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Practising empty talk
Compliance and resistance to normative control among 
caseworkers in the Swedish Public Employment Service

Abstract
This article draws on theories of normative control and critical management studies to investi-
gate caseworkers’ strategies in correspondence to a new leadership philosophy in the Swedish 
Public Employment Service called self-leadership. Based on 43 interviews and observations at 
two local offices, we find that managerial models are arbitrary and cause uncertainty at the 
local level as caseworkers both comply and resist managerial talk of self-leadership. Based on 
a distinction between types of and grounds for strategic responses, we identify four subject 
positions defined as “personal embracement”, “personal detachment”, “professional recognition” 
and “professional dismissal”. The study shows that newly employed comply through practices of 
personal embracement, while senior employees resist based on professional dismissal. The article 
concludes that caseworkers are not docile bodies, who adjust to managerial talk, but derive their 
identity, engagement and esteem linked to a shared-work identity as organisational professionals. 
This demonstrates the relevance of closing the gap between street-level bureaucracy and critical 
management studies to further explore the tension between governing “employees” or “profes-
sionals” in contemporary public welfare governance. 

Keywords: Caseworkers, normative control, public employment service, critical management 
studies

Today we see a new tide of managerial models to govern caseworkers in public welfare 
agencies. Whereas previous models of new public management sought to steer agencies 
and caseworkers through financial control models, performance evaluations, and a fo-
cus on production units (e.g. Christensen & Lægreid 2007; Pollitt & Bouckaert 2017), 
contemporary public sector reforms stress to greater extent organisational visions, 
values, and trust in welfare professionals (Innovationsrådet 2013; Ekonomistyrnings-
verket 2014; Tillitsdelegationen 2018; Bringselius 2020). Public welfare agencies hence 
follow trends from the private sector of turning employees into an “organizational 
man” (e.g. Whyte 2002[1956]) and embedding individuals into organisational cul-
tures. It appears that the management of public agencies increasingly try to control 
public employees by setting organisational norms concerning how they should behave 
alongside their roles as professionals or caseworkers. 

While this form of governing employees has largely been observed within private 
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companies, research on public welfare governance has mainly drawn on theories of 
street-level bureaucrats (e.g. Lipsky 2010[1980]; Brodkin 2011; Evans 2011) or or-
ganisational professionals (e.g. van Berkel, van der Aa & van Gestel 2010; Evetts 
2011) to capture caseworker governance. We find extensive studies that investigate 
caseworkers as the last step in a chain of political implementation, linked to discussions 
on caseworker discretion (Schütze & Johansson 2020). At the same time, we also find 
extensive studies that examine how normative governance affects employees in private 
companies and especially in knowledge-intensive firms (e.g. Alvesson & Kärreman 
2004, see also Miller & Rose 2008) through the control of their emotions, values, 
beliefs, and identities in order to steer work behaviour in a desirable direction (e.g. 
Etzioni 1961; van Maanen & Kunda 1989; Willmott 1993; Alvesson & Willmott 2002; 
Kunda 2006[1992]). However, we find less research on how such modes of governance 
take place within public welfare agencies. 

This article aims to bridge this gap by investigating how modes of normative con-
trol affect caseworkers in a Swedish public welfare agency. The main purpose is to 
investigate the types of strategic responses that local caseworkers express to modes of 
normative control and how their responses relate to caseworkers’ self-identification as 
either “employees” or “professionals” as two potentially competing subject positions 
within a public welfare agency. Our interest in local responses takes its cue from 
debates within critical management research on the abyss between “surface” and “sub-
stance” in contemporary organisational governance (Hallonsten 2022). Some suggest 
that setting organisational visions, norms and values serves as a function of impression 
management to external stakeholders, or “empty talk” (Alvesson 2013; Alvesson & 
Gabriel 2016) and “bullshit” (Spicer 2017). Our interest, however, mainly lies in how 
“empty talk” is practised within organisations and given meaning at the local level by 
caseworkers. 

We hence follow the recent turn into studies of public welfare governance that take 
inspiration from management studies to understand contemporary public reforms 
(e.g. Hall 2012; Pollitt & Bouckaert 2017) and even more so studies that make use 
of theories on normative control or critical management (e.g. Jacobsson & Hollertz 
2021; Jacobsson 2022). We empirically explore a leadership programme within the 
Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) (hereafter PES) called 
self-leadership, which sought to control all employees in a similar fashion and hence 
challenged established caseworker identities as organisational professionals (e.g. Evetts 
2011). While the governance of PES caseworkers has previously been investigated (see, 
for instance, Paulsen 2015, 2018; Peralta 2015), some have also studied normative 
control such as trust- and value-based governance and its significance for the case-
workers’ role, daily work, and interactions with clients in the PES and other agencies 
(e.g. Holmgren Caicedo, Mårtensson Hansson & Tamm Hallström 2015; Fransson 
& Qvist 2018; Jacobsson & Hollertz 2021). 

