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Abstract
Purpose –The paper investigates the relationship between accounting and promises in the context of digital
change.
Design/methodology/approach – Relying on emergent literature on accounting and promises, a
qualitative field study has been conducted covering 57 interviews with municipal directors, digitalization
strategists, administration managers and CFOs in a Swedish region consisting of 13 municipalities.
Findings – The paper provides insights into how municipalities draw on accounting in attempts to
reconstruct promissory narratives of the digital. By highlighting two contrasting cases, we show how this can
involve practices of either restoration or transformation. Likewise, we find that attempts to restore promises
can sometimes have unanticipated effects, in our case a transformation of the promise instead.
Originality/value –We introduce a “promise” lens to the literature on accounting and digital change and
empirically describe how accounting is implicated in shaping promises in the context of public sector digital
change.
Keywords Accounting, Digitalization, Digital change, Promises, Promissory narratives
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
In recent years, research on digital change has become a growing field within accounting
(Agostino et al., 2022; Knudsen, 2020). Scholars have discussed how digital technologies can
disrupt the accounting function (Bhimani, 2021; Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019), how big data
and social media can affect decision-making (Arnaboldi et al., 2017b; Quattrone, 2016) and
how digital platform organizations such as Uber and Airbnb build on new forms of control
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(Kornberger et al., 2017; Scott and Orlikowski, 2012). However, despite these advancements,
important areas remain underexplored. In this paper, we explicitly address one such area: the
relationship between accounting and promises associated with digital change (hereafter
referred to as digital promises).

Studying this is important for several reasons. Regardless of whether it concerns the
accounting profession, big data and social media, or digital platform organizations, digital
change takes time and requires large investments from different actors. Promises of a better
future constitute a critical part in engaging actors for this cause (Brown and Michael, 2003;
Mager and Katzenbach, 2021; Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). Yet, despite their importance for
mobilizing resources (Sarasvathy, 2001), digital promises have only been hinted at in current
literature. For example, while Moll and Yigitbasioglu (2019) urge accounting researchers to
study the potential of cloud technologies and artificial intelligence, there is no explicit
theorization of how accounting calculations enable or constrain such promises. In a similar
way, while the concept of “evaluative infrastructures” provides a novel way to conceptualize
platform controls, there is limited discussion in Kornberger et al. (2017) on how Uber and
Airbnb relate their actions to field-level promissory narratives. A focus on accounting and
promises helps to understand both how digital change relies on promissory narratives,
and how accounting can be part of shaping these narratives.

Theoretically, we build on the “decision as promise” argument put forward by Mouritsen
and Kreiner (2016) and more recently elaborated on by Nappert and Plante (2023). Doing this
highlights that accounting can be implicated in shaping digital promises in two different
ways. First, in situations where doubts arise with regards to digital investments, accounting
can be drawn upon to restore such digital promises. For example, if a manager argues that
investments in digital ways of working yield increased efficiencies, and stakeholders doubt
such a promissory narration, accounting can be drawn upon to substantiate or solidify the
argument. On the other hand, if a digital promise does turn out to be unfeasible, accounting
can also be drawn upon to transform it. In this scenario, accounting can be used to
problematize and question future expectations of the digital, simultaneously allowing
forgiveness and forgetfulness with regards to the initial promise (Mouritsen and Kreiner,
2016). Acknowledging these two ways in which accounting can be implicated in shaping
promises leads us pose the following research question:

How is accounting implicated in restoring or transforming digital promises?

We investigate this question by drawing on a qualitative field study (Ahrens and Chapman,
2006) of a Swedish region consisting of 13 municipalities. This provides a relevant setting
because in the Swedish public sector, the digital has promised a resolution to large budgetary
shortages. Fundamentally, future municipal operations have been deemed insufficient
unless digital change is achieved (SALAR, 2017, 2023). At the same time, studies of Swedish
municipalities have described mixed results (Mankevich et al., 2023; Magnusson et al., 2023).
While there have been promising pilot projects, there have also been costly failures. During
our field engagement, both politicians and municipal officials also asked themselves: “what
the hell do we get for the money?”. From a theoretical point of view, this means that we have
an empirical setting where there are good opportunities to study how accounting is
implicated in both restoring and transforming the digital promise of cost savings in the
Swedish public sector.

Our paper contributes to two different literature streams. First, we advance research in
the domain of accounting and digital change. Theoretically we introduce a new “promise”
lens (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016; Nappert and Plante, 2023) which complements current
ways of theorizing accounting and digital change. While previous literature has focused on
the transformative capabilities of digital technologies in changing the accounting profession
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(e.g. Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019), how big data can affect decision-making (e.g. Arnaboldi
et al., 2017b; Quattrone, 2016) and how new controls emerge (e.g. Kornberger et al., 2017), a
promise lens highlights how these large digital shifts rely on promises of the future to uphold
continuous investments to carry on. Our study also provides an empirical contribution.
As shown by a recent literature review (Agostino et al., 2022), few articles on accounting and
digital change focus on the public sector. By studying Swedish municipalities, we add
important empirical knowledge about the struggles and problems civil servants face when
trying to account for digital promises in the public sector.

Second, the paper also develops the emergent literature on accounting and promises. Since
Mouritsen’s and Kreiner’s (2016) conceptual article, little empirical research has been carried
out (see Nappert and Plante, 2023 for an exception). Our findings empirically detail how the
relation between accounting and promises can function in practice, and how attempts to
restore or transform promises can sometimes have unanticipated effects. Additionally, we
make two theoretical contributions. First, we show the importance of a multi-level perspective
when studying the relation between accounting and promises (cf., Mouritsen and Kreiner,
2016; Nappert and Plante, 2023). Specifically, our study illuminates important interrelations
between broader promissory narratives and how promises are restored and transformed at an
organizational level. Drawing on theories of effectuation, Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016)
primarily focused on concrete promises between individuals and organizations. In our study,
we demonstrate thatmore abstract meta-promises (what we refer to as promissory narratives)
are important anchors for concrete promises to be enabled between individuals and
organizations. In stressing promises on two different levels, we further highlight problems
that can arise when promises are ambiguous. In both Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016) and
Nappert and Plante (2023) there is an implicit assumption that all parties understand the
underlying promise. Our findings demonstrate that this is not always the case and that such
ambiguities can impact how accounting is implicated in their restoration and transformation.

The paper is structured as follows. The theoretical section describes digital promises as
an important yet underdeveloped areawithin the literature on accounting and digital change.
We then present our theoretical framework that details how accounting can be implicated in
restoring and transforming digital promises. In the method section, we highlight how
Swedish municipalities provide a fertile ground for studying this, and how the accounting
practice of “benefit calculation” provides an important empirical base. In the findings, we
start by describing the digital promise in the Swedish public sector, and how benefit
calculations emerged as an accounting practice intended to provide a bridge between future
expectations and present realities.We thenmove on to detail two contrasting cases of benefit
calculations, one focused on restoring the digital promise of cost savings, and one where a
benefit calculationwas implicated in transforming it to include both cost savings and quality
improvements. Finally, we discuss the implications of this for howwe can better understand
how accounting can be implicated in shaping digital promises.

2. Theoretical development
2.1 Accounting and digital change: the need for an explicit “promise” lens
Regardless of which terms are used to label processes of digital change [1], promissory
narratives are omnipresent in the conversation. For example, practitioner-oriented literature
urges organizations to invest in digital technologies to stay at the forefront of institutional
innovation and create competitive advantage (Hinings et al., 2018; Porter and Heppelmann,
2015). Tech companies draw on future expectations of different technologies to frame the value
of their specific tools and systems (Pollock andWilliams, 2010). And finally, academic literature
reiterates its expectations of the revolutionary implications of the digital (e.g. Agostino et al.,
2022; Arnaboldi et al., 2017b; Knudsen, 2020; Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Quattrone, 2016).
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Reading literature on accounting and digital change from a “decision as promises” lens
(Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016; Nappert and Plante, 2023) highlights that digital promises
have primarily been discussed from the perspective of what recent technological
developments promise (or threaten) accounting (see Knudsen, 2020; Payne, 2014;
Quattrone, 2016). To exemplify, a central question has been how digital technologies can
revolutionize the accounting profession (Agostino et al., 2022; Arnaboldi et al., 2017b;
Knudsen, 2020). Moll and Yigitbasioglu (2019) emphasized that internet-related technologies
could “have the potential to dramatically change and disrupt the work of accountants and
accounting researchers in the near future” (p.1). Similarly, Bhimani and Willcocks (2014)
argued that technological advancements could allow for information to be used by
accountants in “developing deeper and wider levels of analysis much faster, identifying key
new trends from which prescriptions can be extracted” (p. 486).

