew most of the placements by memory. She added 
information such as “this is to be extended”, “this one has ended”, “he moved home”, 
and so forth in the column for her comments. This, she explained, would give Leyla 
the most up to date information, until it was possible for the caseworkers to make their 
appropriations and for Marlene to assess their accuracy and enter them into the 
accounting database. In this sense, the list temporarily replaced the appropriations by 
bringing the adjusted costs directly to Leyla. It provided a temporary separation of 
needs and costs, which gave Layla the opportunity to manually, “by hand”, add and 
subtract changes in the cost allocations in due time for the quarterly report. This 
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worked as a quick fix. However, without visible traces and a detailed assessment of the 
accuracy Layla found it difficult to trust the numbers.  

Throughout October and November, Leyla became increasingly concerned about the 
accuracy of the accounting numbers. As the end of the year approached, the 
accountants found the flow of incoming invoices without appropriations endless. “The 
black list” of December 17th testified to 168 invoices waiting for appropriations. When 
I talked to Marlene and her colleague in January 2017, the feeling of despair from not 
being able to dispatch the appropriations was still in the office. They complained to me 
that a manager had warned them to put more pressure on the caseworkers, because 
they were already under so much pressure that “they were almost crying”. “But”, 
Marlene’s colleague confessed, “we were crying on that Friday afternoon when the 
invoices did not stop coming in. All the caseworkers were gone for a two-day- 
seminar”. The accountants told me that a supervisor had made “administrative 
approvals” of all the appropriations without knowing whether they were correct or not. 
They had to, because the suppliers were waiting for their money and the annual report 
was due.  

A failed attempt to re-connect accounts of needs and accounts of costs  

With the money from 168 appropriations still ‘flying around’, Leyla’s concern about 
the inaccuracy of the cost estimations turned out to be there for a reason. In the child 
protection department, though, they seemed to be caught by surprise, as the annual 
report stated that they – for the first time in 8 years – had overspent their budget. The 
head of the department broke the news to the caseworkers at a department meeting in 
January 2017. She emphasized that there could be many explanations for the 
discrepancy. Only one thing was certain at that point: If the appropriations had been 
more accurate and timely, then they could have better adjusted their choices and 
delimitations of services along the way. “Even five hours here and five hours there 
make a difference [to the overall costs]”, she said and continued:  

I have to be sure that you are aware that, even though ‘appropriations’ 
sounds like the world’s most boring thing, it has an indirect influence on 
how we help children and young people in our municipality. It is super 
important. (…) If you tell me you have to choose, as in “should I react in 
this acute case or should I make the appropriations?”, then, of course, you 
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have to take the acute case. But it is still connected. (recording of department 
meeting) 

During her speech the caseworkers paid careful attention. Only a few raised critical 
questions, stressing that they could justify every decision they had made, despite what 
the annual report stated. The head of department added: “We know that, but they want 
us to have the awareness that things are connected”. Even though she did not specify 
“they”, it was clear that ‘they’ referred to the accounting department. In this sense, she 
said that the accounting department was as involved in helping children as they 
themselves were. This is why it was not enough that each caseworker and his or her 
supervisor “knew” how needs and costs were connected, the connections had to be 
know-able to others. They had to be accounted for and the accounts had to be durable, 
if they were to last the strenuous travel from the child protection department to the 
accounting department and back again. The methods of entering costs “by hand” and 
making “administrative approvals” could provide a short cut in procedures, but they 
also made the accounts weak, because they did not provide accuracy. Nonetheless, they 
made it possible to make a yearly report that accounted for an overspent budget.  

This is how the story ends: With an overspent budget. The overspending of the budget, 
however, was not caused by caseworkers who did not take costs into account in their 
decision-making. Rather it was caused by a failed attempt at making connections 
between costs and needs durable by meticulously separating them in a way that made 
it possible to re-connecting accounts of costs and needs at a later time. Although the 
attempt failed, the sequence of events revealed a collaborative, socio-material and 
strenuous effort of shaping, separating and re-connecting accounts of needs and costs. 

Concluding discussion  

I could have told this story as a story about how social workers resist demands to take 
costs into account and continuously overspent their budgets. Or as a story about 
unreasonable managerial demands for cost control. However, by staying attuned to the 
practices of accounting, I saw something else. I saw two distinct practices that shaped 
accounts in very distinct manners, and I saw accountants as well as caseworkers do the 
best they could to make the connection account-able in various ways. This work was 
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mundane and strenuous at the same time. The accountants needed their pop music to 
support their detail-oriented tasks and the caseworkers “were almost crying” as they 
worked against time. Nonetheless, accountants as well as caseworkers continuously 
tried to account for the connections between costs and needs, because – this is my 
proposition – that was how they could produce more space for discretion. Accounta-
bility, then, is not an abstract effort to meet either budget targets or individual needs 
as it has often been suggested (cf. Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Brodkin, 2011; Kraus & 
Lindholm, 2010). Rather, accountability is a practical process of constantly working to 
make various connections between costs and needs account-able by continuously 
connecting, separating and re-connecting them in aggregate forms.  

I have studied the work of connecting as the instances where accounts of costs and 
accounts of needs intersect by being present at the same time and place. Inspired by 
Law (1996), I approached the work of connecting accounts of costs and accounts of 
needs as ongoing and decentred. Most importantly, this revealed that the process of 
connecting also involved separation, because it was difficult to fit the various shapes 
of accounts into one format that fully embodied them. ANT scholars (Latour 1999, 
Mol 2002) often use the notions of translation or manipulation rather than separation, 
because they want to indicate that actions are transformed into something else in the 
process of inscribing them into forms and datasets etc. In the present story, for 
instance, the decisions started out as a being about a child’s need for security and ended 
up as a budgetary problem. Although, I view the process of shaping and connecting 
accounts in a similar vein, I have chosen to use the notion of separation, because it 
emphasises that a distance between needs and costs are constructed as a means to re-
connect them at a later time. However, the connections were not of much use, when 
they were not visible to others than those who made them. So, the connection between 
accounts of costs and accounts of needs were made durable by shaping them into a 
format that made the connection itself account-able. This was a fragile and ongoing 
process of connecting, separating and re-connecting; of moving costs back and forth 
between individual decisions, the accounting department and back to the child 
protection department in the form of aggregate numbers of allocated services. 
Accordingly, durability is only achieved when the process of shaping and connecting 
accounts of costs and needs is successful. In this story it was not. 



94 
 

So, the point is that costs have to be meticulously separated from needs if they are to 
be reconnected in accounts of how costs have been spent. The more traces this process 
leaves behind in terms of appropriations, notices, costs assessments, accounting 
databases, emails and lists the more visible are the connections between costs of 
services and needs of children. This is because several people have assessed the 
connections, in several systems and in several different ways. The supervisor, for 
instance, approves the connection between the needs of the child and the choice and 
delimitation of service. During the assessment of the appropriation of costs, the 
connection is between the child’s social security number and the costs of service 
provision. In the budget, the connection is between the costs and the amount of 
services. In this sense the visible traces of costs is what the economic consultant is 
missing, as she talks about “money flying around”. The biggest problem with having 
money fly around is that it takes longer for the cost estimations to return to the child 
protection department in aggregate amounts. This makes it difficult for the head of 
department and the supervisors to react on the aggregate spending in a discretionary 
manner, where decisions are adjusted individually.  

Therefore, the crucial point of accountability is connecting what would otherwise 
remain separate. Even though this process mostly resembled a separation of accounts 
of costs and accounts of needs, it was only durable when the traces were visible, 
because this is what allowed for costs and needs to be re-connected. In this regard, 
accountability is achieved when partial versions of – and distinct ways of accounting 
for – child protection work are (re-)connected. This means that the boundaries 
between different kinds of accountability – such as managerial, financial or professional 
accountability – are blurred in the practical work of shaping and connecting accounts. 
This makes it difficult to be accountable to the one or the other type of accountability. 
Being accountable to multiple forms of accountability then, is a practical matter of 
continuously making decisions account-able in multiple ways. 

Most importantly, the story of the unexpected budget discrepancy reveals that a loss 
of accuracy also means a loss of discretionary decision-making. By now, the critical 
scholar will probably be thinking that this supports the argument that technical 
methods for creating accuracy are taking over. I do not deny that this is possible. 
However, the present story reveals that if this is the case, then it is the effect of the 
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missing connections between the two kinds of accounts. It is not because the 
accounting department has an expectation that accurate numbers give a full 
understanding of the performance of the child protection department (cf. Brodkin 
2008, p. 332). Rather the ability to see a problem allows for the possibility of making 
discretionary decisions about cost allocations. To this end, the story conveyed in this 
paper reveals that accountability is neither an abstract quest, an unreachable illusion, 
nor a logic that somehow conspires with managers and accountants to make a machine 
out of social work and other public service areas.  
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Article 2: Making professional decisions good: Producing, 
maintaining and avoiding hybridity in child protection work 

This paper is the result of joined work between myself and a former PhD Colleague, 
Amalie Martinus Hauge. We began working on the paper in the fall of 2016, because 
we wanted to combine Amalie’s insights into how valuation practices could be analysed 
with my empirical material and theoretical insights into debates regarding hybridisation 
between accounting and caring. The paper was presented at the 33rd EGOS 
Colloquium 2017, in the track on The politics of Valuation, which was organized by 
Fabian Munieasa, Claes-Frederik Helgesson and Monika Krause. After the conference 
we edited the paper and submitted it to a special issue on Accounting and 
Accountability changes in Knowledge Intensive Public Organisations in Accounting, 
Auditing & Accountability Journal. This was the call that made us take the turn towards 
elaborating on the practical work of hybridising. The paper was reviewed and rejected. 
We then used the very constructive comments from the reviewers to develop the paper 
into its present version. This version was presented and well received at the Emerging 
Scholars Colloquium at the Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Accounting Conference 
in July 2018. Our plan is to further develop the paper into a version that can be 
submitted to the Journal of Accounting, Organizations and Society. This entails being 
more specific in regards to how the paper theoretically contribute to the broader field 
of management accounting as a practice.   
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Abstract 

Since the introduction of New Public Management in the 1990’s it has been debated 
how, under which circumstances, and with which effects, accounting practices impinge 
on health and social care practices in the public sector. Within the field of public sector 
accounting research, recent studies have argued that accounting tools and techniques 
are so deeply engrained in professional decision-making that accounting and 
professionalism have developed into hybrids. Nonetheless, little is known about how 
hybridity is practically made possible in settings where multiple and conflicting criteria 
for decision-making exist. In this paper we analyse how professional decisions are 
enacted in five different registers of valuing when decisions are good. We develop the 
notion of sequencing as a means to describe the continuous, practical efforts of 
producing, maintaining and avoiding hybridity in the decision-making processes of a 
public Danish child protection agency. 
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Introduction 

In the attempt to  make professional decisions better, more accurate, efficient and 
measurable, health- and social care organisations have increasingly integrated account-
ing tools and practices into their work (Abernethy et al., 2007; Kurunmäki, 2009; 
Llewellyn, 1998a; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005; Miller & Rose, 1990; Sjögren & 
Fernler, n.d.). This is not least a consequence of the New Public Management reforms 
characterising the end of the 20th century (Hood, 1991). With New Public Manage-
ment an agenda was set for public organisations to prove their ability to return value 
for money spent. Now there are multiple systems for measuring the extent to which 
an intervention returns value to a patient or client, and they do not necessarily corre-
spond to systems for measuring the economic value of the same intervention. As they 
strive to make good decisions, social and healthcare professionals navigate on a daily 
basis not only the economic considerations and the needs of clients and patients but 
also a broad range of other criteria, tools and techniques for measuring the ‘goodness’ 
of their decisions. Accordingly, there is not only one kind of good professional 
decision-making but many. In this paper we ask how ‘good decisions’ are practically 
achieved. 

From recent studies in the field of public sector accounting research (PSAR) we know 
that it is possible for multiple and conflicting values to be taken into account in 
professional decision-making (Frandsen, 2010; Pettersen, 2015; Kurunmaki, 2004; 
Sjögren & Fernler, n.d.). In her study of the Finnish medical profession Kurunmäki 
(1999; 2004) for instance, argues that pricing and budgeting skills are integrated into 
clinical decision-making processes to a degree that makes the profession “a hybrid”. In 
a similar vein, other scholars have found hybridisation between accounting and caring 
values to be an outcome of developments over time (Kraus & Lindholm, 2010; 
Llewellyn, 1998a; Nyland & Pettersen, 2015; Wiesel & Modell, 2014), of particular units 
of work (Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Kraus, 2012; Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; Rautiainen 
& Jӓrvenpӓӓ, 2012), or the design of measures and calculations (Llewellyn and 
Northcott, 2005; Pettersen, 2015). Although some authors argue to have found 
separation rather than hybridisation (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013; Jacobs, 2005; Kastberg & 
Siverbo, 2016; Kurunmaki et al., 2003) it remains uncontested that accounting tools 
and techniques are a part of professional decision-making in some way or the other 
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(Abernethy et al., 2007; Helden, 2005). However, little is known about how it is 
practically possible to make decisions ‘good’, when there are multiple and even 
conflicting criteria for goodness.  

In this paper, we extend the PSAR investigations of the co-presence of “accounting” 
and “caring” values, by investigating hybridisation from within. Rather than asking 
which form hybrids take on, or whether hybridisation is possible or not, we ask how 
hybridity is enacted in the processes of professional decision-making. We suggest that 
hybridity is continuously produced, maintained and avoided. In order to unfold this 
argument we mobilize the insight from valuation studies that the co-presence of 
multiple and conflicting values is an achievement of practical, organising processes 
(Dussage, Helgesson, et al. 2015; Heuts & Mol 2013). The paper is based on ethno-
graphic field work, studying the practices involved in the decision-making processes in 
the child protection department of a Danish local government. We develop the notion 
of ‘sequencing’ as a means to account for the ordering processes that allow for five 
different, and at times conflicting, registers of ‘good decisions’ to be present at the 
same time, right next to, yet separate from, each other. In this way, the notion of 
sequencing contributes to ongoing debates in PSAR regarding the hybridisation of 
management accounting and caring practices (Miller et al. 2008, p. 952; Nyland & 
Pettersen 2015, p. 102; Kurunmaki 2004) by suggesting that hybridity is achieved by 
both connecting and separating the various practices at play.   

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: First we review PSAR about how 
hybrids between accounting practices and professional decision-making is practically 
achieved in the areas of public sector social and healthcare work. We then present our 
theoretical approach and follow up with a section on the methodological consider-
ations involved in the design, undertaking and analysis of the ethnographic material. In 
the subsequent empirical account we draw out five registers of making decisions good 
as we present the empirical material. In the last part of the empirical account we 
develop the notion of sequencing. Finally, we discuss how the notion of sequencing 
contributes to PSAR regarding hybridity in social and healthcare work and we conclude 
with practical implications. 
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Hybrids between accounting practices and professional decision-
making 

Within PSAR the roles of accounting tools and techniques in professional decision-
making has been investigated and debated for a long time (Abernethy et al., 2007; 
Abernethy & Stoelwinder, 1995; Arnaboldi, Lapsley, & Steccolini, 2015; Jönsson & 
Solli, 1993; Kurunmaki et al., 2003; Laughlin, 1996; Llewellyn, 1998a; Miller & Power, 
2013). In 2004, Kurunmaki coined the amalgamation between accounting activities 
such as budgeting and pricing with clinical decision-making as a process of 
hybridisation. The notion of ‘hybrid’ is borrowed from the natural sciences, and 
emphasizes the unification of two or more elements normally found separately (Miller 
et al, 2008). As an empirical phenomena, the studies of hybridity then, are concerned 
with the intermingling of accounting practices in a broad variety of domains, (Miller, 
Kurunmäki, & O’Leary, 2010) and they employ a broad variety of theoretical 
approaches (cf. Thomasson 2009; Hayne & Free 2014; Miller et al. 2008; Busco et al. 
2017; Pettersen & Solstad 2014). Rather than sketching out what is argued about the 
daily work of constituting hybridity in this variety of settings and approaches, we sketch 
out the main theoretical approaches and the assumptions that underpin their arguments 
(cf. Locke and Golden-Biddle, 1997). 

There are two main theoretical approaches within PSAR on how the professional 
criteria for decision-making come to be hybridised with accounting tools and 
techniques: A Foucauldian approach and a New Institutional Theory approach. In the 
Foucauldian approach, hybridisations are often studied as subtle transformations of 
power relations instigated by the mediating force of calculative instruments, as they 
selectively make measurable and calculable units visual and governable (Kurunmäki & 
Miller, 2006; Miller, 2001; Miller & Rose, 1990). In this way, it is often assumed that 
there to begin with was a more pure practice, which is transformed into a new shape 
or way of working (Miller et al., 2008). This makes it difficult to question how it is 
practically possible to combine multiple and conflicting criteria and practices, without 
pointing to the hybrid being transformed from a previous, and purer, version. This is 
one of the reasons why ‘hybridisation’ has become a contested theoretical term, where 
debates pivot around whether distinct practices develops into co-existing ones 
(Kurunmaki 1999; Kurunmäki 2004) or not (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013; Jacobs, 2005; 
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Kastberg & Siverbo, 2016). Accordingly, in the Foucauldian approach it is assumed 
that hybrids take on a more or less stable shape, and that this shape ceases to exist if 
hybridisation is resisted.  

The tendency to suggest that hybridity either happens or not is also reflected in similar 
studies of the relationship between accounting and professional decision-making that 
don’t explicitly draw on hybridity as a metaphor for the investigated phenomena. One 
group of studies tells a story of professionals that attune to the new ideals of measurable 
knowledge without being aware that while doing so they throw away what was once a 
pure professionalism with clearly delineated values and ethics (Bracci & Llewellyn, 
2012; Kraus, 2012; Kurunmäki & Miller, 2006; Lapsley, 2008; Llewellyn, 1998a; 
Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005). The other group of studies tells a story of professionals 
that resist accounting induced values due to their strong professional identities, values 
and ethics (Abernethy & Stoelwinder, 1995; Laughlin, 1996; Nyland & Pettersen, 2004). 
Although these studies unfold important insights into the transformations of public 
sector health and social care practices and into society at large, they also bear the risk 
of reproducing a dichotomous relationship between accounting and ‘caring’. 

The question of how multiple and conflicting values co-occur has been taken up in 
recent studies informed by New Institutional Theory (Pettersen, 2015; Lounsbury, 
2008; Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; Polzer et al., 2016; Rautiainen & Jӓrvenpӓӓ, 2012). 
Lounsbury (2008) suggests making a move towards studying practice variances as a 
means to investigate how multiple logics guide decision-making. This has been taken 
up in several studies illustrating how multiple logics are combined in a variety of ways 
that make it possible for action to endure despite the inherent contradictions charac-
terising hybrid public organisations (Pettersen, 2015; Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; Polzer 
et al., 2016; Rautiainen & Jӓrvenpӓӓ, 2012). Whereas these studies accept hybridity as 
a condition for public organisations, a recent paper by a group of well-known scholars 
within New Institutional Scholars (Polzer et al., 2016) aims to conceptually differentiate 
between “types of hybridity” by analysing patterns of co-occurring logics. In their 
paper on the reformation of a public financial and management system Polzer et al. 
(2016) specifically argue that the layering of logics creates hybrids consisting of 
elements that are “added on top of, or alongside, each other” (p. 87) as opposed to the 
blending of logics which creates a new amalgam. Although this finding adds to the 
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Foucault-inspired studies by arguing that hybridity involves the systematic ability to 
combine and separate logics, it also assumes that practice variance can be pinned down 
by means of analysing responses to conflicting logics. To this end, the different types 
of hybridity are assumed to be abstract end points, and the actual actors who connect, 
replace, combine, segment and layer the logics are less questioned.  

In this paper, we elaborate on the ideas that hybridity is a process of transformation 
that involves practical and systematic efforts of coordination, such as combining and 
separating multiple and conflicting values. We suggest moving away from the 
assumption that values determine action, and approach values as enacted in practices 
instead.  

