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The backdrop of this dissertation is one ubiquitous element of everyday life: the stock market.
Traditionally, accounting and stock markets are logically coordinate entities and this thesis
analyzes how accounting supports private investors in their role as shareholders — as investors
in shares and owners of companies. This analysis is carried out in four independent essays.
The first two essays analyze the privatization of Telia, a former state-owned
Telecommunication Company in Sweden that went public in 2000. The field material for the
two essays consisted of newspaper articles, government bills and interviews. Qualitative and
quantitative analyses demonstrate how accounting is used among different actors to realize the
privatization. Theoretically, the first two essays lend themselves to the governmentality
debate as introduced to accounting research by Miller and Rose (1990). The third and fourth
essays are analyses of annual general meetings (AGMs). The field material was generated
from a study of participants at 36 AGMs during the spring of 2004.

The choice of these two seemingly unrelated cases was done deliberately. Both cases are
stock market events that typically involve an audience of a large number of non-professional
investors. In the privatization of Telia over 1 million people took part in the offer. The AGMs
are typically seen as the single event by which non-professional investors have an opportunity
to meet with top management. Thus, each event represents an instance in which accounting is
confronted by a predominantly non-professional audience.

The contribution of this study is two-fold. First, earlier work inspired by the Miller and
Rose framework (1990) has favored an analysis of the programmatic. This study develops the
technological aspect of the theoretical framework by means of a rich empirical description. In
addition the two essays on the privatization of Telia contribute with an analysis of how once a
specific technology translates to become and becomes understood at the site of intervention.
Second, the two studies of AGMs contest earlier criticism against the meeting as a corporate
governance mechanism detached from the overall corporate governance system. The
argument here is that the AGM offers a valuable setting for private investors to discuss
stewardship issues. That this opportunity is taken advantage of is suggested by the present
field material.
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1. Introduction to accounting, stock markets
and everyday life

Since 1986, the leading business paper in Sweden, Dagens Industri, and the
Swedish Shareholders' Association, Aktiespararna, organize the Swedish
championships in shareholding. The rules are straightforward: the admission
fee is 5000 SEK and each participant can use 4500 SEK to invest in about
320 Nordic shares. The person that has increased the value of the original
4500 SEK the most at the end of the year wins the contest. In addition to the
honor of winning, the winner gets 1 million SEK in cash, approximately 109
000 Euros.

In December 1999, when the championship ended, Michael Keindnen had
won (DI: 99-01-04). This was not unexpected as he had been leading the
competition since August (DI: 98-11-27). His winning portfolio consisted of
three shares and had grown 135% since the beginning of the year. Invest-
ments in Telecommunication and Internet shares earned him the 1 million
SEK and positioned him before approximately 27 000 competing portfolios.
Winners always attract attention, but this year particular attention was paid
to Michael Keindnen because he was only 10 years old at the time (DI: 99-
01-04; GP: 99-01-05).

Keindnen was asked plenty of questions regarding his victory: Had he
formed the portfolio himself? How would he use the 1 million SEK? What
were his future plans? He admitted that his father had helped him to form the
winning portfolio; however, he had insisted on including Doro in his portfo-
lio, a company in the Telecommunication Industry. He would definitely in-
vest some of the prize money in shares and participate next year, probably
with two portfolios. But a future career as a professional investor did not
seem to be an attractive alternative. Instead, Michael Keindnen goal was to
become a professional football player and his ambition was to become better
than Sweden’s goalkeeper, Thomas Ravelli (DI: 99-01-04). Despite this
promising start in life, he was irritated that a TV program had refereed to
him as “an amateur” and he pointed out that if he would win next year the
defamatory remark would be inappropriate (GP: 99-01-05).

He won next year (Aftonbladet: 2000-02-05). This time he won in a simi-
lar but smaller competition organized by Aftonbladet, a Swedish tabloid. In
common for the journalists’ comments on these two competitions was their
surprise that prior investment knowledge seemed to play a little role regard-
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ing the portfolio return (DI: 99-01-06; Aftonbladet: 2000-02-05), further
reinforcing the popular notion among critical journalists of the market as
something “capricious”, “hypperreal” and “irrational” in which anyone can
win from time to time but eventually all loose (Elmbrant, 2001; Dagensar-
bete, 2002).

What can we make of this account? That the 10-year-old wins the first
time is consistent with efficient market hypothesis (Fama, 1970), according
to which no single investor has the capability to outperform other investors
other than by chance. Contrary to the journalists’ surprise over the fact that
the winner lacked formal financial training and their grudge against the pro-
fessional investor, his victory is one way of corroborating the efficient mar-
ket hypothesis as theorized by Fama (ibid.). In a fully efficient market a
youngster without prior investment knowledge has the same chances of win-
ning the championship as a professional investor. Yet, that the young
Keindnen wins a second time is more puzzling. Does the efficient market
hypothesis hold true and the boy was simply lucky? Alternatively, can the
fact that he repeats the victory be further evidence that it is actually possible
to beat the stock market? If so, the events would add to a mounting number
of studies reporting that the efficient market hypothesis does not hold true
(cf. Kothari, 2001; Lee, 2001). What remains to be explained are what capa-
bilities or investment strategies that make it possible to perform better than
average and how Keindnen had acquired such skills at such an early age.

He is likely too young to have studied shareholding at school. In fact, in
1999 it had not been suggested that shareholding should enter into the na-
tional curricula (FI: 2005/1958).! Although not mentioned by the media,
there is the possibility that he had participated in one of the niche summer
camps that offers youngsters to learn more about shares during their summer
vacations (DI: 2002-06-05). At the camp, Keindnen could have learned how
to make use of accounting information, identified certain key ratios, and
based on these, picked shares that subsequently earned higher returns. Yet,
the media reporting do not inform us about the information sources he may
have used.

To explain his success with reference to his investment capabilities would
be in line with a market-based accounting explanation where there is evi-
dence that financially healthier companies, as measured by various account-
ing fundamentals, often earn higher returns than less healthy ones (Lee,
2001). Yet, it would be contrary to research on investment behavior about
non-professional investors. This research suggests that this particular group
of investors earn less than professional investors on their portfolios (Lev,
1988). Additionally, in their study of non-professional investors’ use of ac-
counting reports Bartlett and Chandler (1997) found that the formal account-
ing report is “largely ignored by shareholders, or at best is read only briefly”

!'See also OECD (2005).
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(Bartlett & Chandler, 1997, p. 254). In terms of investment behavior we
seem to be dealing with an outlier.

Still, what is intriguing is how come a 10-year-old boy takes part in the
stock market? How come that investing in the stock market is an apparently
socially acceptable and desirable practice? And if so, can we still expect
accounting to be decision useful for this group of investors to decide on the
amount and timing of future cash flows? And if various forms of sharehold-
ing increase among the general public, does it mean that the ownership struc-
ture of public companies changes as well. Finally, can we expect Keindnen
and his peers to take part in evaluating the stewardship function of compa-
nies? In that case where and how do they exercise their shareholder rights?

This dissertation deals with accounting, the stock market and the general
public as shareholders, and adheres to the sociological tradition of reflection
upon accounting (e.g., Hopwood, 1976). The rationale for this focus builds
on a simple observation and an intriguing question. The observation is that
the stock market seems to be increasingly present in the general public’s
everyday life, and additionally to the anecdote above, there are at least three
distinctive observations that support such an argument. First, during the past
10 years, households have shifted their savings from cash deposits to share
and share-related products. Second, stock market regulators have recently
changed their attention towards issues related to consumer protection and
shareholder rights. Third, writers argue that the influence from stock markets
and financial economics affects socio-cultural aspects. For instance, Rom-
bach and colleagues (2005) assert the influence colors our language. In con-
nection to how the stock market influences socio-cultural aspects everyday
life Grafstrom (2006) reports that business news gains increasing space in
the Swedish press and thus increased attention is being paid to the stock
market. The intriguing question is then, that if elements of the stock market
are becoming pervasive of Swedish everyday life, is accounting pervasive of
that everyday life (e.g., Hopwood, 1994)?

The thesis consists of four independent essays and each one may be un-
derstood as one tale in the general story of accounting, stock markets and
everyday life. Equally, each tale may be understood as evidence generated
about the general story. The pages before the essays are used in the follow-
ing way. Section 2 provides a backdrop to stock markets and everyday life
by examining changes in private savings patterns, changed stock market
regulatory focus and increased media coverage on certain aspects of the
stock market. This section ends with a summary that is used for the purpose
of relating how we may research accounting in respect to the story of stock
markets and everyday life. Based on that summary, section 3 formulates the
two research questions of this dissertation. To avoid repeating too much of
the arguments and methodological discussions that are later found in the
essays section 4 presents a summary of the essays and an explanation to how
each addresses the research questions. Section 5 sums up the contribution of

10
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the essays, which together constitute the contribution of this dissertation.
Finally section 6 offers suggestions for further research.