The importance of digital promises has also been hinted at in the sub-stream focusing on
accounting and big data (Arnaboldi et al., 2017a, b; Brivot et al., 2017; Knudsen, 2020; Payne,
2014; Quattrone, 2016). For example, Arnaboldi et al. (2017b) wrote that, “Social media and
big data are likely to have wide-reaching organizational effects, not only in the way in which
decisions are made, but in terms of processes and competences, as well as the relative power
of actors both within and outside enterprise boundaries.” (p.763). Drawing on both
practitioner reports and early academic articles, the authors described how big data and
social media can result in both new performance indicators and new ways of visualizing
performance.

Finally, accounting researchers have discussed digital promises of new forms of platform
controls (e.g. Kornberger et al., 2017; Scott and Orlikowski, 2012). With the potential of
creating trust between millions of buyers and sellers, the promissory narrative of digital
platform companies is immense. As Kornberger et al. (2017, p. 81) provocatively wrote
highlighting the many promises of digital platform organizations:

Theworld’s largest taxi firm,Uber, ownsno cars. Theworld’smost popularmedia company, Facebook,
creates no content. The world’s most valuable retailer, Alibaba, carries no stock. And the world’s
largest accommodation provider, Airbnb, owns no property. Something interesting is happening.

Thus, regardless of whether it concerns the accounting profession, improved decision-
making, or digital platforms, digital promises have been implicitly discussed in several
articles. However, what is missing is an explicit elaboration of how accounting can be
implicated in also shaping these promises. We consequently contend that the conversation
has missed important aspects with regards to how digital change is not only a force that can
transform accounting, but also how accounting can be actively involved in shaping the
promissory narratives that underpin efforts of digital change. To fill this gap, we find
inspiration in the emerging literature that elaborates precisely on how accounting can play a
central part in shaping promises (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016; Nappert and Plante, 2023).

2.2 Accounting, promises, and the promissory narratives of the digital
Up until Mouritsen and Kreiner’s (2016) seminal article, the relation between accounting and
promises had only received implicit attention in accounting literature. One example is Power
(2015) who argued that accounting itself constitutes a promise. Studying the development of
impact reporting in UK universities, Power (2015) wrote:

Accounting often begins with a combination of disappointment and the promise of improvement in
terms of a conceptual or abstract ‘performance object’ as the solution (p. 48, emphasis added).

Thus, through its “apparent rationality” (Quattrone, 2015, p. 414), accounting can promise
things on its own; it is capable of promising solutions to perceived problems. Although
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traditionally well-established, the role of accounting as a problem-solving machine has over
the years been challenged in various ways. For instance, Burchell et al. (1980) argued that
accounting has numerous roles to play besides providing truthful answers to perceived
problems. They expressed that, beyond the answering machine, accounting can also act as a
learning, ammunition, or rationalization machine.

Mouritsen’s and Kreiner’s (2016) discussion provides an intriguing extension which puts
particular emphasis on the promise part. Stemming from the sociology of expectations (Brown,
2005; Brown and Michael, 2003) and effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2001; Sarasvathy and Dew,
2005), their work built on the conclusion that decisions can just as well be reconceptualized as
promises: “decisions are endings which stop a process of decision making . . . [but] they are
also promises which crate new beginnings” (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016, p. 21). Taking this
perspective, they reflected on, for example, the need for forgiveness and forgetfulness when
accounting for promises, and how promissory environments hinge on themaking of promises.
Building on their conceptualizations, Nappert andPlante (2023) further discussed the promises
of baseball players in minor league baseball and how players preferred to be seen as assets
because it signalled that the club saw them as promising future stars.

To make theoretical use of “promise” in this paper, we start by clarifying what we mean
by “promise” and particularly “digital promise”. As a start, the most common view on a
promise, also emphasized by Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016), is that it is declaration or
assurance given to one or several that certain actions will be undertaken or refrained from in
the future (see Cambridge Dictionary, 2024, verb B1). In this view, to promise is to commit to
do (or not do) something, simultaneously creating expectations of performance within those
to whom a promise is made. However, a promise can also refer to something broader.
Studying the assetization of baseball players, Nappert and Plante (2023) discussed promises
not only as assurances from individuals to one another, but also as more abstract
expectations of future performance (see also Cambridge Dictionary, 2024, verb B2). Baseball
players in their paper did not only promise a certain level of performance themselves, but
they were also “promising” from a broader point of view. Their value was enmeshed in a
broader promissory narrative of minor league baseball at a field level.

In the case of digital promises, acknowledging this broader view appears more relevant
than the instrumental. Take for example Goretzki et al.’s (2023) recent study of data scientists
as “magicians, unicorns or data cleaners’. In their paper, they reflected on various identities
that are attached to data scientists due to the promissory characteristics of data science.
As they wrote, “data science applications promise new possibilities for control and decision-
support” (p. 254; in reference toAl-Htaybat and vonAlberti-Alhtaybat, 2017; Arnaboldi et al.,
2017b; Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019). It was not the data scientists that promised
improvements; data science constituted a promise in itself; it was attached to a broader
promissory narrative of technological prominence.

That the digital is embraced by broader promissory narratives has also been a key
assumption of various streams of literature on technological innovation. “Sociology of
expectations” (Brown, 2005; Brown and Michael, 2003), rooted in Science and Technology
studies, is one example wherein future expectations are assumed to be key in shaping present
innovations (Brown and Michael, 2003). Similar lines of argument can be found in studies
discussing “sociotechnical imaginaries” (Jasanoff andKim, 2009, 2015) or “imaginations of the
future” (Mager and Katzenbach, 2021) wherein again the “promise” of technology is discussed
not as an instrumental promise but rather as encompassing broader expectations of future
performance: promissory narratives (see also Sexton et al., 2019; Cusworth et al., 2021). In light
of these theoretical developments, this paper considers “digital promises” to not primarily be
associatedwith assurances or commitments given by individuals to other individuals. Instead,
“digital promises” are considered to be primarily those expectations of future performance
that individuals or groups often refer to or think about when reflecting on the digital.
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2.3 Accounting for digital promises: key theoretical concepts
Having concludedwhat digital promises are, we can further reflect on how accounting can be
implicated in shaping them. First and foremostly, although the “decision as promise”
argument primarily concerns what happens after decisions (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016),
accounting can also be implicated in shaping promises at the point in time of making
decisions. Namely, if decisions are promises, and if accounting can be integrated in a
decision-making process, accounting can also become integral to a promise-making process.
To exemplify, if decision-makers for proposed digital investments make references to
expected cost savings, they draw on accounting to make digital promises. In other words, to
draw on accounting in decision-making is to draw on accounting to make digital promises.

Next, after a promise has been made, accounting can come to play in at least two ways.
The first involves how accounting can be drawn upon to restore (solidify or substantiate)
promises. Attempts to restore promises are inherently results-oriented and retrospective
(Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). In line with the assumption of accounting acting as an
answering machine, accounting is then mobilized as a memory device used to evaluate the
truth to a promise (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). Accounting becomes a means of assessing
whether promised results have been, or may eventually be, realized. To exemplify with
digital promises, if investors start to doubt the anticipated realization of benefits from digital
investments, accounting can be used to restore this promise by for instance producing
calculations demonstrating clear return on investment.