Several accounting studies have been inspired by this approach (Ahrens & Chapman, 
2007; Andon, Baxter, & Chua, 2007; Boedker & Chua, 2013; A.-C. Frandsen, 2009; 
Quattrone, 2004). Andon et al.(2007) for instance argue that the fabrication of 
measures is an ongoing struggle in which it is impossible to pin down values, since the 
objects of measurement are impossible to stabilize. What is deemed important to 
measure – whether it is, for instance, “commercial viability” or “awareness of informa-
tion” – changes continuously as the metrics for measurement are worked on in 
different practices. In this way, they illustrate that what is ‘good’ is constructed in the 
process of making the goodness measurable. Values are not just there. In this line of 
thinking, the relationship between values and measurement practices is reversed or 
even collapsed (Latour & Woolgar, 1986). Recently this insight has been picked up by 
the field of valuation studies (Dussage, Helgesson, & Lee, 2015a; Helgesson & 
Muniesa, 2013; Kornberger et al., 2015). Here it is argued that it is by investigating the 
practices of making things valuable that we can learn how, and what, things come to 
matter as important. A key argument of the present paper is that this approach helps 
us investigate what it practically means to be hybrid and do hybrid work. Because if a 
multiplicity of values are continuously produced, what we need to ask, then, is how 
they are practically and continuously connected and separated. By viewing valuation as 
a practice, we can answer just that.  

Accordingly, in this paper, we do not aim to unfold hybridity as a new, more or less 
stable, entity resulting from a process of hybridisation (Kurunmaki, 2004; Miller et al., 
2008) or as different constellations of multiple and conflicting logics (Nyland & 
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Pettersen, 2015; Polzer et al., 2016). Rather we approach hybridity as an ongoing and 
continuously changing achievement of practical work. To this end, the aim of the paper 
is to analyse the practical activities and coordinating efforts that make it possible to 
produce, maintain and sometimes avoid hybridity. In this vein, our main research 
question is: How is it possible to make ‘good decisions’14, when there are several 
registers of valuing when decisions are good. 

Theoretical approach 

We draw on Heut’s and Mol’s (2013) study of different ways of valuing “good 
tomatoes”. The question of what a good tomato is might seem banal, but it is not. In 
their qualitative study, they show how multiple versions of good tomatoes are enacted 
as they move across different practices of production, transporting, buying, selling and 
eating. In each practice, a number of “registers of valuing” are drawn in as measures of 
how to make tomatoes good. The registers are not tied to a practice, though, and they 
do not measure the traits of tomatoes based on pre-existing scales of sugar amount, 
colour and size etc.. Rather, the registers indicate that the activities of making tomatoes 
good share a relevance in regards to how they aim to make the tomatoes good – or at 
least better. One such shared relevance is that of “handling tomatoes”. In each of the 
practices, particular activities are put in place in order to make sure that tomatoes are 
handled in the best possible way for that particular practice. In this way, the registers 
characterise activities that share a relevance in relation to what is rendered as 
appropriate means for valuing.  

As suggested by Heuts and Mol (2013), we use the notion of ‘registers’ to indicate that 
the activities involved in the decision-making share some kind of relevance concerning 
how they aim to make decisions better. By drawing out these relevancies from our 
ethnographic material we can analyse the differences between the practices of valuing 
when decisions are good. However, Heuts and Mol (2013) warn us: “what is or isn’t 

                                           
14 When writing about ‘good decisions’ we are not aiming to make an ethical and normative judgment 
on whether professional decisions are good or bad. Rather we view a ‘good decision’ to be the goal 
of any professional decision-making. As a term then, ‘good’ encompasses all the vast activities, 
demands and expectations involved in achieving the best possible decision. 
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good in relation to this relevance may differ from one situation to another” (p. 129). 
This means that what might be valued as important for a decision in one situation 
might be valued as bad in another situation. So, just like different versions of good 
tomatoes are produced in the valuing practices of tomato production, so good, 
professional decisions are enacted differently in the practices of child protection work. 
This is an important point. Accountants, caseworkers, managers, supervisors, parents, 
and all the other ‘experts’ of child protection work, do not change their perspective on 
decisions, but they continuously do different things with the decisions. Just as Heuts 
and Mol (2013) argue in their tomato case, we argue that “the good decision” is enacted 
as five different objects of valuation as ‘it’ moves from practice to practice. This is why 
we suggest analysing the practical efforts of connecting and separating the multiple 
kinds of good decisions. 

In line with Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016) we view decision-making as “both an end 
to the negotiation of aspects and concerns to be reflected in the decision and a 
beginning of a series of future decisions” (p. 23). This means that decisions do never 
have just one endpoint, but many. And that just as these points are endings, so they are 
also the beginning of new decisions and new adjustments. Here is one of the reasons 
why traits such as linearity, a good price, a coherent description of needs etc. do not by 
themselves express when decisions are good. Since they represent a single instance, 
time and place of the decision, they fail to capture all the work that goes into adjusting 
decisions. Rather, decisions are continuously improved by talking, writing, observing, 
calculating, driving, planning, feeling, appropriating, registering and much more (Heuts 
and Mol 2013 p. 141). This means that decisions do not only draw in past, presents 
and futures, they also draw in different places. In this view, it is useful to approach 
decisions as being involved in, as well as being constituted by socio-material networks 
(Mouritsen, Mahama, & Chua, 2010). Points where decisions end and begin then, are 
moments of stabilization, which make it possible to proceed by unfolding the future 
courses of action.  

In our analysis we use these moments of stabilisation to foreground instances where 
multiple kinds of decisions are connected and shortly thereafter separated in ongoing 
processes. We develop the notion of sequencing as a means to describe this particular 
way of continuously connecting and separating, which makes it possible to maintain 
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multiple and conflicting kinds of decisions while avoiding clashes. Sequencing 
resembles what Cyert and March (1963) have described as the delegation of decision 
tasks into subunits of an organisation and the process of sequentially attending to 
conflicting organisational goals. However, in our case, sequencing does not refer to a 
choice made by the person faced with a clash of conflicting registers. Rather it is an 
ongoing process of connecting and separating activities temporally as well as spatially. 
In this way, the separation taking place through sequencing is never complete and never 
stabilized. 

Empirical setting and methodological considerations 

The paper is based on an ethnographic fieldwork study of how accounting practices 
and professional decision-making relate to each other in child protection work in 
Denmark. Since 2007 Danish child protection work has been organised in a purchaser-
provider relationship (Local Governements Denmark, 2006; Siverbo, 2004). The 
purchase of services is statutory and follows legal rules provided by social legislation, 
general legislation about budgeting and accounting, as well as politically decided targets. 
The actual purchase of services resembles a market where private and public suppliers 
receive money for their caring and curative services such as family therapy, 24-hour 
placements and psychological assessments. Before deciding which services to buy, 
statutory child protection workers determine whether or not the problems of families 
and children are ‘social’ in the sense of being incompatible with the accepted “norms 
and values of the majority of people” (Rubington & Weinberg, 1995, p. 4). When 
problems are rendered ‘social’, the needs of the children are assessed and decisions are 
made about the future courses of action.  

Even though an intervention aims to improve the situation of the child, it is never 
guaranteed that it does not harm the child more than it helps. While a harmed life is a 
catastrophe for the child and family, it is also costly for the public sector. This makes 
decision-making a constantly ambiguous process in which notions of good decisions 
are contested by economic, political, legal as well as professional criteria. Numerous 
devices (spreadsheets, legal rules, information systems, guidelines, budgets etc.) hold 
the processes together by making decisions measurable in one or the other way, but a 
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key device in this kind of decision-making is the caseworker who is assigned to assess 
the problems of the children and to account for the process and the choices made 
along the way.  

The field work was undertaken in 2016 and 2017. Inspired by the symmetrical approach 
of Actor-Network Theory (Czarniawska, 2017b; Latour, 2005; Law, 2004; Mol, 2002) 
the ethnography was not constrained by organisational boundaries or groups of people, 
but by the movements of the decision-making processes and activities. Accordingly, 
the first author [IS] began her exploration in the child protection department of a 
Danish municipality and followed the decisions as they moved on to various locations 
and practices. As she received consent from private families15 to investigate the 
casework regarding their children, she followed the casework outside of the munici-
pality’s buildings to places where the children, families and the casework went. Through 
the course of one year she went to more than 30 locations including accounting 
departments, schools, suppliers and managers of child protection services. Other 
locations, in a broad sense, included car and ferry trips, visits to politicians, teachers 
and legal advisors, and the many different computer screens, meetings and documents. 
Not least, she visited the private homes of families. In total, it amounted to approxi-
mately 400 hours of observations, 23 planned, recorded and transcribed interviews, 
351 pages of computer-written field notes, 128 recordings lasting from a few minutes 
up to two hours and stacks of paper such as legal documents, case files and guidelines16.  

Data analysis 

Paying particular attention to what it is that practically made the various ways of valuing 
decisions differ from each other, IS made field notes on how, when, and where 
decisions came to be controversial and what was done to handle controversies 
(Dussage, Helgesson, & Lee, 2015b). This involved a broad range of activities: from 
the mundane work of making a correct entry in an accounting system to heated 
discussions about the lives of children. In this way, ‘a controversy’ was broadly under-
stood as any situation where different courses of action could be taken. When IS, for 

                                           
15 The collecting and processing of personal data was approved by the Danish Data Protection Agency 
16 It is difficult to visualize this data in a way that reflects both the movements, timing and output of 
such an ethnography. Nevertheless, there is an attempt to do so in appendix 1. 
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instance, observed an accountant, who could not make the entry from a caseworker 
match the predisposed entry in the accounting system, she made notes about it and 
asked: What is the matter? What are you going to do about it? Staying attuned to such 
controversies then, gave insights into what was deemed as relevant matters for the 
decisions as well as to what was done to improve the situation (Heuts and Mol 2013). 
The attunement to controversies was the backdrop of the first step of analysis, during 
which the field notes were organised according to 1) what was at stake when and where 
in the work of making decisions, and 2) what was done to handle controversies.   

In this first step of analysis we identified the work of scaling the various ‘relevancies’ 
as an activity that helped bring decisions to a conclusion. For instance, politically 
approved “service levels” were discussed by managers as guidelines to match the kinds 
of social problems with the kinds and limitations of interventions. However, as we 
analysed when and where scales were used, we found that the scales said more about 
how decisions were justified than how a particular matter came to count as relevant for 
particular decisions. Accordingly, in a second step of analysis we focused more specifi-
cally on individual decisions and organised the decisions according to how, when, and 
where something came to count as relevant. It was during this step of the analysis that 
the decision-making process regarding one family, whom we call the Jensen Family, 
proved to be able to tell the story of how multiple kinds of good decisions are enacted 
and coordinated. Although the decision only regarded one family the empirical material 
was rich (see appendix 2), it was spread out in time and space, and it entailed the shared 
relevancies we had already identified in the previous steps of analysis. It is important 
to mention that we do not analyse the decision-making regarding the Jensen Family as 
representative of all professional decisions regarding child protection. We draw on the 
story of the Jensen Family as a means to present the various practices involved in 
making decisions good. In this way it is possible to convey that there is not one but 
multiple decisions at work, when professionals reach decisions about allocating 
resources to individuals.  

In a last step of analysis then, we wrote up what happened, who and what was involved, 
as well as what was at stake in each step of the process of assessing and evaluating the 
decision regarding the two children of the Jensen Family. This was done in a similar 
vein to what  Czarniawska suggests in writing up “the annals” of a process (Czarniaw-
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ska, 2004a). Then we clustered the activities together according to how they aimed at 
making the decision better. A key take in this analytical work was to not only emphasize 
what was good about the decision but also what was good for the decision (Heuts & 
Mol, 2013, p. 130). We ended up with five registers of valuing when decisions are good: 
The registers of causes, rights, needs, costs and time. These registers are not clearly 
delineated, nor did they spring up automatically from the empirical material. After 
having tried out different ways of categorising the activities though, we settled on these 
five categories that best reflected the differences in the ways activities made decisions 
better.  

Lastly we analysed how the five kinds of good decisions were connected and separated 
in the days leading up to and following the pivotal decision to grant the Jensen children 
an out of home placement. We did that by mapping every single activity according to 
the register it was part of, the chronological order of the activity, and the place of the 
activity. We delimited the time period to the 20 days it took from initiating the contact 
with a supplier of placement services, to circulating the contractual agreement, to 
buying the placement service from the particular supplier. As we had mapped out the 
decision process, we could suddenly see how the different activities involved in making 
decisions good weaved in and out of each other. It made us consider hybridity not as 
a form but rather as a continuously changing process. We were particularly surprised 
to see how much work went into separating the five kinds of decision-making, because 
we had learned from studies of hybridity that separation meant that there was no hybrid 
(Fischer & Ferlie, 2013; Jacobs, 2005; Kastberg & Siverbo, 2016; Kurunmäki, 2004; 
Miller et al., 2008; Thomson, Grubnic, & Georgakopoulos, 2014; Wiesel & Modell, 
2014). We found this to be a particular way of separating, in which separation was done 
in a way that made it possible to re-connect. Separation was never stabilized. Also 
separation happened both in time and space and sometimes this is what made it 
possible to maintain conflicting kinds of good decisions and finally bring them back 
together at another time and place. We developed the notion of sequencing as a means 
to capture this continuous process of connecting, separating and maintaining. 

  



109 

Five registers of valuing when decisions are good 

The analysis pivots around the Jensen Family and their caseworker Marc. First we give 
a brief description of what is at stake in the Jensen Family. Then we present the 
practices of making decisions good as we sort out how they relate to five different 
registers of when decisions are good. It is important to mention that the chronology 
of the registers do not follow an existing order. Rather the presentation of the five 
registers are ordered in a way that makes it possible to both tell the story of the Jensen 
Family as well as describe the practices of making decisions good. After presenting the 
registers we develop the notion of sequencing through an analysis of the activities 
leading up to and following a pivotal moment of stabilisation: The decision to place 
the Jensen children in an institution. 

What is at stake in the Jensen Family? 

In April 2016 the first author (IS) meets up with caseworker Marc in the child 
protection department of a Danish municipality for the first time. She is going to 
observe two meetings, one with each of the Jensen parents, whose two children are 
receiving social support from the child protection department. As they return to Marc’s 
desk, they talk about how Marc is going to write up the minutes, and Marc says: “When 
I have had a conversation with those two [parents], I am always totally [shakes his 
head]…I sit for ten minutes and think: ‘What is happening? What is right? What is 
wrong?’” he says. Before he can even write up the minutes he has to take a moment to 
clear his head. So, what is at stake in the Jensen Family since it is so difficult to know 
right from wrong? 

The Jensen’s is a family of four: two divorced parents and two children. Julian is 12 
years old and Sofia is 8 years old. Both children have records in the child protection 
department that go back to when they were in day care. In the records and 
conversations they are described as children with concerning behaviour: Julian is 
described as being violent and having a lack of emotional repertoire, and he is 
diagnosed with some mental issues which will remain unnamed17. His mother recently 
admitted him to the psychiatric emergency room after he threatened to kill himself. 

17 Many details are left out for the sake of keeping the family anonymous and for the sake of being able to 
bring about a coherent and relevant analysis of the countless stakes at play in decisions like this.  
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Sofia is described as “crawling the walls” and not developing in line with her age group. 
Reaching out to the child protection department, the parents claim, has not helped the 
children get any better. Over the years, the Jensen’s have participated in several 
interventions aimed at improving the family’s communication and changing its internal 
dynamic. At the present point, the Jensen family is waiting to partake in a new round 
of family treatment. Sofia is receiving one-on-one support during the hours she spends 
at school. And Julian has been granted a professional contact person that he can talk 
to whenever he wants. However, their development appears to be worsening, and Marc 
and his supervisor are considering their next move.    

Since the divorce five years ago, the parents have insisted on not being in the same 
room with each other. Whenever Marc talks to either of them, they use the opportunity 
to tell him about the wrongs that the other parent has done. They both express that 
they love their children. They do activities with them such as painting, going on day- 
and weekend trips, playing computer games and going to football games. They make 
sure the children attend school, do their homework, eat well, wear clean clothes and 
attend the local scouts group. These children are neither poor, nor have they been 
victims of sexual or physical assault, or severe physical neglect. Nonetheless, they both 
suffer and behave in ways that are rendered problematic by their school teachers, by 
Marc, as well as the parents. But the parents and Marc have different theories about 
why the children behave the way they do. This takes us directly to the first register. 
Namely the register of causes. 

The register of causes 

In the first register of valuing, the decision is made into a theory about the relations 
between problems and causes. A crucial concern in this register has to do with evidence; 
about how to be sure that the arrow points in the right direction. In this register, 
decisions are made better by strengthening the evidence that supports the idea of what 
has caused the problems. To illustrate how this kind of work takes place, we pick up 
on the conversation where we left Marc shaking his head in confusion.  

During the next 15 minutes of our conversation, Marc talks about all the contradictions 
at play in the family. As he does so, he also tells IS what he believes to be the cause of 
the children’s problems. The parents are “dysfunctional”, “emotionally challenged” 
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and their conflict is “vulnerable and destructive” are some of the expressions he uses 
to explain the cause of the children’s problems. However, during the meetings with the 
parents it was clear that the parents contested both Marc’s and each other’s explana-
tions. For instance, Marc tells the mother that Sofia is relaxed when she is with her 
father. The mother’s answer to this observation is that Marc does not see that Sofia 
sits still because she is afraid of her father. Marc though, has a different impression: “A 
scared child does not respond by sitting and…those are other signs. Children can be 
completely stiff from fear, but that is not what I experience”. Establishing the causes 
of the problems involves a lot of talking, observing and testing. Testing whether the 
right cause is found can be done by comparing with other families, or, as Marc does in 
this case, drawing on his knowledge about children and anxiety.  

The parents also push certain causes. The mother claims, for example, that it is the 
father’s and child protection department’s neglect in taking their problems seriously 
that is the cause of the children’s current problems. The father, on the other hand, 
points towards the mother’s behaviour and quotes research on child development in 
support of his argument. Marc’s theory is that there is not one cause, but many. It is 
the combination of many incidents in the family and the duration of them that causes 
the children to react in an unhealthy way. The parents though, do not agree that they, 
as parents, are the cause of the children’s problems, which is why they have consented 
to let their parenting skills be tested. About two months after IS first started following 
the Jensen family, the preliminary results from the psychological assessment of their 
parenting skills came out. Having done a number of tests, interviews and observations, 
the psychologist is in no doubt: The parents are narcissistic and emotionally detached 
from their children to a degree that harms the children’s ability to develop mentally as 
they should. Marc uses these findings to strengthen his arguments about the cause of 
the children’s problem.  

With the preliminary results of the report as a final piece of evidence, Marc and his 
supervisor are no longer in doubt as to whether the parents are the cause of the 
children’s problems or not. They call in the managers of the department for a statutory 
decision meeting to discuss whether or not the child protection department should 
grant the children an out of home placement. During the meeting it does not take long 
for them to agree that the children need to be removed from the parents – even if the 
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parents do not consent. The parents are informed about the decision a few days later. 
As expected, they do not consent. This is problematic in the register of needs, which 
will unfold later. However, in the register of causes this is not problematic, because it 
only means that the opinion of the parents have less importance in the process of 
establishing the causes of problems.  

Two months later, the grounds for the decision to place the children in an institution 
without consent from the parents are tested in a court-like setting by a Child Protection 
Committee (CPC)18. For the meeting, Marc has prepared a report (which we will return 
to) with excerpts of information from teachers, psychologists, family members and 
professionals that sketch out the situations of Julian and Sofia. During a four hour long 
meeting, the CPC interviews each member of the Jensen family and hears their versions 
of the story. At the end of the meeting, the CPC agrees with Marc and his supervisors 
that the parents are the cause of the children’s problems. This means that the CPD has 
been granted the authority to protect the children by taking them away from their 
parents. The statutory decision to place the children in an institution for one year is 
written in a legal document, and filed together with the children’s case material. The 
work of establishing a cause for the problems has been approved, and the parents are 
no longer in a position to contest it.  