2. Backdrop to stock markets and everyday life

2.1 Stock markets and everyday life— an overview
of savings patterns

Today, households in Sweden save for their future differently than before.
Previously, households deposited their money in savings account. However,
today the availability of mutual funds and low-commission broker firms has
divided the population between those who own shares and those who soon
will. Today, 94% of all Swedes between 18 and 74 years own shares directly
or indirectly via mutual funds (Fondbolagensforening, 2006). Perhaps Nils-
son’s coining of Sweden as “The promised land of share investors” (2003) is
not so surprising.

Although such a high figure may corroborate the argument that share-
holding is widespread, the figure is at best partial. Figure 1 provides the de-
velopment of Swedish household savings portfolios for traditional bank sav-
ings as compared with shares and mutual fund products.?

- 350
° -300 | ~
23 - 250 & S
2% 200 B %
52 - 100 ¢
I - 50 g
0

— #l — Shares and mutual funds —&— Bank —&— SPI
Figure 1: The SPI Index and household savings in shares and mutual funds as com-

pared with bank savings

According to Figure 1, financial products have increased as a savings
form and constitute a greater part of the household’s wealth than traditional
savings in banks. According to this figure products related to financial mar-

% Data are derived from SCB. The present author made the calculations.
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kets constitute almost 70% of households’ savings portfolios. The develop-
ment of the stock market during this period, here represented by the SPI
index, has increased by 203%. Thus, from an economic perspective, the de-
velopment towards financial market products seems reasonable with respect
to the SPI Index’s development. Further, interest rates have been low for this
period, which means that traditional bank savings have been less attractive in
terms of returns.

A closer look at each type of financial product demonstrates that the most
popular savings products in Sweden are mutual funds (including insurance);
these products constitute 50% of households’ savings portfolio.’

(7]

2 100%

S 90% -

*5‘ 80% - Insurance

o 70% A

2 60% -

S 50% - Mutual funds

o 40% -

T 30% - Bank

2 o — T —

% 10% - Shares

é O% T T T T T T T T T
1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Year
Figure 2: The development of households’ portfolios 1995 - 2005

Historically, political efforts have contributed to the fact that shares and
share-related products have become widespread. For funds, the first large-
scale effort was a type of tax-rebated fund called Skattespar and Skatte-
fonder (literally translated as tax save and tax fund) that was introduced by
the conservative government in 1978. * According to Jonsson (2002), the
objective was to infuse new capital into the stock market, which had been
depressed for a number of years. Six years later when the Social Democrats
took power they introduced Allemansspar and Allemansfonder (literally
translated as everyman’s save and everyman’s fund) that for all its intent and
purposes was the same type of fund as the one introduced by the conserva-
tive government, but with one important exception - the political support
from LO, the largest blue-collar union (ibid).

? Data come from SBC and the author made the calculations. The figures express year-end
value. Both inflow and outflow (net savings) as well increase and decrease in value of respec-
tive products explain the variation in wealth. Included in the insurance category are individual
pension solutions and not collective ones. If the collective ones would be included, this cate-
gory would constitute approximately 50% of the entire portfolio. The pattern stays the same if
we include other financial products such as bonds (cf. Jonsson, 2002).

* Besides references this section builds on two interviews listed in Appendix 3.

12
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In 1994, it became possible for people to make individual pension savings
in mutual funds but the full reform of the Swedish pension system came into
effect in 2000 (Lundberg, 2003). This meant that the previous model of one
generation paying for another was partially abandoned. Instead, Swedes
invest 2.5 per cent of their annual pension fee in a set of mutual funds super-
vised by a governmental body (PPM). The old pension system derived from
a referendum in 1957 an was seen as the greatest victory of the worker’s
movement (Lundberg, 2003; Ohlsson, 2004). When the new pension system
came into effect, some people claimed it to be an achievement of capitalism
that encourages individual responsibility (cf. Ohlsson, 2004), whereas others
were skeptical to the new modes of economic freedom being offered (cf.
Forslund, 2002). Whether we have been forced to choose freely or the re-
form is a sound step towards individual responsibility, it means a partial shift
in responsibility from the state to the individual for their future welfare. As
Ohlsson (2004) concludes from his critical discourse analysis of the informa-
tion brochure about the new pension system, today you cannot blame anyone
else as you are now being in charge of your own future.

In the context of this dissertation, political interventions that have con-
tributed to a widespread shareholder base are more recent. The conservative
government in power in the beginning of the 1990s introduced a comprehen-
sive privatization scheme. In 1994, two companies, Assi (forestry) and
Pharmacia (drugs), were privatized through a public listing under the um-
brella of Folkaktier (literally translated as people’s shares). Additional to the
argument that the government should not own companies, an important ele-
ment of the rhetoric surrounding these privatizations was a political ambition
that the general public should be made shareholders. There were two princi-
pal reasons for this attitude. First, a widespread shareholder base would ef-
fectively prevent any attempts to take union control over public companies.
Historically, Sweden had experienced such attempts in the late 1970s — the
so-called wage earner’s funds (Meidner, Hedborg & Fond, 1978). The sec-
ond reason to have the public as investors was to bring their values closer to
that of the corporate sector. For the past 30 years, Sweden has experienced a
high tax pressure and the political hope was that these privatizations, which
were specifically targeted to the general public, would make the public re-
luctant to further increases in tax. For the privatization of Assi, one of the
maneuvers to achieve a widespread shareholder base was to offer a discount
to the share. The most recent of these privatizations was Telia that went pub-
lic in 2000, attracting over 1 million people to take part in the offer.

Returning to the general overview of savings patterns, Figure 2 demon-
strated that for the shares category, which is the category that has the clearest
link to accounting, the increase of its part to the total portfolio is about 10%
for the period 1995 - 2005. Still, the wealth of that portfolio has increased by
137% for the period, which according to this definition, is the category that
has increased in absolute wealth the most. In terms of percentage of the

13
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population (+16 years) that holds listed shares directly Figure 3 shows that it
has increased from 26% to about 33% for the period, with a peak in 2003
where almost 44% of this age category held listed shares.’

50%

45% —+ - _n

40% -~ — 2

3202 + g ol =

30% P ¢

25% + - g _w

20% +
15% —+
10% +
5%
0% 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 |

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

— # — Per cent of population
Figure 3: Percent of adults (+16 years) that hold listed shares 1995 - 2005

So part of the stock market’s pervasiveness in everyday life can be wit-
nessed by a widespread shareholder base among the adult population. Fur-
thermore, shareholding is increasingly related to the household’s private
wealth. While this section has sketched some of the political efforts to these
changed patterns in savings, the story of stock markets and everyday life
continues in the following two sections with a discussion of changes in the
wider market setting. (I will use the term stock market setting or wider mar-
ket system to denote arrangements (legal or non-legal) that provide stability
to actual market transactions at the market place.)

2.2 Stock markets and everyday life —
a regulatory concern’

A nice part of the stock market and everyday life story is that the shift in
savings patterns has contributed in making the Swedish households generally
richer for the period 1995 - 2005. Yet, another aspect of it that warrants fur-

> Data come from Aktiefrimjandet. There are certain problems related to data about individ-
ual shareholding, which are discussed in Appendix 1.

® Besides the archival sources quoted in this subsection, I interviewed the person in charge of
the Market Conduct department at the FI as well as one representative of the Swedish Share-
holders Association (see Appendix 2 for details). These interviews helped the focus of the
private shareholder’s situation as well as they strengthened the interpretation of the events
during this period.

14
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ther examination is that the translation of people into shareholders has led to
regulatory changes in the stock market setting. The most notable of these
changes is that the Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority (hereafter the
FI to denote Finansinspektionen) was asked by the government to re-
examine their priorities in 2002 (Dir: 2002:94). According to the FI, this
meant a heighten focus on consumer protection issues (SOU: 2003:22) and
reading their reports published between 1998 and 2005 offer an qualitative
analysis of the changed savings patterns as described above.”

2.2.1 The general public as investors

Before 1998, the FI paid relatively little attention to household’s savings and
most attention was devoted to macroeconomic problems (such as the bank
crisis in the beginning of the 1990s) and worldwide macroeconomic issues.
But in their 1998 government report (FI: 1998:5) changed savings patterns
for households are noted as a possible concern to their regulatory mandate of
upholding the stock market as efficient and fair. This shift in attention can be
understood as the beginning of the accounting, stock markets and everyday
life story because it represents a break with earlier accounts told by the regu-
lator (Czarniawska, 2004).