The article proceeds as follows. After the introduction, we present perspectives on 
normative control and particularly discussions on strategies of compliance and resis-
tance. Thereafter follows a description of the method and data used for the analysis. 
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We then present the key characteristics of the leadership model of self-leadership as 
implemented in the PES, followed by an analysis of strategies of compliance and 
resistance. We continue with a discussion on how the results align with a personal and 
professional identification, followed by a concluding remark. 

Normative control and strategic responses
Kunda defined normative control as the “attempt to elicit and direct the required ef-
forts of members by controlling the underlying experiences, thoughts, and feelings that 
guide their actions” (Kunda 2006[1992]:11). A cornerstone in theories of normative 
control is hence the sacrifice of the employee’s self to construct “an organizational 
man” (Whyte 2002[1956]), i.e., a subject that conforms to the values of the organisa-
tion. The term thus refers to the soft, subtle, and sometimes indirect forms of control 
that organisations enact as they promote organisational norms, visions, and ideals as 
guiding principles for both the organisation and its employees. 

A cornerstone in theories of normative control concerns embedding employees into 
the organisation, often linked to notions like organisational culture or organisational 
identity. An organisational culture marks differences between the organisation and 
outsiders (Maravelias 2003, 2007; Alvesson & Kärreman 2004). There are many ex-
amples of workplaces that have sought to govern their employees by transforming their 
workplace from just an ordinary place to work into a “world of its own” (e.g. Maravelias 
2003). Embedding an employee into the organisation could hence be linked to the 
construction of a “we-feeling” and the promotion of common organisational identities 
(e.g. Alvesson & Kärreman 2004). 

Theories of normative control moreover stress the significance of mobilising nar-
ratives and storytelling (Boje 1995; Weick 1995; Brown 2006) to control employees 
and promote self-identification with the organisation. Previous research on the use of 
narratives and storytelling is quite extensive and has been conducted since the early 
1980s (see, e.g. Wilkins 1984; Weick & Browning 1986), but it has also proven signi-
ficant to capture contemporary public sector reform (Jacobsson 2022). Such mobilising 
narratives tend to draw on the constitution of what is considered a good public agency 
and the values it should represent (e.g. Alvesson & Kärreman 2004). 

These organisational (or managerial) tools aim, to large extent, to make employees 
feel a sense of belonging to the organisation and morally committed to the work they 
carry out, as well as ensure that they internalise organisational visions and norms 
(Alvesson & Willmott 2002; Alvesson & Kärreman 2004:425; Kunda 2006[1992]). 
Techniques of normative control therefore aim to promote emotional identification 
with organisational goals and culture by, for instance, showing passion for the work 
they perform, feeling a strong sense of loyalty to the organisation, and acting in the 
organisation’s best interests (Kunda 2006[1992]:11). Terms like “living the vision” or 
“embracing the values” are commonly used to refer to the kind of internalisation of 
organisational values that employees are expected to accept and, even more so, consider 
their own (see, e.g. Willmott 1993; Fleming & Sturdy 2009, 2011). 
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While this short review points to how normative control could take place within 
organisations, notions like “surface”, “bullshit” or “empty talk” (e.g. Alvesson 2013; 
Gioia, Hamilton & Patvardhan 2014; Alvesson & Gabriel 2016) signal a gap between 
what organisations say they do and what they actually do (Hallonsten 2022). Central 
management models follow trends and fashions that come and go in cycles (Spicer 
2017). Organisations embrace particular management models because they are fashio-
nable. This allows them to achieve internal and external legitimacy for their operations 
(Abrahamsson 1991). Studies emphasise that using appropriate “management speak” 
has become more important than efforts and resources focusing on substance (Spicer 
2017). 

This critical turn has spurred interest into how empty talk is practised within 
organisations and the tensions and conflicts it might give rise to. It aligns with the 
assumption that managerial domination can never be total within an organisation 
as employees are not passive receivers of normative control (e.g. Fleming & Spicer 
2003; Kunda 2006[1992]; Müller 2017). Similar to theories of street-level bureaucracy 
(Lipsky 2010[1980]; Brodkin 2011), employees have a degree of “discretion” in cor-
respondence to given norms. They act upon models (e.g. Maravelias 2007) and tend to 
benefit from their ambiguity. Alcadipani, Hassard and Islam (2018), for instance, show 
that Lean included elements of empowerment and domination as it was implemented 
into organisational settings. 