Register of rights  

Not surprisingly, there is also a register of rights. The register of rights has to do with 
handling the decision in a legally correct way. For instance, every time Marc receives a 
phone call or a text message from one of the parents, he makes a new entry in each of 
the children’s case files reporting the information to be circulated. There is a fine-
grained, yet fuzzy19, set of rules in this area of work, which makes even mundane 
actions such as a phone call complicated. If information is passed on to the wrong 
person at the wrong time, it can cause a breach in the legal rights of the citizen. This 
did indeed happen, as Marc during a meeting with the father mentioned the findings 
from the assessment of the parenting skills before it was formally sealed. This was 

                                           
18 It is statutory procedure that a CPC consisting of two elected lay persons (politicians), two experts 
and a judge make the final decision about compulsory out of home placements. 
19 See Leth-Svendsen (2016) for a layout of the “fuzzy” legal rules in Danish child protection work. 
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noticed by the father, who claimed it could not be used as legal evidence. The legal 
rules of procedure give the parents something to hold on to. These are their tools to 
fight back. Often when IS met up with Marc, either of the parents had filed a complaint 
regarding a statutory decision they did not agree with. It seemed that they fought back 
by using their right to do so. The father, for instance, responded with paragraphs and 
legal acts, as Marc and his supervisor tried to convince him of the positive prospects 
of placing the children in an institution. Accordingly, as a means to make the decision 
as good as possible, Marc did what he could to follow the rule of law.  

However, the rule of law is not clear cut. The local Political Committee for School and 
Social affairs, for instance, has set local standards for budgets and interventions based 
on the rules of the Social Service Act. This means that although decisions follow legal 
rules they do not necessarily live up to the local political standards. In an interview with 
the supervisor, after Julian and Sofia had moved into the Saturn institution, the 
supervisor, for instance, tells IS that she would have rather followed local standards 
and offered them to live in a foster family. In other situations, legal rules are embedded 
in software systems. Most particularly in the system supporting the filing work 
(DUBU20). This gives Marc some trouble as he is preparing the report about the 
children for the CPC: While filling out the boxes in the system, DUBU asks him to 
select a category for the decisive incident leading to the Child Protection Department 
recommending out of home placement without the consent of the parents. Frustrated 
that he cannot find any categories that match the situations of the Jensen children, he 
calls on colleagues in the open office space, asking what to do. A more experienced 
caseworker helps him out. They settle on one incident, although it does not quite match 
what Marc finds to be the reason for their recommendation. The social workers at the 
institution where Julian and Sofia eventually went to live, also apply legal rules. Here, 
to make sure that developments in the lives of the children are evaluated on a regular 
basis, mandatory reports are made and meetings set up. Finally, the register of rights is 
concerned with testing – not the cause – but the correctness of the procedures taken 
in the decision process. As it happened, the case of the Jensen Family was pulled out 
for a random control by the state auditors. They found “no mistakes” as Marc proudly 

                                           
20 DUBU stands for Digitalizing – Vulnerable Children and Youth. 
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said. So his meticulous efforts to follow legal procedures in his filing work made the 
decision into a ‘correct’ decision.  

Register of needs 

Perhaps the most intuitive register involved in child protection decision-making is that 
of needs. In this register decisions are made good by tending to the needs of the 
children. Needs, however, are even less clear-cut than rights: Needs can be few or 
many, more or less complicated, psychological or social etc. What are the needs of 
Julian and Sofia? Do they need better parents, or do they need therapy? Or both? In 
that case, which comes first? In order to find out what the needs of Julian and Sofia 
are, and to determine the extent of them, numerous methods are activated. Marc visits 
and interviews them in their homes, meetings with professionals from schools and 
institutions are undertaken, and screening methods aimed at their particular kinds of 
behaviour are used. While many of the multiple sub-tasks involved in the work of 
making this assessment are statutory, they are also highly political: The graver the 
assessment of the needs, the graver becomes the required intervention.  

In this register, truth, evidence, rules and rights are not dominant. Instead, Marc tells 
IS that he uses his own emotional reactions to the family to understand the needs of 
the children. This corresponds with what a social work teacher tells IS during an 
interview: She says that caseworkers have to “walk the road with the child and trust the 
emotions they feel”, while doing so. In another setting, the register of needs takes a 
different turn. As IS asks Marc’s supervisor why she contacted Saturn Institution in the 
first place, the supervisor explains that she knew from prior placements that they are 
very capable of working with the relationship between the parents and the children in 
a constructive manner. However, as Marc and his supervisor inform the Jensen parents 
about their recommendation to place Julian and Sofia in an institution, they talk about 
the childrens’ needs as being on the level of 8-9 on the “signs of safety scale”, where 
10 is acute to the extent that action to protect the children must be taken immediately 
(e.g., Edwards & Turnell, 1999). This, they argue, reflects that the children are in 
“extreme need of treatment”. IS asks the supervisor about these two versions of needs, 
and she calmly answers that the institution can meet both sets of needs. Then she adds, 
“well, we say “treatment needs”, because this is the word used in the Social Service 
Act”. In this register, it is good for decisions when needs are tended to in different 
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ways – by looking at them through scales and legal rights, by comparing them with 
other experiences, or by feeling them.  

Register of costs 

Throughout the decision process, IS does not hear many discussions about the costs 
of the placement. The supervisor explains that they do not have to discuss costs, 
because “we know what the Saturn Institution costs”. Nonetheless, the costs of servi-
ces are relevant to the valuing of a decision. In a good decision, the supervisor says, 
the “price is right”. What does that mean, IS asks her. The supervisor answers: “That 
the price of the placement is low compared to the price of other placements for 
children with similar needs”. The manager of Saturn Institution has the same 
impression. Although, to him, the comparison of prices reflects that the price is wrong: 
“I have to cut some corners to make ends meet” he tells IS and continues to explain 
that the price of his services is set by the municipality in charge of the institution. In 
order to follow up on this, IS talks to the accountant in charge of calculating the prices 
of the services at Saturn Institution. He shows her how he each year indexes the costs 
to inflation. He passes her on to a retired consultant, so she can asks him how the 
prerequisites of the costs had been originally calculated. IS manages to track down the 
consultant, but all he does is point to his head and say “it [the calculation] is all up 
here”. He explains that back in 2006 when all Danish child support institutions had to 
set new prices, the most important concern was to have stable numbers that could be 
passed on to external buyers such as Marc and his supervisor. The right price, then, is 
a stable price and it does not have much to do with the value of the intervention.  

While the actual price level was not a topic of controversy, the costs of the placement 
were constantly present in activities. Costs were assigned to accounts in the costing 
system and calculated to express the future expenses for the service. As the placement 
is initiated, the costs quickly start to multiply and turn into other things: After half a 
year, Julian’s file has 14 cost items concerning transportation, school, support for the 
parents, a travel to visit a dying uncle, psychological therapy, and more. It all adds up 
to about DKK 1.1 mill. (EUR 150.000) pr. child for the first year. Every time a decision 
is made to grant the Jensen children a service, Marc sends off a notice to the accounting 
department letting them know that a service has been granted. The accountant pastes 
the costs into the accounting system and allocates the costs to the right account. This 
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might sound like an easy task. It is not. The registration of costs is the cause of many 
controversies due to the meticulous work involved in making accurate estimations and 
accounts of costs. At one point, for instance, when Julian and Sofia have been placed 
for some months, the accountant asks Marc to make separate entries for each of the 
granted supervision hours the parents have been granted. This means that he has to 
make four entries instead of two every time something related to the parents is granted. 
Even though he accepts doing so, the accuracy of the cost accounts is not guaranteed. 
Case in point: At the end of the year, for some mysterious reason, the cost of the 
placement was suddenly registered to be DKK 1 pr. month instead of DKK 65.000. 
Marc and the accountant suspect that the mystery was caused by DUBU. They do not 
do more to resolve it. Because, as the accountant explains, she manually pastes the 
costs of the services into the accounting department’s own accounting system so that 
Saturn Institution gets their money, despite of whatever mysteries DUBU might cause. 
This incident foregrounds the importance of making decisions movable. By making 
stable and transferable cost accounts it is easier for the decision to move from place to 
place. 

Register of time 

The register of time is the fifth and last register. Time is not only a quality that can be 
attached to the decision: Is the timing of the decision and the intervention right? 
Timing is also about placing the decision in time: “The children should have been 
placed a long time ago,” say the professionals and the members of the CPC. Marc tells 
IS how the previous caseworkers did not spend enough time with the family. And the 
mother explains that if the CPD had only made better decisions before, it would not 
have come to this. They all talk about the decision as being better or worse than 
previous decisions. Decisions, then, are made better by evaluating the past. Timing, 
though, is also about making predictions about the future, based on the past. We go 
back to Marc’s causes, where he argues that it is not a single event but the sum of them 
“during such a long period of time” that has caused the problems of the children. With 
this establishment of the cause, he predicts that the children will develop negatively if 
they stay with their parents. Predictions about the future, then, say more about the past. 
Accordingly it makes a decision better when the past is accounted for.  
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In order to qualify the decision as good now, Marc decides to set up a timeline of the 
incidents in the family in the report for the CPC. He wants to bring about an impression 
of continuity and to sum it all up, he tells IS. Doing so is more complicated than he 
expected. His report ends up causing controversy, because there is “absolutely no 
chronology in the evidence”, as the head of the department says. She explains to IS 
that this is problematic, because it makes the reading of the evidence more difficult. 
Creating linearity then, is also an activity that makes decisions better. But the register 
of timing does not stop at that. The passing – or not – of time is also important. Only 
a few weeks after the children move to the Saturn Institution, a placement consultant 
reports signs of improvement: the colour in Julian’s cheeks has changed and Sofia can 
sit quietly on a chair. Half a year later, in interviews with each of the parents, they also 
agree that their children are doing better than they were half a year ago. Lastly: All good 
things must come to an end. So must good decisions. On the horizon of a good 
decision about child protection is the hope that the decision will stop: The lives of the 
children will be improved to a degree where they can live without social support. This 
illustrates that in the register of time, decisions are enacted as a changeable object. If 
decisions are not ‘time sensible’ it is more difficult to change them.  

Sequencing different kinds of good decisions 

In the following we show how the five kinds of good decisions are sequenced in minor 
activities and each distributed to their own time and place. We show this by presenting 
a table (table 4) of the activities taking place in the days surrounding the meeting where 
Marc and four managers decide that they are going to recommend the Jensen parents 
that the children move to an institution. This moment of stabilisation is marked with 
grey. More particularly, we analyse chronologically the work leading up to and follow-
ing the statutory decision. This leaves us with a period of 20 days, as is visualized in 
table 4. The table does not illustrate the nitty gritty details of decision-making activities. 
It serves to show that each activity is bound to a particular time and space, and relates 
to at least one of the registers. We pick up on the decision-making, by looking over 
Marc’s shoulder as he opens up Julian’s case file on his computer.  
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In the top left corner of the screen Marc types in Julian’s social security number. 
Columns and rows, similar to an excel spreadsheet, fill the screen. The cells contain 
information about the social services Julian has been granted. The columns indicate the 
place to write headlines, legal paragraphs, dates, duration, costs, the initials of the 
caseworker and other information. On this screen, the heterogeneous mixtures of 
decision elements are drawn together and stabilized as representations of the steps of 
the decision-making. In order to maintain this ‘hybrid’, clashes between the five 
practices of making decisions good must be avoided and sometimes the different kinds 
of goodness have to be re-connected at other times and places before decisions can 
proceed. Table 4 (next page) illustrates what this looks like in the case of the Jensen 
children. 
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Table 4: Sequencing five practices of making decisions good 

When Cause Rights Needs Costs Time Where 

The Child Protection Department has worked with The Jensen Family for nine years 

Day 1 
Marc’s supervisor 
calls the Saturn 
Institution 

Phone 

Day 5 

The CPD receives 
a report on 
problema-tic 
parent behaviour 

Front desk 

Day 6 

Marc summarizes 
his theory on the 
causes in the 
agenda for the 
statutory decision 
meeting 

Marc prepares a 
hearing of the 
parents 

DUBU/ 
Phone/Outlook 

Day 8 A receipt for the 
report is sent off Front desk 

Day 
10 

Marc has 
meetings with the 
parents 

CPD 

Day 
11 

Marc files the 
minutes from the 
parent meeting 

DUBU 

Day 
12 

The causes and 
kinds of neglect are 
discussed 

A statutory 
decision to place 
the children is 
made by the CPD 

The condition of 
Julian and Sofia is 
established as 
extremely critical  

The accounting 
department is 
informed about 
the decision 

Predictions about 
the future lives of 
Julian and Sofia are 
made based on 
their past. 

CPD 

Day 
14 

Marc files the 
minutes from the 
decision meeting 

Accountant makes 
cost dispositions 

Calculations of 
future expenses are 
made 

DUBU/budget 

Day 
16 

Marc’s theory on 
the causes of 
problems is 
contested.  

Marc and his 
supervisor inform 
the parents about 
the decision and 
Marc files the 
minutes. 

CPD/DUBU 

Day 
19 

A placement 
consultant collects 
material on Saturn 
Institution 

Phone/outlook 

Day 
20 

Marc and the 
placement 
consultant visits 
Saturn Institution. 

Institution 

Day 
20 

Marc plans to 
meet with Julian 
and Sofia 

A contract is 
circulated Outlook 

The decision-making goes on… 
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At first glance, the table’s representation of the decisions does not do much else than 
capture the messiness of the organising processes. Many things go on at the same time 
and there is no clear chronology. Sometimes, several things happen on the same day. 
Other days go by with no action. The aim of the table is to tease out the patterns within 
this messiness. The table shows each activity according to the register it is part of, the 
temporal order of the activity, and the place of the activity. The very first column 
visualizes the temporal progress of the decision-making. This indicates that there is a 
temporal aspect to sequencing. Similarly, by visualising the place of the activities, the 
last column indicates that there is a spatial aspect to sequencing. Most importantly, the 
table illustrates that the five practices of making decisions good are sometimes present 
at the same time and place, sometimes they are not. In the following we describe how 
sequencing unfolds as an ongoing process of connecting and separating the activities 
involved in the five practices of making decisions good by temporally and spatially 
ordering activities.   

Connecting 

On day 12, a decision meeting regarding the Jensen children takes place. As visualized 
in table 4, all five registers of making decisions good are connected during the meeting. 
Marc, four managers from different sections of the CPD, and a secretary participate in 
the meeting. The purpose of the meeting is to discuss and decide whether or not the 
CPD is going to grant Julian and Sofia an out of home placement. The meeting itself 
draws in the register of rights, since it is a place of approving the actual legal decision 
to grant a particular service. Marc starts out by describing the situations of the children, 
their needs, and his theory about what has caused their critical situation. In doing so 
he talks about the children’s background, the earlier interventions, of emotions, his 
talks with, and visits to the children, the results from the assessment of parenting skills, 
and other information from professionals working with the children. The meeting 
participants share their experiences with the family and discuss Marc’s presentation and 
the findings from the psychological assessment of the parenting skills. As they talk, 
they test arguments against placing the children, but they keep getting back to an out 
of home placement as the best course of action for the time being. In this way, the 
decision weaves in and out of the registers of cause, needs and time.  
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There is no talk about the financial costs of their choice of action. This, though, does 
not mean that the register of costs is not drawn in. As we mentioned in the presentation 
of the register of costs, there is no need to talk about costs, since they already know 
that a placement in the Saturn Institution costs less than other suppliers with the same 
level of care and pedagogical treatment services. Indeed, towards the end of the 
meeting it is agreed that Marc and a placement consultant take the next steps in assess-
ing the Saturn Institution as a possible placement supplier for Julian and Sofia. The 
secretary has already typed in the conclusions, and passes them on to the accounting 
department and to Marc before the meeting participants leave the room. By drawing 
in all of the five registers and passing on the conclusions, the meeting participants have 
not only achieved to stabilize the decision in a moment in time and space. They have 
also made it possible to work on conflicting versions of the decision at the same time 
at different places.  

Separating 

The five practices of making decisions good are temporally separated from each other 
in a process where one register follows another. For instance, on day 5 it is observed 
that Sofia is in a critical situation and needs help, on day 6 Marc establishes the cause 
of the problem and follows up with a statutory decision in the register of rights on day 
12. Finally costs are allocated on day 14 and the decision is implemented from day 19
and onwards. This chronology follows legal procedures. However, since the Saturn
Institution was contacted already 12 days before the statutory decision, the correctness
of the chronology is breached. This means that there is a possible clash between the
activities of making decisions correct in the register of rights and those of making
decisions stable and movable in the register of costs. This clash is avoided by
retrospectively making the chronological order of activities correct. Marc, for instance,
postpones making a journal note regarding the choice of the Saturn Institution until
after the statutory decision. Also, on day 10, as Marc meets with the Jensen parents to
prepare them for the upcoming statutory decision-meeting, he tends to the chronology
of activities by not telling them about the Saturn Institution. In this way, activities are
continuously delegated out in temporally separate activities and if the chronology is not
correct, then they are retrospectively sequenced into a correct order. This is one of the



122 
 

efforts of sequencing that allows for conflicting criteria of good decisions to be present 
at the same time and place.  

Temporal sequencing, though, is not only a quick fix, but also a meticulous process of 
weaving in and out of the five registers at the right moment. Since the supervisor 
already 12 days before the decision meeting establishes that they can purchase place-
ments with ‘the right prices’, she prevents a discussion of how much they are willing 
to pay for bettering the lives of the children. Instead they talk about the Saturn Insti-
tution as a possible placement supplier without mentioning the costs of this choice. 
This means that the temporal separation between activities in the register of costs and 
the registers of needs, cause and rights makes it possible to draw in the register of costs, 
without talking about costs. In this way the co-presence of each of the five kinds of 
good decisions is maintained, even though they are sometimes conflicting.  

Clashes are also avoided by separating the registers spatially. This most specifically 
happens at the end of the statutory decision-meeting as the minutes are passed on to 
both the accounting department and to Marc. On receiving the minutes, the accountant 
can start working on the accuracy of the numbers and the estimations of future costs. 
Meanwhile Marc can tend to the decision in the register of rights as he files the minutes 
from the meeting. The instance that made the spatial separation most apparent took 
place on day 20, as Marc and the placement consultant were returning from their visit 
to the Saturn Institution. While they at the Saturn Institution drew in all of the registers 
in their assessment of the institution and their methods for treatment, upon their return 
to the CPD, they quickly separated the register of costs from the register of needs: 
During a talk in the hallway, they coordinate who is going to take care of what; Marc 
goes to his desk in order to plan a meeting with Julian and Sofia and the placement 
consultant goes to his desk in order to pass on the emailed contract to Marc’s 
supervisor. Sequencing, then, is also a matter of making conflicting kinds of decisions 
independent of each other for the sake of making it possible to work on both decisions 
at the same time. By breaking up the decision into minor activities and distributing 
them to their own time and a place, it becomes possible for a decision to be good 
according to several registers.  

This means that it is not predictable whether the one or the other register comes next, 
before, or at the same time, or even if an activity has been done or not. Also, it might 
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seem from looking at the table of the 20 days that the five kinds of good decisions are 
clearly delineated and observable, but in the actual work they overlap and feed into 
each other: Numbered scales are used to define needs, and needs are involved in 
assessing the level of costs. Also, the goodness of decisions matter in different ways 
that depend on the practices they are a part of. For instance, costs are important as a 
stable number that can connect a fragile network of buying and selling services. The 
stability of costs makes it possible to achieve accurate budgeting numbers. Costs, as an 
indicator of the value of services, are important to the supervisor in charge of allocating 
resources and to the manager of the Saturn Institution. This means that sequencing is 
not simply a matter of separating the activity of ‘not talking about costs’ and of ‘making 
a cost entry into a spreadsheet’. It is a matter of meticulously making it possible for 
costs to move in and out of the various practices that make costs important in multiple 
ways. This, finally, means that whether or not decisions are valued as good depend on 
practicalities: on rules, DUBU, accounting systems, chairs, rooms, spreadsheets, etc. 
The process of sequencing is what allows for this mess of multiple and conflicting 
kinds of good decisions to be present together, while avoiding clashes.  