The reports published from 1998 to 2005 give three key factors that ex-
plain their shift in regulatory focus. The first one, as discussed above, is the
reformed pension system that has led to that a large part of the general public
has become acquainted with the stock market and various financial products.
Second, share investing has become cheaper and more available for a larger
number of people. This was made possible because Internet-based stockbro-
kers lowered commissions and the required sum of deposition to start trad-
ing, which resulted in attracting a new clientele of investors. Furthermore, it
meant that already existing investors increased their activity. Third, from
1995 to 1999, the stock market experienced a strong increase in market value
and this attracted a great number of companies (mainly Internet companies)
to seek a public listing. The picture that emerges from these reports is that of
a situation where earlier structural obstacles were removed and the prospect
of getting rich fast opened up for a larger part of the population. This devel-
opment is not singular to the Swedish situation and in 2000 the International
Organization of Securities Commissions noted:

The New Economy has empowered the individual investor with online, fast
and efficient access to market and financial information that, as recently as a
few years ago, was only available to a select few institutions and individuals
who could afford to pay for it. Technology also is revamping the structure of
securities markets and reducing trading costs in ways that could not have
been foreseen. The combination of easy access to new technology, reduced

7 Appendix 2 explains the choice of documents and methodology of this exercise.
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costs and the prospects of profits from investment in new technology compa-
nies has caused many investors to enter the securities markets for the first
time, and others to intensify their investment activity (IOSCO, 2000, p. 3).

FI’s reports are interesting for three specific reasons. The first reason may be
simple but the fact that they report, along with changes in legislation and
regulatory focus, suggests that there is increasing attention being paid to the
public as investors — it is a matter of concern.® Second, the reports give one
view that tells us about individual-level investment behavior. For three rea-
sons, the FI depicts this individual-level investment behavior as problematic.
To begin with, private investors hold less diversified portfolios than, for
example, institutional investors, making them more at risk in market down-
turns. In addition to less diversified portfolios, this group of investors is at an
informational disadvantage because they are less capable (or likely) to make
use of financial information for investments. This means that this group of
investors is dependent on professional investors. This quote illustrates how
the FI oversees this dependence situation:

The majority of the actors at the stock market have fairly rudimentary infor-
mation and their single most important source of information is the market
price. At the same time there is another group of actors that have invested re-
sources and elicited specific information about an asset’s value. (...). If the
well informed has elicited positive information they will buy that asset and
that in turn will lead to that the less informed will revise their assessment of
an asset’s value. (FI, 2001:3, p. 14)

The last characteristic of the private investor and its situation concerns the
type of abbreviated financial information distributed to the general public.
The FI is cautious about this type of information because it fears that it may
not fully provide a relevant decision base. In particular the FI is critical to
the information provided from underwriters to initial public offerings that it
views as mere sales literature.

The third reason that is of relevance here supports the argument that direct
shareholding influences and affects everyday life because it has increasingly
become a possible problem for the private welfare and thus today a market
downturn may have important “private wealth effects different than 10 years
ago”(F1, 2001:4, p. 14). In sum, the problematic aspects related to the gen-
eral public as investors (as overseen by the regulator) are how financial in-
formation is produced, presented and mediated.

¥ In a European perspective this focus on consumer issues may be seen in the Directive on
Markets in Financial Instruments (MiFID) that the European Parliament accepted in 2004.
Along with regulatory changes that seek to safeguard consumers of financial products, the
report cements the division of consumers denoted “non-professional consumers” and “profes-
sional consumers”. The argument is that the degree of information and regulation varies be-
tween the two (see Appendix 2 to MiFID).
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2.2.1 The general public as owners

The discussion has hitherto focused on the investment aspect of owning
shares but the public is also an owner, an aspect that has not been unnoticed
in regulators’ reports. Still, in relation to the investment aspect of holding
shares the ownership issue seems to have received less recent attention.” To
begin with, Figure 4 displays the household’s collective votes of Swedish
listed companies for the period 1995 to 2005."

18% +
16% -
14% +
12% -
10%
8% -
6%
4% +
2%
0%

Percentage of total votes

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Year

Figure 4: Household’s collective voting power

The voting power held by Swedish households has remained fairly stable
for the past 10 years (from 16% to 13% of the total stock of voting power).
The slight decrease is due to the fact that foreign institutional investors have
increased their part of the total market value for the period. Furthermore,
because Sweden has differentiated voting rights (called A or B shares), the
ownership structure of Swedish public companies is one in which a few
owners control a majority of the votes through possession of the A shares. In
this respect, Sweden differs substantially from Anglo-Saxon countries where
the ownership is widely dispersed rather than concentrated in the hands of a
few owners (SNS, 2003).

In terms of regulatory attention to the public as owners, the central docu-
ment during this period is the Swedish code of conduct that came in effect
July 1, 2005. The code came in response to a perceived decline in confidence
among the general public towards listed companies.'" What emerges from
reading the reports published in relation to the new code of conduct and the

° However, historically the issue of ownership, private versus state ownership, has been heav-
ily debated (cf. Strath, 1998).

' The figure is based on data from SCB and is expressed in year end values.

! There were also cases where public companies had mismanaged assets (e.g., Skandia). Still,
the code seems to be less of a direct answer to major financial scandals as was the case with,
for example, the Sarbanes-Oxley act.
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code itself is a story that in part is different to the one told earlier about the
public as investors.'”? To begin with, these reports do not so much track a
shift in stock market clientele, but rather start from the premise that increas-
ingly more households depend on the stock market. However, the main dif-
ference is that these reports dwell less with the individual shareholder’s ca-
pabilities of being an owner. Rather, the reports focus on the company and
the collective of unorganized shareholders. This focus follows somewhat
naturally because a corporate governance report primarily focuses on the
company and its owners and not the company’s shares and the holder of
these shares, i.e. the investors. In a way it is just one way of labeling one
actor differently but there is a forceful reason why this way of phrasing it is
more than just hair-splitting, namely, because the code may be seen as hav-
ing an investor focus rather (or on par with) than an owner focus."

First, the relationship in the code is that between the principal and the
agent. Still, it should perhaps be written as the principals and the agent be-
cause the code goes to some extent to define various groups of owners. And
distinct focus is on the shareholding public, which is one frequent and pow-
erful argument to explain why this code was developed and put into effect.
An immediate objection to the fact that the reference to the public’s interest
would signal an increased concern of this particular group of shareholders is
that virtually all regulation is based on the reasoning that it is made in the
public’s interest — in effect what other argument could there be? But, the
code takes the stance that the public is no longer any passive shareholder or
for that matter a passive stakeholder in the traditional stakeholder model to
whom the company has a vague and distant responsibility. Instead, the pub-
lic is made up of owners whose interest should be considered. From a corpo-
rate perspective, the argument makes perfectly good sense as active owner-
ship participation is commonly thought to be useful for the governance of
companies (OECD, 2004). Still, one may be hesitant to believe that active
ownership from this particular group of owners would contribute to in-
creased efficiency for a specific company’s operations. Further, judging
from this group of owner’s collective voting power (see Figure 4), there is
no reason to believe that they would have the power to seriously affect the
company’s operations. In terms of an owner group the public is not a power-
ful one. However, one could be certain that if these owners, in their roles as

"2 For the sake of clarity, the FI is not the organization that produced the code of conduct but
here it is the view of The Swedish Corporate Governance Board (Kollegiet for svensk bolag-
styrning) that is under discussion. The Board forms part of the Swedish Society for Stock
Market Issues (Foreningen for Aktiemarknadsfragor) along with the Swedish Industry and
Commerce Stock Exchange Committee (Néringslivets Borskommitté, NBK) and the Swedish
Securities Council (Aktiemarknadsndmnden).

'3 The difference here would be that an investor primarily seeks returns and an owner primar-
ily is concerned with the organization’s long-term survival. This is not necessarily an inherent
conflict but at least it brings certain tension to it because it accentuates the question: what can
be expected from someone who owns shares in a company?
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investors, would withdraw their funds from the stock market, it would be-
come a socioeconomic issue, which in effect is one of the principal objec-
tives with stock market regulation, i.e. to safeguard that the stock market is
fair for all groups of investors. In this way the ownership aspect of holding
shares is perhaps not completely merged but at least blended in with the
investor aspect.

The argument may be further strengthened. As previously discussed, con-
sider the reforms of welfare systems that require people to increasingly rely
on individual welfare solutions. Further, from the section about the public as
investors, the FI was cautious about the socioeconomic concerns related to
what may be called non-optimal investments rather than non-optimal gov-
ernance of public companies. In short, the reforms to promote shareholding
are not making up owners but investors from the general public. The ques-
tion then is how we should understand the code’s suggestions of improving
the public’s possibilities to take part in the governance of the company?