A second role, contrastingly, involves how accounting can be drawn upon to transform
promises. Being in line with Mouritsen’s and Kreiner’s (2016) discussion of how accounting
can engage organizational memory for problematizing and questioning current states of the
world (see also Busco and Quattrone, 2015, 2018; Miller and Power, 2013; Quattrone, 2015),
practices of transformation are inherently action-oriented and prospective. They depend on
the assumption that a promise can never be attached to expectations of results, but only to
action (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). What enables a transformative implication of
accounting is its attention directing characteristics (e.g. “what problems should I look into?”,
Simon et al., 1954, p. 3; see also Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). Accounts do not depict the
world in its entirety. Accounting can therefore only draw attention to selected problems and
potential solutions. It makes certain aspects of reality visible, while simultaneously making
others invisible (Busco andQuattrone, 2015; Quattrone et al., 2021). Through this, rather than
producing answers to issues, accounting can enable action in uncertain situations by
fostering debate and reflection (Quattrone, 2016).

To exemplify, again envision a scenario wherein doubts have arisen for the potential
realization of a digital promise. Further assume that while the initial promise had insinuated
cost savings to have been generated by digital investments, such can no longer be expected.
Instead of restoring the promise, it needs to be transformed. This can be done through
stakeholders directing attention to for instance the non-financial benefits of digital
investments, or their positive effects on general business development. Retrospective
accounts can naturally be given, but emphasis is placed on what can be done in the future,
particularly on how the future may be reconceived in contrast to past expectations of what
should have happened.

Transferring these arguments to the context of digital change further calls for some
deeper reflection on the characteristics of digital promises, simultaneously allowing for a
problematization of extant literature on accounting and promises. First, literature on
accounting and promises emphasizes delineated decision-making situations wherein both
decision makers and the decision itself can be easily identified (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016;
Nappert and Plante, 2023). Digital change, however, is inherently complex in terms of
involving a multitude of actors and by being spatially difficult to locate (Mergel et al., 2019;
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Haug et al., 2023; Vial, 2019). This means that it can be difficult to know who takes digital
change decisions, where they are taken, and how they are subsequently carried out.

Second, the literature on accounting and promises assumes a rather linear progression of
time. A promise is made, a promise is questioned, and afterwards, accounting is drawn upon
to either restore it or transform it. Digital change, however, is inherently uncertain and
dynamic (Mergel et al., 2019; Haug et al., 2023). Digital change does not proceed through
discretionary decision-making but unfolds continuously through time. Therefore, it can be
difficult to locate alsowhen in time digital promises have beenmade, andwhy they have been
made in this specific way.

Third, and finally, with reference to the interpretive flexibility of accounting, accounting
has often been argued to be incomplete (Busco and Quattrone, 2018; Jordan and Messner,
2012) and in need of substantive interpretive work (Boland, 1993; Mouritsen and Kreiner,
2016). Therefore, in novel interactions where collective sensemaking has not already
undergone for the meaning of accounting, debate (and potentially frustration) can easily
arise. Additionally, accounting that is mobilized at a distance tends to fail to convey the
original meaning that its senders imbued (Jordan and Messner, 2012; Preston, 1986). This
calls for careful consideration, not only of how organizational actors interpret digital
promises as elaborated on above, but also the accounting that ismobilized in their restoration
or transformation.

In conclusion, previous literature on the relation between accounting and promises
provides a wide array of insights into how accounting can be implicated in shaping digital
promises. Based on early discussions from this literature, we argue that actors can draw
upon accounting to restore or transform digital promises. Yet, digital promises as complex
and uncertain objects of study also provide important contrasts to previous studies of how
promises are shaped at an organizational level. Hence, the question of how accounting can be
implicated in restoring or transforming digital promises is relevant not only for accounting
scholarship interested in the digital; but also allows for more elaborate understandings of
how accounting, promises and promissory narratives are inherently interlinked in complex
and uncertain contexts.

3. Research method
3.1 Research design
To investigate how accounting is implicated in restoring or transforming digital promises, a
qualitative field study (Ahrens and Chapman, 2006) of a Swedish administrative region
consisting of 13municipalities has been conducted. The studywas initiated in 2017when one
of the researchers met with a digitalization strategist in one of the municipalities.

Through mutual interest in accounting and the digital, the research project formally
started in 2018 after gaining approval by the regional digitalization board and among the
region’s municipal directors. To secure continuous data access, it was decided that the
region’s digitalization board would be the main contact. The digitalization board had been
created in 2012 and consisted of digitalization strategists from all municipalities plus a
chairman. As expressed by the chairman, the rationale behind the formation of the
digitalization board was that the municipalities needed to do “more and more for less and
less” and that digital change was key to achieving this. As such, the main function of the
digitalization board was to form an arena through which collaborative beneficial digital
change could be enabled within and across municipalities.

The study that followed was not initiated to investigate the relation between accounting
and digital promises but started more broadly as a study of the relation between accounting
and digital change. In the following, we describe how decisions taken over the course of the
study led to a realization that an accounting and promises lens would be appropriate.
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3.2 Data collection
To gather insights on accounting and digital change in the region, we began interviewing
key informants in four out of the 13 municipalities (pseudonymized with Alpha, Beta,
Gamma, Delta). The choice to delimit focus to four specific municipalities was based on the
ambition to identify differences among municipalities while still reaching depth. The four
municipalities were of different sizes, had different political majorities, and had different
budgetary situations. To contribute to a broader understanding of digital change in the
region, we also studied documents including some of the projects the digitalization board had
initiated on a region-wide basis. As the study progressed, we further extended the study to
involve interviewing key players at the regional level, considering the importance of the
digitalization board in how digital change was progressing throughout the municipalities.
This allowed for a more elaborate view on the relation between accounting and digital
change throughout the whole region.

57 semi-structured interviews were collected with municipal directors, digitalization
strategists, IT managers, school administration managers, social service administration
managers, CFOs and other key players of digital change throughout the region. A full
summary of interviews can be found in Table A1 in the appendix. Interviews averaged
around one hour, and theywere held in Swedish to allow for effortless discussions to emerge.
During the first year of engagement, interviews were conducted physically on site. Once
COVID-19 arrived, interviewswere held online, primarily throughMicrosoft Teams or Zoom.
This practice continued after COVID-19. The audio of the interviews was recorded but only
after explicit and informed consent had been retrieved from the interviewees. If they asked
not to be recorded, or for the recording to be paused for a while during the interviews, their
wishes were followed. Pausing the recording was done a few times throughout our
engagement, but other than this, all interviews were recorded in full.

To gather even more insights regarding the region’s digital change, informal phone calls
were held with actors from the field, and we participated in workshops that the digitalization
board organized. Documents were also collected. At the municipal level, this included
budgetary documents, digitalization plans and strategies, PowerPoint presentations, and
other relevant documents. At the regional level, various strategies and budgets of the
digitalization board were collected, and at the national level, reports and publications
published by primarily the Swedish Association for Local Authorities (SALAR) and the
Swedish Agency for Digital Government.

3.3 Data analysis
Our interviews provided many interesting conversations about the challenges of digital
change in the public sector. We learnt about difficulties to find a common definition of
digitalization (the word most commonly used in Sweden to refer to digital change), how
responsibilities in digital change initiatives were unclear, and how people were concerned
about finding best practices to achieve digital change. In addition, we gathered numerous
comments regarding the underlying rationale for digital change, and how interviewees had
noted an increasing number of voices expressing the need to account for anticipated digital
benefits.

AsAhrens and Chapman (2006) wrote, “the field as a social reality can only bemade sense
of if it is defined with reference to theories that can illuminate its activities” (p. 827). After
having acknowledged hopes and dreams of digital change in the Swedish public sector,
stemming from our interviews and documents reiterating promissory ideals of the digital, we
found that this could be enabled by engaging with the decision as promise argument
(Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016; Nappert and Plante, 2023). Thus, although the importance of
promissory narratives in this context had been sensed throughoutmajor parts of the study, it
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took time until this was identified as a relevant theoretical lens for understanding the data. In
other words, it was abductively integrated into the analysis through a series of iterations
between literature and data (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Sætre and Van de Ven, 2021; Lukka
and Modell, 2010). Reading our interviews – and relevant theory – we eventually landed in
that four aspects could contribute to our understanding of how accounting can be implicated
in restoring and transforming digital promises.

The first referred to the longitudinal development of the promissory narrative of cost
savings in the Swedish public sector. In documents published by SALAR and DIGG over the
years, the digital seemed to have been increasingly narrated as promising for its potential of
yielding increased efficiencies. This, we further found, was largely connected to projections
of worsened resource scarcities in the Swedish public sector. Thus, references to the budget
(an accounting technology), played a key part in specifying what should make the digital
promising.