Concluding discussion 

In this paper we have investigated how hybridity is practically achieved. We have 
extended recent PSAR of the hybridisation of accounting practices and professional 
decision-making by searching for how hybridity is achieved in the work activities 
themselves rather than as responses to externally imposed logics (Rautiainen & 
Jӓrvenpӓӓ 2012) or as power struggles (Kurunmäki, 2009). We have done this more 
specifically by answering how it is possible to achieve good decisions when there are 
several registers of valuing when decisions are good (Heuts & Mol 2013). By closely 
investigating the activities involved in child protection decision-making it became clear 
that hybridity was not achieved in one instance, but through a continuous process of 
connecting and separating multiple and conflicting criteria of good decisions. We 
specifically found that hybridity involves separation of multiple and conflicting criteria 
of good decisions just as much as it involves connecting the various criteria. 
Separations were meticulously coordinated in ways that allowed for the re-connection 
of conflicting criteria at other times and places. We developed the notion of sequencing 
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as a means to describe this particular way of continuously connecting and separating, 
which made it possible to maintain multiple and conflicting kinds of good decisions 
while avoiding clashes. Accordingly, we found the relationship between accounting 
practices and professional decision-making to be a continuous process of producing, 
maintaining and avoiding hybridity.   

Our paper contributes to the Foucault-inspired studies of hybridity by extending the 
processual view of hybridisation to a study of the micro-processes involved in 
achieving hybridity on a day-to-day basis. It illustrates hybridity as a continuously 
changing achievement of practical work rather than as a result of transformation with 
a more or less stable shape (Kurunmaki, 2004; Kurunmäki, 2009; Kurunmäki & Miller, 
2006; Miller et al., 2008). In this vein, our study suggests that in day-to-day activities 
hybridisation is not the result of a subtle power struggle happening behind the scenes 
of health- and social care professionals (Miller et al. 2008), but rather an achievement 
of skilful coordinating efforts. Most importantly, and most surprisingly, it revealed that 
if hybridisation is to be achieved in professional decision-making then it involves the 
ability to avoid clashes by separating conflicting criteria for good decisions. We have 
argued that separation is achieved through a very material process of distributing 
elements of the decision to their own time and place. This argument goes contrary to 
Foucault-inspired studies where it has been argued that hybridity ceases to exist, or is 
resisted, when separation occurs (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013; Jacobs, 2005; Kastberg & 
Siverbo, 2016). Rather than being a possible outcome of transformation over time, we 
found separation to be a means of achieving hybridisation between conflicting criteria 
for good decisions.    

The idea of separating multiple and conflicting criteria for decision-making as a means 
of achieving co-existing logics is well grounded within institutional theory (Lounsbury, 
2008; Polzer et al., 2016). However, whereas, for instance, Rautiainen and Jӓrvenpӓӓ 
(2012) suggest that ‘avoidance’ is a particular constellation of logics that enable 
professionals to meet conflicting pressures by decoupling activities from each other, 
we argue that separation is a means to re-connect activities at other times and places. 
More particularly, we suggest that separation was not made between different logics of 
interpreting how to proceed, but rather that it was the decision-making itself that was 
separated into more than one decision-making process. As, for instance, the minutes 
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from the statutory decision meeting regarding the Jensen children were passed on to 
both the accounting department and the caseworker Marc, it was split up into a process 
of estimating future costs and a process of accounting for the steps of the decision-
making. A few days later, the two different decisions were reconnected, as the costs, 
effects, methods and quality of the Saturn Institution were discussed at the ‘contract 
meeting’.  

In this way, our analysis extends and supplements other studies of the daily practices 
of hybrid work by suggesting that not only reforms, logics, and values can be multiple 
and conflicting (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013; Miller et al., 2008; Nyland & Pettersen, 2015; 
Wiesel & Modell, 2014). The objects of investigation can also be multiple and 
conflicting. The implication of this argument is that hybridity is not a setting of multiple 
frames of interpretations, but rather a continuous achievement of coordinating multi-
ple and conflicting versions of the same object (Heuts and Mol 2013). This coincides 
with Kurunmäki’s (2004) argument that hybridity is achieved due to the mobility and 
transferability of accounting tools and techniques, because it foregrounds the impor-
tance of practical capabilities for achieving hybridity. We have developed this insight 
further by suggesting that the differences between practices can be analysed by sorting 
out the relevancies that activities share in the way they aim to make decisions better, 
rather than by following tools and techniques, which are assumed to belong to a 
predefined domain. In this vein, we have suggested that the decision did not vary 
according to particular practices but according to five registers of what was deemed to 
be important in the work of making the decision good. These were the registers of 
causes, rights, needs, costs and time.  

With the notion of sequencing we have shown that linearity was sometimes created 
retrospectively, and that it is not predictable whether the one or the other register 
comes next, before, or at the same time or even if an activity has been done or not. 
This goes contrary to the view of professional decision-making as a linear process of 
diagnosing and choosing future courses of action based on available accounting and 
non-accounting information, which often underpins PSAR of the relationship between 
accounting and professional decision-making (cf. Abernethy et al. 2007; Llewellyn & 
Northcott 2005). Even papers that critically argue that accounting information does 
not necessarily make professional decisions better, often describe accounting informa-
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tion as being used or not. Accordingly, conclusions tend to pivot around findings of 
whether ‘costing’ happens to the detriment of ‘caring’ or the other way around (Bracci 
& Llewellyn, 2012; Jönsson & Solli, 1993; Kraus, 2012; Kraus & Lindholm, 2010; 
Laughlin, 1996; Llewellyn, 1998a; Mannion & Smith, 1997; Nyland & Pettersen, 2004). 
Our paper supports recent studies that have found social work decision-making to be 
more fine-grained. (Bracci, 2014; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Kominis & Dudau, 2012). 

In following good, professional decisions we have shown that the choice of an 
intervention was not a matter of passing judgment on behalf of a knowledge base 
consisting of information and facts about the situation at stake and the possible courses 
of action. Rather, the choice of an intervention was an ongoing process that stretched 
out in time and space and included all the activities involved in making it possible to 
assess, evaluate and make the decision good – or at least good enough to settle on a 
choice of intervention. Such activities included talking, writing, observing, calculating, 
driving, planning, feeling, appropriating, registering and much more. Inspired by the 
studies of valuation as a practice, we have argued that it is through these activities we 
can gain insight into what comes to count as important when public servants allocate 
resources to individuals. In this vein, we not only emphasized what was good about the 
decision but also what was good for the decision (Heuts & Mol 2013, p. 130). This 
revealed five different registers on how to make decisions better: In the register of 
causes it was important to establish an un-contestable cause for the critical situation of 
the children. In the register of rights it was important to make the decision into a 
correct decision. In the register of needs the decision was made better by foregrounding 
the ambiguity of needs. In the register of costs it was important to make the decision 
stable and mobile. And in the register of time it was important to make the decision 
changeable according to its relation to time. These five registers not only illustrate the 
multiplicity of activities involved in professional decision-making, they also illustrate 
the varied ways in which, for instance, the benefits of a course of action are assessed 
and valued. The benefits of choosing the Saturn Institution as their supplier of services 
were evaluated both in terms of the needs of the children, the likelihood of successful 
parent collaboration, and the costs of services. Nonetheless, they never talked about 
making a cost-benefit analysis. Rather the analysis of costs was weaved together with 
assessments of needs, the establishment of the causes behind the critical situation of 
the children, and the timing of the decision in terms of predictions about the future.  
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Based on these findings we make the final suggestion that future studies of hybridity 
find inspiration in the studies of valuation as a practice. The advantage of studying 
valuation as a practice is the ability to symmetrically approach the relationship between, 
for instance, accounting and caring practices, despite how they are discursively talked 
about, or are expected to be related. It focusses the analytical lens on practical activities 
and makes it possible to unravel how multiple and contradictory criteria and values are 
composed by actions rather than guide actions. This, we argue, is important for studies 
aiming to under-stand how hybridity is achieved.  
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Appendix 1: Log of Ida Schrøder’s ethnography February 2016 – March 2017 

(see table 3 on pge 65) 

Appendix 2: Overview of data collected about the decision-making process regarding the Jensen family 

Method Actor Units Minutes 
Recorded 
Interview 

Caseworker Marc 
Placement consultant 
Team manager 
Manager 
Manager Saturn Institution 
Accountant in x-municipality 
Consultant (retired, but still working) 
The mother 
The Father 
Vice mayor and head of CPC 

6 
3 
1 
1 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

138 
180 
37 
15 
50 
55 
77 
82 
98 
58 

Group interview Consultants in KL 
Board members 

1 
1 

75 
13 

Observations Decision meeting 
Planning meetings 
“Contract meeting” and transportation 
Child Protection Committee board meeting 
Status meetings with parents 
Status meetings with professionals 

1 
6 
1 
1 
4 
1 

38 
92 
300 
300 
240 
90 

Shadowing Marc  
The costs of the placements 

Several times a 
month through-
out 1 year 

Collecting 
documents 

Screen work (DUBU, excel, word) 
Case material (journal notes, reports, contracts 
etc.) 
Guidelines 
Legal documents 
Political documents 

References 

There is a complete list of references at the end of the dissertation. 
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Article 3: Modes of timing and spacing professional decisions: On 
the relationship between costing and caring in child protection 
work 

This article is based on qualitative material, collected during a pre-study. It is the article 
I started working on first, the article that has taken most time, the article with the most 
drafts and the article that has travelled the most. When I presented it at the Public 
Sector Accounting Conference in Lissabon in 2016, the editor of Financial Accounta-
bility and Management Journal (FAM), Irvine Lapsley, adviced me to submit it to an 
upcoming special issue on Markets, metrics and calculative practices in public services. 
I did as told and it was accepted for a workshop regarding the special issue in Novem-
ber 2017. Meanwhile I also presented it at paper seminars at the accounting department 
of Stockholm Business School and at the Institute of Social Work at the University 
College Copenhagen and I presented it at the Nordic Social Work Conference 2016. It 
was well received and I continuously revised it according to the many helpful 
comments and questions. It was accepted with minor revision for publication FAM in 
September 2018.   
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Modes of timing and spacing 
professional decisions 
On the relationship between costing and caring in child 
protection work 

By 

Ida Schrøder  
Copenhagen Business School 

Abstract 

In this paper I ask how, when, and where costing is involved in the decisions to allocate 
resources to individual clients in child protection services. I use a broad and processual 
definition of calculation from the work of Callon and Muniesa (2005) to analyse how 
distinctions about the situation of the child are made relevant for the choice and 
delimitation of social service. I propose that this happens in three modes of timing and 
spacing professional decisions: Protecting, Maintaining and Preventing. The relation-
ship between costing and caring is different in each mode. 

Keywords: Costing, caring, professional decisions, social services, Actor-Network 
Theory, timing, spacing 
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Introduction 

The ambition of this paper is to investigate the relationship between “costing” and 
“caring” in the allocation of social services to individual children in need. This concerns 
children and young people who have been neglected, maltreated, sexually and/or 
physically abused. And it concerns children and young people who, for reasons such 
as poverty, mental issues, or lack of parental abilities, are not developing, or are at risk 
of not developing, as their peers. Deciding how to intervene in the lives of children 
and their families is an ambiguous and meticulous process with far-reaching conse-
quences for the individual child and family as well as for public budgets. Interventions 
range in scope and scale from a few hours of pedagogical guidance at home with the 
family, to 24-hour treatment of the child in an out-of-home facility. In Denmark, 37 % 
of children received social services in 2017 and this amounted to costs of EUR 2,5 bn. 
(DKK 18,2 bn.). This is one third of the annual national budget for all social services. 
By way of comparison, this is only 25 per cent less than the total day-care expenditure 
for all children excluding those with special needs (ESSPROSS 2017). The costs for 
social services are allocated on a daily basis by social work professionals in the child 
protection departments of local governments. In this paper I unfold how information 
about the costs of services are part of their decision-making.  

From public sector accounting research (PSAR) in the area of health- and social care, 
we know that professional decisions concerning clinical treatment and social services 
have been adjusted since the introduction of costing systems and decentralized budget 
responsibility (Abernethy, Chua, Grafton, & Mahama, 2007; Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; 
Chapman, Kern, & Laguecir, 2014; Frandsen, 2010; Jönsson & Solli, 1993; Kurunmäki, 
2004; Llewellyn, 1993, 1998a; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005; Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; 
Sjögren & Fernler, forthcoming). This research traces a historical development towards 
an increased collaboration between accounting systems and professional judgements 
to a degree, where it is no longer possible to separate the two (Kurunmäki, 2004; 
Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; Sjögren & Fernler, forthcoming). Only a few studies, 
however, have set out to investigate the involvement of costing in decision-making 
processes in regard to individual clients and patients (Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Frand-
sen, 2010; Sjögren & Fernler, forthcoming). Bracci and Llewellyn (2012) argue that the 
degree of complexity in the clients’ problems influence the costing practices, Frandsen 
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(2010) argues that costing numbers are translated into the clients disease, and Sjögren 
and Fernler (forthcoming) suggest that costs are translated into entities of time. In this 
way, the papers suggest that calculative practices are distributed into a broad variety of 
activities that make it possible to translate accounting into the domain of caring, and 
caring into the domain of accounting. However, there is also the possibility that the 
relationship between costing and caring varies according to the practical decision-
making processes rather than being a matter of translating the one into the other.  

In this paper I extend this research by investigating how the timing and spacing of 
information for decision-making constitute the relationships between costing and 
caring. I ask the following research question: How is cost information involved in 
professional decisions to allocate resources to individual clients. In doing so, I suggest 
that costing and caring emerge as a consequence of practical and calculative capabilities 
rather than being inherently opposed and distinct practices. I develop this argument by 
employing the broad and processual notion of calculation as proposed by Callon and 
Muniesa (2005). This is used to analyse how, when, and where distinctions are drawn 
about the situation of a child and made relevant for the choice and delimitation of child 
protection services. The analysis is based on a qualitative study of professional 
decision-making in the child protection departments of three Danish local govern-
ments. I identify three modes of timing and spacing professional decisions, which each 
constitute a specific relationship between costing and caring: 1) Protecting, 2) Maintain-
ing, and 3) Preventing. These modes of timing and spacing professional decisions 
contribute to PSAR by offering a categorization of the varied ways in which profession-
nal decisions are organised to take both individual needs and economic standards into 
account. 

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows: First I review the findings and 
arguments about the relationships between costing, curing and caring in PSAR. I then 
present the theoretical approach used in the paper. This is followed by a section on the 
methodological considerations involved in the design and analysis of the collected 
material. In the subsequent empirical account I analyse how the modes of timing and 
spacing professional decisions unfold in three distinct modes. Finally I discuss how the 
three modes contribute to PSAR and conclude with the theoretical implications.  
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Costing, curing and caring in health and social care settings 

Gaining control of costs in public sector human service areas has been an aim of the 
pervasive New Public Management reforms since the 1980’s (Hood, 1991). To this 
end, accounting has been used as a tool to standardize professional judgement in 
service areas such as health and social care, where welfare professionals decide what 
services to provide to individual citizens (Abernethy et al., 2007; Helden, 2005; Lapsley, 
2008). The largest part of PSAR uses empirical data from the healthcare sector to 
investigate “how accounting systems can shape and form the possibilities for action 
within organizations” (Kurunmäki, 2009, p. 1373). Specific budgeting models (Johans-
son & Siverbo, 2014; Modell & Lee, 2001; Nyland & Pettersen, 2004; Pettersen, 1995), 
enhanced and decentralized budget responsibility (Jacobs, 2005; Kurunmäki, 2004; 
Kurunmäki, Lapsley & Melia, 2003), as well as new costing systems (Chapman, Kern 
& Laguecir, 2014; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005), have all been studied as a means to 
learn about the various roles and effects of accounting technologies in healthcare 
settings.  

Although these studies draw different conclusions about the role of accounting, they 
generally assume that costs can be calculated in ways that – to some extent – reflect the 
choices made by medical professionals. An illustrative example of this is Llewellyn and 
Northcott’s (2005) study of how healthcare activities “become average”.  They describe 
how the Healthcare Resource Group costing system classifies “dissimilar patients, 
diseases and diagnosis into a single category (or product) through a focus on the resource 
implications of the procedures that are related to clinical diagnosis” (Llewellyn & Northcott, 
2005, p. 562, italics added). This reflects a process of decision-making, where the choice 
of procedure (cure) is made after diagnosing the disease or injury and accordingly that 
cost information refers back to the implication of choosing the one or other procedure. 
In this way, cost calculations are made in advance and put to work as guiding standards 
for the professional choices of cure. It is this delimited role of cost calculations that 
enables Llewellyn and Northcott (2005) to argue that costs decrease when individual 
professional decision-making is transformed into a more cost-based way of deciding 
how to allocate resources.  

The relationship between “costing” and “curing” is problematic though. Research has 
shown the com-plexities involved in the processes of transforming professional 
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decisions about the choices of cure into cost-based standard decisions. Sometimes the 
medical professionals resist taking cost information into account (Jacobs, 2005; 
Kastberg & Siverbo, 2016; Kurunmäki et al., 2003). They might ‘game’ the information 
by adjusting registrations to enhance funding (Lægreid & Neby, 2016). The cost 
information might produce distorted images of curing activities (Briers & Chua, 2001; 
Covaleski, Dirsmith, & Michelman, 1993; Modell & Lee, 2001; Preston, Cooper, & 
Coombs, 1992) and leave the patient black-boxed as a number of diagnosis in an 
electronic information system (Vikkelsøe, 2007). These studies forcefully illustrate that 
there is not one, but numerous ways to investigate and explain the role of “costing” in 
“curing” settings. Nevertheless, the studies generally assume that cost calculations 
inform professional decisions and they take an interest in investigating whether or to 
what extent, “curing” is possible under the conditions of a specific “costing” 
technology.  

Studies of the roles and effects of management accounting in social services illustrate 
that other kinds of relations are also at play (Wällstedt, 2015). Earlier studies from the 
1990’s as well as more recent studies illustrate that cost allocation is based on relations 
that breach the realm of the public sector accounting system: Trust in the supplier of 
social care, for instance, has been argued to be more important than the price of the 
care services (Mannion & Smith, 1997). Whether or not a client’s problems are 
intractable or not have been found to influence the social worker’s financial 
accountability (Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012). Several argue that the use of cost information 
is socially determined (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Jönsson & Solli, 1993; Llewellyn, 
1998b). And sometimes the practice of allocating costs is not even in the hands of the 
local government, but in the hands of private citizens who have been given a 
personalized budget (Bracci 2014; Junne & Huber 2014).  

Rather than decide which “cure” to choose, it could be said that social workers decide 
how to more broadly “care” for the client (Llewellyn, 1998a) by moving back and forth 
between identifying a social problem and choosing a possible solution. In this way, a 
decision about the choice of a service (a “treatment”) is as much about assessing, and 
defining, what the problem is, as it is about choosing between alternative solutions on 
how to help. This is reflected in the means of calculating the costs of services, in the 
sense that the calculations do not provide any information about the links between 
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intervention and implications (Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012). Rather than being based on 
the goals and expected outcome of the services, costs are calculated based on the time 
spent on the caring service by the social- and care workers (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; 
Kraus & Lindholm, 2010; Llewellyn, 1993). When there is no clear distinction between 
the assessment of the problems, and the choice of a solution, and when the costs do 
not reflect the needs of the clients, then the cost implications of choices must 
necessarily be compiled during, and after, the professional assessment of the client’s 
problems and the choice of service. This paper investigates how “costing” becomes 
involved in such a non-linear “caring” processes. 