To analyse types of caseworkers’ responses to normative control, we make an ana-
lytical distinction between strategies of compliance and resistance (see, for instance, 
Alcadipani, Hassard & Islam 2018; Husted 2021). To further clarify different types of 
compliance, we distinguish between conformist and cynical modes. The conformist 
type suggests a full embracement of the proposed model, it being aligned with personal 
and professional values or at least a recognised pathway for professional development. 
In contrast, cynical compliance implies acceptance and action in line with the orga-
nisational discourses and models, yet to greater extent includes a level of distance and 
self-differentiation since the discourses might be considered irrelevant or misplaced 
for work practices. The notion of “silent acquiescence” is an illustration of cynical 
compliance (Hallonsten 2022), including a certain degree of embracement, without 
the kind of internalisation that conformist compliance suggests. Instead, employees 
abide without actually buying into organisational norms. Cynical compliance accor-
dingly suggests a degree of distant abidance, in terms of accepting the model at play, 
without “caring the least for what it says” (ibid.:5). For instance, in a study on employer 
branding, Müller (2017) found that employees partly accepted and partly complied 
with organisational models, but they also side-stepped them in order to mark their 
individual autonomy.

While compliance illustrates what Kunda referred to as “the seductiveness of in-
creased involvement”, researchers also study employees’ “desire and need to maintain 
personal autonomy” (Kunda 2006[1992]:215). Fraher and Gabriel (2016:38) similarly 
argue that ”[t]heories of workplace resistance have long been the flipside of theories 
of organizational control”. Resistance generally refers to the practice of distancing 
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or expressions of direct/indirect criticism. Scholars have correspondingly found that 
employees engage in a practice of avoidance, dismissals, and open resistance in order 
to protect their “autonomy” and self-governance against their employers’ ambitions 
of normative control. Kärreman and Alvesson (2004) point to subtle forms of resis-
tance, for instance, making fun of management through humoristic notes or sarcasm. 
Fleming and Spicer (2003) found cynicism as a defence mechanism to protect their 
authentic selves or “back-stages selves” (see also Paulsen 2018). The motives for such 
practices might differ yet tend to coincide with the felt abyss (Hallonsten 2022) bet-
ween organisational models and their perceived relevance in correspondence to daily 
work, for instance, linked to “disappointment and frustration” (Alveson 2013:10) or 
feelings of “disturbance and deep loathing” (Spicer 2017:12–13). 

Although social scientists have a fascination for the study of resistance, Kärreman 
and Alvesson (2004) argue that that compliance is far more common. This could 
reflect the risks and resources needed to engage in resistance and that it might be more 
beneficial to follow the flow and be sucked into the organisational culture rather than 
express criticism due to a felt conviction or professional ethos. Loyalty thus seems to 
be more common than voice (Hirschmann 1970).

These two types of strategic responses form the main analytical tool for investiga-
ting how caseworkers respond to central models of normative control within a public 
welfare agency. In line with Bardon, Josserand, Sferrazzo and Clegg (2022) we, ho-
wever, argue that practices ought to be analysed in connection to different subjective 
positions. While normative control points to the investigation of employees within an 
organisation, our interest in caseworkers assumes that public employees are not merely 
employees (e.g. du Gay 2017; Fred & Mukhtar-Landgren 2022) and that caseworkers 
in the PES need to be studied in correspondence to their role as an organisational 
professional within that agency, tied to mutually shared norms, values and forms of 
identification (e.g. Evetts 2011). 

Methods

Case selection 
The Swedish PES is a well-chosen case to capture public governance and caseworker respon-
ses. It is one of the largest and most profiled public agencies in the Swedish welfare state 
governed by annual letters of regulation from the government. It has the overall national 
responsibility to implement labour market policies and contribute to a functioning labour 
market, working especially with those job seekers who are far from the labour market (SFS 
2007:1030; Arbetsförmedlingen 2019a). during our study period, the number of employees 
was approximately 14,550, but the number has decreased significantly in recent years to 
roughly 11,000 (Arbetsförmedlingen 2018, see also Arbetsförmedlingen 2022).

We particularly study caseworkers who provide advice and support and make decisions 
concerning a series of unemployment-related benefits, e.g., activity grants and unemploy-
ment benefits, although some of these benefits are paid by other agencies. They hence have 
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a dual role of both controlling and supporting the clients (Walter 2015) and are affected 
by demands and expectations from different and often conflicting actors/interests such as 
politicians, jobseekers and employers, which can give rise to goal conflicts in daily work 
(Peralta 2015). Their work is often organised in connection with particular labour market 
measures and client groups, e.g., jobseekers with disabilities, the long-term unemployed, 
new arrivals and immigrants, and those with supported employment. Many caseworkers 
have a university degree, especially among new employees and younger caseworkers due to 
increased educational requirements in recent years. nevertheless, caseworkers in the PES 
cannot be defined as professionals but more as organisational professionals with a shared 
work identity (e.g. Jacobsson, Wallinder & Seing 2020). 

