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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SUFFERING IN ORGANIZATIONS:
UNDERSTANDING VARIATION IN WORKERS’ RESPONSES TO
MULTIPLE MODES OF CONTROL
MICHAEL J. GILL
University of Oxford
I develop a framework to explain workers’ diverse responses to similar combinations of
control modes across organizations. The framework highlights the importance of two
conceptual dimensions that draw together insights from studies of control and resistance in the workplace. The dimension of compatibility considers workers’ subjective
experiences of the fit between their personhood and modes of control, where alignment
can inspire fulfillment and misalignment can prompt suffering. The dimension of coherence considers workers’ perception of the consistency between modes, which can be
fragmented or unified to reinforce organizationally prescribed goals and processes. The
framework yields four ideal types of interaction between modes of control: complementing, coexisting, competing, and clashing. I illustrate how workers experience
each ideal type through empirical examples and, in doing so, identify how workers’
experiences can trigger processes that generate different intensities of compliance and
resistance to control.

the reasons for this variance across organizations. Yet understanding workers’ varying responses is important because it informs our
understanding of how and why control is accepted or resisted at different times in contemporary organizations.
Critical scholarship does, however, point to two
important considerations in understanding
workers’ diverse responses. The first is workers’
subjective experiences of organizational control,
which are mediated by their unique economic,
historical, and social context (Knights & Willmott,
1989). For instance, workers may willingly reproduce modes of control that they interpret as
compatible with their self-identity (Willmott, 1993)
and as important in sustaining their autonomous
sense of self (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993). The
second consideration is the potential for workers
to experience multiple modes of control operating
within organizations as coherent so that they reinforce one another (Storey, 1985). Different degrees of coherence can prompt different
interactions between modes of control (Alvesson
& Kärreman, 2004; Callaghan & Thompson, 2001;
Ferner, 2000). Varying degrees of coherence in
combinations of control can thus give rise to
subtly distinct interactive effects that affect
workers in different ways.
These considerations inform my development
of two conceptual dimensions, which underpin a
framework that helps to explain workers’ diverse

Managerial and organizational research has
typically emphasized how the control of workers
is necessary to ensure the success and survival of
organizations. As Barker pointed out, for any organization to move toward its goals and purposes,
“Its members must interactively negotiate and
implement some type of strategy that effectively
controls members’ activities in a manner functional for the organization” (1993: 409).
In exploring the effectiveness of particular
strategies or modes of control, the corpus of critical management studies has revealed considerable variation. Organizations’ deployment of
similar modes of control often appears to yield
contradictory outcomes in different settings. For
instance, the combination of bureaucratic and
normative modes of control to encourage workers’
autonomy and empowerment in the workplace
can prompt the responses of intense commitment
(Barker, 1999), a mix of ambivalence and enhanced commitment (McLoughlin, Badham, &
Palmer, 2005), superficial compliance (Bolton,
2004), or rejection (Ezzamel & Willmott, 1998). The
extant critical literature offers little theory about
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responses to multiple modes of organizational
control. The dimension of compatibility describes
the degree of alignment between a worker’s
personhood—their physical, psychological, and
social qualities—and their subjective experience
of organizational control. I demonstrate how
alignment can be a source of fulfillment, whereas
misalignment can generate suffering. The dimension of coherence describes the degree to
which workers perceive two or more modes of
control as logical and consistent, from fragmented to forming a unified whole. The framework yields four ideal types of interaction
between modes of control that workers can experience: complementing, coexisting, competing,
and clashing. These ideal types serve as analytical constructs that provide a lens through which to
consider workers’ reactions to control. I explore
each ideal type through an empirical example,
examining combinations of bureaucratic and
normative modes to focus my analysis and delve
into the dynamics of their interaction.
The theoretical framework makes three contributions to the extant critical research on organizations. First, I illustrate how workers experience
and produce each ideal type in specific circumstances. I explicate how these experiences can
trigger specific processes——blending, bridging,
distancing, and separating——that generate distinctive intensities of compliance and resistance
to seemingly similar arrangements of control. In
doing so I reveal why workers’ sense of dignity or
personal loss stemming from organizational
control can profoundly shape their commitment or
resistance, which can be magnified when modes
of control are highly coherent. These insights help
to reconcile several divergent findings across
different streams of critical research and help to
build on scholarship that reveals the ways control
unfolds in organizations (Alvesson & Willmott,
2002; Delbridge & Ezzamel, 2005).
Second, the ideal types help to reframe ongoing
deliberations concerning the nature of resistance.
I argue that each ideal type of interaction is associated with a process that prompts a different
intensity of resistance, rather than a particular
strategy or form (Ackroyd & Thompson, 1999).
Extending scholarship stressing that workers’
experiences of and reactions to control are socially situated practices (Mumby, 2005; Mumby,
Thomas, Martı́, & Seidl, 2017), my framework
identifies processes that explain why different
intensities of resistance may emerge, while
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respecting that the manifestations of such resistance are contextually constrained (Collinson,
1994; Kondo, 2009; Thomas & Davies, 2005).