Theoretical approach: Modes of timing and spacing professional 
decisions 

In line with constructivist accounting literature I view accounting as a fluid practice 
which is involved in, and constituted by, the socio-material networks that it is a part of 
(Baxter & Chua, 2003; Justesen & Mouritsen, 2011; Mouritsen et al., 2010). This means 
that I view costing as well as caring as dispersed across time and space in the myriad 
elements that make up decision-making processes (Czarniawska, 2004b). A profession-
nal decision then, is the result of a process of organising information in a way that 
makes it possible to choose between alternative courses of action. As a means to unfold 
how different relationships between costing and caring are produced in this process, I 
draw inspiration from the broad and processual view of calculations as proposed by 
Callon and Muniesa (2005). In their view, a calculation is not only the result of a 
process. Rather, calculation is a process. It is a process where difficult definable situa-
tions (or in their words “goods”) are delimited by attributing them with properties that 
produce distinctions (p. 1231, 1235). In this way, their approach allows me to stay 
attuned to the practical work of producing distinctions. This makes it possible to 
analyse decisions as practices rather than retrospective accounts.  

As suggested by Callon and Muniesa (2005, p. 1231) I analyse decisions as a three-step 
process consisting of arranging, associating, and achieving a result. This division of the 
process adds a nuance to the process of decision-making that gives me more places to 
look for costing and caring than if I had concentrated on analysing the outcome of 
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decision-making. The three steps are neither exhaustive, nor practically separable, but 
serve as a means to describe the process of reaching decisions. The first step is a 
process of arranging information related to the situation at stake. In this process, 
distinctions are drawn between what to in- and exclude by imagining and estimating 
which courses of action to take. In order to describe how this practically takes place, I 
employ timing and spacing as concepts to trace how, when, and where distinctions are 
made. I view timing as an act of turning situations and information into a temporal 
order, and spacing as an act of bringing information from one place to another 
(Czarniawska, 2004b). However, in the second step of the process different timings 
and spacings are produced as a result of the way that information is mobilized to make 
associations between the problem and its solution (Quattrone & Hopper, 2005). So 
timing and spacing works in two ways: timing and spacing organises the manner in 
which distinctions are drawn, and timings and spacings (in plural) are the result which 
is produced by these distinctions (Jones, McLean, & Quattrone, 2004; Kirk & 
Mouritsen, 1996).  

The first and the second steps bring to the foreground the practical efforts that make 
it possible to act on the situation and move towards a choice of service. In the third 
step, the final distinctions about the situation at stake and the choice of service are 
achieved. This step links together the included information and extracts a result – a 
choice – that was already being prefigured during the preceding steps of the decision. 

In line with the symmetrical approach of ANT (Czarniawska, 2017; Justesen & 
Mouritsen, 2011; Latour 2005) I attend to the detailed and practical work of timing and 
spacing information into a choice of service. Through this lens, calculations as well as 
judgements are means of transforming heterogeneous elements such as spreadsheets, 
meeting rooms, assessment reports, psychologists, children, bruises, observations, 
costing numbers, political targets etc. into an order that allows for decisions to be 
reached. These processes of ordering are situated in the sense that they are effects of 
socio-material networks (Law, 1994). This means that each decision is not ‘new’ but 
constructed in relation to each other, and to the particular situation at a given moment 
in time and space. What is relevant, then, is how the network relations produce 
variation. Inspired by the ANT scholar John Law (1994) I approach the variations as 
different ‘modes of timing and spacing’. A mode expresses patterns of organising 
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related to a particular orientation and a practical, material situation. As Law writes, 
modes “tend to create and arrange things in one way rather than another” (Law 1994, 
p. 113). In this way the modes of timing and spacing represent existing variations in 
the patterns of organising “costing” and “caring” into decisions. This is an inside-out 
view rather than a discussion of how a certain context influences the act of making 
distinctions (cf. Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Kraus & Lindholm, 2010).  

Empirical setting and methodological considerations 

As in all other public welfare areas, the Danish social service area has undergone a 
transformation towards more business- and market-like technologies of management 
throughout the previous 25 years. In 2007, pervasive political pressure to decrease costs 
and enhance efficiency resulted in a full decentralization of budget responsibility to the 
local governments.  This means that each local government decides the level of 
appropriations for the various service areas, and which actions to take in case of 
overspending. The decentralization of budget responsibility came about at the same 
time as the Danish child protection system was undergoing a reform of its own. The 
purpose of this reform was to ensure that the needs of the child was the centre of 
attention for all decisions about child protection services (National Board of Social 
Services, 2011). That these two requirements, decentralised budgets and the ‘child first’ 
focus, had to work together, was manifested by law in 2011 (Social Service Act, 2018). 
In practice, it means that Danish child protection departments are organised with a 
cost centre, where statutory social workers order the services from private or public 
suppliers; a so-called purchaser-provider split (Siverbo, 2004). Throughout this paper, 
social workers are termed caseworkers to underscore that I investigate statutory social 
work, and not the part of social work where the provision of support is actually carried 
out. 

The paper is based on a qualitative study of the role of cost information when case-
workers and managers decide which resources to allocate to individual children and 
their families. The study was undertaken in 2012 and 2013 in the child protection 
departments of three Danish local governments (LG1, LG2, and LG3). I chose to 
collect data at three different sites, because I was curious about whether or not patterns 
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of decision-making would differ according to accounting systems and the local 
environment. The local governments were selected for variance, representing different 
areas of Denmark and inhabitants of different socio-economic backgrounds. They 
were also selected based on their public reputation as departments which openly 
discuss and problematize the relationship between costing and caring practices. I found 
this to be important because it gave me an assurance that my interviewees would be 
open to talk to me about how they involved costing in their decisions and not merely 
express their opinions about costing practices.   

I carried out 12 observations of decision meetings to see and hear how choices were 
debated and how costing information was a part of it. The observations were used to 
generate situated face-to-face interviews with 12 statutory caseworkers and 9 managers. 
With the observations as a common reference point, we could talk about the practical 
processes leading up to, being a part of, and following the choices made and to move 
the conversation between a local descriptive mode and the reflections about contro-
versies involved in the choice of services (Järvinen, 2005). In this way, opinions and 
value judgements on the role of accounting were given less space (Mahama & Khalifa, 
2017). Three face-to-face interviews were conducted with accountants. These were 
aimed at a more general description of the budget- and cost control system in order to 
find out what was calculated, and how it connected with decisions to choose services. 
All interviews and observations were recorded and transcribed. This data was 
supplemented by archival material related to the decision processes such as budgets, 
guidelines and legal documents. See the following for an overview of the methods and 
material. 

Table 5: Methods and material 

Method LG1 LG2 LG3 Output 
Observations of decision meetings 4 4 4 App. 18 hours 

Semi-structured interviews w. caseworkers 4 4 4 Each 1-2 hours 

Semi-structured interviews w. managers 3 3 3 Each 1-2 hours 

Semi-structured interviews w. accountants 1 1 1 Each 1-2 hours 

Archival material 31 41 24 96 docs 

LG= local government 
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Data analysis 

Throughout the process of collecting and analysing data I was guided by the ANT 
slogan to “follow the actor” (Latour 2005, p. 12). My reading and organising strategy 
was to look for actors, broadly understood, as any person or thing that does something 
to transform the situation of the child and the choice of a service. In this way, I stayed 
attuned to the practical work and how various elements – humans and non-humans – 
played a role in the decision-making processes. This was supplemented by an inductive 
coding process in NVivo, where descriptions of the budget- and cost control systems 
of the three local governments were compared, and where links between accounting 
technologies and the criteria for choices and delimitations of services were identified 
(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Kristiansen, 2010). This revealed that despite each of the 
local governments having a lump sum allocated on the budget for purchasing social 
services, the budget- and costing systems were organised differently in each. For 
instance, budget targets were set by management in LG1 and LG3, whereas LG2 
involved caseworkers in the analysis. LG1 and LG2 both had collective decision-
making processes, whereas budgets of DKK 40,000 per child were devolved to the 
individual caseworker in LG1 (Schrøder 2014). To my surprise, these differences were 
not reflected in the processes of choosing services. Decisions to invest in a support 
person, for instance, differed from processes of acute social support in the same way 
across all three local governments.  

In a second step, I moved closer to the processes of choosing services by organising 
the material concerning individual decisions according to how, when, and where costs 
showed up (Demant & Ravn, 2017). I ended up with three clusters of material; one 
where information about costs was pushed to the future, one where costs were used as 
means to make services proceed, and one where costs seemed to be involved 
throughout the decision processes. The latter contained by far the most material. In 
reading the clusters separately, it was clear that each cluster contained distinctions 
between what qualified as criteria for choices and what did not. In the analysis, I present 
these clusters as modes of timing and spacing professional decisions. Each mode is 
illustrated by a situation that represents the patterns and varieties across the three 
modes. In the first situation, a young woman is in acute need of protection and the 
choice of service is made with reference to the severity of the past situation. In the 
second situation, a caseworker delimits the costs of a service by adding standard tariffs 
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and passing on the result to the accounting department. In the third situation, the 
problems of a girl are turned into a case of prevention by estimating the future as 
problematic and costly.  

Modes of timing and spacing professional decisions 

Protecting  

This first decision concerns a 17-year-old girl, who has managed to escape an abusive 
boyfriend and reach the local authorities to ask for help. A caseworker recounted how 
the situation proceeded in an interview: 

Caseworker: (...) The girl tells us everything and we go straight to the 
emergency department [of the hospital]. She is completely beaten up. In 
these extreme cases – she [the girl] needs to be protected in a crisis center 
for children and young people under 18 years of age – I don’t consider costs 
at all. I don’t ask the crisis center “how much does this cost? and so on”. (...) 
It doesn’t matter. This girl needs protection and she needs to get back to x-
place as soon as possible, and the flight tickets were rather expensive...  

I: Who do you talk to during this process? 

Caseworker: There was nobody to talk to. So I made the decision. I could 
have called our consultants... But we know...it’s not like...Our management 
is quite liberal. We don’t get nervous, like “can we do this?”, because when 
we’re at the point where there are no other solutions, then, of course we are 
allowed [to grant acute help]. 

I: You get this case, and then? Could you explain to me practically, how is 
this process? At some point, something needs to be paid or how is it? 

Caseworker: I call the father to get an oral consent for a placement. Even 
though it is a crisis center, it is still a placement. Due to the distance, I cannot 
get a written consent, so I get it by phone. And then I keep him updated 
along the way. And concerning the crisis center...she [the girl] is just lucky 
they had vacancies, otherwise she would have gone to an institution. Well, 
afterwards I write in the journal what is proposed as solutions, what is 
granted, and my assessment. And then I inform the home city. 
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The caseworker arranges the information by going “straight to the emergency 
department”. In doing so she not only tends to the medical needs of the girl, she also 
documents the situation of the girl as a case of protecting her from “domestic 
violence”. Already through these steps, she makes it possible for an association to be 
made between the needs of the girl and a statutory solution to problems of domestic 
violence (Social Service Act 2018, § 109). This foregrounds that the caseworker is not 
individually selecting which information to in- or exclude, even though she claims to 
be making the decision on her own. The information that allows her to draw a 
distinction between protection or not, and the category of “domestic violence” is 
arranged with social legislation, the father of the girl, the emergency department, as 
well as the vacancies of the specific crisis centre. These actors constitute the spacing of 
the decision, and when they are brought together, they make it possible to draw a 
distinction between an extreme case of violence that calls for acute action, and less 
extreme cases where action might be postponed. In this way, the acuteness of the 
situation results in a particular way of timing the information. The acuteness of the 
situation grants the caseworker a rare agency to act without permission, because there 
is simply no time to reach managers and consider possibilities. And there is no time to 
calculate the costs. In this way, the timing becomes a process of acting acutely rather 
than of narrowing down the choice of service from other possibilities. This means that 
the final distinction about the situation is already being produced through the first steps 
of arranging the information. Accordingly, the acuteness of the situation becomes the 
main criteria for the choice and delimitation of service, and this is produced in a process 
of associating acuteness with protection against past problems. 

With this spacing and timing, the information is arranged and associations are drawn 
in a way that excludes the costs of the service from the process of choosing the service. 
The extreme characteristics of the situation make a clear case for a dichotomous 
relationship between costing and caring, where costing is resisted by the caring values 
of the social work profession (Kraus, 2012; Lapsley, 2008; Laughlin, 1996; Llewellyn, 
1998a). The argument I want to make here, though, is the opposite. Firstly, the situation 
illustrates how even an extreme case entails acts of attributing properties to the 
situation at stake, such as documented bruises, acuteness, consent, vacancies, legal 
paragraphs and expenditure for flight tickets etc. This happens before distinctions can 
be drawn about the problem and its solution. Secondly, the young woman’s situation 
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foregrounds the point that the case indeed is “extreme” (as the caseworker calls it), yet 
costs do surface anyway as a relevant consideration.  

Maintaining  

The second situation concerns a process of delimiting how much to pay a biological 
mother for housing her child during the summer holidays. The situation takes place 
after the child protection department, the placement home, the child, and the mother 
have made a formal agreement to let the child move home for a month and a half. In 
contrast to the situation with the 17-year old girl, it illustrates a situation where the care 
for the individual child is left out of the mode of professional decision-making.  

The process of adding together the costs to cover a child’s “daily necessities” for a 
month and a half was described by a caseworker during an interview like this:  

So, I sit there and calculate in relation to KL’s tariffs. I spend perhaps 20 
minutes to make sure this girl will get her pocket money and the mother has 
money for food and clothes for a month and a half. (...). It costs this per day, 
how much for clothes- and pocket money per week and then I calculate the 
sum. Then I put the amount on an ordering ticket. It is quite cumbersome, 
where we copy from the old tickets the running costs and then copy the new 
ones into that. And then it is sent on to my consultant, who has the 
authorization to approve the order – I cannot do this myself, even though 
there is no doubt it needs to be paid – she sends it on to economy, where it 
is approved. She makes certain I have registered the correct paragraphs and 
the correct amount. Then I open the journal to make a journal note stating 
that it has been granted, and I actually also have to let the mother know it 
has been granted. (Caseworker) 

In this process of arranging information, the choice of service is made beforehand and 
the costs are added together on the basis of tariffs and not the individual needs of the 
child. This turns it into a very different type of spacing than in the previous situation. 
The tariffs are listed in a document made by “KL” (the interest organisation for Danish 
local governments). It includes 14 headlines stating a type of daily necessity, such as 
“food and accommodation” and “pocket money”, and specified in accordance to the 
age of the child, the time period, and the number of children. For instance, pocket 
money for children between 3 and 10 years old is DKK 28 pr. week. Food and 
accommodation amount to DKK 173 pr. day for children who are more than 10 years 
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old. At the top of the document it is written in bold, underscored letters that the tariffs 
are only for guidance purposes. As the quote shows however, they are taken as facts. 
This means that the associations between the needs of the child and the costs allocated 
to meet those needs are produced by the list of tariffs. What the caseworker does is 
copy them into an ordering ticket. She does not consider whether they will actually 
meet the child’s future needs.  

The caseworker talks about the ‘copying’ as a process that takes time. In this case it 
took the caseworker about 20 minutes to add the costs for a month and a half. The 
process of approval and allocation continued afterwards. The timing of the process is 
a matter of taking the steps in the right order, and about delimiting the costs by 
associating them with a certain time period. In this way, the timing is concerned with 
the present and with how to maintain distinctions that have already been drawn. So, 
this mode of timing and spacing is concerned with producing the new entity, an 
ordering ticket, which sums up prior arrangements and associations of information.  

However, the production of a new entity is a process of drawing distinctions of its 
own: The production of an ordering ticket enables the calculation to leave the space of 
the caseworker and enter the space of an accountant. This, the caseworker explains, is 
a “cumbersome” process of several technical rather than cognitive steps. After copying, 
pasting and sending off for approval, the ordering ticket ends up in what she calls 
“economy”. Through this process, “economy” is turned into a physical space, which 
she associates with the action of receiving the ordering ticket. What she is talking about 
is the Accounting Department, where accountants make sure the costs are related to 
the right accounts. Although the economic endeavour of the ordering ticket ends up 
in an accounting system, the caseworker’s own decision process is not finished until 
she has informed the mother about the grant. The important point here is that the 
caseworker knows the spacing beforehand; she knows which associations to make and 
where to look for the criteria to set the limits of the costs. What is approved is not the 
decision to grant a particular amount of money, but rather that the registrations (the 
new entity) on the ordering ticket are based on the correct information – the correct 
legal paragraphs and the correct tariffs. This means that the distinction between costing 
and caring is constructed in a very material process of transforming decisions from 
being choices of how to care for needs into being “economy”. Or, more particularly, 
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into being a number that represents the correct costs. In this way, a simple adding-up 
of tariffs exemplifies the tenuous process of drawing distinctions between costing and 
caring.  

Preventing  

The third situation analysed concerns Maria, a 13-year-old girl with mental as well as 
social problems. The analysis is based on a transcribed observation of a decision 
meeting, and the brief dialogue that follows the meeting. During the meeting it is 
decided to allocate resources to a so-called ‘day-treatment’. I first unfold how informa-
tion is arranged and associated by describing the timing and spacing of information 
related to the decision. I then scrutinize more carefully how the distinctions are drawn 
as I analyse the dialogue following the choice of service. 

The agenda of the meeting already arranges information by indicating which informa-
tion might be relevant to include in the decision. Here it is described that Maria has 
not attended school for six months, and that she threatens to kill herself if she is forced 
to go. Because of this, as well as information about her prior history, a decision has to 
be made about whether or not Maria should be offered a place in a specialized school. 
The meeting takes place in the office of the caseworkers’ manager. The participants are 
Maria’s caseworker, the manager of the caseworkers, the manager of a team of 
psychologists, and a psychologist. They are all seated around the same table. In the 
corner of the room, the secretary sits behind a computer screen at a desk. The spacing 
of the meeting, though, is not limited to the physical space of the meeting room and 
the material elements present. Distant elements, such as for example Maria, her parents, 
medical treatments, schools, budgets, legal rules, political targets and guidelines are also 
part of the meeting. The role of these elements are not given per se but take shape as 
they are drawn in or left out of the meeting.  

Most important is a psychological assessment that represents the life of Maria at 
present and a concern about the future. As the psychologist presents her assessment, 
she refers to the scores in the report. She concludes that Maria’s symptoms are similar 
to those of a new diagnosis, about which evidence shows that there is a 60 % risk that 
she will develop serious psychiatric disorders in adult life if she is not treated early. The 
psychologist describes Maria’s situation by drawing on impressions, a psychological 
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scoring system, and scientific evidence about the probable condition of the girl. This 
allows for the rather vague observations that Maria is “not doing well socially” 
(psychologist) and that “Maria might stumble again” (caseworker) to be associated with 
a problematic future. In this process of arranging information and making associations 
between past, present and future, Maria is transformed from being a distant person 
that they have assumptions about, into being a person with a set of properties that they 
can make predictions about.  

This involves associating information about Maria with a situation of preventing future 
problems from escalating. In doing so, present problems are associated with a distant 
and problematic future that has to be acted upon now, rather than later, by treating her 
situation as a case of mental illness. This is a distinction between mental and social 
health problems. Whereas the former might be prevented by treatment, it is more 
ambiguous how a social problem develops and might be prevented. By drawing these 
distinctions, the needs of Maria are associated with so-called ‘day-treatment’, which is 
one of nine types of interventions listed in the Social Service Act. This particular service 
includes both a specialized school and a specialized treatment. What started out as a 
school related social problem is now established as an escalating psychiatric disorder. 
The meeting participants delimit the day-treatment by connecting a privately run and 
specialized out-patient treatment with a place in a specialized local public school. In 
doing so, they fulfill a political requirement to keep children in their local environment 
and they rule out the parents’ wishes for a geographically more distant private school. 

After the choice of service has been typed in by the secretary, and as the caseworker is 
about to leave the meeting room, the caseworker suggests making a new distinction 
based on the costs of the choice. The following is a transcription of the brief dialogue: 

Caseworker: But the question is: Which is more expensive? It might be...now 
we’re just thinking aloud where no parents can hear us – the question is, if 
there is a price difference and if it is relevant, or if they [the parents] should 
be offered to choose a combined school and treatment solution rather than 
the outpatient treatment [and the local school].  