Data collection and analytical strategy
This article is part of a larger research project comparing the Swedish Social Insurance 
Agency and the PES where extensive data on the two agencies have been collected. The 
article draws on studies of two local PES offices in two different regions in Sweden, with 
data mainly collected throughout 2017. The offices were sampled to gain variation in 
terms of geographic location, levels of unemployment and levels of sick leave. We gained 
access to local offices in the following way. Contact was made by e-mail with two mana-
gers at regional levels of the PES (at various points in time), with information about the 
study and requests for participation. These managers suggested we contact the managers 
of local offices who had expressed an interest in participating in the study. In total, two 
local offices/local managers showed interest in participating, and these became the cases 
for data collection. We held initial information meetings with local managers to provide 
information about the research project and planning data collection. In one of the local 
offices, we presented the research project at a meeting with the entire staff. The project has 
been solely funded by the granting body and is not part of an evaluation of the agency. In 
total, 43 semi-structured interviews were conducted, including interviews with casewor-
kers (including “specialists” working with jobseekers with disabilities) (n = 37) and local 
management (n = 6). The interviews lasted from 45 minutes to 2 hours, took place in 
separate rooms at the workplace, were audio-recorded (except for one caseworker who did 
not want to be recorded where detailed notes were taken instead) and transcribed verbatim. 
We made minor corrections in the transcripts to improve readability. The interview guide 
for caseworkers and managers contained questions regarding experiences of their work 
situation, professional role, organisational changes, governance, and management control. 

We conducted observations at the workplaces to capture social norms and behaviour 
and determine how caseworkers respond (e.g., as reflected in jargon and jokes) to different 
forms of management control. We “shadowed” or “went along” (Czarniawska 2007) with 
individual caseworkers in their daily work but did not observe direct client interactions 
for confidentiality reasons. Inspired by meeting ethnography (Sandler & Thedvall 2017), 
where meetings are understood as key technologies for governance, observations were car-
ried out in different forms of organisational gatherings such as staff meetings, section 
meetings, team meetings, staff training sessions, workshops, multi-stakeholder cooperation 
meetings, and results dialogues. We took field notes on the contents of the meetings and 
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the discussions and negotiations among participants. The researcher had a passive role 
and sat on the side taking notes. Observations took place in lunchrooms, office spaces, 
and reception areas where the focus was on social interactions and discussions among 
the employees. Through observations we thus gained access to both formal and informal 
backstage settings. The fieldnotes were written on a computer or by hand during the 
observations and sometimes afterwards. 

Interviews and observations have been analysed as follows. We have conducted a thema-
tic coding of both interviews and observation notes (Braun & Clarke 2006). In a first step 
we coded the data in correspondence with a broad category of responses to self-leadership 
as a leadership philosophy also including statements relating to previous forms of lead-
ership models within the agency. This included coding statements from local managers 
and caseworkers. The second step implied coding in correspondence with the concepts 
of compliance and resistance as two types of strategic responses. This thematic coding 
procedure has been complemented with additional inductive coding to identify variation 
within each broad category, which proved significant as it illustrated the differentiation of 
strategies based on professional or personal grounds. 

Self-leadership – a mobilising narrative 
The PES is an agency that has been under pressure to reform for a long timeand is often 
criticised in public media and by politicians. It has also been subject to extensive changes 
in governance and management control (Jacobsson, Wallinder & Seing 2020; Wallinder 
& Seing 2022). In 2014, the organisational programme of the “Renewal journey” was 
introduced by the top-management of PES, aimed to “create a more efficient employment 
agency that contributes to increased customer and societal benefit” (Arbetsförmedingen 
2019b:4). The Renewal journey conveyed a message that the agency had to change but 
that it ”requires time” and ”committed and participating employees” (Arbetsförmedlingen 
2017:14). In contrast to previous governance models which relied on detailed caseworker 
control and strong centralised auditing within the PES (Paulsen 2015; 2018).

The agency developed a new vision to “make Sweden richer by making people and 
businesses grow”, which is still in place (Arbetsförmedlingen 2022b), and introduced 
self-leadership as its new management philosophy (Statskontoret 2016; Larsson 2019). 
These activities coincided with frequent reports on the public’s low trust in the agency 
(Medieakademin 2022) and hence follows patterns of public agency branding, impres-
sion management or window dressing to gain public legitimacy (e.g. Gioia, Hamilton & 
Patvardhan 2014). 