Second, although many seemed to agree that the digital should be capable of generating
increased efficiencies, we also noted increased doubts and concerns among interviewees
regarding the reality of this promise. Essentially, whereby many seemed to have historically
considered digital change to be a “universal solution” to all their problems, the narrative
surrounding the digital in the municipalities had increasingly become a question about
“what the hell do we get for the money?”. In addition to being linked to a deteriorating
financial situation in the municipalities, this shift also coincided with emerging desires to
deploy so called “benefit calculations”. Thiswas an accounting toolmeant to allowmunicipal
actors to account for the benefits of digital change initiatives. In light of our theoretical lens,
we argue that this was a tool of accounting aimed to restore or transform the digital promise
in response to emergent doubts and concerns.

Third and fourth, we found two contrasting cases of benefit calculation deployment that
had significant implications for how the digital promise came to be looked upon in the
municipalities. In one of the municipalities, Alpha, they calculated the benefits of a delineated
and isolated digitalization project: e-archiving. Comparing this to our conceptual
understanding of accounting and digital promises, we found this to be a case where actors
largely succeeded in restoring the promissory narrative of the digital as generating cost
savings. In a secondmunicipality, Beta, they instead tried to calculate the benefits of all digital
change initiatives throughout the organization. Interestingly, despite an original intent to
restore the dominant promissory narrative of the digital (cost savings), administration
managers took advantage of the interpretive flexibility of both “digital promise” and “benefit
calculation” and instead pushed for its transformation. At the end of the process, benefit
calculations had become stigmatized in the municipality, problematizing their future usage.

After having presented these four aspects below, we discuss their implications for our
understanding of how accounting can be implicated in restoring and transforming digital
promises, andwhat this means for accounting becoming implicated in digital change initiatives.

4. Empirical findings
4.1 A need for cost savings: specifying “the” digital promise
The importance of embracing digital change is something that has been discussed and
debated in the Swedish public sector for many years. In early reports from SALAR, the
benefits of digital change seemed many. Not understanding exactly how this “revolution”
would unfold, SALAR wrote the following in 2009:

In the public sector, technology creates new opportunities to meet the needs of citizens and
businesses in a coordinated, efficient, and high-quality manner. It enables streamlining and
collaboration to an extent that was previously unimaginable. (SALAR, 2009, p. 1).
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However, in recent years, the digital promise has undergone a specification. Namely, digital
change has become widely regarded as a solution to one of the most pressing issues of
Swedishwelfare: imminent resource scarcity. The starting reason for this this can be found in
statements such as the following found in the concluding section of The Economy Report
published by SALAR in 2017:

. . . population growth has risen considerably in recent years, and this is expected to continue for a
long time to come according to forecasts by Statistics Sweden. This increase corresponds to rising
demographic pressure on costs of about 1.5 per cent per year, or tripling of the previous level.
In contrast, the number of people of working age is expected to continue to rise by about 0.5 per cent
per year. (SALAR, 2017, p. 20).

Although it is common for many Swedish municipalities to operate under a scarcity of
resources, this is only expected to get worse. The budget will not be balanced in the future.
Reports describe this problematic situation as a mismatch between growth in costs due to
changes in the demographic landscape and growth in the number of people of working age
paying taxes. Essentially, if Swedish municipalities are to be able to deliver on the welfare
contract in the future, they need to save costs. As several interviewees remarked: “we need to
do more and more for less and less”. Furthermore, as also narrated by state actors in various
outlets, digital change has been identified as a viable solution to this. Take for example the
following written by SALAR in 2023:

Welfare is facing major challenges related to financial position and competence supply. These
challenges cannot be met with yesterday’s solutions, but require a transition to digital workflows
that enable efficiency and necessary operational development. (SALAR, 2023, p. 4).

Thus, in the Swedish public sector, digital promises have over time become a solution to one
of the most pressing issues of Swedish welfare: resource scarcity. Listening to statements
provided by our interviewees, we also see that this field-level narration of what makes the
digital promising has gotten deeply ingrained at the municipal level. Take for example the
following statement by one of our interviewees, providing a link between SALAR’s
statements and the municipal level:

They [SALAR] talk about how society will change and how we need to deal with this and that we
cannot wait anymore . . . Digitalization is said to solve the fact that we do not have enough people
that can work: the labor shortage. It is also to increase the efficiencies of our organization. We are to
make a lot of money on this.

Others corroborated this, some referring to the situation as more of a threat. Not only has
digital change been perceived as generally promising, but it has also been looked upon as
completely necessary. The following was for instance expressed by one of the IT managers:

No one really understandswhat they are telling us to do, but there is just this threat about us needing
to digitalize. It has become a mantra that we must digitalize more. And this threat comes from the
state. . . . It has been this new buzzword to get forward. We need to digitalize. Everybody needs to
digitalize. We need to digitalize because an inexperienced person is to do more work.

Although many expressed that not everyone throughout the municipalities had been fully
onboard the promissory train of digital change (as is often the case with change),
intervieweeswere clear that they have tended to have very aspirational attitudes towards the
digital. As one person said, “we tend to view digitalization as a universal solution to all our
problems” or “a system solves it all!”. Similarly, as one of the municipal directors expressed,
these views could sometimes even feel superstitious:

We constantly have this discussion.We have a superstitious belief in that digitalizationwill solve all
our problems.
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However, within these expressions of the promissory characteristics of the digital also lies a
complication.When interviewees referred to the promise of digital change, they often did not
mean it as a reiteration of the digital “truly” being promising. Rather, they did it as a critique
to overly aspirational attitudes to it. In essence, they called for the digital promise to be
looked upon in a more collected manner.

4.2 The emergence of benefit calculations: doubting the digital promise
Despite widespread beliefs in the promise of digital change, interviewees expressed a
developing desire to reflectmore critically on the premises onwhich digital change initiatives
had been undertaken. In essence, what had historically been approached as “universal
solution” to their problems of welfare, had increasingly turned into a conversation about
“what the hell do we get for themoney?”. Captured in statements such as “we need to bemore
careful about the money that we have”, and “we are more concerned about making sure that
digitalisation generates benefits”, interviewees expressed that they increasingly wanted to
ensure that digital investments generated those benefits that had been promised. This was
said by a municipal director:

It feels like we have ended up more in this discussion: what should we have it for and what does it
give us and what does it give our inhabitants and so on.

On the question of why thiswas the case, the samemunicipal director followed upwith that it
was due to perceived budgetary shortages:

The financial situation.We aremore andmore careful about the taxmoney that we have. I think that
has been a driving force.

This sentiment, of a more constrained financial situation driving a desire to scrutinize the
digital promise was reiterated by others. One CFO also said:

I hear this from now on quite often actually in different contexts that politicians want us to be extra
careful about demonstrating that there is actually a benefit or effect before continuing with our
projects. . . . This is a consequence of our bad financial situation.

Thus, perceived budgetary shortages largely explains the increased desire for a scrutinizing
the digital promise in these municipalities. Did the digital really yield the benefits that its
broader promissory narrative had insinuated, or were investments in digital tools and
systems nothing but awaste of resources that could instead contribute elsewhere? In times of
perceived budgetary shortages, it becomes ever more important for municipalities to ensure
that their activities yield desired outcomes. They become increasingly careful about how
they spend their money, and if explorative investments in digital change are to be accepted,
they need to haveways inwhich either their requirement or their contribution to the situation
can be convincingly argued for.

This is where “benefit calculation” comes in, almost as a promise on its own (Power, 2015).
Namely, the benefit calculation was to provide an answer to whether digital change
initiatives were truly beneficial. In light of our theoretical lens, we regard benefit calculations
as a tool aiming to either restore or transform the digital promise, simultaneously
demonstrating the need for changes in future trajectories. However, despite their principal
rationality, our data shows that implementing benefit calculations were not as easy as many
seemed to expect. We noted particularly three complications.