The code devotes much attention to how and where companies communi-
cate with their owners. The first area of attention is that public companies
need to make visible their internal efforts of securing that entrusted funds
have been managed correctly. Another area indicated in the code is that
companies need to find other channels than traditional reporting to inform
their shareholders, preferably on a face-to-face basis. The code’s focus on
these two areas do not disqualify the code as an ownership document but it
suggests that viewed in connection with a programmatic concern of people
becoming investors the code is seeking to uphold the company as an invest-
ment objective for the public. The code’s caution about lack of confidence or
opaque transparency from public companies is understood as concerns of the
company as an investment case and the regulatory efforts as ways of enhanc-
ing their capabilities as investors, i.e. to become further familiar with public
companies. In sum, to report more and to meet face-to-face is to reverse the
perceived lack of confidence towards shares and not primarily the internal
controls of the company.
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2.3 Stock markets and everyday life —
the role of newspapers

The story so far: households save differently than before and stock market
regulators pay increased attention to the situation of private investors. This
subsection addresses the role of the media (here used interchangeable with
newspapers) to account for the fact that part of the omnipresence of stock
markets in everyday life is the increased attention given it by the media. This
focus adds to the story of the stock markets pervasiveness in three important
ways. First, media is an important external source of legitimacy for the stock
market and various stock market products, as witnessed, for example, by
competitions similar to the Swedish Championships in shareholding organ-
ized by DI. In this way it is an arena where we can observe the influence
from stock markets on the public. Second, basically any newspaper reports
on the performance of shares and provides a section with share recommenda-
tions. This vigilance contributes to sustaining the attention to stock markets.
Third, research indicates that newspapers are an important source for the
general public to inform themselves about shares (Lidén, 2005). Further, the
media follows public companies and reports about various aspects of them.
In short, the media is part of the wider market setting that affects investment
situations and the public’s opinion about how public companies are gov-
erned. '

Figure 5 summarizes the increased media attention paid to three privatiza-
tions (Folkaktier). Two of these were privatized in 1994 and are thus
grouped together."”

' The role of the media is discussed in FI's reports, where it views the role of media as being
twofold in regards to the general public. First, it affects the general perception about the stock
market (legitimacy), and second as a source for private investors to retrieve information (FI:
2001: 3). Here, the overview is limited to newspapers but one could observe similar patterns
for TV. For example, there have been game shows in which people compete with shares
(Borsmatchen, literally translated to The Stock Market Game) as well broadcasts that exclu-
sively focus on the development of the stock market.

!5 Appendix 3 explains the methodology of this exercise.
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Figure 5: Media reporting on three Folkaktier

The figure provides at least some evidence to support the argument that the
attention from newspapers paid to shares has increased. Furthermore, a
qualitative interpretation of the articles made in order to asses how they re-
port on shareholding reveals that most articles were positive to the fact that
people where given an opportunity to buy shares and viewed the privatiza-
tions as effective events to increase the shareholder base among the general
public (see further essay 1). The increased attention to stock market events is
perhaps even more distinct if we consider the media coverage of annual gen-
eral meetings (AGMs).
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Figure 6: Media reporting about annual general meetings and the SPI 1995-2005
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The overall trend is that media reports more about these events; in fact,
63% of the articles were published between 2001 and 2005. From roughly
1000 to 1200 articles a year for the first six years, the database doubles the
number of articles on AGMs from 2001 and onwards. In addition, the figure
demonstrates that the number of articles follows the development of the SPI
index fairly well. Intuitively, this may be because the media focus more on
stock markets in upturns than in downturns. Sampling evidence suggests that
much of the attention paid to the AGMs from 2002 and onwards is due to the
debacles with Skandia and Intrum Justitia — two companies that received
attention because of mismanaged assets, which were heavily debated at their
AGMs (see further essay 3 and 4). To conclude the discussion about the role
of media, its role is useful to legitimatize shareholding by reporting more
frequently about such events as privatizations targeted to the general public.
It is also an arena where the public becomes informed about stock markets
and governance issues related to public companies.

2.4 Stock markets and everyday life — a summary

This backdrop has examined three areas where the stock market is pervasive
of everyday life. Based on these empirically grounded observations, the fol-
lowing interpretations are offered. The first is not so much an interpretation
but a summary of the observations, namely that the influence from stock
markets permeate various levels of analysis, including the individual, the
household, the regulatory organization and the country. Additionally, it may
be observed at various sites such as face-to-face encounters between compa-
nies and their shareholders, the newspapers or regulation. Second, because
private welfare is increasingly being generated from the stock market the
regulation aim to secure that the public stays shareholders. Third, in connec-
tion to the second point the story is about the social fabric that enables eco-
nomic action, government efforts to encourage individual shareholding,
changed regulatory focus and increased media attention. This social fabric
provides a sociopolitical base for shareholding, which suggests that the eco-
nomic and the sociopolitical should be understood and studied as a whole.
Finally, in relation to accounting the general public as shareholders opens up
to address two of its stated roles — as a means for investments and as a means
for evaluating the stewardship.
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3. Accounting, stock market and everyday life

The tentative research question posed in the introduction indicated that this
dissertation follows the sociological strand of accounting research (e.g.,
Hopwood, 1976) and the present text follows this tradition’s original con-
cern: localizing accounting in its social and political context (Hopwood,
1977; Cooper & Tinker, 1990). The sociological strand of accounting re-
search originally emerged as a research reflection geared toward understand-
ing the role of accounting in socioeconomic life by drawing on social and
cultural theory (Power, 1994). While various social theories ebb and flow
and thus draw attention to certain issues while obscuring others (Gendron &
Baker, 2005) this tradition rejected the division between an economic realm
(where accounting was thought to reside) and a social (where accounting
was thought to be absent). Instead, much focus has been devoted to under-
stand how production and consumption of accounting are socially enabled
(and enabling of economic action) in various settings. Accounting is seen as
a social and cultural practice, where the common argument is that without
understanding the sociopolitical influence on, and grounding of accounting,
less will be known about how accounting takes on a role beyond being a
mere means to an end (Miller, 1994). Whereas the preceding section dis-
cussed how the stock market is part of everyday life, the question as to how
that happened and the role of accounting requires further attention.
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3.1 Earlier research — accounting research and sociology
of markets

The question about how shareholding has emerged as a socially legitimate'
and attractive practice has been addressed in various disciplines in the social
sciences, such as sociology of science, organization theory, accounting and
sociology. It is not in the scope of this introduction to thoroughly go through
this material. But what emerges from a revision of this dispersed set of writ-
ings is that of a handcrafted process of making up shareholders by setting up
the actual market place (Mackenzie & Willo, 2003), providing tailored prod-
ucts (Jonsson, 2002), setting up financial institutions to supervise the market
(Bealing, Dirsmith & Fogarty, 1996), upholding the stock market as attrac-
tive through regulation (Merino & Neimark, 1982; Neu, 1991b; Neu, 1992),
anchoring shareholding by linking the concern of the government with that
of the general public in joint projects (Preda, 2001) or linking the interest of
the public to that of the audit profession (Neu, 1991a; Merino& Mayper,
2001). The ubiquitousness of stock markets has been analyzed as a hand-
crafted process of associating the general public to the stock market from
various disciplines as well as from numerous theoretical standpoints. Using
these writers’ arguments to interpret the anecdote with the 10-year-old sug-
gests that shareholding needs to be perceived as something socially desir-
able, which in turn needs a set of broader cultural beliefs and norms of cor-
rect behavior that legitimizes that particular type of action (Merino & Nei-
mark, 1982; Preda, 2001; Neu, 1992; Lounsbury, 2006). Put simply, to gain
social acceptance for the stock market there can be no conflict between the
shareholder, the stock market and the political agenda; it needs to be under-
stood as one where somehow “men act like one man” (Callon & Latour,
1981, p. 279). At the core of that argument is that how an economic action
(such as shareholding) proceeds is because it has been made familiar to a
large number of actors that share some common knowledge regarding a de-
sirable behavior. These types of constructivist explanation emphasize the
sociopolitical fabric surrounding the stock market rather than referring to
economic explanations that place the performance of the actual financial

!¢ Although the concept legitimacy is not focused on in this dissertation, it is refereed to in the
introduction and in the first essay, and thus appropriate to define the term. Typically, it is a
concept within institutional theory (cf. Hannan & Freeman, 1989; Hannan & Carrol, 1992,
Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) and generally understood as something being taken for
granted, i.e. lacking controversy. In the first essay, which is informed by actor network theory
and writings on governmentality, legitimacy in the context of a privatization is understood as
efforts of uniting the state’s interests with that of the public’s and the essay focuses on how
that is achieved. The term is used here in the sense of something being taken for granted and
an uncontroversial part of everyday life. On this level, there is no great barrier to integrate it
with actor network theory’s idea of translation meaning that earlier divisions between do-
mains or entities have come to be understood as one (Latour, 1987). Underlying this under-
standing is the view that shareholding has been made legitimate and attractive by various
efforts rather than “discovered” as attractive.
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products in focus."” Thus, stated somewhat stereotypically: The reason that
investing in shares has become popular among large groups of people cannot
be fully explained by the fact that they have identified shares as a superior
investment choice (in terms of returns) through accounting information. In
essence, there is a sociopolitical fabrication of a legitimate basis for share-
holding that precedes the actual situation in which a shareholder is con-
fronted with a situation to decide on an investment case or the stewardship of
top management. Although such a statement may not seem remarkable, it is
an essential backdrop to the arguments that follow since it paves the way for
explanations beyond economic ones in understanding the prevalence of stock
markets among the general public.