Self-leadership was a model proposed by the consultancy firm that assisted the agency 
in its reform activities and relied on the idea of a world in rapid change, which required 
the ability of individuals to lead themselves irrespective of being a manager or employee. 
It is a term that has resonance in the management literature, where it is defined as 
“[…] the process of influencing oneself to establish the self-direction and self-motivation 
needed to perform” (neck & Manz 1992:682). In internal communication material, the 
director general explained that self-leadership was a central part in reforming the agency 
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and its internal culture: “[…] which means that each of us needs to deepen and curiously 
develop our own leadership – self-leadership” (Arbetsförmedlingen 2015:3). Through this 
governance technique, employees were expected to take increased responsibility for their 
actions, their personal development, and the development of the organisation as a whole. 
The self-leadership programme replaced previous policies for managers and employees 
as both categories were now subjected to the same norms. 

Figure 1. Self-leadership model: The five dimensions of self-leadership
Source: Arbetsförmedlingen 2016.
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The new leadership programme implied a wide range of training activities on the part 
of central and local managers. We find the agency’s practices of visualising the model 
particularly interesting (see Figure 1). To promote self-leadership, the agency developed 
a model of a person, which, for instance, was found in internal documents for salary-
setting conversations and internal communication (Arbetsförmedlingen 2016). The 
image formed part of the agency’s attempt to live the leadership philosophy. For each 
part of the human body, there was one element of the leadership philosophy to live 
up to. For instance, the heart represented an ideal to develop self-leadership through 
“self-awareness” and “values”. The brain symbolised the urge to take “responsibility 
for the whole”. The feet symbolised that one was “leading by encouraging others”. 
Interaction and cooperation with others were part of the person’s hands and stressed 
how employees should “collaborate with partners” or be responsive to what took place 
in the surrounding environment. 

Living self-leadership was something expressed by the present director general who 
in an interview with a trade union journal for PES employees stated that: “The vision 
and value base are connected. By living the value base, by permitting it to permeate 
all our activities, we come closer to the vision – which means we really deliver the 
societal benefit [samhällsnytta] that is needed” (nordebo 2015). Self-leadership was 
in that respect an ambitious tool to reform the agency, encourage employees to take 
responsibility and, by the ideal of living self-leadership, reduce the boundaries between 
being professional and personal within the organisation. Although the model as such 
had no apparent connection to this particular agency or the conditions of acting as a 
caseworker within it, central management nevertheless sought to bolster it as a new 
mobilising narrative, potentially as a means to legitimise it, despite its superfluous 
content. 

Strategies of compliance 
The new leadership philosophy implied a different role for local managers, both with 
regard to themselves and their relations to caseworkers at their workplace, and almost 
all our interviewees expressed a high degree of conformative compliance with the new 
management philosophy as they largely embraced the new model and started to inter-
nalise it into their daily practices and encounters with caseworkers. Local managers 
took part in training events carried out by central HR together with the management 
consultancy firm, and in our interviews, they started to consider themselves as change-
leaders rather than ordinary managers or bureaucrats. 

despite such strong support, they expressed uncertainty what the model actually 
stood for, or how to put it into practice. Its vagueness created ambivalence and of-
fered room for interpretation. Most of the managers suggested that self-leadership 
was something more than just being a manager, as they should now also promote 
change. Some interpreted the notion as being a coach to employees and that they 
should now “have a coaching approach […] but not steer in detail” (local manager). 
While some considered the model as new, others considered it as in line with previous 
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assumptions of local discretion and self-governance within the agency. By that, they 
felt a regained sense of trust. Although not completely sure of what the model actually 
implied, they nonetheless expressed it “felt real” and that they “finally felt at home” 
in the organisation. 

Although the model offered some vagueness, it had extensive implications for 
how local managers engaged with caseworkers. during observations, we found the 
self-leader model centrally posted on office noticeboards and distributed in internal 
communications. Local managers emphasised that employees now should have an en-
trepreneurial and positive attitude, something they associated with being a self-leader. 
This was, for instance, materialised in recruitment processes as managers focused on 
personal qualities and, at least as it appeared through our data collection, less on their 
skills and credentials. Being a self-leader implied having “personal qualities, energies 
we talk about, flexibility is very important, that you are quite unafraid of new things” 
(local manager). Other managers talked about being change-oriented as a person and 
having the ability to adapt to new norms. As one local manger emphasised it: “If you 
are not a change-minded person you do not fit here” (local manager). This suggests 
that unless you fit these qualifications, there was an exit option available. 

The five dimensions (see Figure 1 above) of the leadership model were implemented 
into, for instance, salary-setting practices (Arbetsförmedlingen 2016), and caseworkers 
had to assess themselves on how well they acted in accordance with the dimensions 
and express how they lived up to the ideal of being a self-leader. newly appointed staff 
members who did not fulfil the expectations to be flexible, reflexive, and change-
oriented sometimes ran the risk of not receiving a permanent contract. Some managers 
suggested that caseworkers who had been hired previously had trouble finding their 
place because they could only to a limited extent act as self-leaders. 