A first was the definition of a benefit, essentially what the digital really promises.
Interviewees explained that a benefit in the context of digital change can fundamentally be
either necessities (such as security related investments), improvements in quality, or cost
savings. Aswas noted by several interviewees, however, benefits often came to be defined as
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the latter: cost savings (see also the excerpt from SALAR, 2023, p. 4 above). This was for
instance by one of the CFOs in the following:

Our politicians are quite suspicious. If we cannot show in crowns or reduced employments, if we
start talking about increased quality, the politicians become more doubtful about whether this will
really imply any benefit for us.

This was further corroborated by others. For example, one of the digitalization strategists
argued that this happened because cost savings is mostly the language that “they”
(politicians) understand (implying that, to get continued resources for digital change
investments, showcasing increased efficiencies would be the most effective):

[benefits] are about saving money . . . that is what usually hits best. That is the language that they
understand.

A second complication concerned the “calculation” of benefits. Some interviewees referred to
templates of benefit calculations provided by DIGG. These were however often considered
“too complicated”, involving quantification of not only financial benefits but also qualitative.
Some expressed that they had tried to apply some templates but had not gotten very far. One
of the CFOs expressed that assessing qualitative benefitswas challenging, but how thismust
also be done for the calculation to be comprehensive:

A benefit is not just a reduction in resources, but it’s also an increase in quality in some way. When
you do such a calculation, you have to be quite clear that, and that’s the difficult part in, for example,
a [specific standardised benefit calculation template] to estimate what the actual quality increase
means. . . . what it is worth and how translates into benefits. It is not that simple.

A third complication involved how benefit calculations were not bound to specific temporal
directions. Whereas some referred to them being used for rationalising past investments,
others expressed that benefit calculations should be deployed for future investments.
However, future-oriented applications tended to be scarce. One of the digitalization
strategists expressed that future-oriented benefit calculations seemed perhaps even themost
reasonable, but said that they had only done it for investments for which resources had
already been allocated:

To me, it is about describing what we have done in hindsight. . . . To describe the benefits that we
have generated.

These complications speak of benefit calculations withholding high degrees of interpretive
flexibility (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). It can be concluded that it mattered who, where, and for
what they were used. Despite their scarce usage throughout the municipalities, partly implying
that interviewees tended to give them only scarce attention in our conversations, two cases stood
out. They stood out both based on the attention given to them by interviewees, and in terms of
their implications for the continued narration of digital promises in these case municipalities.

4.3 Benefit calculation in alpha: restoring the digital promise
The first case regards how a benefit calculation was applied for a relatively isolated
digitalization project in municipality Alpha. Therein, they attempted to, and largely
succeeded with, restoring the promissory narrative of the digital as yielding increased
efficiencies and cost savings. The project in question was the implementation of e-archiving.
The implementation of e-archiving was a project initiated by the digitalization board. It
aimed to ensure broad implementation of e-archiving throughout the region, and relied on the
procurement of a shared digital platform in which the data of all municipalities’ e-archives
could bemanaged. Due to the uncertainty of how e-archiving could play out in the region, the
digitalization board initially wanted to learn how regionally enabled e-archiving could

AAAJ
38,3

808

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/aaaj/article-pdf/38/3/797/10069793/aaaj-12-2022-6232.pdf by guest on 25 May 2026



function and be scaled. However, when it came to its full-scale operationalization, key players
within the digitalization board had noted that not all municipal directors were on board.
Despite consensus within the project group of the benefits of e-archiving, this had not
reached everyone who needed to be convinced for the project to be realized. For instance,
some municipal directors talked about e-archiving as “garbage”, as explained by the
municipal director of Alpha:

A discussion surfaced where some colleagues in the region said that “e-archiving seems like some
damn garbage”.

To combat doubts of the promise of e-archiving, Alpha decided to calculate its benefits. The
manager for business support, one of those responsible for implementing e-archiving in
Alpha, explained that they did this to motivate the investment. Particularly, scaling of
e-archiving needed to be justified within an environment that had already become
increasingly tainted by statements such as “what the hell do we get for the money?”. In this
sense, the decision to calculate benefits of e-archiving can be seen as an attempt to restore the
promise of e-archiving being indeed as promising as the digital had generally been narrated
as. The manager for business support expressed this in the following way:

This was done because e-archivingwas something completely new and because it is costly. It was to
motivate that cost.

The task that was carried out involved calculating the time that e-archiving would save
compared to traditional, physical archiving of data. Before e-archiving, the archiving
legislation required these documents to be printed and stored in a physical room. E-archiving
could abolish the need for this. Thereby, the project group realized that the benefits of
e-archiving could be simply calculated by measuring the time it took to print documents out,
put them in a box, and store them.The task to perform this calculationwas primarily given to
the archiving staff. As expressed by the manager for business support this was a relatively
simple calculation. As such, they had taken advantage of the fluidity of how benefit
calculations could be defined, doing it in a way that they found manageable and that fit their
own agenda. The manager said the following:

What we did with e-archiving was no complicated calculation.

Once the time that e-archiving could save had been calculated, the project group put together
a PowerPoint presentation. This presentation contained three parts. First, it explained the
process of digital archiving in comparison to physical archiving (see Figure 1). Second, it
showed pictures of one of their old archiving rooms having been turned into a coffee room
(see Figure 2). Third, it contained a simplified Excel-file with calculations of the time saved
through e-archiving as compared to physical archiving (see Figure 3). Figures of what was
shown in the PowerPoint can be found below.

This triad of pictures, along with general information about the e-archiving project, were
presented in different decision-making forums. They were used internally within the Alpha
municipality to convince their own administrations about the benefits of e-archiving. They
were used externally to convince the municipal directors of the region which had not yet
“understood” the benefits of e-archiving. And finally, the digitalization strategist added that
they had also “been travelling around the country” to talk about their e-archiving success.
When asked about the responses they had received when presenting their findings, clearly
indicating personal pride in the success of what they had done, the manager for business
support explained that people had responded with “wow” and feelings of pride:

It was both “wow” – surprise – and a little bit of pride. . . . It generated motivation moving forward.
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It was an “aha-experience” for those they presented it for, the manager continued. The
digitalization strategist further said that people reacted with “oh”. Moreover, both the
manager for business support and the digitalization strategist emphasized that pictures of
how the old archiving room had been turned into a coffee room contributed to this. At one of
their internal presentations, the business support manager further explained that their
presentation had even generated comments of amusement:

I can also tell you that, when we presented this for all our co-workers and our archivers and our
e-archivers, we received an amusing reflection. There was someone who told [X], our archiver: but
what should you do now? “No but I have a different role now”, she said. ‘My role now is to ensure that
these flows of information are functional’.

The feedback that the project group received indicate that the presentation, including the
calculation, was met with feelings of satisfaction. That e-archiving was beneficial – in terms
of increased efficiencies in terms of time saved and trivially in terms of a coffee room having
been created – had been established. In essence, the application of a benefit calculation for
e-archiving substantiated the promissory narrative of digital change as generating savings,
and the promise of e-archiving was solidified. The digital promise was restored.

Figure 1.
Visualizing the process
of moving from
physical to a digital
archive

Figure 2.
Showing the result of
e-archiving,
transforming the old
physical archive into a
coffee room
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4.4 Refusing to calculate benefits in beta: transforming the digital promise
The case of Beta starts in themunicipal budget of 2018wherein the politicians had decided on
formalizing a cost savings requirement. The politicians in Beta wanted the administrations
to show that their investments in digital change had yielded increased efficiencies. In the
budget, the following was written:

In the budget, there are major and extensive investments in digitalization. The committees are given
the task of, over a 3-year period, reducing the operating costs with 3% since these investments shall
lead to business development and increased efficiencies.

As explained by the municipal director, this was a way for the politicians to force the
administrations to retrospectively describe the benefits of their digital investments and hold
them accountable:

This was a way for the politicians to force the administrations to describe the financial benefits of,
most pressingly, IT investments. ‘Now that you have gotten money for this investment in your
investment budget – because you have gotten money for it – nowwe really want you to describe the
benefit of it’.

The municipal director expressed that getting funds for digital investments had not been
very difficult in the past; Beta’s financial situation had been quite stable:

[Beta] is a municipality that has had a good amount of money to invest. It has been pretty easy to get
funding. You have not needed to put in somuch effort to get these digitalization or IT investments to
happen.