3.2 Research questions about accounting, stock markets
and everyday life

The first research question of this dissertation focuses on the general public
as investors. It is based on the argument that share investing requires a le-
gitimate sociopolitical platform and in respect to that the question is: how
translates accounting to assist the public in investment situations?

The empirical relevance of this first research question is threefold. First,
it captures the point that before accounting is used for making resolved
choices in an investment situation there is a political ambition of making
people shareholders. Accounting becomes linked to broader sociopolitical
concerns than just being about decision making in the field. In this way how
accounting assists non-professional investors to take “resolved choices
among alternative courses” (APB, Statement nr 4, 1970) is equally a story
about how they were made investors in the first place. It thus captures the
point of shareholding requiring a prior sociopolitical platform — a platform
constructed by uniting diverse interests. Thus, accounting is reflective and
intimately connected to its political context (Cooper & Sherer, 1984; Miller,
1994).

Second, acknowledging the political underpinning of making up share-
holders the question draws attention to how accounting may mediate a rela-
tion between a political concern and the general public. Still, government in
turn depends on a wide array of actors, such as institutions, institutional in-
vestors, financial analysts, auditors and media, to further the notion of share
investing as something attractive and accounting as part of what makes an

'7 These will not be further discussed but may be summarized as follows: In market-based
accounting there is evidence that portfolios held by non-professional investors yield less than
the portfolios of professional investors (cf. Lev, 1988). In finance theory there is evidence that
non-professional investors hold less diversified portfolios. Explanations offered to account for
this include educational background and private wealth of the individual investor (Karlsson,
2005).
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investor. Accounting becomes an “ammunition machine by which and
through which interested parties seek to promote their own particular posi-
tion” (Burchell et al., 1980, p. 15).

Third, part of the story was that accounting may not come in its tradi-
tional form (such as formalized reports) but may be localized in, for exam-
ple, media. In fact, surveys from Lee and Tweedie (1975a; 1975b; 1976;
1990), who examined both the use and understandability of financial ac-
counting information among non-professional users, found that formal ac-
counting reports were not extensively used or fully understood because of
their complexity. Replicating their studies, Bartlett and Chandler (1997)
found that the pattern stayed the same 20 years later in the UK. Moreover, in
a study of Swedish investors Bohlin (1987) found evidence in line with these
findings. The common way of interpreting these studies is that because of
the complexity of accounting reports, certain groups of investors do not
make full use of them, which is somewhat consistent with the FI’s concern
discussed in section 2. On the other hand, with the growing importance of
the media as a way of becoming informed, it may suggest that we should
look for accounting elsewhere than just in the annual report. Thus, the media
become an arena by which and through intermediaries (e.g., financial ana-
lysts and business journalists) promote their own particular positions of what
accounting represents.

In terms of analytical effort the research question focuses on a course of
events that is both general as an overall influence of stock markets and spe-
cific in terms of an intervention at an everyday site. Theoretically, this raises
the question on how to conceptualize accounting as forming a relay between
a general political discourse and simultaneously being something recogniz-
able at an everyday site, which lends the first research question to the gov-
ernmentality literature as introduced to accounting research by Miller and
Rose (1990; 1992). Earlier work inspired by the governmentality literature
shares theoretical concern regarding the relationship between broadly stated
political concerns of government and accounting understood as a technology
set used to realize political concerns (cf. Miller & O’ Leary, 1987; Robson,
1991; Miller & Napier, 1993; Miller & O’Leary, 1993; Radcliffe, 1999; Neu
& Heincke, 2004). This work is used here to consider the relationship be-
tween political concerns of promoting shareholding and how accounting
translates into the everyday life of people. Conceptually, Miller and Rose’s
work has two common points.

The first common point is the notion of society carrying certain political
rationalities (sometimes refereed to as the programmatic level or discourse)
that may be understood as an idealized narrative about how something
should be, be it a just lay system or an efficient stock market. According to
Foucault (1979), this discourse is intrinsic of certain governmentality and is
upheld by an ensemble of institutions and habits through which and by
which power is exercised. Central to Foucault’s idea of governmentality is
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that power does not simply reside with the government but is dispersed
throughout the society and its attractiveness for accounting scholars is that it
places accounting as a technology for the realization of power. In this way
accounting is at work for the programmes of government.

The second common point is the idea of technologies forming a counter-
part to the programmes. This point draws on Foucault’s writings and actor
network theory, with the argument that technologies “seek to translate
thought into the domain of reality, and to establish in the world of persons
and things spaces and devices for acting upon those entities of which they
dream and scheme” (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 8). Whereas political rationali-
ties may be understood as idealized narratives that give meaning and legiti-
macy to action, technologies work to anchor the programmatic at the site of
intervention. This process of anchoring the programmatic concern is
achieved by translation (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987), which denotes a proc-
ess of uniting diverse interests surrounding a programme and to make them
act as one. This maneuver contains both the operation of moving things from
one point to another and the literal sense of constructing correspondence in
language.

To understand accounting as a technology is one of the common features
in analyzing how accounting intervenes at sites for the purpose of acting
upon people and processes (Miller, 1994). Still, the relationship between
government programmes and that of a technology forming a counterpart may
be further analyzed, especially if we reverse the order and ask what do tech-
nologies contribute with at the site of intervention and how do we recognize
the technology as presented for those who it was intended for? In the frame-
work we may understand the relevance of this question because the realiza-
tion of a programme rests in the hands of others where each actor modifies
and replaces part of the technology. To simplify matters: because a transla-
tion process absorbs several actors in which each one modifies the technol-
ogy, the original technology changes (e.g., Latour, 1987).

In the context of this dissertation the relevance of taking such a perspec-
tive can be understood with respect to the fact that investment decisions are
not taken independently; instead, there are several actors involved in which
each is seeking to influence other investor to buy or sell a share. To account
for this multi-actor perspective, the argument that is developed further is that
the governmentality literature should pay further attention to the technologi-
cal aspect of its conceptual apparatus. Here, the theoretical understanding is
that investing is a translation process (Latour, 1987) in which actors negoti-
ate the meaning of accounting.

The second research question of this dissertation focuses on the general
public as owners of public companies, with particular focus on the face-to-
face relation between the collective of unorganized owners and the public
company. The question is guided by Hopwood’s (1987) argument that ac-
counting is one of the pivotal means by which the public company translates
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into the public sphere and reads: how translates accounting to assist the
public in evaluating the stewardship function of a company?

The empirical relevance of this question is threefold. First, in accordance
with the reasoning for the first research question, there are several actors
associated with accounting, from its production to its later use. Thus, the
question focuses on the network of interests tied to accounting. Specifically,
the question centers on how the non-professional investor’s ability to enact
stewardship in turn depends on actors such as auditors, institutional investors
and the public companies. Additionally, it explores how these actors’ interest
in accounting supports or impedes the private investor’s capability to evalu-
ate the stewardship function of the company. Thus, to Hopwood’s (1987)
argument that accounting is one pivotal means through which accounting
translates into the public sphere, the question directs attention to the actors
involved in such process and the sites where it takes place.

Second, regarding the use of accounting reports for stewardship issues on
the individual level, there is mixed evidence about how accounting supports
this aspect of shareholding. Epstein and Freedman (1994) find that account-
ing reports are used for evaluating the social and ethical aspects of steward-
ship, as well as individual investors’ demand more information about these
aspects of stewardship. On the other hand, Jones and Shoemaker (1994)
review study on readability suggests that accounting reports are written at a
level above its general readership, which then could be a reason as to why
certain groups of owners do not actively engage in evaluating the company’s
operations (Bartlett & Chandler, 1999). Nevertheless, these studies are put in
a frame of stimuli-response and their analytical starting point is the single
investor and his or her relation to formal accounting reports. Thus, these
earlier studies do not capture the aspect that the relevance of accounting is
determined in the context in which it is used, “rather than by the foresight of
those who determine the form which it should take” (Burchell et al., 1980, p.
11). Furthermore, guided by the overview in section 2, focus was on face-to-
face settings. Thus, regarding the use of accounting at the individual level in
stewardship situations we can empirically explore how accounting is used in
practice.

Third, following the argument that emerged from the review of recent
regulatory work, it was concluded that formal accounting reports were but
one way of demonstrating stewardship efforts. Instead, emphasis was on a
context that offers a face-to-face setting to discuss stewardship issues. In the
earlier literature there is criticism against accountability practices because
they are assumed to favor the interest of economically powerful actors
(Unerman & Bennett, 2004). A face-to-face setting a priori may provide an
opportunity to overcome the remoteness that often exists between companies
and their stakeholders. Still, such a situation is inherent in power structures
and powerful networks that support a company’s view of stewardship. Thus,
the empirical relevance of this question is that it permits us to examine
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whether the site of these meetings and regulation that purportedly supports
the public in their roles as owners are favorable or not.