Those who were hired when there was control and when there were “sticks” have a 
little harder time getting into the renewal journey with self-leadership; they want 
to be controlled. (local manager)

One local manager expressed that she did not want caseworkers who used “belts and 
suspenders, but that they rather should be willing to act more freely” (local manager).

As for local managers, self-leadership caused some confusion among local case-
workers concerning what it meant. Most informants expressed a general support for 
reforming the agency as such but uncertainty about what self-leadership stood for. 
Some followed a conformist approach and embraced the new ideal and internalised 
self-leadership as a goal toward which they steered their practices. These caseworkers 
often talked about central management in positive terms. Among these we find an 
interesting fit between how caseworkers expressed ideas about themselves as persons 
and the qualities associated with the concept of self-leadership. Some express that 
“it fits me well, everything” (caseworker). Many thought of themselves as taking the 
initiative, being flexible, and being interested in doing new things, not necessarily in 
their professional role, but in their personal self-identification. We moreover find that 
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newly recruited caseworkers appeared to be more inclined to engage in such practices 
of appreciation, as several embraced self-leadership as a general model and had no 
problems placing themselves within such an organisational culture. 

I think that many, at least the younger ones, those who have worked in other jobs, 
it is their own planning and their own responsibility. The whole work is built on 
self-leadership; otherwise, nothing will be done. (caseworker)

The model also caused divides between groups of caseworkers as supporters of the 
model considered their colleagues as not compliant enough. They expressed being 
tired of those who criticised the self-leadership model and thought that they should 
“consider leaving”, once again suggesting that if you do not comply there is an exit 
option. In their view, it was self-evident that “there has to be a self-leadership, who else 
are you otherwise. Hello! What is the alternative?” (caseworker).

Many of the interviewees, however, expressed greater distance to self-leadership, 
as a form of cynical compliance. Those who had been employed within the agency 
for a longer period of time were especially prone to consider self-leadership a good 
fit with the classic caseworker model as it allowed for extensive degree of discretion. 
Self-identification was not a problem since “I have always had my own self-leadership, 
[…] it is nothing strange for me” (caseworker). Although they hence found the model 
relevant, they nonetheless kept a degree of individual autonomy. Acting in accordance 
with the norm of self-leadership was just a different expression of well-established 
ideals in the agency of what it meant to be a caseworker. This was reflected in some 
sceptical comments on the model’s novelty, as caseworkers have “always worked like 
this… now we get it hammered into our heads to work in a new way. Aha, but we have 
always done like this” (caseworker). They could therefore neither see the difference nor 
meaning of self-leadership. 

It [self-leadership] is just one way for the management to confirm “we want you 
to lead your own work and take responsibility, etc., and to take responsibility for 
the whole”. The renewal journey is a way to open up instead of how it was several 
years ago when we were steered in detail with follow-up, by counting sticks [räkna 
pinnar] concerning what we achieved. (caseworker)

It was less relevant for them whether this represented self-leadership. What mattered 
more was hence the reinvigoration of classic caseworker ideals. 

Strategies of resistance 
Resistance was less observed among managers. They nonetheless expressed a general 
uncertainty and reluctance to the newly implemented leadership model. Some did not 
really see the significance of the model, and thus declined its value as a mobilising 
narrative or the relevance of embracing or internalising it. When discussing the model 
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in interviews, they expressed a mix between “aha-feelings” and “what on earth is this”. 
While the model made sense, it carried a kind of emptiness with extensive translation 
requirements into local settings. 

Well, it’s a mix, I think, of aha and being on the verge of silliness sometimes. […]. 
When you are in the middle of them [management courses on self-leadership] 
you think it’s good, it sounds good, this is what I should think about, and this 
makes me perhaps reflect in a different way that I have not done before, to have 
a broad perspective. Then the question is how much do I have with me when I’m 
in everyday life? (local manager)

Others had more open reluctance, and often in correspondence to a general “lack of 
numbers” as a tool for them as local mangers to govern caseworkers. Instead of having 
quantified targets to follow, they were instead supposed to use self-leadership. This 
caused uncertainty, yet without any form of resistance, most likely indicating the “high 
cost” of resistance for local managers, as addressed above. 