Manager: In my view that is not an option. Because, if we have the 
presumption that the local school can meet her [Maria’s] needs, then that’s 
it. (...). The combined solution cannot match the outpatient treatment.  
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“Which is more expensive?” the caseworker asks. The comparison refers to the 
monthly costs of buying both special school and outpatient treatment, or the monthly 
costs of buying the combined and more standard solution from the private supplier 
which the parents preferred. In making the comparison, the caseworker suggests that 
a price difference between the two alternatives might turn out to be a criterion for 
taking the wishes of the parents into account. Through this, she associates the wishes 
of the parents with the possibility of paying a cheaper price. The manager dismisses 
the association as she points out that by choosing the specialized outpatient treatment 
they will better match Maria’s needs than if they choose the more standard, but possibly 
cheaper, combined solution. In this way the need for treatment is produced as the main 
criterion. This also illustrates that information is arranged by moving places and people 
in and out of the decision-making and that different associations between costs and 
needs are tested and finally established as one way of predicting their relationship.  

The quoted segment also reveals that associations between costs and solutions cannot 
be made in all places and at all times. As the caseworker expresses it, they are “just 
thinking aloud – where no parents can hear” them. As if she is saying that it is easier 
to talk about the costs when the parents are not present. More specifically, the quote 
exposes a specific characteristic of this mode of timing and spacing. The distinction 
drawn between the parents and the costs is practical in the sense that it takes place after 
a choice has been made and in a way that prevents the conversation from being part 
of the written decision. More importantly, though, it underscores that knowledge about 
the specific costs of services does not help them make distinctions relevant for the 
choice of service. However, after the meeting, when only the two managers are left in 
the room, the caseworkers’ manager lets out a deep sigh, and says: “It has actually been 
decided politically that expenditure for day treatment should decrease. But compared 
to last year, they are certainly rising”. Even though the manager is well aware of the 
problematic budget implications of the choice, this has not been transformed into a 
criterion for the choice of service. Accordingly, this exemplifies that information of the 
budget target is arranged in a way that excludes it from the decision-making. 

Does this illustrate that costs are not a part of this mode of timing and spacing? No. It 
illustrates that it is an achievement in itself that the mentioning of costs was left out of 
the decision. It requires that they put as much information as possible under scrutiny, 
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and leave the conversation about costs until after the secretary has finished writing up 
the minutes. As such, it is neither “costing” nor “caring” that limits and allows parti-
cular choices to be made, but the (many) tools and elements that make the best possible 
prediction about the future.  

I have analysed three different situations that each amounted to a specific way of timing 
and spacing the choice and delimitation of services: 1) Protecting, 2) Maintaining and 
3) Preventing. This is summarized in Table 6:

Table 6: The characteristics of the modes of protecting, maintaining and preventing 

Mode of Protecting 
Mode of 
Maintaining Mode of Preventing 

Course of 
action 

Acutely removing the 
girl from problems Allocating costs Planning future interventions 

Consequence Protection from the 
past 

Maintaining 
services Preventing future problems 

Associations 
Acuteness=protection 
Bruises=legal 
paragraph 

Age=tariff 
Duration=tariff 

Mental health problem=day 
treatment 
Present state=future problems 
Local solution=political goal 

Distinctions 
related to 
costs  

Expensive / not 
expensive Age / duration 

Budget target / political goal 
Parents / costs 
Expensive / not expensive 

Distinctions 
related to 
needs 

Extreme / not 
extreme 
Past / present 

None 

Documented / not 
documented 
Observations / psychological 
assessment 
Social / mental 
Present / future 
Standard / special 

Roles of costs Not relevant Decisive  Ambiguous 

Roles of 
needs Decisive Not relevant Ambiguous  
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Discussion: The practical efforts of relating costing and caring 

In this section I discuss how costing and caring come to be related by comparing the 
three modes of timing and spacing. This shifts the attention away from the individual 
decisions, and towards the characteristics and patterns of the decision processes that 
took place in the three child protection departments.    

Timing 

As an action, timing works in two distinct ways. Firstly, timing is a way of organising 
the steps of the decision into a certain order. In the mode of maintaining, the steps of 
the process are stable, in the sense that what needs to be done is pre-planned. The 
caseworker, for instance, cannot grant the mother any money before the sum of her 
calculation has made it to “economy”. In the mode of protecting, the timing of steps 
is activated by the situation of the young woman. Timing is reactive. This is why the 
cost implications are deemed to “not matter”. In both of these modes the timing results 
in a distinction to be drawn between needs and costs. Where needs are left out from 
the mode of maintain, costs are left out from the mode of protecting. It could seem 
like caseworkers prioritize the one to the detriment of the other (Kraus 2010; Bracci & 
Llewellyn 2012). However, it is not the caseworkers’ priorities that make the 
relationship between costing and caring differ but the timing of the steps in the process 
of reaching a decision. In the mode of preventing, the timing of steps takes on a third 
constellation. Here the steps are bundled together in a meeting, where elements are 
detached and attached to the situation of the girl.  

Secondly, timing is a consequence of how information about the situation at stake has 
been mobilized. In the mode of protecting, information was organised in a past and a 
present, which made it possible to draw associations between past problems and acute 
protection. In the mode of maintaining, the information was about the present and 
amounted to associations between age, duration and specific tariffs. And in the mode 
of preventing the information was organised in a past, present and a future, which 
allowed for associations to be drawn between the present state of problems and a more 
problematic future. This let three distinct timings emerge, each with a course of action: 
removing, allocating and planning, which were estimated to protect, maintain, and 
prevent. Also, as linear tem-porality, time had different roles to play: When ‘protecting’ 
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time was scarce, when ‘maintaining’ time was a norm and when ‘preventing’ time was 
an asset. The three modes of timing are summarized in Table 7: 

Table 7: The modes of timing 

Mode of 
Protecting 

Mode of 
Maintaining Mode of Preventing 

Timing the steps to take Reactive Pre-planned Bundled 

Timing the orientation of 
the decision  

Time as linear Scarce Norm Asset 

Spacing 

Timing is closely related to the spacing of information, tools, and other humans and 
non-humans taking part in the decision. Spacing is the action of moving elements 
around, detaching and attaching them to the situation at stake, associating them with 
each other and finally summing up the result of the movements in one place. Protecting 
the young woman was a process of associating the bruises on a body with a legal 
paragraph by moving the bruises to the ER, where they were documented and classified 
as “domestic violence”. It also involved telephones, airplanes and the physical distance 
between the present place of the young woman, and a home away from her boyfriend. 
Most specifically, it involved the vacancies in the one crisis centre with rooms for 
under-aged women. Although these places are spread out in physical space, they all 
refer back to the young woman. And even though the costs are not included as a 
criterion for the choice of service, they are still taken into account. Table 8 illustrates 
this with a drawing of five dots, enclosed by a circle that excludes one dot. The aim of 
this is to visualise a stable spacing with one centre, and where only the costs, and 
possibly a few other elements, are left out for the time being.  

The spacing of preventing took on a different shape. Here a meeting made it possible 
for the wide reaching and heterogeneous elements to be drawn together. In this way, 
the spacing was a process of moving information in and out of the discussion rather 
moving persons and things from one place to another. The psychological assessment 

Past and present Present Past, present, future 



150 
 

made it possible to predict the development of a psychiatric disorder in the future, and 
through this it made the treatment needs of the girl the main reference point of the 
spacing. The reference point would possibly have been different if there had not been 
a psychological assessment. In this way, the mode of preventing is a good example of 
how the needs of the clients are constructed in the process of choosing and delimiting 
services. This is in opposition to the health care area, where the choice of cure is 
expected to be made from the known disease and medical needs (cf. Llewellyn & 
Northcott 2005; Fernler and Sjögren, forthcoming). The more ambiguous and non-
linear process is illustrated in table 8 as 15 dots are kept together by an irregular shape 
that excludes seven dots. 

Timing and spacing arranges the processes so that decisions can be reached. In the 
mode of protecting, there was no time to set up a meeting, whereas in the mode of 
preventing, the choice of service was arranged around a meeting. When services have 
been chosen and delimited, the result is brought together in one place. Such places are, 
for instance, the minutes from the meeting regarding prevention, and the journal note 
in the filing system of the caseworker who chose to protect the young woman from 
past actions. In the mode of maintaining, the ordering ticket was a clear example of 
how a place sums up information and allows for a result to circulate to other places. In 
this case, the service could not be granted before the ordering ticket was circulated to 
the accounting system. The spacing of this process only involved numbers and was 
concerned with moving money from one place to another. In Table 8, this is illustrated 
with only two dots surrounded by a regular circle, signalling that in this mode the needs 
of the children are not expected to be included.  
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Table 8: The modes of spacing 

 Mode of 
Protecting 

Mode of 
Maintaining 

Mode of Preventing 

Spacing the orientation of 
the decision 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The spacing of costs Postponed Stable  Entangled 

The spacing of needs Moving the child 
around Not relevant Moving representations 

of needs around 

Costing 

Now I turn to the key question of the paper: How is the cost information involved in 
professional decisions to allocate resources? I have defined three modes of timing and 
spacing, in which costs were only calculated in the mode of maintaining. In this mode, 
costs are taken as given and the needs of the child are disregarded as an issue that was 
taken care of at another point in time. This observation is central, because it highlights 
the relatedness of the modes. The individual caseworker does not work within one of 
the modes but weaves in and out of them, sometimes planning for the future, some-
times coordinating costs and sometimes protecting against past actions. This not only 
explains why it is difficult to calculate a cost to guide decisions a priori. It also explains 
why it is not possible to draw conclusions about the role of costs from one mode and 
not the others. The PSAR debates on the role of costs in professional decision-making 
are mostly concerned with whether or not cost information is used in decision-making 
(Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Jacobs, 2005; Jönsson & Solli, 
1993; Kraus, 2012; Kurunmäki, 2004; Kurunmäki et al., 2003; Laughlin, 1996; 
Llewellyn, 1993, 1998a; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005).  

Kurunmäki (2004) for instance, provides evidence that cost information is created and 
used by the medical professionals of their study as a means to follow and compare 
expenditure for operations between departments and over time. Jacobs (2005) debates 
this by illustrating that the use of cost information is delegated to subgroups rather 
than an entire profession. This ‘either/or’ perspective is also present in the early studies 



152 
 

of accounting in social work settings by Jönssen and Solli (1993), Llewellyn (1993 and 
1998a) and Laughlin (1996) and continues to dominate the research in more recent 
studies (Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; Kraus, 2012). In different 
ways, these papers illustrate variances over how cost information is put to use in 
professional decisions or not. But, whereas the studies of caring settings convey ambi-
guity on whether cost information is actually used, the studies of health care are more 
convinced of the one or the other theory. Llewellyn and Northcott (2005) is an 
illustrative example of how cost-based categories are used to guide the choice of cure, 
and Kurunmäki et al.(2003) also very specifically categorize cost information as either 
an integrated element of decision-making or a shield to protect medical values and 
ethics.  

In this paper, I suggest that it is not possible to make a final conclusion about whether 
or not cost information is part of a decision or not. Drawing a conclusion from the 
mode of protecting would suggest that costs are not involved in decision-making. 
Whereas drawing it from the mode of maintaining would suggest they are – even to 
the degree that they distort the purpose of the decision-making. However, the modes 
of decision-making do not emerge on their own, but in relation to each other and the 
setting they are a part of (cf. Hopwood, 1983 for a similar argument). Accordingly, 
entanglement and ambiguity is much more common than a clear cut ‘use or not’. To 
this end, studies of professional decisions in allocating resources to individual clients 
and patients provide a unique access to how accounting practices are shaped in 
professional settings. The paper by Bracci and Llewellyn (2012) illustrate this by expo-
sing that accounting practices differ according to whether or not client problems are 
intractable. Frandsen (2010) shows that accounting is a process of continuously 
translating between numbers and diseases rather than a practice consisting of predeter-
mined tools. And Sjögren and Fernler (forthcoming) suggest that costs are translated 
into and measured as time units. My analysis adds to these papers by suggesting a fourth 
possibility: Namely that costing and caring practices are continuously constructed in at 
least three different ways and that different relationships between costing and caring 
can be present together in the same setting.  

Within PSAR, scholars inspired by institutional theory have argued that conflicting and 
multiple logics are navigated into co-existing in the practices of decision-making 
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(Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; Rautiainen & Jӓrvenpӓӓ, 2012). However, in their approach 
to entanglement and ambiguity as a matter of bringing logics to co-exist, these studies 
maintain the distinction between costing and caring as predetermined and leave the 
practical work of producing them unexplored. The mode of preventing reveals the 
opposite. Namely that it takes a lot of practical work to separate costing and caring 
from each other, because knowing the cost implications of choices is just as ambiguous 
as knowing the specific needs of a child. In the mode of maintaining the costs were 
not ambiguous, but the process of producing them as a new entity revealed that the 
needs of the child and the costs of services were separated from each other in a tenuous 
and very material process.  

Conclusion 

In this paper I have analysed and described the relationships between cost information 
and professional decision-making through an inside-out investigation of the practical 
efforts to reach decisions in three Danish child protection departments. Inspired by 
the symmetrical approach of ANT the ambition of this was to open up the notions of 
“costing” and “caring” and analyse how they come to relate to each other in processes 
of reaching decisions about individual children and families. Instead of assuming a 
distinction to be drawn between the two, I analysed how, when, and where the distinctions 
are drawn. I employed Callon and Muniesa’s (2005) broad and processual notion of 
calculation in an analysis of professional decisions as modes of timing and spacing (Law 
1994). I unfolded how three modes of professional decisions arose next to each other 
as the result of the timing and spacing of information. In each of the modes, 
distinctions were drawn in a particular way that constituted the relationship between 
costs and needs differently. Rather than costing being translated into caring and/or the 
other way around, I found that distinctions between costing and caring were con-
tinuously produced as a result of the practical arrangement of the particular mode of 
decision-making.  

This suggests that costing and caring not only vary according to the situation at stake 
(Bracci & Llewellyn, 2012), the context (Kraus & Lindholm, 2010; Llewellyn, 1998b), 
a certain ethos (Lapsley, 2008; Laughlin, 1996) or discourse (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2016; 
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Jönsson & Solli, 1993; Llewellyn, 1998a), but also according to practical and calculative 
capacities. When it is not possible to decide on a solution before distinctions about the 
situation have been drawn, then it is the capacities for timing and spacing that make 
decisions possible. Accordingly, the paper suggests that professional decision-making 
is more about timing and spacing information than it is about choosing between, for 
instance, quantitative and qualitative forms of knowledge. This means that the agency 
for decision-making is spread out in a network of socio-material elements rather than 
being centred within a profession. As the timings and spacings vary, so do the 
connections between costs and needs. When observed from the outside, professional 
decision-making processes look like a mess of entangled individual choices. Yet a closer 
look at the decisions in this analysis shows that the choices of services are the result of 
meticulously orchestrated ordering processes.  

The paper also contributes with an elaboration of welfare professional work by 
juxtaposing the fields of curing and caring. In curing work unknown and changeable 
client characteristics is an exception that makes action more expensive (Llewellyn & 
Northcott 2005) or possibly makes action stop (Fernler and Sjögren, forthcoming). In 
caring work unknown and changeable client characteristics is rule rather than the 
exception. This explains the ambiguous role of cost information as present but not 
talked about. When individual needs are constructed as stable for the purpose of 
choosing a course of action, then it is difficult for a standard cost category or a budget 
limit to guide decisions. Instead a lot of effort goes into separating costing from caring. 
In this way, the paper surprisingly indicates that hybridity involves the work of 
separating costing and caring. This further implies that caring work is a fruitful site for 
future investigations into what it means to be “hybrid” (Miller et al., 2008). Such 
investigations would gain from an ethnographic approach.  

References 

There is a complete list of references at the end of the dissertation.  
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Chapter 5: Concluding discussion 

In this dissertation I have inquired into how hybridisation between accounting and 
caring is practically achieved. I started out by suggesting that decision-making in Danish 
child protection work is relevant to the study of hybridisation. This is due to the way 
decision-making here both involves describing and accounting for costs as well as the 
needs of individual children. I then made a review of PSAR on hybridity, where I found 
two main theories about the relationship between professional practices and 
hybridisation. The Foucault-inspired theory suggests that hybridisation happens 
‘behind the backs’ of professionals, surreptitiously, when accounting technologies 
mediate government programmes into being a part of their work. The other theory, 
which is inspired by New Institutional Theory, argues that practices always entail 
multiple logics, and that hybridity is achieved as a result of the systematic effort of 
coordinating the logics so they can co-exist. I positioned the approach of this disserta-
tion in relation to these theories by proposing to approach hybridity as (at least) a dual 
process and to view reality, rather than its descriptive logic, as multiple. So as not to 
get lost in my study of the multiple enactments of hybridity I proposed exploring it 
while keeping my focus on the practical work of decision-making. In the following, 
third chapter, I then explained how I did that in practice in my ethnography of decision-
making in Danish child protection work. Then came the body of the dissertation, three 
articles, where I investigate the relationship between accounting and caring. Now it is 
time to draw it all together in a concluding discussion about how hybridisation between 
accounting and caring is practically achieved in professional decision-making processes.  

I have divided the conclusion into five parts. First I explain what each of the three 
articles suggest about the practical work of hybridising accounting and caring. I then, 
in the second part, discuss how my findings contribute to existing theories about 
hybridisation as they have been debated within PSAR. In the third part I draw together 
how the study more broadly contributes to key debates in PSAR regarding management 
accounting in caring settings. In the fourth part I consider how my methodological 
approach elaborate on ethnographic studies of valuation practices. And, finally, in the 
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last part I discuss the role of my study in relation to critical approaches to management 
accounting in caring work.   

Hybridity is continuously produced, maintained and avoided 

The overall proposition of the articles is that hybridity is enacted in multiple ways and 
that hybridisation is achieved through an ongoing movement between connecting and 
separating multiple and conflicting matters at stake. Hybridity is not a stable entity and 
hybridisation does not move in one direction. This is illustrated in each of the three 
papers, where hybridity is investigated in three different settings. 

In article 1, I followed the work of appropriating the costs of services. I moved back 
and forth between the child protection- and accounting departments and I looked at 
many different screens, documents and spreadsheets. Amongst other practices, I 
followed the movement of numbers and the abbreviations of choices of services. From 
these settings I saw hybridisation as a practical matter of making the connection 
between cost and needs visible to other persons than the few persons immediately 
involved in connecting them in the first place. Contrary to what one would expect from 
the metaphor of ‘connecting’, this process was mostly about separating costs from needs. 
As the decision was made to allocate resources to an individual child, the costs and 
needs were present together. In the process of accounting for the choice of service, 
however, the two were separated, with the account of the decision each taking on a 
distinct shape. The process of separating costs from needs took time and involved a 
myriad network of actors. And just as the separation was finalised, the costs were 
reconnected with the needs of children, now in a different shape. The costs no longer 
accounted for the decision to help an individual child, they accounted for the aggregate 
number of services.  

All the work I had been following attempted to make material, visual traces of the 
connections between costs and needs. Yet the economic consultant said that there was 
“too much money flying around”. Indeed, at the end of my stay, it turned out that I 
had been taking part in a failed attempt at re-connecting costs and needs. The money 
was still flying around despite a collective effort to keep it on the ground by accounting 
for it. This is why I propose that hybridisation is a socio-material achievement. Hybri-
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dity is material in the sense that it can only be achieved through practical work. It is 
social in the sense that it is the achievement of a collective effort. This enactment of 
hybridity looked mostly like a circular movement back and forth between hybridisation 
and purification. When the purification failed, so did the circular movement back 
towards hybridisation. The circle broke. Now, rather than bringing costs back into the 
discretionary process of deciding how to meet the needs of children, the costs were 
further purified into standards of how to cut back on costs. Or at least that is what the 
manager proposed for the year to come. 