As with the first research question that lead me to address the sociopoliti-
cal basis prior to an investment situation, this second question takes a detour
before it addresses the encounter between the company and its shareholders.
Specifically, the question addresses the events taking place before such an
encounter as an earlier translation process (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987)
where top management has associated various actors to their network. The
argument is that if accounting is one means by which the company translates
into the public sphere, such a translation process brings with it accounting’s
network of interest and this should then be brought into the analysis. This
network of interests has been constructed by settling earlier conflicts be-
tween, for example, top management and auditors. This way of theoretically
framing events before the encounter is not primarily a political project as in
the case of the first research question; rather, here it is understood as an ef-
fort to orientate various efforts to one common concern, namely to under-
stand the company representatives as good stewards with respect to their
OWners.

Further, the argument was that one relevant aspect of a face-to-face situa-
tion was that it offered an opportunity to discuss whether this situation sup-
ported the public in their role as owners of companies. The theoretical fram-
ing of earlier translation efforts and strong networks of interests supporting
top management in their encounters with shareholders may be descriptive of
such encounters. Still, actor network theory does not address the ethical as-
pects and informs little as to whether such settings may be advantageous or
disadvantageous to its participants. For the purpose of being able to address
this aspect of stewardship, the research question needs an additional theo-
retical framework. For that purpose, Habermas’ notion of an ideal speech
situation (Habermas, 1990) is applied in order to contrast it with actor net-
work theory. It is not an attempt to bring two theories together but rather an
effort to address the situation of the public as owners against an accepted set
of principals of an ideal speech situation. In contrast to the actor network
theory analysis that tells us what attempts are made to enroll actors, the
Habermas inspired analysis asks the questions: Are these attempts ethical?
And what would they need to be like in order to become ethical? In sum,
together these two research questions aim at addressing the issue of how
accounting supports the public in investment situations and stewardship
issues. While this section has singled out the questions that will be asked
about the story of accounting, stock markets and everyday life as well as
briefly introducing its theoretical framing, the next section introduces the
empirical cases used to answer these two research questions.
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4. Accounting, stock markets and everyday life
- introducing the four essays

The empirical cases used to answers the two research questions are the pri-
vatization of Telia (essays 1 and 2) and field material gathered from partici-
pation in 36 AGMs (essays 3 and 4). The choice of these two seemingly
unrelated cases were done deliberately. Both cases are stock market events
that typically involve an audience of a large number of non-professional
investors. In the privatization of Telia over 1 million people took part in the
offer. The AGMs are typically seen as the single event by which non-
professional investors have an opportunity to meet with top management.
Each event thus represents an instance in which accounting confronts with a
predominantly non-professional audience. Second, both events present a
milieu where accounting is negotiated among different actors who seek to
define or re-define what accounting represents for the audience. Thus, the
settings of the two events are multi-actor settings. Third, both events provide
an opportunity to relate accounting to a sociopolitical agenda. In the case of
Telia witnessed by the fact that it was a privatization and thereby preceded
by a political decision. For AGMs distinct by the fact that regulators hold
this meeting to be the principal event for shareholders to exercise their rights
and take part in the governance of the company. The next subsection briefly
describes the methodology and the conclusions of each study.

4.1 Essays 1 and 2

The essays largely rely on the same field material but the material is used
and categorized differently. In addition, I interviewed two people that were
either practically involved in the privatization or took part in the debate sur-
rounding Telia’s privatization.” These interviews are not reported in the
essays but served an important role in strengthening and extending my un-
derstanding of the event I analyzed.

Essay 1 uses two main sources of field material. The first source is gov-
ernment bills and government bills (hereafter bills) and the second is articles
published in the business and popular press. The first set of field material

18 See appendix 3 for details.

30

www.manaraa.com



was used to analyze the arguments and political actors involved in the gov-
ernment programme while the second set was used to analyze how the pro-
gramme translated into the public sphere. Regarding the conclusion, the full
categorization of the bills and the articles demonstrate a general positive tune
to the privatization as well to the share.

In terms of the argument’s qualitative character, the analysis found that
politicians sought to unite the interest of the government with that of the
general public. A principal question in the press was thus: How do Telia
unite the interest of those two parties? The arguments of the journalists and
analysts predominantly centered on question: Is Telia a growth company and
why should we buy (or not buy) the share? In general, analysts and journal-
ists were positive to recommending the share but they were hesitant to define
the share as a growth company or under priced relative to its fundamental
value. Instead, one compelling reason to why people should buy the share
was that there were so many different actors involved in the privatization so
it could simply not turn out to be a bad investment.

Essay two concentrates on how media constructed and stabilized Telia’s
price. Contrary to the first essay, the focus is on a shorter period: from the
time the privatization was announced to the last day the public could register
for the offer. The analysis demonstrates that the construction of the company
as an investment case took place in three stages. In the first stage the com-
pany was made recognizable by relating its market value to similar compa-
nies, i.e. media constructed an identity of the company. Second, when the
official valuation of the company became known, media had to re-interpret
the price against this new information. The identity as well as the argument
that Telia was a good investment remained and the analysis demonstrates
further how media brought in new arguments to support the earlier view of
the company. In the third stage much of the earlier discussions about the
company had vanished. The particular way it was discussed and recognized
was according to its price in isolation: detached from the organizational
practice it was constructed from.

4.2 Essays 3 and 4

Essays 3 and 4 are based on the same study of observation of 36 AGMs. The
methodology of this study follows the catchphrase in actor network theory:
to arrive before the facts and analyze how the black boxing of facts occur
(Latour, 1987). Seven researchers collected the field material. Initially, 40
companies listed on the Stockholm Stock Exchange (SSE) were contacted:
four of these companies were unwilling to participate in the study.

All seven researchers attended one AGM together for the purpose of test-
ing and refining the protocol that should be used to generate the field mate-
rial. After the first AGM, we decided to concentrate on four items of the
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agenda as these turned out to be the most relevant for our overall research
question, i.e. the role of accounting at the AGM. These four items were the
Chief Executive Officer’s address to the meeting, the chairman of the
board’s address, the auditor’s address and the questions and answers session
between shareholders and management. Furthermore, we recorded the length
of time each actor spoke and the content of their speech. We then transcribed
our field notes and built a database.

The third essay goes furthest in providing a rich empirical description of
the AGMs we visited. The essay centers on the various actors (e.g., auditors,
non-professional and professional investors, the Swedish Shareholders As-
sociation (SSA) and top management) who all have various interests and
reasons to be present at the AGM. The categorization of the questions shows
that SSA representatives asked the most questions (141 questions), which
constitute 53% of all questions asked. Private investors (synonymous with
non-professional investors) asked 141 questions, which comprise 43% of all
questions. (Totally, we recorded 266 questions and the remaining 4% (9)
were asked buy NGOs and institutional investors.) Private investors asked 35
questions regarding corporate governance, 28 on financial accounting mat-
ters, 26 on business issues and 26 on social issues. In terms of the nature of
the questions we found that they were typically probing type questions, often
trying to get further clarification of the financial accounts. Only three ques-
tions were denied an answer. In summary, this led us to conclude that the
AGM offers a useful arena for private investors to take part in the govern-
ance of public companies because it offers a site for interrelating the finan-
cial accounts to the company’s operations by complementing the financial
accounts with narratives and visual aids. This latter point is important in that
a good deal of the critique against the AGM posits that increased complexity
of accounting reports makes certain groups of shareholders remote to the
company, which seems to be less of a problem at the AGM.

In comparison with the third essay, the fourth essay is less of a systematic
empirical description of how various actors involved in the AGM take part
in the construction of top management as good stewards. Instead, the essay
uses two theoretical lenses to analyze the AGM and discuss the question:
What goes on at an AGM? Drawing on actor network theory, the first part of
the analysis demonstrates how strong networks between management and
auditors and controlling shareholders that were formed elsewhere now act as
one. Because of these earlier translations, the financial accounts of the com-
pany that the AGM should decide on have already become an incontestable
fact. However, taking the argument of Latour (1987) that the hard part of any
translation is for a fact to stay a fact, the actor network theory analysis con-
cludes that earlier translations did not prevent shareholders to challenge
management’s view.
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In an attempt to discuss whether regulation of the AGM and how these
rules are enacted at the AGM are beneficial to the shareholders, the second
part of the analysis relies on Habermas’ notion of an ideal speech situation
(Habermas, 1990). Given the legal framing of the AGM, the Habermas
analysis helps when evaluating the AGM against an accepted set of princi-
pals of an ideal speech situation. From the analysis, it was concluded that the
AGM helps contextualize the financial accounts in important ways. The
essay concludes that AGMs show traces of an ideal speech situation and
therefore enables shareholders to critically examine how their entrusted re-
sources have been managed
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5. Contribution and suggestions for future
research

This dissertation rests on the observation that stock markets are pervasive of
everyday life. To analyze accounting with respect to that observation the
first research question asked: how translates accounting to assist the public
in investment situations?