Local caseworkers to greater extent engaged in resistance activities. This was par-
ticularly evident among caseworkers who had been employed for a longer period. 
The model was largely considered as “something from central management”, or as 
one model among many: “today it is self-leadership and tomorrow something else” 
(caseworker). Instead of considering this as a reinvigoration of caseworker discretion, 
they thought of it as meaningless, arguing that there were as many interpretations 
of the model as there were employees. One caseworker expressed that she thought of 
self-leadership as a term with quotation marks. She expressed that at her workplace they 
had talked about self-leadership for more than a year, but they still did not understand 
what it stood for. 

We find ample examples of subtle resistance tied to these responses, often linked to 
sarcasm and making fun of the model. The fairy tale of the emperor’s new clothes was 
frequently used to capture the new model as being out of tune with their daily work. 

There was quite some nagging going on for a while, about self-leadership. God, 
we didn’t talk about anything else. Then it was a little fun, it was such a thing, I 
didn’t attend any meetings, we have too many meetings, it’s boring. But, then I 
didn’t attend [a meeting] and one of the managers came; “You were not there.” 
“no,” I said, “I took on my self-leadership, thought about it, and concluded that 
I didn’t need to be there.” (caseworker)

Humorous expressions also concerned the Renewal journey, as one caseworker expres-
sed, “We are in the Renewal journey, and we are supposed to buy tickets” as a kind of 
sarcastic comment on the general reform process of the agency. These served a function 
to create a distance to the model and central governance and similarly to mark a com-
mon caseworker identity as an alternative mode of self-identification. We found that 
this took place both frontstage at meetings, and also backstage by the coffee machine. 



 HåKAn JOHAnSSOn & IdA SEInG 

311

While these forms were the most frequent, some caseworkers also engaged in more 
confrontational forms of resistance. Some critically suggested that that the agency had 
never had as many managers as now, despite the fact that everyone now should act as 
a self-leader. Others openly confronted managers at local office meetings. For them 
the vagueness of the model constituted a means for managers to step down from their 
responsibilities of providing leadership, instead expecting others to be self-leaders and 
take responsibility. Caseworkers talked about managers being away from the work-
place, taking part in “manager days”, “leadership courses” and “inspiration lectures”. 

Although these responses indicate some acceptance, other caseworkers directly chal-
lenged whether central management had a right to formulate norms for the agency. For 
them, self-leadership came in conflict with already established norms on the role of a 
caseworker. Some caseworkers expressed strong emotional and personal identification 
with their professional role and working at the PES, arguing that they were the true 
and authentic interpreters of what should be considered the values of the agency. Other 
caseworkers considered themselves as the face of the entire agency. Strong criticism was 
directed to both the PES management and the policy makers. 

He [the director general] doesn’t represent the Public Employment Agency 
 because I’m at least as much the Agency as he is. […] Well, if not even more. 
did he ever get any person into employment? […] do you understand? I meet 
em ployers. I wipe away tears. (caseworker)

Sometimes I want to call Ylva [the Swedish Minister of Employment at the time 
of the study] and say, “Come and work with me in dS [direct service]”, or Löfven 
[Swedish Prime Minster at the time of the study] too, to experience what this is 
all about, the handicraft we’re doing, how people feel who come in here […]. 
(caseworker)

While humoristic notes and sarcasm hence constituted one type, these later forms 
signalled a more confrontational form of resistance. Self-leadership appears to have 
caused extensive disappointment and frustration, or even loathing, which in turn 
provoked the expression of an alternative and, in the view of these caseworkers, more 
authentic and legitimate model. 

Discussion 
Critical management theories and theories of normative control point to the sym-
bolic and legitimating function that managerial ideas have for organisations. The 
Renewal journey and the self-leadership model are reflections thereof, as mobilising 
narratives that aim to improve external legitimacy and invoke trust among employ-
ees. At first sight, these appears as forms of “empty talk” (Alvesson 2013; Alvesson 
& Gabriel 2016) or management “bullshit” (Spicer 2017), as something allowed to 
pass since it lacks any real substance and stays on the “surface” (Hallonsten 2022) 
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and hence is disconnected from ordinary organisational practices (e.g. Christensen, 
Kärreman & Rasche 2019). 

despite or perhaps because the model could fit into almost any kind of organisation, 
it caused strong reactions within the organisation. Some local caseworkers (and all local 
managers) complied with the self-leadership model in terms of either a conformist or 
a cynical mode of compliance, while other local caseworkers (but none of the local 
managers) engaged in subtle or open forms of resistance. While this has been obser-
ved previously, our key contribution lies in connecting types of strategic responses to 
subject positions within a public welfare agency. We argue that it is possible to identify 
four ideal-typical subject positions with regard to forms of norm internalisation based 
on type of strategy (compliance or resistance) and grounds for response (individual or 
professional), summarised in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Modes of norm internalisation

Type of response

Ground for response
Compliance Resistance

Individual Personal embracement Personal detachment
Professional Professional recognition Professional dismissal

Practices of compliance seem to depend on the degree to which caseworkers find a 
grain of self-identification in the proposed model. Personal embracement refers to case-
workers identifying themselves personally with self-leadership, indicating that there are 
no clear boundaries between how they see themselves and the norm of self-leadership 
that the organisation promotes. This position suggests a form of personal internalisa-
tion of organisational norms as an indication of the fit between organisational and 
personal ideals. This position does not necessarily mean a strong identification with 
the role of a caseworker, but rather with being part of the organisation. 