In article 2, I placed myself in the middle of a decision-making process about how to 
help the two children of the Jensen parents. I followed the decision for almost a year. 
I paid particular attention to the casework and I followed the traces of the costs 
whenever costs showed up. This took me far beyond the geographical boundaries of 
the local government where I started the ethnography. I went on a drive and ferry trip 
to a placement institution, to the local government in charge of setting the price for 
the placement, to a retired consultant, to the workplace of a local politician, and to the 
homes of the Jensen parents. I took part in many confusing conversations, I saw (and 
felt) the desperation of the parents, I looked at screens and saw how complex situations 
were given a chronological order. From these places, I saw hybridisation as the ongoing 
work of sequencing five different versions of what amounted to be a decision to place 
two children away from their parents. This showed me that when accounting and caring 
hybridise there are many more registers of valuing at play than those concerned with 
costs and needs. 

In this case there were five registers of valuing at play: The register of causes, the 
register of rights, the register of needs, the register of costs, and the register of time. 
Although the five registers of valuing would sometimes contradict each other by 
drawing attention to conflicting criteria on how to make better decisions, they were 
organised in a way that allowed them to co-exist. This, however, did not happen in a 
back and forth movement between separating and connecting costs and needs as I 
described in the first paper. Rather, the five versions of ‘good decisions’ were sequen-
ced into minor activities and each distributed to their own time and place. Sometimes 
they were present at the same place at the same time, sometimes they were right next 
to, yet separate from, each other. The work of sequencing was an ongoing process, 
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where the moment of making a formal conclusion about the choice of intervention 
was the only moment where all five registers were drawn together into the same time 
and place. Shortly afterwards, the five versions of decisions were separated out into 
new sequences of activities. 

In this way, I saw hybridity or hybridisation as a fluid process that moved between 
producing, avoiding and maintaining the co-existence of multiple registers of valuing. 
In the process of producing hybridity the five registers of valuing were sequenced in a 
way that allowed them to connect and later re-connect in stabilised instances of reach-
ing conclusions. In the process of avoiding hybridity, conflicting registers of valuing were 
sequenced temporally and/or spatially in a way that allowed them to be present right 
next to, yet separate from, each other. Meanwhile the process of maintaining hybridity 
was more a matter of retrospectively making sure that all registers of valuing were still 
part of the decision-making. This enactment of hybridity looks more like a table, where 
each column represents the different versions of ‘good decisions’ and the rows the 
movements in time and place. The activities of decision-making are continuously 
moved around, connected and separated.  

In article 3, I started out by placing myself above the practical work of reaching 
decisions. Although I was part of decision-making in the sense that I observed 
meetings, read case files, looked at spreadsheets with activity numbers and talked to 
practitioners about how they came to conclusions about which services to choose, I 
looked at them from a distance. More specifically, I looked at decision-making process-
ses in three local governments by retrospectively reading through and coding my 
material at my office desk. From this setting, I saw hybridity as enactments of three 
different modes of timing and spacing information for professional decision-making. 
Costs and needs were not connected in one way but in three different ways – or rather 
in three modes. These modes were not as flat as the two other enactments of hybridity. 
Since I looked at them from a distance, the modes were also more abstract, which 
means that they also expressed pre-existing orientations; for instance that the price of 
a service could be relevant information to take into account, or that psychologists 
present their findings at decision-meetings.  

The advantage of this more distant view on hybridity was that it revealed enactments 
of hybridity that were the same across three different local governments and not the 
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differing results of particular practices. Most interestingly, this revealed that each ‘mode 
of hybridity’ respectively produced a timing and spacing of the situation at stake. In the 
mode of protection – time was scarce, in the mode of maintaining – time was a norm, 
and in the mode of preventing – time was an asset. This suggests that hybridisation 
between accounting and caring practices is achieved by taking different versions of 
timing and spacing into account rather than ‘simply’ taking the price of a service into 
account. In my tables of the three modes of timing and spacing, I visualise this by 
drawing the temporal and spatial orientations of each of the modes. In terms of 
enactments of hybridity this shows that hybridity is sometimes stable and sometimes 
fluid.   

Contributions to existing theories about hybridisation 

Common to PSAR studies on hybridisation is a sense of puzzlement about how 
processes of hybridisation vary and develop in a dual relationship where actors have 
the power to accept or resist it. (Baxter & Chua, 2003, p. 110; Miller et al., 2008; Wiesel 
& Modell, 2014). It is as if each study finds new variations and suggests making further 
studies to test for even more variations in other settings. In the words of Wiesel and 
Modell (2014) “…further empirical research is required into the possibilities of 
hybridization where the evolution of governance logics follows different trajectories to 
those observed in our study.” (p. 201). However, rather than testing existing theories 
or employing suggested frameworks for the study of hybridisation, this dissertation has 
let the actors themselves tell and show how variations and differences come about and 
produce the relationships between accounting and caring. Correspondingly, I suggest 
leaving this search for variations and differences in possibilities of hybridisation. 
Instead, I suggest we should treat any actions such as organising, reforming, calculating, 
budgeting, deciding, consuming etc. as hybrid. Hybridity and hybridisation then be-
comes more like a way to understand the world – an ontological view that the research-
er can choose to adhere to – than a concealed empirical phenomena that can be 
discovered in yet more surprising and complex forms.  

In hindsight, I see that my move towards an ontological view of action and actors as 
hybrid entails that my study contributes in the same way to each of the two theories I 
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drew up in chapter 2 about the relationship between professional practices and 
hybridisation. This is because my move towards viewing hybridity as enacted changes 
the idea of what hybridity is. In the following, I draw out five main implications of this 
move.  

Firstly, the dissertation contributes with insights into the practical work of hybridising 
accounting and caring in the day-to-day actions of professionals. I have mentioned 
several times Kurunmäki’s 2004 study of the transformation of the medical profession 
into “a hybrid profession”. This is because it exemplifies that even though the empirical 
material is collected in a professional setting, it does not necessarily provide insights 
into day-to-day practices. Similar examples of this are the studies of Jacobs (2005), 
Kastberg and Siverbo (2016), Wiesel and Modell (2014), to name just a few. Contrary 
to these studies, the present dissertation suggests that practices are not hybridised or 
polarised (Jacobs 2005). Rather they are continuously hybridised and polarised. In my 
introduction to professional decision-making in child protection work as the case for 
this dissertation, I underscored this point by tracing it back to the development of child 
protection work in the 18th century. The brief historical account revealed a continuous 
movement in the combinations of accounting and caring as well as for the status of 
children. Decisions about how to care for children used to be based on calculations of 
the expected revenue from vulnerable children’s work. Through the course of the 19th 
century, decisions about how to care for vulnerable children were gradually separated 
from cost calculations and developed into a field of ‘social work’ (Abbott, 1995; 
Zelizer, 1994). And now, in the 21st century, models for assessing the economic revenue 
of child protection services are (again) informing decision-making. These movements 
back and forth between combining and separating accounting and caring are also 
present in the daily work of accountants and caseworkers.  

This, secondly, implies that hybridity is not an entity and hybridisation does not end. 
Across the broad field of research into professional practices and hybridisation it is 
generally taken for granted that hybrids characterises situations where two or more 
distinct entities come together and form a new entity. And even though it is always 
stated in the studies that hybrids are continuously developing and difficult to de-
marcate, it is an underlying assumption that hybridisation ends when a new hybrid has 
been formed. In the much-quoted paper by Miller and colleagues, for instance, they 
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underscore hybridisation as an ongoing, dual process where practical work creates 
hybrids at the same time as it is influenced by the hybrids. They still, however, take it 
as a premise that the formation of hybrids stop when a new hybrid takes shape. 
Accordingly, when they “identify some of the differing modes of hybridising”, they 
also stabilise hybridity as a specific entity. A reading of my third article on the modes 
of timing and spacing as an expression of enactments of hybridity would make a similar 
suggestion. Namely, that the practical work of decision-making enacts three forms of 
hybrids between costing and caring. However, the subtle point about relatedness in the 
paper suggests that these three ‘modes of hybridity’ develop in relation to each other. 
This means that the hybrids are not stable. Moreover, as the hybrids develop within 
similar practices with similar professional expertise, this dissertation contributes by 
suggesting that several ‘modes of hybridity’ develop right next to each other.  

Thirdly, the point that hybridisation does not stop furthermore implies that something 
else might be at stake when there are moments or places where the mixing up of two 
distinct practices is not present (Fischer & Ferlie, 2013; Jacobs, 2005). Fischer and 
Ferlie (2013), for instance, argue that an attempt at hybridisation led to the destruction 
of a therapeutic intervention. Their study though, could also be read as a failed attempt 
at changing a therapeutic intervention from one theoretical school of thought to 
another. Similarly, Jacobs’ (2005) point that polarisation is more likely than hybridi-
sation, might express that medical professionals are taught to prioritise resources by 
other means than what is most often referred to as accounting. The second paper of 
my dissertation supports this argument as it illustrates that social services are valued by 
means of other measures than financial. To this end, the present dissertation suggests 
caution in applying the notion of hybridity to all situations where distinct, multiple and 
contradictory practices are present together.  

Fourthly, the dissertation suggests that hybridity is relevant as an object of study in 
situations where the mix of things are no longer questioned. In the words of Latour: 
“what has to be explained, the troubling exceptions, are any type of stability over the 
long term and on a larger scale” (Latour 2005, p. 35). In my study, I was surprised to 
find that the most strenuous efforts in achieving hybridity had to do with the work of 
separating costs and needs – or more particularly, in making two versions of one 
decision: One concerned with costs and one concerned with needs. Based on existing 
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research, I was expecting to find the hybridisation of costs and needs difficult. But 
during my fieldwork nobody ever questioned the point that costs were a part of 
decision-making. Furthermore, the prices of services were set based on levels of 
treatment needs and in this way reflected needs more than costs. The difficult work 
was to separate costs from needs in a way that made it easier for accountants to move 
around the numbers and point out the problems. 

Fifthly, and possibly most importantly, the dissertation gives detailed insights into the 
practical work of hybridising accounting and caring practices. Most particularly, it 
shows that professionals – caseworkers as well as accountants – skilfully weave in and 
out of various practices, maintain and uphold differences, and create connections 
between them. Although their starting points are different, the accountants as well as 
the caseworkers have a stake in helping the children and in staying within budget limits. 
This does not mean that they take part in the same practical work, but rather that they 
collaboratively participate in sequencing practices into minor activities. This suggests 
that being hybrid is not the same as doing it all at once: costs are not calculated at the 
same time as needs are felt. The two activities each have their time and place and are 
drawn together in the process of reaching decisions. In this way, the ability to resist or 
accept hybridisation does not land on the shoulders of the individual practitioners. It 
is enacted in a socio-material collaboration. 

Contributions to PSAR regarding management accounting in 
caring and curing settings 

Most studies of management accounting in caring and curing settings argue that 
accounting is either a part of professional work or not (Abernethy & Stoelwinder, 1995; 
Kraus, 2012; Lapsley, 2008; Llewellyn, 1998a; Nyland & Pettersen, 2004). My study 
suggests that accounting is more fluid. It floats in and out of professional decision-
making, rather than completely transforming the procedures of decision-making 
(Llewellyn, 1998a; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005). When accounting is present, it might 
be in the shape of other measures than economic measures. In the third article, for 
instance, the costs of an intervention were estimated by making a detailed psychological 
assessment of the future needs of a child. In a similar vein, Fernler and Sjögren (forth-
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coming) argue that the bottom-line in operations is measured by hour units rather than 
monetary units when medical practitioners decide how to allocate resources. And 
Bracci (2014) shows that the responsibility to take costs into account has moved 
beyond the boundaries of local government and into the private sphere of individual 
clients. This generally supports the argument that accounting takes many and some-
times unexpected shapes.  

The detailed analysis of decision-making also reveals that costs are not one-
dimensional. Just as the practices of accounting are fluid, so the costs themselves can 
take on different roles. Sometimes costs were enacted as stable numbers that allowed 
decisions to flow between distant places. At other times, costs were enacted as 
representations of the levels of treatment. Most importantly though, costs were never 
an absolute limit. Whenever the prices of services were taken into account it was done 
in relation to levels of service and expectations of the quality of services. This is why 
the supervisor found the price of the Saturn Institution cheap. By comparing it with 
placement homes with similar offers of care and treatment, she could quickly assess 
that the Saturn Institution was a good choice. So, rather than being powerless against 
external pressures to control costs, it seems that professionals in child protection work 
have the ability to adjust the roles of costs according to the many matters at stake in 
decision-making.  

A last point is important to mention to avoid misunderstandings. My dissertation 
shows that professionals do not act as individuals. Similar to primarily early, studies of 
management accounting in caring settings, my study shows that accountability and 
budget responsibility is a collective responsibility (Llewellyn, 1998b). This dissertation 
pushes this point a bit further by including non-humans in this responsibility. Psycholo-
gical reports, measures for scaling needs, spreadsheets, contracts, journal notes, radios, 
and many other actors, collectively take part in making connections between costs and 
needs. In the first article, I show that being accountable is more a matter of making 
connections visual than it is a matter of disconnecting by choosing between being 
accountable to one or other demand. To me, the most surprising insight in this regard 
was that everybody struggled to make connections visual. The caseworkers felt 
victimized and the accountants cried when the year was coming to an end and the 
money was still ‘flying around’.  
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I want to make a last point about the notion of ‘caring’: The story about the Jensen 
children might sound like a story about a little family up against a powerful system. It 
is. But it is also a story about the complex acts of caring. The point I want to make is 
that caring does not contain a certain set of values and caring is not about resisting 
contesting values. Caring is more likely about embracing various kinds of values by 
doing what needs to be done. Caring as a valuing activity is what we were not able to 
single out into one register in the second article. In the words of Mol: “valuing is not a 
matter of casting judgement after the fact. Instead, it is part and parcel of a variety of 
activities that experts engage in to care for their [products]” (Heuts & Mol 2013, p. 136, 
emphasis added). In a similar vein, my dissertation illustrates that caring does not 
happen at one place and in one instance, which is delineated from other activities such 
as the calculations of a costs. Instead it is all the nitty gritty activities that go into making 
the decisions as good as possible, regardless of whether this has to do with creating 
linearity retrospectively, or listening to the devastating outbursts of a mother. This is 
why good decisions are not made out of checklisting activities and cannot be limited 
by a standard cost. When they are, it is only the one version of the many versions of 
decisions that are part of professional decision-making.  

Methodological contributions to valuation studies  

To find out how some things come to matter more than others, the new field of 
valuation studies investigates how ‘things’ are made valuable in the first place 
(Helgesson & Muniesa, 2013). In their book on valuation practices within medical 
practices, Dussage, Helgesson, and Lee (2015), for instance, ask: “How are values made 
and ordered? What determines what comes to count as important values in a given 
setting? (…) How are a multitude of possible divergent values coordinated and 
separated in practice?” (Dussage, Helgesson, Lee, & Woolgar, 2015, p. 1). While 
answering questions like these, the authors grapple with the challenge of investigating 
how “matters come to be considered economic values” (p. 276) without a priori 
assuming that certain matters are economic to begin with, and certain matters are not. 
My study suggests that it is possible to not fall into a predefined distinction between 
the economic and the cultural/social (cf. Dussage 2015, p. 15) by observing valuation 
practices from multiple vantage points. This suggestion is in line with what Dussage et 
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al. describe as making comparisons between a variety of valuation arrangements, and 
through this to foreground diverse ways of enacting values (Dussage et al. 2015, p. 273-
274).  

The methodological approach of the present dissertation elaborates on the compara-
tive approach to the study of valuation practices. It not only allows the study of a 
multiplicity of values but – and more importantly – also of the practices of coordinating 
the multiple value enactments. I have four suggested strategies for how to overcome 
the distinction between economic and ‘other values’: 

The first suggested strategy is to plan different entry points to follow what might seem 
like ‘the same’ valuation practice. In each of my three articles, I view the enactment of 
hybridisation from a different vantage point, and accordingly I see three different ways 
of ordering, connecting and separating accounting and caring practices. These vantage 
points were both the results of the ethnography and the planned, different entry points 
I had chosen as a means to make accounting as present as possible in as many different 
places as possible. Most importantly, this strategy not only had the purpose of 
diversifying the kind of information to collect (cf. Neyland, 2008) but also of taking 
the observer to as many places as possible (cf. Latour, 2005, p. 173-183). 

The second suggested strategy is to follow the spatial movements of valuation practices 
(and not only the temporal). This is useful, because it helps keep the landscape flat. By 
this I mean it makes it easier to escape from discourses that unavoidably carry ‘baggage’ 
in terms of inherent values and their relations (cf. Zuiderent-Jerak, Grit, & van der 
Grinten, 2015). It makes it possible to investigate how, when, and where, for instance, 
a contract takes part in decision-making rather than what it says in the contract and 
how it is interpreted and used. If the purpose is to investigate how multiple values are 
enacted and coordinated, this is sound advice. It gives insight into the different roles 
that the same device can take on in different settings (cf. Hauge, 2016). 

The third suggested strategy is to ask ‘what is compared’ as a research question rather 
than predefining which valuation practices to compare. In my case, because I moved 
to so many different places and followed costs back and forth, I came out with timing 
and spacing as ‘values’ that were more important than – or at least made it possible to 
coordinate – costs and needs. Just as the suggestions made by Dussage et al. (2015) I 
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entered with economic vs. social values, but I surpassed them and exited the field with 
time and space.  

The fourth suggested strategy is to take the persons we assume to be weak seriously, 
and to include them respectfully in the study. Dussage et al. (2015) describe the ideal 
case of valuography in the following way: “In the ideal case, a valuography goes hand 
in hand with the strategic demonstration of violence and the oppression of the weak”. 
However, when it is assumed that groups or individuals are weak and predisposed to 
violence – symbolic or physical (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1996) – the researcher runs 
the risk of reproducing the weakness of their position in the ‘valuation practice’. In 
order to avoid this and open up the investigation to other possible roles, groups, and 
individuals, I suggest adding another ideal case that questions how persons, groups, 
practices and values endure despite controversies that might be oppressing or violent. 
In my study, it was the inclusion of vulnerable, poor, abused and neglected children – 
a group that could be labelled ‘weak’ – that allowed me to see how costs became 
something else than an economic calculation of economic value. What was more, I saw 
how strongly the parents fought, and how happy they were when finally the lives of 
their children improved. In the situation, they were not weak. Specifically the Jensen 
parents gave me many insights that I hope to develop further in future research.  

Symmetry vs. critique 

The argument of the dissertation is that the responsibility to take costs into account is 
not borne solely by the individual social worker. Instead, costing is enacted in a variety 
of practices and translated into a variety of shapes and roles as the casework moves 
location and develops over time. This is a cumbersome and sometimes rather messy 
achievement, where numerous actors – in the broadest sense and including accountants 
and social workers – work together. There are no monsters and no slaves here, but 
rather a fragile network, where everybody (literally) cries when it falls apart. Instead of 
criticising the ways in which accounting procedures get pushed in a certain direction 
by individuating responsibility for outcomes, or studying its deleterious effects from a 
specific vantage point such as, for instance, the ‘frontline’ social workers, this disser-
tation has aimed to open up the co-construction of the costs of services. It does this 
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by stressing the importance of the present, under-acknowledged, practices of cost 
accounting in child protection work. In so doing, I hope not to replace or reject earlier 
critiques, but to have added something more to the understanding of cost accounting 
and the hybridisation of accounting and caring. To paraphrase Mol: my dissertation is 
not a non-critical approach, but an attempt to show doubt and multiplicity as 
possibilities that make the co-existence of accounting and caring possible, and not 
problems that need to be rationalised (Mol, 2002, p. 183-184). 