This question is answered in the first and second essay. The argument was
that investing is politically enabled and takes place in a multi-actor setting.
Thus, how accounting assists in investment decisions should be studied in
such a setting. The forming of a political basis for investing is captured in
both essays, which contributes to the earlier literature on this matter in two
ways. First, earlier studies using the framework of Miller and Rose (1990)
favored an analysis of the programmatic level, which, according to Radcliffe
(1999), leads to that a majority of studies argue abstract from their cases, not
focusing on the site where the programme translates into its intended audi-
ence. One consequence is that the notion of translation (Callon, 1986; La-
tour, 1987) that is part of the conceptual apparatus is underdeveloped in ear-
lier studies, for example witnessed by the observation that few earlier studies
have demonstrated contesting actors. This is in contrast to the concept of
translation that holds negotiations over meaning as typical for translation
processes. The reasons why this concept remains underdeveloped are at least
twofold: (1) earlier studies have been characterized by a historical interest
and (2) that these studies have primarily sought to develop the conceptual
apparatus of the framework. Nevertheless, this study develops the translation
conception by a detailed empirical analysis of the chains of translation, from
the formation of the program to the construction of the company as an in-
vestment case in the press. In doing so it furthers the translation concept by
demonstrating how the various controversies that a program encounters
change the original program as well as the technology change as these be-
come associated with new actors along their trajectory. Miller and Rose (see
also Robson, 1991) depicted these controversies as a circular movement,
where technologies react back on the programme. What this study suggests
is that these reactions give rise to new controversies, an observation in con-
trast to earlier work depicting programs as fairly coherent frames not taking
into account the amendments to the program in the form of new controver-
sies that arise. It follows from this that attention needs to be paid to how the
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original technology (in this case a prospectus tailored to the general public)
in turn needs to be translated to counter these new controversies. Although
Miller and Rose (1990) stress the importance of technologies related to pro-
grams, little effort has been devoted to discuss how such technologies might
be examined or recognized (cf. Radcliffe, 1999). Essay 1 suggests that one
way of attending to technologies is to focus on the bits and pieces from the
original technology that the government chooses to mobilize in order to
demonstrate how the program is in accordance with the interest of the gen-
eral public. It is not to refuse the division between programmes and tech-
nologies but to propose that a close empirical study suggests that macro level
programs become micro actions.

The second contribution of the Telia case is mostly developed in essay 2.
Earlier work within the governmentality literature has devoted little attention
to how technologies are encountered at the site of intervention. In essay 2 the
price was the technology as it has all the characteristics of a technology i.e.,
stable, mobile and combinable. What the analysis of the press demonstrates
is how various actors seek to define what Telia’s price referred to. Examples
of questions that the media debated were: Because Telia operated in a
growth market, was the price of 85 SEK reasonable? Alternatively, was the
share overpriced at the current level of earnings because the expected long-
term yield was a modest 1.8%? Did the low increase in sales vis-a-vis their
competitors indicate that it was a mature company operating in a growth
market? The focus on how media negotiated the price suggests that one con-
tribution is to focus on the interpretative efforts of the technology. Tech-
nologies both represent the programme as well as intervene, however, it does
not realize the programme without a sufficient numbers of actors agreeing
upon what it refers to at the site of intervention. Not only that a technology
may not be fully exhaustive or in need of reconfiguration, as Radcliffe
(1999) suggests, but an important exercise to have it fulfill its aim is to con-
nect it with persuasive arguments that then establish the technology as means
of realization.

The second research question addresses the role that accounting plays in
stewardship situations and reads: how translates accounting to assist the
public in evaluating the stewardship function of a company?

This question is answered in essays 3 and 4 and follows the same ration-
ale as in essays 1 and 2, namely that there are several actors involved in the
production of accounting. The contribution of these two studies can be
viewed as follows. They contribute by presenting a new research approach
that made it possible to challenge the argument that AGMs are mere ritual,
disconnected from other mechanisms of corporate governance (cf. Jones,
2003; Hodges, Macniven & Mellet, 2004). By employing actor network
theory, we view the AGM as having a history before and after the meeting
that could be changed at the AGM. Although earlier translations of the fi-
nancial accounts and management’s position as a good steward have been
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negotiated among various actors (e.g., auditors and the major owner before
the AGM), these are not conclusively a closed issue but are leaky (Latour
1987).

In fact, the meeting enables challenges to the black box of accounting and
allows a rare opportunity to question the financial accounts of the company.
Furthermore, accounting is not a simple outcome of the AGM but part of
what enables it because it is discussed and argued, i.e. it is an obligatory
point of passage.

The Habermas inspired analysis demonstrates that, although the AGM
falls short of fully realizing an ideal speech situation, there are important
aspects in which the AGM resembles such a situation. This is particularly
emphasized by the legal framing that makes it possible for shareholders,
regardless of economic power, to ask questions, an opportunity that is taken
advantage of by the shareholders. Although the intention was not to bridge
Habermas’ writings and actor network theory, both point to the element of
surprise as an important aspect of accountability. In actor network theory the
element of surprise may be understood through the idea of leaky black
boxes, which means that the hard part for a fact making process is for a fact
to stay a fact. In Habermas’ writings about an ideal speech situation the ele-
ment of surprise is dependent on that an argument brought into the discus-
sion is not known in advance. Thus, the element of surprise is vital to any
setting that holds democratic aspects.
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6. Concluding remarks and directions for
future research

This dissertation began with the presentation of Michael Keinénen, a young
person who won the Swedish Championships in Shareholding. The anecdote
led to an overview of the stock market’s influence on everyday life, and in
respect to that influence, this dissertation offered an empirical description
and a theoretical understanding of how accounting is part of everyday life.
While accounting in the context of the stock market is often discussed in
relation to professional users, this dissertation presents a social analysis of
that relationship for non-professional investors, an analysis that has received
little attention in accounting research. Although I suspect that the story of
accounting, stock markets and everyday life takes place in other countries
similar to Sweden, future research needs to corroborate this suspicion.
Moreover, to strengthen this story the opportunities for analysis at different
levels of society will be useful. This dissertation has emphasized the wider
market setting in which accounting assists in investment decisions and helps
to decide stewardship issues. Following one trail means abandoning other
promising ones. With the present focus on the media and how other actors
come to define the meaning of certain accounting artifacts, the first question
that seems reasonable to address concerning the current work is the linkage
between numbers and words. Classical work such as Menninger (1969/1992)
may serve as source of inspiration. Such an effort would bring deeper theo-
retical insight into how financial accounting numbers form part of the argu-
ments used for the purpose of convincing others about what they refer to.

On a more general level, much may be gained for the sociological strand
of accounting by looking at writings within economic sociology (cf. Flig-
stein, 2001). The rationale of such an endeavor is the observation that much
of the advances made in the sociological strand of accounting research is
absent in the economic sociology literature and conversely much of the con-
tributions of economic sociology on markets is absent in accounting re-
search. This is surprising because the sociological reflection on accounting
has been apt to borrow from diverse disciplines in social sciences and hu-
manities. After all new insight that may be gained from further analyzing
accounting in everyday life is the simple reason why I believe social re-
search of accounting is an exciting place to be.
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Appendix 1 to section 2: Stock markets and
everyday life — an overview of savings
patterns.

The data for this section come from Statistiska Central Byran CB (Statistics
Sweden) and Aktiespararna (The Swedish Shareholders Association). Data
about the number of Swedes holding listed shares were complicated for sev-
eral reasons. The VPC (i.e. the central security depository) could only pro-
vide data over unique shareholders from 2000 to 2005. The VPC’s data are
reliable as any person in Sweden who holds a share needs either a particular
type of account called a “VP Konto” or is registered at a stockbroker firm.
VPC reports this information to SCB that then compiles the information.
However, the SCB does not include owners that hold less than 501 shares.
Furthermore, according to the VPC, Swedish shareholders typically hold
shares in few companies (2.8 shares on average) and around 50% of all
shareholders hold shares in just one company (VPC, 2006-09-30). The data
used from Aktiespararna build on an annual survey that they perform in col-
laboration with a research agency. This may be a disadvantage in terms of
reliability but the advantage is that it has data for the relevant period. More-
over, their data include shareholders with one single share and therefore
these data provide a more descriptive picture of the overall pattern. Compar-
ing the sources of data against each other gives at least reason to believe that
the variation over the past 5 years for which data is available from both
sources is valid.
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Figure 1: Number of unique shareholders compared between two data sources.