While compliance based on personal embracement is based on statements referring 
to “how I am”, we find a clear difference regarding compliance based on what we 
term professional recognition. This form assumes self-leadership as similar to classic 
caseworker ideals, as a welfare professional with extensive discretion. It refers to a 
form of self-identification of “how we always have worked”. The distinction between 
the personal and professional thus indicates two forms of norm internalisation, which 
despite differences, consider self-leadership a legitimate form of caseworker governance. 

Expressions of resistance have been easy to find and we observe a difference bet-
ween resistance as personal detachment or professional dismissal to illustrate different 
subject positions. The first refers to a personal detachment from organisational norms 
and ideals, as individuals made fun of the model and the managers. We find ample 
examples of practices of individually distancing oneself from the norm, e.g., through 
avoidance, humour, sarcasm, and so on. Such acts of detachment do not appear linked 
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to a professional role, but an expression of caseworkers’ relations to local and central 
management. A different type of resistance can be found among those who completely 
disagree with self-leadership and central management imposing norms on them as local 
caseworkers. They expressed a profound conflict over who has the right to exercise 
normative control over what it meant to be a caseworker, as a form of professional 
dismissal. 

despite differences, there is an element of congruence across acts of compliance or 
resistance. Caseworkers acting upon self-leadership based on personal grounds tend to 
act in response to the model as such. Those who respond based on professional grounds 
appear to act in connection to conflicting ideals on the caseworker role. Expressions 
of professional recognition might certainly be captured as a form of compliance, but 
also as an accidental fit because caseworkers refer to an already established caseworker 
ideal. This might explain findings in other studies suggesting that newly employed 
caseworkers tend, to a greater extent, to be rule-followers compared to more senior ca-
seworkers. newly recruited and younger caseworkers thus tend to show a more positive 
attitude towards on-going changes and steering from central PES management (Assadi 
& Lundin 2018). Senior caseworkers much more often tend to take a questioning or 
critical stance, i.e., with increasing job tenure compliance to policy and management 
directives (new working tools) compared to the above decreases (ibid.; see also LaFrance 
& day 2013). This suggests that there is a years-at-the-office factor at play. People 
who have been long in the organisation tend to engage more on professional grounds 
and through strategies of resistance. This might reflect that they have a solid status in 
the organisation (and at their local workplaces) allowing them to act in conflict with 
managers or management ideals and/or that they have been properly socialised into a 
work identity that the (current) management model does not fit well with. 

While our study shows the significance of the concepts of compliance or resistance, we 
also observed exit strategies (Hirschmann 1970), but mainly indirectly. Those strongly 
supporting the model (mainly local managers but also caseworkers engaged on the basis 
of personal embracement) questioned others, suggesting that they should leave if they 
did not comply with the model. This indicates the peer pressure involved in normative 
governance. It causes divides between groups of supporters and non-supporters. 

Conclusion 
This article shows that public employees are not passive respondents to managerial 
models, but that they actively engage with and respond management talk. We show, 
however, the arbitrariness of managerial models and point to dual modes of responses 
at the local level, namely compliance or resistance. These reflect different subject 
positions within the organisation, as those inclined to resist tend to have worked for a 
long time and hence are already socialised into a particular caseworker identity within 
the organisation compared to newcomers who appear to be more inclined to embrace 
the model, primarily on personal grounds. Although our study has largely observed 
strategies of compliance and resistance, these appear connected to exit pressures, which 
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hence invite further investigations into how normative control relates and affects those 
who stay compared to those who leave. 

Our findings therefore support the continued exploration of critical management 
theories to capture changes in public welfare governance, yet it also finds that these 
have some shortcoming as public employees are not only employees but also organisa-
tional professionals. Caseworkers are in that respect not docile bodies that easily adjust 
to a common culture of work; rather, they derive their identity, engagement and esteem 
as linked to a shared work identity. This suggests that although models of normative 
control seek to embed and internalise the public employee as an organisational man, 
such efforts will most likely fall short or at least encounter continued resistance at the 
local level due to alternative and competing modes of identification. This demon-
strates the relevance of closing the gap between street-level bureaucracy and critical 
management studies to further explore the tension between governing “employees” or 
“professionals” in contemporary public welfare governance. 
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