This attempt also means that the dissertation does not enquire into issues that were not 
part of the day-to-day work. This might make the study appear naïve. We have all heard 
stories about public services that could benefit from more resources. Some stories are 
graver than others. Whenever I have presented my work, I have been confronted with 
stories about children that have suffered neglect by the Danish children protection 
system. These stories were most often followed up with the argument that if there had 
been more financial leeway and more resources, then the child’s life and future could 
have been saved. With this dissertation, I do not suggest that lack of resources is not a 
problem in child protection work! All I want to say is that many elements – not only 
financial – make decision-making in child protection work complex. And that it is the 
multitude of elements that are taken into account in decision-making processes that are 
the causes of controversies in day-to-day work. There are other areas of welfare work 
or child protection work in other countries, or even in other Danish local governments, 
where a lack of financial resources causes services to break down (Brodkin, 2011; 
Egelund et al., 2010; Wastell et al., 2010), and I am not naïve in making my point. 
Rather, with the study, I aim to take seriously the tremendous effort it takes for 
practitioners to continuously hybridise accounting and caring without being stopped 
by potentially conflicting aims. In the words of Latour (2004):  

The critic is not the one who debunks, but the one who assembles. The critic 
is not the one who lifts the rugs from under the feet of naïve believers, but 
the one who offers the participants arenas in which to gather. The critic is 
not the one who alternates between antifetishism and positivism (…) but 
the one for whom, if something is constructed, then it means it is fragile and 
thus in great need of care and caution. (p. 246) 
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With the dissertation I show that hybridisation between accounting and caring is 
possible but also that it indeed is fragile work in great need of care and caution. By 
writing about it in my dissertation, I take part in enacting this as a version of reality that 
also exists (Law 2002, Latour 2005, p. 128-133).  
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Epilogue: Description of the ‘95,000 kroner boy’ 

I started my PhD with an ambition to find out what the notion of a “95,000 kroner 
boy” might be about. The 95,000 kroner boy is, above all, a moment of stabilisation, 
where the needs of the child are compared to the costs of a service. Such comparisons 
are ongoing. At other times, “the [town’s] most expensive [girl], “extreme treatment 
needs”, “cheap placements”, “very, very, very high level of concern” and several other 
ways of scaling the needs of the children and the costs of the services into a momentary 
alignment were expressed. The quote from the caseworker saying that the boy “was 
not a 95,000 kroner boy” was a quick, professional shorthand for why the boy’s treat-
ment needs and the placement services offered did not match. Although the expression 
could sound like she was wondering how much it would be worth paying to help the 
boy, the effect of it was the same as if she had said: “He does not have extreme 
treatment needs”. It could, indeed, very well be so that the caseworker only mentioned 
the boy as a cost because she was talking to a researcher with an interest in costs. But 
what I found out was that the needs of children are continuously compared to the costs 
of services. This means that children are not priceless. There are limits on how much 
to pay for helping children, in child protection work, at least. The limits, though, are 
not stable.  

I also found out that the 95,000 kroner boy only ‘takes place’ away from families and 
children. I experienced this myself as I introduced my research on how costs are part 
of professional decision-making to a father who was about to have his first meeting 
(ever) with a caseworker. He kindly asked me not to participate in the meeting. I felt 
like I had told the father that the future of his daughter was a matter of the costs of 
helping her. It was a relief not to participate, because the father manifested some 
resistance to this idea. Costs were rarely mentioned in meetings with families, because 
these meetings were generally aimed at reaching some kind of agreement about how to 
proceed. This, however, did not mean that the caseworkers did not consider costs while 
talking. When entering and returning from meetings, they would most often have an 
idea of the level of costs – either in terms of which kind of intervention, how many 
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hours of help, or the severity of the child’s problems. In this way, the caseworkers 
cautiously avoided the talk about costs, because they were aware of the associations it 
might provoke – like, for instance the feelings I may have provoked when I was asked 
by the father to not be a part of the meeting. This means that costs are enacted 
differently, when they are indirectly assumed in talks with parents about the future life 
of their children. Here, costs represent an economic value of how much the local 
government is prepared to invest in the child. This makes it difficult to talk about costs 
because, to the parents, the children are priceless (or at least supposed to be priceless).  

This suggests that the 95,000 kroner boy is a construct of the caseworkers rather than 
the accountants. It is not the accountants who ask the caseworkers to think in terms 
of costs when making their decisions. The caseworkers think in terms of costs because 
costs are practical means for stabilising needs and for making decisions move. Quite 
the contrary, the accountants asked of them to please leave the children out of cost 
appropriations. Not only by excluding the individual needs from the appropriation, but 
also, more explicitly, by asking the secretary not to send the minutes from decision 
meetings to them. It was to devastating to read about the children’s lives, they told me. 
To this end, the 95,000 kroner boy was dissolved when the costs of services were 
calculated. This is one of the reasons why it is so difficult to assess whether services 
are efficient or not. What the costs are compared to are the number of services relative 
to earlier years, estimates, and to other local governments. They are not compared to 
the development of the children. This knowledge – i.e. about the relationship between 
costs and the development of individual needs – resides with the caseworkers and all 
their tools and techniques.  

The final insight about the ’95,000 kroner boy’ is that ‘it’ was less important than the 
timing and spacing of decisions. Specifically, because it was more a means of stabili-
sation than a means of putting a value on how to improve the lives of children. As 
conveyed in article 3, the decision on whether the situation of the child was a matter 
for protection, maintaining, or preventing had more effect on the relationship between 
costs and needs than the absolute level of costs in itself.   

I hope these insights about the 95,000 kroner boy will help to bring forth a new 
vocabulary on how to talk about costs as multiple and on how to talk about the 
practices of accounting as serving multiple purposes. Considering costs as a means to 
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achieve stabilisation might make it easier for caseworkers and educators in the field of 
social work to accept and talk about costs as something that is always taken into 
account in some way or the other. More importantly, it might make it possible to talk 
about costing work as an effort that caseworkers can be proud of. It is, after all, 
something they contribute to by continuously translating cost and needs, shaping 
accounts into meeting multiple demands, and knowing when and where to approach 
costs as scale and costs as an expression of value. It might also be a starting point for 
considering how the timing and spacing of decisions can be a part of accounting 
practices. And it could be the starting point for considering what the consequences 
might be if costs were kept with the children instead of being translated into the costs 
of services. Although this is an extremely political suggestion that crosses moral 
boundaries on how it is possible to talk about children, I dare to suggest that if 
knowledge about costs and needs were approached as adding to each other rather than 
contradicting each other, then it would be easier to assess the efficiency of services. 
Child protection departments would not need grant models for calculating socio-
economic indices and future investments such as is currently suggested in Denmark 
(Arendt, Bolvig, Skov, & Panduro, 2014). They could simply follow the costs of children 
instead of the costs of services. However, this would, I speculate, result in choices 
between cheap and expensive children. A vocabulary, however, that caseworkers are 
already familiar with, but which is difficult for families and politicians to live with 
because they view costs as a measure of worth. It might be better then, to talk about 
child protection as investments in children. This would make it possible to follow the 
‘resources invested’ in children rather than the ‘costs of’ children. But this is 
speculation, and the subject of possible future research projects.  
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English Summary  

With this dissertation, I aim to find out how it is possible for statutory child protection 
workers to reach decisions when elements as different as a child’s needs and the costs 
of a service are to be connected in the process. How is it possible, for instance, to count 
costs and sense the needs of a child at the same time? The purpose of inquiring into 
this question is to investigate the practices involved in ‘hybridising’ accounting and 
caring practices. As a concept, ‘hybridity’ denotes the process of bringing together 
elements that are normally found separately – hybridisation – and the outcome – a 
hybrid – of this process. This concept suggests that accounting co-exists with the 
practices it is a part of. 

The question of how hybridisation between accounting and caring practices takes place 
has been investigated in the research field of public sector accounting research (PSAR). 
Two main arguments have developed within this field of research: 1) In one strain of 
research, inspired by the work of Foucault, it is generally argued that hybridisation 
happens behind the backs of the caring professions, and causes them to pay less 
attention to the social needs of clients. Accordingly, researchers should pay attention 
to how tools and techniques transform working practices. 2) In another strain of 
research, inspired by New Institutional Theory, it is argued that hybridisation is a 
process that happens inside the minds of persons, as the logics of how to make 
decisions compete and multiply. Accordingly, researchers should pay attention to how 
constellations of logics vary. Despite their emphasis on “the practices” of the caring 
professions, these strains of research are unclear about how, when and where hybridisation 
happens in the day-to-day practices of social- and health care work. We do not know, 
for instance, whether costs are taken into account before, during, or after a doctor, for 
example, decides how to operate – or throughout the entire process. And we do not 
know how calculations of the costs of medical- and social services are practically 
involved in decisions about how to allocate resources to individuals.  

In this dissertation, I draw on Actor-Network Theory (ANT) as a means to make the 
investigation of hybridisation more attuned to the details of the practical efforts of 
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connecting costs and needs. This entails the work of tracing how, when and where costs 
and needs are connected and separated. I did this by conducting a one-year ethno-
graphy in the accounting- and child protection departments of a Danish local govern-
ment. Here I followed costs as they moved from location to location. I paid attention 
to how costs differed in the various practices, how they were ordered, and how they 
were made to co-exist, or not, with the needs of children.  

Starting with the fourth chapter of the dissertation, I present my analysis in the shape 
of three research articles. In the first article I trace how professional decisions are 
practically shaped into a format that makes it possible to account for both the needs 
of vulnerable children and the costs of services. I argue that human as well as non-
human actors work together to meticulously separate accounts of costs and needs from 
each other in a way that allows for these accounts to be re-connected at a later time 
and place. This suggests that the work of meeting the demands of multiple account-
abilities is a collective and socio-material effort rather something that falls squarely on 
the shoulders of the individual child protection workers. In the second article I, 
together with a former PhD colleague, ask how hybridity is enacted in processes of 
professional decision-making. We suggest that hybridity is continuously produced, 
maintained and avoided. In order to unfold this argument, we mobilize the insight from 
valuation studies that the co-presence of multiple and conflicting values is an achieve-
ment of practical, ordering processes. We develop the notion of ‘sequencing’ as a 
means to describe the ordering processes that allow for five different, and at times 
conflicting, registers of ‘good decisions’ to be present at the same time, right next to, 
yet separate from, each other. Finally, in the third article, I suggest that costing and 
caring emerge as a consequence of practical and calculative capabilities. They are not 
inherently opposed and distinct practices. Based on an analysis of how, when, and 
where distinctions are drawn on the situation of a child and made relevant for the 
choice and delimitation of child protection services, I identify three modes of timing 
and spacing professional decisions. Each constitute a specific relationship between 
costing and caring: 1) Protecting, 2) Maintaining, and 3) Preventing.  

In the concluding discussion, I draw together the findings from my three articles into 
a discussion of my research question: How, when, and where is the hybridisation 
between accounting and caring practically achieved in professional decision-making 
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processes? The overall proposition of the articles is that hybridity is enacted in multiple 
ways and that hybridisation is achieved through an ongoing movement between 
connecting and separating multiple and conflicting matters at stake. Hybridity is not a 
stable entity and hybridisation does not move in one direction. Most particularly, it 
shows that professionals – caseworkers as well as accountants – skilfully weave in and 
out of various practices, maintain and uphold differences, and create connections 
between them. This suggests that being hybrid does not mean doing it all at once: costs 
are not calculated at the same time as needs are felt. The two activities each have their 
time and place and their roles differ as they move from place to place. This also entails 
that costs are not one-dimensional. Sometimes costs are enacted as stable numbers that 
allow decisions to flow between distant places. At other times, costs are enacted as 
representations of the levels of treatment. Most importantly though, costs are never an 
absolute limit. So, rather than being powerless against external pressures to control 
costs, it seems that professionals in child protection work have the ability to adjust the 
roles of costs according to the many matters at stake in decision-making.  

My hope is that this dissertation will bring forth a new vocabulary on how to talk about 
costs as multiple and on how to talk about the practices of accounting as serving 
multiple purposes. For instance, it might make it possible to talk about costing work 
as an effort that caseworkers can be justly proud of. It is, after all, something they 
contribute to by continuously translating cost and needs, shaping accounts into 
meeting multiple demands, and knowing when and where to approach costs as scale 
and costs as an expression of value. 
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Dansk Resume 

Målet med denne afhandling er at finde ud af, hvordan det er muligt for sagsbehandlere 
på området for udsatte børn og unge at tage beslutninger, der både baserer på hensyn 
til børns behov og til omkostningerne for indsatsen. Hvordan er det, for eksempel, 
muligt at beregne omkostninger og fornemme barnets behov på samme tid? Formålet 
med at stille dette spørgsmål at er undersøge hvordan hybridiseringen mellem økono-
mistyring og omsorgen for barnet foregår i den daglige praksis. Som koncept afspejler 
’hybriditit’ en proces, hvor elementer, der normalt eksisterer som adskilte, bliver bragt 
sammen – ’hybridisering’ – og resultatet af processen kaldes en ’hybrid’.  Det vil sige, 
at jeg med dette koncept foreslår, at økonomistyring er blandet sammen med og 
eksisterer sammen med de praksisser, den bliver brugt i. 

Spørgsmålet om, hvordan hybridiseringen mellem økonomistyring og omsorgs-
praksisser foregår, er blevet undersøgt i et forskningsfelt om offentlig økonomistyring 
(Public sector accounting research (PSAR)). Her er der opstået to overordnede argu-
menter om hybridisering: 1) I en forskningsretning, der er inspireret af Foucault, bliver 
det generelt foreslået, at hybridisering foregår bagom ryggen på omsorgs profession-
erne og får dem til at tage mindre hensyn til klienternes sociale behov. 2) I en anden 
forskningsretning, som er inspireret af Ny Institutionel Teori, bliver det foreslået at 
hybridisering foregår inde i praktikerne, når forskellige logikker om, hvordan der skal 
tages hensyn, konkurrerer og multiplicerer. På trods af deres opmærksomhed mod 
professionernes ”praksis”, siger disse forskningsretninger ikke ret meget om hvordan, 
hvornår og hvor hybridisering foregår i den daglige praksis. Vi ved eksempelvis ikke om 
der bliver taget hensyn til omkostninger før, under eller efter en læge, for eksempel, 
beslutter hvordan han eller hun skal operere en patient – eller om hensynet pågår 
gennem hele processen. Og vi ved ikke, hvordan beregninger af omkostningerne for 
sociale- og sundhedsmæssige services helt lavpraktisk er involveret i beslutninger om, 
hvordan ressourcer skal fordeles til individuelle patienter og klienter.  

I denne afhandling trækker jeg på Aktør-Netværks Teori (ANT) som en ressource, der 
gør det muligt at lave min undersøgelse af hybridisering mere rettet mod detaljerne i 
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det praktiske arbejde med at skabe forbindelser mellem omkostninger og behov. Det 
indebærer en tilgang, hvor jeg sporer hvordan, hvornår og hvor omkostninger og behov 
bliver forbundet og adskilt. Jeg brugte et år på at spore, hvordan dette foregik i 
økonomi- og familieafdelingerne i en dansk kommune. I min etnografi lagde jeg særlig 
vægt på at følge, hvordan omkostninger bevægede sig fra sted til sted, hvordan optrådte 
på forskellig vis og hvordan de blev organiseret på en måde, så de kunne sameksistere 
med de udsatte børns behov.  

Jeg præsenterer min analyse i form af tre forskningsartikler. I den første artikel sporer 
jeg, hvordan dokumentationen af professionelle beslutninger bliver skabt i formater, 
der gør det muligt at registrere hensyn til omkostninger såvel som hensyn til det enkelte 
barns behov. Jeg argumenterer for, at både menneskelige og ikke-menneskelige aktører 
samarbejder om at adskille registreringen af omkostninger og registreringen af behov 
på en måde, der gør det muligt at genforene registreringerne på et senere tidspunkt og 
på et andet sted. På den måde viser jeg, at krav om at være ansvarlig på multiple måder 
bliver opnået gennem et socio-materielt samarbejde. I artikel 2 spørger jeg, sammen 
med en tidligere PhD kollega, hvordan hybridisering bliver gjort i professionelle 
beslutningsprocesser. Vi foreslår, at hybriditet kontinuerligt bliver skabt, vedligeholdt 
og undgået. Vi trækker på studier af ”vurderinger som praksis” (valuation practices) 
som en teoretisk tilgang til at undersøge sameksistensen af multiple og konkurrerende 
værdier som et resultat af det praktiske arbejde med at koordinere beslutninger. I den 
forbindelse udvikler vi termen ”sekvensering” for at kunne beskrive det arbejder, der 
gør det muligt at fem forskellige og til tider konkurrerende registre for ”gode beslut-
ninger” kan være tilstede på samme tid, lige ved siden af, og dog alligevel adskilt fra 
hinanden. I den sidste og tredje artikel, foreslår jeg, at arbejdet med at ’omkostnings-
praksisser’ og ’omsorgs-praksisser’ opstår som et resultat af praktiske betingelser. Det 
vil sige, at de ikke som udgangspunkt er modsatrettede og adskilte praksisser. Baseret 
på en analyse af hvordan, hvornår og hvor distinktioner i et barns situation bliver lavet 
og gjort relevant for valget og afgrænsningen af sociale indsatser, identificerer jeg tre 
tilgange (modes) til at bevæge beslutninger i tid og rum. Hver af disse tilgange 
konstituerer en specifik relation mellem omkostnings-praksisser og omsorgs-praksis-
ser: 1) Beskyttelse, 2) Vedligeholdelse og 3) Forebyggelse. 
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I den konkluderende afsnit sammendrager jeg resultaterne fra mine tre artikler i en 
diskussion af mit overordnede forskningsspørgsmål: Hvordan, hvornår og hvor bliver 
hybridisering mellem økonomistyring og omsorg opnået i professionelle beslutnings-
processer? Afhandlingens overordnede svar er, at hybriditet bliver gjort på multiple 
måder og at hybridisering bliver opnået i en kontinuerlig bevægelse mellem at forbinde 
og adskille mange-facetterede konkurrerende hensyn. Det vil sige, at hybriditet ikke er 
en stabil entitet og at hybridisering ikke bevæger sig i én retning. Helt specifikt viser 
det, professionelle praktikere – sagsbehandlere såvel som administrative medarbejdere 
og økonomiske konsulenter – på forunderlig vis væver ind og ud af forskellige 
praksisser, vedligeholder forskelligheder og skaber forbindelser mellem dem. På den 
måde betyder ’hybriditet’ ikke, at alt sker samtidigt: omkostninger bliver ikke beregnet 
samtidigt med at et barns behov bliver følt. De to aktiviteter har hver sin tid og sted og 
deres roller ændrer sig alt efter hvor og hvordan de bevæger sig rundt. Det indebærer 
også, at omkostninger ikke er endimensionelle: Nogle gange bliver omkostninger gjort 
til stabile tal, der gør det muligt for beslutninger at blive videreformidlet. Andre gange 
bliver omkostninger gjort til repræsentationer af niveauer for behandling. Men aller-
mest vigtigt er det nok, at omkostninger aldrig bliver gjort til en absolut grænser for, 
hvad der kan lade sig gøre. Så, frem for at være handlingslammede over for et eksternt 
pres om at kontrollere omkostninger, ser det ud til, at professionelle i socialt arbejde 
med udsatte børn og unge er i stand til at tilpasse omkostningernes roller alt afhængigt 
af, hvad der er på spil i den konkrete beslutning.    

Mit håb er, at jeg med denne afhandling kan være med til at skabe et nyt sprog for, 
hvor vi taler om omkostninger som mange facetterede og om økonomistyring som 
noget, der tilgodeser en mængde forskellige hensyn. Det kunne være, for eksempel, at 
det ville gøre det muligt at tale om sagsbehandleres økonomistyring som noget, de med 
rette kan være stolte af. Det er trods alt et stykke arbejde de bidrager til ved kontinu-
erligt at oversætte mellem omkostninger og behov, ved at forme registreringer til at 
møde forskelligartede krav og ved at vide hvor og hvornår de skal tilgå omkostninger 
som skalaer eller som udtryk for værdi. 
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