Documentary Sources

Aktiespararna (The Swedish Shareholders’ Association). (2003). Aktiedgandet i
Sverige 2003 (Shareholding in Sweden 2003).
Aktiespararna (The Swedish Shareholders’ Association). (2004). Aktiedgandet i
Sverige 2004 (Shareholding in Sweden 2004).
Aktiespararna (The Swedish Shareholders’ Association). (2005). Aktiedgandet i
Sverige 2005 (Shareholding in Sweden 2005).
VPC. (2006). VPCs Agarstatistik (VPC statistics over shareholding), retrieved from
http://'www.vpc.se/585 SVE ST.htm (2006-12-14)
www.scb.se, accessed via http://www.scb.se/templates/Amnesomrade  6443.asp
(last entry 2006-12-14)
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Appendix 2 to section 2.2: (Stock markets and
everyday life — a regulatory concern)

Interviews

The interview with Erik Saers, Head of Market Conduct at the Swedish Fi-
nancial Supervisory Authority, was performed on 2006-05-18. The interview
was open ended though with some specific questions about time for regula-
tory changes and their increased focus on consumer protection issues from a
regulator’s point of view. The interview lasted approximately 45 minutes.
One further interview that was useful for this section was with Mika Burman
Gotz from the Swedish Shareholders Association, which was conducted on
2006-03-23. This interview gave useful information about consumer protec-
tion issues from a consumer’s perspective. This interview, which lasted
about 1 hour, was also open ended, with a few introducing questions. The
two respondents gave similar views regarding reasons that have resulted in
an increase focus on shareholding (reforms of pension systems).

The study of the reports of the FI and the Swedish code
of conduct

The reports from the FI from 1998 and onwards were retrieved from their
webpage (www.fi.se, last entry 2006-11-14) and the reports from 1998 and
1999 were ordered from their archive. In common for all these reports is that
they focus on consumer protection issues. The cut-off year was 1998 as this
was the year when the reports began paying attention to issues regarding
private investors. The reports were analyzed in the following way. First, the
reports were read through chronologically. This reading suggested that con-
sumer issues were a growing concern. To account for the historical devel-
opment (e.g., factors that have contributed to that a broader clientele now
have access to the stock market) the question “What factors have contributed
to that more people may take part in the stock market?” was asked after each
section. In a similar way and to address the problems related to a new market
clientele, two questions were raised after each section: (1) What problems
with financial information are related to their situation? (2) Which actors
have the power to lessen the impact of that problem? The length of the ex-
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cerpts varied between a few sentences to 3-4 pages. This procedure produced
the following two tables.

Table 1: Three most frequently quoted factors for a wider market clientele

Frequency of excerpts

Reform of the Swedish pension systems 8
Technology (low commission brokers)

Internet companies

Table 2: Three most frequently quoted problems for private investors

Frequency of excerpts  Main actor

Problematic issues related to
financial information

and non-professional investors

Incomplete 5 Company and underwriter
Ability to understand and make use

of financial information 5 Professional investors
Distributed unevenly 4 Company

Documentary Sources

Finansdepartementet (Ministry of Finance). (2002). Kommittédirektiv (Committee
Directives), Dir:2002:94.

Finansdepartementet (Ministry of Finance). (2003). Framtida finansiell tillsyn (Futu-
re market conduct). (SOU. 2003:22).), retrieved from
http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/108/a/1607 (2006-12-12)

Documents used for coding

Finansinspektionen (The Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority). (FI1:1998:5).
Utvecklingen inom de finansiella foretagen och marknaderna. (Development of
financial companies and markets.)

Finansinspektionen (The Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority). (F1:1999:7). De
finansiella foretagen och marknaderna (The financial companies and markets.)

Finansinspektionen (The Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority). (FI1:1999:9).
Aktionsplan for virdepappersmarknaden. (An action plan for the equity mar-
ket).

Finansinspektionen (The Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority). (F1:2001:3)
Aktiemarknad for alla - nya krav i ny miljo (A stock market for everyone — new
demands in a new environment).

Finansinspektionen  (The  Swedish  Financial =~ Supervisory  Authority).
(F1:2002:1).Agenda for en ny marknadstillsyn (Agenda for a new market con-
duct).

Finansinspektionen (The Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority). (F1:2004:11).
Marknadstillsyn 2004 (Market conduct 2004).

Finansinspektionen (The Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority). (F1:2005:13).
Konsumenten och rdadgivningen (The consumer and advisory services).
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The study of the Swedish Code of conduct

Documents included are the code itself, drafts and comments from the main
actors involved in the production of the code. These reports were mainly
collected from www.bolagsstyrning.se (last entry 2006-11-15). The reports
in connection with the Swedish code of conduct were analyzed in the follow-
ing way. First, they were read through chronologically and then it was de-
cided to focus only on the code itself because this is the regulatory docu-
ment. Earlier drafts and comments, however, were useful for the interpreta-
tion exercise of the code. In particular it strengthened the argument that the
code should not completely be understood as a corporate governance code
but equally an investor document because the focus in the early reports focus
on trust in a very general sense rather than how corporate governance
mechanism may for example reduce agency conflicts. Excerpts pertaining to
how the document perceived stock market actors to reverse the decline in
trust among the public against listed companies were collected by asking the
following question: (1) What actors and means are important to rectify the
situation?

The exercise produced the following table.

Table 3: Actors mentioned in the code

Actor Frequency  Principal mean
Companies 40 AGM and annual report
Auditors 28 Audit reports and AGM
Institutional owners 7 AGM

Documentary Sources

Kollegiet for svensk bolagstyrning (The Swedish Corporate Governance Board).
(SOU: 2004:13). (Betdnkande frdn Kodgruppen A whitebook from Kodgrup-
pen).

Kollegiet for svensk bolagstyrning (The Swedish Corporate Governance Board).
(SOU: 2004:46). Faorslag fran Kodgruppen (A proposal from Kodgruppen).

Finansdepartementet (Ministry of Finance). (SOU: 2004:47). Néringslivet och for-
troendet (Economic life and trust), retrieved from
http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/108/a/20445 (2005-09-15)

Finansinspektionen (The Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority). (2004 reference
number (DNR: 04-4353-001). Finansinspektionens yttrande over SOU: 2004:47
(Comments from the Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority about SOU:
2004:47).

Aktiespararna (The Swedish Shareholders Association). (2004). Aktiespararnas
yitrande 6ver SOU: 2004:47 (Comments from the Swedish Shareholders Asso-
ciation about SOU: 2004: 47), retrieved from
http://www.aktiespararna.se/upload/4114/040930_SOU 2004 46.pdf, (2006-
11-28)
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Appendix 3 to section 2.3 (Stock markets and
everyday life — the role of the media)

Articles on “Folkaktier (people’s shares)”

The articles were retrieved in 2006-11-13 from the full text database Affars-
data via a search for “Folkaktie” in combination with Assi, Pharmacia and
Telia. To take into account that the database expands over time by including
articles from a larger number of newspapers, I restricted my study to articles
from eight newspapers and magazines (hereafter denoted sources) that were
available in 1994 and 2000. These eight sources produced 97 articles (27 in
1994 and 70 in 2000). The criteria for including an article in the sample were
that it was published during the year of the privatization and that these arti-
cles were published before the first trading day of the share. The articles are
available upon request.

Articles on AGMs

The articles come from Affarsdata. In 2006-11-13 the keyword “Bo-
lagsstimma” produced 18275 articles during the time period 1995 — 2005. I
restricted the search so that only articles that reported about the AGMs were
included and not press releases and telegrams. To account for the expansion
of the database I divided the number of articles per year with the number of
sources that the database contains per year. The pattern, as reported in the
text, largely stays the same for the period, with the exception that the number
of articles per source seems to level out towards the end of the period, indi-
cating that the absolute increase in number of articles is driven by an expan-
sion of the database rather than an increased interest in the subject.
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Figure 2: Number of articles on annual general meetings, absolute and relative fre-
quency

Interviews about the privatization of Telia and the
historical development of shareholding

The first interview was with Dick Kling, now a fellow at Timbro (a free
market think tank). The interview was conducted in 2006-05-10. Because he
had served at the Department of Commerce under the conservative/liberal
government, his view was important for the historical development of pro-
moting shareholding through privatizations. The interview took approxi-
mately 2 hours and although it was an open-ended interview, there were
some common points about privatizations in Sweden and key players in-
volved. The second interview was with Johan Cederlund at the Ministry of
Commerce. The interview, which lasted about 1 hour, took place in 2006-06-
08. He was one of the employees at the Department that was in charge of the
privatization. His view provided a useful insight about the various political
twists and turns concerning the privatization of Telia as well as earlier priva-
tizations. Although the interview was mostly open-ended, I did ask specific
questions about whether they had considered the conflicts of interest be-
tween the public and the state. Further, I asked about differences between
Telia and earlier privatizations in terms of desired shareholder base.
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