What was written in the budget can thereby be seen as an attempt from politicians to ensure
that investments in digital technologies had generated or would generate cost savings. The
calculations that managers were asked to perform intended to restore what the politicians
had perceived as decisions taken for digital change meant to save costs. However, a
restoration of this digital promise was far from the outcome of the process. The digitalization
strategist in Beta explained that the process that followed was initially uncoordinated.

Figure 3.
Translated benefit

calculation (format and
numbers) for
e-archiving
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“Apparently”, as the digitalization strategist phrased it, the municipality had expected the
digitalization strategist to design the benefit calculation and guide their work. However, this
was not made evident until close to a management group meeting when the savings
requirement would be discussed. The digitalization strategist described the upcoming
meeting as follows:

All of a sudden, I got to hear that the management team was waiting; ‘we do not have a model for
this; it was your responsibility to come up with one and come back to us’.

As a response, the digitalization strategist “just came upwith amodel” that only required the
administration managers to write some words about what they had done and which cost
savings they believed this had generated. The digitalization strategist continued:

I just told them, do like this: write what you have done, what you call it, what you did, and why you
did it; what was the benefit of it, what was the cost, and what do you think you have saved? Because
that is what the politicians want.

As implied in the wording “I just told them”, the digitalization strategist had no specific
ambition to take control over the interpretive work surrounding neither the savings
requirement nor the benefit calculation. The digitalization strategist entered the meeting
with the intent to propose how cost savings could be calculated, assuming that the
administration managers were already onboard with what needed to be done. However,
when this was done, “everyone lashed out” as expressed by the digitalization strategist:

When I showed this to the management team and said, this is how you do it . . . everyone lashed out
and went on about how they need to close pre-schools and blablabla.

The meeting cause frustration, fear and confusion. The deputy municipal director who also
attended the meeting said that people got “close to terrified”:

There was a presentation to the management group at some point in time, and I saw, because I was
sitting there observing the administrationmanagers on how they reacted on this, and I both saw and
heard that they became close to terrified over how complicated it was.

The municipal director, also there, called what unfolded “violent protests”:

There were quite violent protests from the administrations.

The school administration manager, also at the meeting and directly vested in the process,
confirmed the above. During the meeting, the school administration manager had called the
process of calculating how much they had saved from their digitalization investments
“completely stupid”:

There was some presentation where we were supposed to identify our savings and I called this
completely stupid.

Analyzing the unfolding of this process, we identified several reasons for why the savings
requirement caused such distress. First, the savings requirement infringed on the
administration managers’ decision-making autonomy. Swedish municipalities are run by
a strong expectation that the professionals running schools, elderly care and other
administrations know how to carry out their operations. The politicians decide “what” the
municipality should do, and the administrations decide “how”, as one of the CFOs explained.
When politicians demanded evidence that investments had generated cost reductions, they
infringed on the professional boundaries of the administration managers.

Second, the administration managers got uncomfortable about benefit calculation being
“too complicated”. This was expressed by both the deputy municipal director in the quote
above, and the municipal director in the following:
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They felt that it was really difficult to describe what financial benefits for example a new document
and case management system could yield.

This was also confirmed by the school administration manager who further said that being
concerned with “hypotheses” was nothing that should be spent time on:

How am I supposed to know how much money we have saved because we have implemented a
digital accounting system? It becomes nothing but hypotheses. There are no facts there. Such
discussions are completely uninteresting. ‘I cannot spend my time on these issues’, I said.

The CFO, not directly involved in the meeting, but playing a key role when it came to
compiling the upcoming budget, reiterated this perception. The CFO said that it was because
some “powerful administration managers” had viewed it as “so difficult” that the attempt to
impose benefit calculations failed:

I think we experienced this as complex and difficult. I think they experience that it is so difficult that
there is not even a point in starting. . . . Even I think these issues are complex: the benefit of
digitalization and to calculate it.

This can further be enlightened by the digitalization strategist expressing: “it feels like
people are fumbling for the truth”, and as expressed by the school administration manager,
“hypothetical” calculations were nothing that mattered.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, the administration managers did not agree with
digital change being “supposed to lead to cost reductions”, as here explained by the school
administration manager:

They believe this to lead to some sort of cost reductions. There are no cost reductions in this. This is
not about cost reductions. . . . It does not reduce our costs, it increases them.

This sentiment was corroborated by the digitalization strategists who gave more depth to the
divergent views about what a “benefit” of digital change was really supposed to be. Being
responsible for resource allocation, politicians had looked upon the promise of digital change
in terms of its cost reduction potential. However, administration managers, responsible for
delivering high quality services had approached the promise of digital change as either being
about increases in quality or something that simply “must be done”. As expressed in the
following by this digitalization strategist, this misalignment of views on the digital promise
had not been visible before the savings requirement had been imposed. Rather, administration
managers had been “a bit quiet” about why digital investments had been needed:

The administrations have, in my words, been a bit quiet about why they need to do this
[digitalization], and then the politicians have just assumed that they are doing it to increase their
efficiencies. That is what they have expected. But in reality, they have done it to increase their
quality.

Moreover, as the digitalization strategist also expressed, the extent of this divergence in
perceptions about the digital promise can further be explained by how strongly people had
believed in the promissory narrative. As here expressed by the digitalization strategist,
politicians had believed so strongly in the digital promise that they had “just pumped
money” into the municipality, an approach that could potentially have contributed to a
clouding of the different perspectives:

We have not been short of funds, if you get what I mean. They have just pumped money into the
organization. . . .The politicians have said yes to almost everything that has to do with these things
because they have not wanted to be a brake pad for the development.

After some time had passed since the initial meeting, the management team met again over
the issue of the cost savings requirement. As a response to the first interaction, the
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digitalization strategist had made some alterations to the model. Instead of only needing to
quantify the financial savings of digital change, they would also be allowed to report
“perceived increases in quality” or things that had just needed to be done (for instance for
security reasons). As the digitalization strategist said, if it could be “qualitatively evaluated
that an investment in a new system had increased quality corresponding to 0.5% of their
budget frames”, the politicians would be satisfied. All they needed to do was to write some
paragraphs about whether investments had been worth it. Moreover, if digital investments
had been required, for instance for reasons of data security, that would be fine too.
The digitalization strategist framed it as if they were effectively given “a completely blank
sheet”. However, this was also refused by the administration managers. The digitalization
strategist recalled the situation:

So basically, I gave them a completely blank sheet. You can write whatever, as long as you can
defend what you have done and explain to your politicians that it was worth it, and you have solved
it. ‘No way in hell’, they said. ‘It is completely unreasonable. No way that we do this’.

Once it was time to report on the benefit calculations, the CFO described that only one of the
administrations had completed the work:

When we produced the annual report for 2019, only the [X] administration had provided this benefit
calculation. I guess the others experienced it as too difficult to calculate the effects of digitalization.
. . . We have not managed to get all the administrations to calculate on this thing called benefits:
benefit calculations.

As further explained by the CFO, they still included a section in the annual report where each
administration had been asked towrite a section about digitalization. However, theywere not
required to write about the benefits their digital investments had yielded. Most
administrations simply wrote about the digital change projects that they had undertaken.
In later years’ budgets, the savings that were supposed to be communicated (0.5% in the first
year, 1% in the second, and 1.5% in the third) were nowhere to be seen. Moreover, in the
following, the CFO explained howmost administrations had approached the communication
of benefits by writing some words only about what they had done in terms of digital change:

All committees have been ordered to write about this. It is more verbal about what they have been
working on during the year when it comes to digitalization and how it looks moving forward.

On the point of why the requirement had not been withheld by the neither the politicians nor
the organization itself, the CFO again expressed that this was likely due to the power held by
the administration managers:

I think there were some powerful administration managers who experienced that this is so
complicated so ‘this is simply something that we will not do’ and then I suppose that they just
accepted this, both from the professional perspective and the political perspective.

One year after the unfolding of this complicated process, the municipal director explained
that the processwhichwas initiated by the savings requirement had almost fallen out of their
memories:

I must say that, well, perhaps we have not forgotten about it, but the requirement was nevermade to
see these benefit calculations.

Two years later, when asking the ITmanager whowas also involved in the backstage of this
process, it was expressed that Beta had tended to avoid talking about benefit calculations.
Thus, after having stirred up a lot of frustration and emotions, formalized approaches to
benefit calculations were abandoned in Beta, and the word “benefit calculations” even
seemed to have become stigmatized. The digital promise of cost savings was not restored as
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intended by the politicians. Rather, the digital promise been transformed and broadened to
include multiple benefits, most importantly both cost savings and quality improvements.

5. Discussion: a new direction for accounting and digital change research
In the theoretical section, we explained how and why digital promises play a critical role in
mobilizing resources. Finding inspiration in the literature on accounting and promises
(Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016; Nappert and Plante, 2023), our study has explored how
accounting is part of restoring and transforming digital promises in the Swedish public
sector.

As a starting point, our findings show how accounting played a central role in
formulating what made digital change promising. Even though early reports from the
Swedish Association for Local Authorities (SALAR) and the Swedish Agency for Digital
Government (DIGG) had discussed the potential of e-governance, anticipated budgetary
shortages in the Swedish municipality sector emerged as the problem digital change would
solve. To elaborate on the link between budgetary shortages, benefit calculations and digital
promises, we presented two contrasting cases. In one municipality, Alpha, a simple benefit
calculation was applied for a delineated and isolated digitalization project: e-archiving. The
calculation was performed by a smaller group of professionals for a selected issue of digital
change. Key players explained that this was no complicated calculation; they had taken
advantage of its interpretive flexibility and applied their own version of how benefit could be
calculated (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). When presenting their calculations, they
embedded the quantitative benefit calculation within a broader narrative of how
e-archiving would be beneficial. Central to this was the display of pictures showing empty
archiving rooms, adding a visual account to their overall storytelling (Busco and Quattrone,
2015). Through a controlled calculation and presentation of benefits, the narrative of
e-archiving being beneficial was substantiated (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016), and the
promissory narrative of digital change as generating increased efficiencies was restored.

In the Beta case, contrastingly, benefit calculations met stark critique. The process began
with a formalized demand from politicians aiming to restore the dominant promissory
narrative of the digital: cost savings. This requirement was distributed “at a distance”
(Jordan and Messner, 2012; Preston, 1986), leaving the municipal director, the digitalization
strategist, and the administration managers with high degrees of interpretive freedom.
As expressed by the digitalization strategist, the process that unfolded was uncontrolled,
allowing alternative views of what made the digital promising to emerge (Mouritsen and
Kreiner, 2016). The interpretive flexibility of both “benefits” and “calculation” opened for
administration managers to challenge the politicians’ views and argue for a transformation
of the promissory narrative that the politicians tried to restore. In essence, by proposing a
narrow scope of how the digital promise should be interpreted (cost reductions), an
underlying conflict between different perceptions on what made digital change promising
was unveiled. Essentially, managers reacted on what the savings requirement made visible
in terms of what it simultaneously made invisible (Busco and Quattrone, 2015; Quattrone
et al., 2021) and questioned how it depicted a wrongful (according to them) promissory
narrative of digital change, in the process vouching for a transformation of the digital
promise.

In contrast to Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016), our findings raise interesting questions
regardingwhat a promise is in the context of digital change. Promissory environments hinge
on the making of promises. For example, a software vendor promises an organization that
their system will be beneficial if procured, a CEO promises shareholders that investments in
digital technologies will improve their value creation, and a manager promises its
organization that a certain digital system is necessary for efficient operations. However, the
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promise of digital change is not solely a promise made by individuals to one another. The
regime of hope (Brown, 2005) of digital change is also one that at the face of it no one has
promised. The digital also constitutes a promise in itself; it is enmeshed within a broader
promissory narrative at a field level (comparewithNappert and Plante, 2023). Thereby, when
reflecting on how accounting is implicated in shaping digital promises, we may want to look
beyond instrumental interactions between various actors and towards how accounting is
implicated in making or not making issues such as digital change promising endeavours (cf.,
Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016). In Nappert and Plante (2023), we see glimpses of this broader
notion of what constitutes a promise. More specifically, not only can a baseball club promise
a player that they will invest development resources into the player, the broader field of
baseball can also be seen as a workplace where employees can be seen as “promising” and
become assets. Furthermore, we see that discussing the relation between accounting and the
promise of digital change can extend our understanding of the role that accountants can play
in driving digital change initiatives in organizations. As Moll and Yigitbasioglu (2019)
reflected on, there may be a broader role for accountants to play in managing data in the
digital era. Likewise, as Arnaboldi et al. (2017b) discussed, there may be more questions to
ask with regards to how the digital (in their case big data and social media), could be
conceived of as a target of accounting practice. Our findings highlight that there is an even
more fundamental role that accounting can play within processes of digital change. It can
become intricately implicated in also shaping the digital promises that enable digital change
initiatives in the first place.

Comparing our two contrasting cases, furthermore, we find reason to be concerned about
how accounting can be implicated in digital change initiatives. Throughout both Alpha and
Beta, an assumption prevailed that benefit calculations were to produce evidence of whether
digital changewas promising or not. Accountingwas conceived of as an answeringmachine:
accounting promised a solution to issues with regards to not knowing whether investments
in digital systems would be beneficial. Moreover, accounting only seemed to yield desired
resultswhen a simplemodel of accountingwas applied (Alpha).When the issue becamemore
complex – when the administration managers in Beta were asked to account for the benefits
of all their past investments in digital change – it resulted in resistance. Eventually, benefit
calculations became stigmatized and were abandoned in Beta. This implies that, when
accounting is applied in a simple manner, for an easily defined and delineated digital change
project (e-archiving), accounting produces results that are seen as productive and
supporting. It does the job and people become happy. However, when accounting is
applied in more complex contexts that are harder to define and delineate, accounting is met
with resistance and suspicion.

As argued in several recent papers on the complexities and uncertainties of broader
digital change initiatives (Mergel et al., 2019; Haug et al., 2023; Vial, 2019), there is nothing
simple about digital change. It can be made simple through defined and delineated
digitalization projects, but to truly transform, it cannot (e.g. Megel et al., 2019; Haug et al.,
2023). Consequently, if accounting makes digital change appear simpler than it is, it can
direct attention away from the activities that really need to be undertaken for digital change
to occur effectively. As an example, e-archiving is without a doubt important in the public
sector. It is, as many of our interviewees reflected on, one of the fundamental processes that
needs to be in place for broad digital change to be enabled. However, e-archiving does not in
itself enable this. There is much more that needs to be done. If accounting can enable only
simpler digitalization projects, while constraining the more complex broader digital
transformation projects, it can damage the effective realization of digital change.

The contrasting processes and outcomes of benefit calculations in Alpha and Beta raise
even more interesting questions to the accounting and digital change literature. To start
with, in relation to calls for new skills in the accounting profession (Moll and Yigitbasioglu,
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2019), an important finding of our study is that, although accounting was present,
accountants were largely absent. In Alpha, a cross-functional team of non-accountants
designed the benefit calculation and in Beta, the digitalization strategist was tasked with
designing a benefit calculation without any support. In fact, the CFO of Beta merely
described how the benefit calculation was met with resistance, but he/she neither stepped in
to help the digitalization strategist with the design of the benefit calculation nor with its
anchoring in the management group of Beta. As such, our study is surprising because
accountants did not even volunteer to engage in designing accounting tools for digital
change. There were no turf-wars between professions (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2021; Goretzki
et al., 2023) since accountants did not see that digital change was in their domain.
Interestingly, the digitalization strategist in Beta did not desire the complexity of designing
and introducing the benefit calculation either. He/she purposefully avoided to take
responsibility and instead instructed administration managers to “write what they wanted”.
This raises an important question for future research, how can organizations establish
proper governance systems when professions (accounting and non-accounting) want to
avoid the complexity of governing digital change projects? In previous research about digital
technologies (Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019) and ERP systems (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2021;
Newman andWestrup, 2005; Quattrone and Hopper, 2005), it has been assumed that various
professions want to control the digital space. In Beta, the perceived complexity was too high.
All professions (accountants and non-accountants) avoided engagement with accounting.
The benefit calculation was seen as a risk and a burden and after stirring up fear and
confusion, it was stigmatized and not spoken of.

If digital change complexity results in fear of engaging with accounting, this also raises
new questions in relation to decision-making and new forms of control. More specifically,
how do organizations create accountants (and non-accountants) that are willing to govern
these important, yet very complex and uncertain, digital change projects? If the use of
artificial intelligence can result in reduced decision-making quality (Quattrone, 2016), how do
organizations breed a new generation of digital accountants that dare to venture into the
unknown? The role accountants play in governing digital change and constructing digital
promises seems to be open for exciting research in the years to come.

6. Conclusions and future research
In this paper, we argue that digital promises constitute an underexplored phenomenon in the
literature of accounting and digital change. While the current literature has studied the
implications of digital promises for the accounting profession (Moll andYigitbasioglu, 2019),
big data and decision-making (Arnaboldi et al., 2017b; Quattrone, 2016) and the emergence of
new controls in digital platform organizations (Kornberger et al., 2017), how accounting can
be implicated in shaping digital promises has not been explicitly studied. Theoretically, by
developing recent literature on accounting and promises (Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016;
Nappert and Plante, 2023), and conducting a qualitative field study of a region with 13
municipalities in Sweden, this paper makes the following contributions.

First, we contribute to the literature on accounting and digital change. While earlier
articles have talked about digital technologies as a potential revolution (Moll and
Yigitbasioglu, 2019) or a hype with limited effects (Arnaboldi et al., 2017b; Payne, 2014),
an explicit theoretical focus on accounting and promises can explore these issues in more
depth. As our findings demonstrated, accounting’s role in restoring and/or transforming
digital promises can both terminate a project or make it live on (as shown with e-archiving).
Empirically, our paper contributes novel insights in two ways. First, we add to the scarce
knowledge about accounting and digital change in the public sector. As a literature reviewby
Agostino et al. (2022) described, previous studies have primarily focused on the private
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sector. Even though the private and public sector share many characteristics, there are also
important differences. For example, our study highlighted how strong professional norms
among administration managers made it difficult for politicians to restore the promise of
digital change as narrowly being about cost efficiency. Secondly, it is also worth pointing out
that while previous studies have empirically focused on the effects of digital technologies on
the accounting profession, decision-making or new forms of control, our empirics highlight
how accounting can also be part of broader digital change initiatives by playing a key role in
shaping the promissory narratives that underpin these.

The paper also contributes to the emerging literature on accounting and promises
(Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016; Nappert and Plante, 2023). Empirically we show how
accounting relates to restoring and transforming the promise of digital change. We first
showed how budget scarcity was part in specifying the overall promissory narrative of
digital change, and then how the specific accounting practice of benefit calculation was used
to restore and transform organization level promises in relation to e-archiving and demands
for cost savings. In doing so, we also make two theoretical contributions. First, we highlight
the importance of taking a multi-level perspective when studying the relationship between
accounting and promises. In our case, we had digital change as a promissory narrative, but
we also found how there were specific promises between individuals in the respective
organizations. While Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016) and Nappert and Plante (2023) partly
discuss these issues, they do not distinguish between promissory narratives and promises.
Secondly, we highlight problems when promises are ambiguous. In both Mouritsen and
Kreiner (2016) and Nappert and Plante (2023) there are implicit assumptions that all parties
understand the underlying promise. Our findings demonstrate that this is not always the
case and that ambiguities related to promises can impact how accounting is enacted in
relation to their restoration and transformation.

In terms of future research, we see two potential avenues. First, we suggest that the
literature on accounting and digital change could be re-directed. Theoretically, the relationship
between accounting and promises is only at its infancy and we believe that the focus on
broader digital change processes has a lot to offer. Given the costs but also the risks of digitally
changing an entire organization, we believe it is time for accounting researchers to move away
from a single focus on the accounting function and instead study how accounting relates to
broader digital change processes within or perhaps even between organizations. Secondly,
given similar complexities between digital change and other grand challenges such as
reducing climate change and society inequalities, the link between accounting and promises
can be studied beyond digital change. Most likely, we will see that promises occur on multiple
levels and that ambiguities regarding promises also exist in these settings.

Notes
1. Recent literature has argued for the need to separate between “digitalization” and “digital

transformation” (Mergel et al., 2019; Knudsen, 2020; Vial, 2019). Whereby digitalization refers to
making analogous processes digital, digital transformation involves more fundamental digital
changes of organizations. Yet, both refer to processes of digital change, and both are largely
embedded within broader promissory narratives of the digital. Therefore, instead of adopting either
of these, we discuss this under the broader term “digital change” or simply “the digital”, except for
where the distinction between “digitalization” and “digital transformation” is particularly called for.
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Appendix

Nr Date Org Role H:M

1 2019-05-02 DELTA Digitalization strategist 01:21
2 2019-05-02 DELTA School manager 01:04
3 2019-05-02 DELTA Municipal director 01:27
4 2019-05-03 GAMMA Digitalization strategist 01:26
5 2019-05-03 GAMMA Municipal director 01:08
6 2019-05-03 GAMMA School manager 01:05
7 2019-05-14 ALPHA School manager 01:03
8 2019-05-14 ALPHA Digitalization strategist 01:11
9 2019-05-14 BETA Digitalization strategist 00:25
10 2019-05-14 BETA Municipal director 01:06
11 2019-05-15 ALPHA Manager for business support 01:15
12 2019-05-15 BETA School manager 00:33
13 2019-05-15 BETA Digitalization strategist 00:49
14 2019-05-17 ALPHA Municipal director 01:00
15 2020-03-23 ALPHA Digitalization strategist 01:10
16 2020-03-24 ALPHA Communications manager 00:57
17 2020-04-15 GAMMA Digitalization strategist 00:57
18 2020-04-16 ALPHA Manager for business support 01:01
19 2020-04-24 BETA Digitalization strategist 02:14
20 2020-04-27 BETA Deputy Municipal director 00:47
21 2020-04-27 BETA Municipal director 00:58
22 2020-04-28 BETA CFO 00:50
23 2020-05-06 GAMMA Municipal director 00:59
24 2020-05-06 GAMMA Communications manager 00:58
25 2020-05-07 DELTA CFO 01:01
26 2020-05-28 DELTA Municipal director 00:54
27 2021-05-19 BETA IT manager 02:05
28 2021-05-19 GAMMA CFO 02:32
29 2021-05-20 DELTA Digitalization strategist 01:24
30 2021-05-24 ALPHA Digitalization strategist 00:54
31 2021-05-26 GAMMA School IT strategist 01:00
32 2021-05-27 ALPHA IT manager 01:16
33 2021-06-03 BETA Social services manager 00:53
34 2021-06-14 DB Main project leader, IoT 00:56
35 2021-06-15 GAMMA Social services manager 00:55
36 2021-06-22 DB Main project leader, IoT 00:43
37 2021-06-23 OTHER Digitalization strategist 00:51
38 2021-06-29 DELTA IT strategist 00:56
39 2021-06-30 OTHER Digitalization strategist 00:56
40 2021-06-30 OTHER IT architect 01:03
41 2021-07-01 DB Project leader and chairman 00:57
42 2021-12-09 DB Main project leader, IoT 00:54
43 2022-08-25 DB Main project leader, IoT 01:07
44 2022-09-27 DB Project leader and chairman 00:47
45 2022-09-30 ALPHA Digitalization strategist 00:56
46 2022-10-03 BETA GIS coordinator 00:56
47 2022-10-03 OTHER IT architect 00:55
48 2022-10-04 DB Project leader, IoT 00:56
49 2022-10-11 GAMMA IT developer 00:57
50 2022-10-12 OTHER Municipal director 00:56
51 2022-10-14 DELTA Development manager 00:56

(continued )
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Nr Date Org Role H:M

52 2022-10-17 BETA Development manager 00:56
53 2022-10-25 OTHER Digitalization strategist 01:00
54 2023-06-05 REGION Development leader 01:03
55 2023-06-12 REGION Development leader 00:41
56 2023-07-20 GAMMA Digitalization strategist 01:03
57 2023-10-17 DB Main project leader, IoT 39:01

Average 01:03
Source(s): Authors’ own creation Table A1.
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