Third, a key implication of the framework is that
one way workers experience suffering in organizations is when modes of control damage aspects
of their personhood. While there remains a need
to identify and perceive unnecessary suffering
(Adler, Forbes, & Willmott, 2007), my framework
highlights that suffering is more than just an
outcome of control. With reference to empirical
studies, I demonstrate how suffering is also a vital
explanatory concept in understanding how processes of control and resistance unfold.
Five sections structure this article. First, I
elaborate on the dimension of compatibility, theorizing about the relationship among control,
fulfillment, and suffering. Second, I explicate the
dimension of coherence. Third, I use these two
dimensions to construct a framework of four ideal
types of interaction and explore each through an
empirical illustration. Fourth, I discuss the
boundary conditions, strengths, and limitations of
this framework. Fifth, I discuss the contributions
of the framework to the critical literature and
outline an associated agenda for future research.
(IN)COMPATIBLE MODES OF CONTROL:
CONTROL AS A SOURCE OF FULFILLMENT
OR SUFFERING
Control involves “processes of negotiation in
which various strategies are developed, by workers
as well as managers, to produce particular outcomes” (Coombs, Knights, & Willmott, 1992: 58).
Control is therefore a dynamic process (Child, 1984;
Maguire, Phillips, & Hardy, 2001; Marshall, 1998)
that regulates behavior through an explicit or
implicit set of modes, rules, or strategies (Clegg,
1981). For clarity, throughout the rest of this article I use the term worker to refer to anyone who
works in an organization. Managers also participate in a relationship of subordination to an
employer they depend on for their income
(Watson, 1997; Willmott, 2005), and they are subjected to the same forms of redundancy and work
intensification as other workers (Fournier &
Grey, 2000; Hyman, 1987; Willmott, 1997). Nonetheless, given the unequal distribution of material and symbolic resources within organizations,
some individuals possess greater opportunities to
define and employ strategies of organizational
control than others.
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There is a wide range of literature exploring
the multifaceted concept of control. Scholars
have developed a variety of categorizations to
delineate different modes or types of control
(e.g., Blau & Schoenherr, 1971; Child, 1972;
Czarniawska-Joerges, 1988; Edwards, 1981; Etzioni,
1975; Friedman, 1977a; Mintzberg, 1993; Ouchi,
1979; Sturdy, Fleming, & Delbridge, 2010). This
scholarship has identified differing modes or
targets of control. Structural or bureaucratic control regulates through rules and procedures (Blau
& Schoenherr, 1971; Blau & Scott, 1962). Market
control regulates through pricing mechanisms
(Ouchi, 1979). Input control regulates behavior
through the acquisition of resources, including
workers (Mintzberg, 1989). Output control regulates outcomes and results, as opposed to the
means by which outcomes are achieved
(Ezzamel, Willmott, & Worthington, 2001; Snell,
1992). Critical studies of the workplace have
revealed that control is not limited to the regulation of individuals’ observable actions or their
behaviors (cf. Flamholtz, 1983; Otley & Berry,
1980). Normative or socioideological modes of
control regulate workers’ emotions and thoughts,
managing the “insides”—the inner hopes, fears,
and aspirations—of workers, rather than their behaviors directly (Barley & Kunda, 1992; Deetz, 1995;
Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Tompkins & Cheney,
1985).
A key assumption of my analysis is that workers
can subjectively experience any mode of organizational control as a source of personal fulfillment
or suffering. These subjective experiences offer
one (partial) explanation for why workers can respond with such variety to seemingly similar
combinations of control. I incorporate this assumption into the framework through the first of
two conceptual dimensions, which I label “compatibility.” Compatibility describes the degree of
accordance between a worker’s personhood and
the modes of control they experience, which may
target and affect multiple aspects of their personhood. Compatibility reflects the idea that organizational control can affect workers’ physical
and emotional well-being (Ouchi & Johnson, 1978).
I contend that when there is a good fit between the
personal qualities of a worker and the affordances or requirements of organizational control,
such as when organizational control maintains
or promotes a sense of dignity or other positive psychological rewards, there will be a
sense of fulfillment and a high degree of
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compatibility. When there is a poor fit, a worker
will perceive aspects of their personhood as
threatened, equating to a sense of suffering and
a low degree of compatibility. Compatibility is a
phenomenological experience that arises when
individuals perceive a harmony between aspects of their personhood that they deem important and modes of control that are involved in
their work activities.
In the following subsections I examine critical
studies of bureaucratic and normative modes of
control to clarify how workers can experience
particular modes of control as compatible or incompatible with their personhood and, thus, as
sources of fulfillment or suffering. This focus reflects the prominent role that both modes of control play in contemporary workplaces (Alvesson &
Thompson, 2006; Du Gay, 2000; Ezzy, 2001; Fuller &
Smith, 1991; Thompson, 2003). They are also often
empirically intertwined (Ouchi, 1979; Willmott,
2011), albeit to varying degrees, which is useful
given my desire to explore the interactions between modes of control. By restricting the focus to
bureaucratic and normative modes, I can also
more accurately discern the relationship among
control, fulfillment, and suffering. In doing so I
elaborate the key conceptual dimension of compatibility that will underpin a framework to explain the variation in workers’ responses to
multiple modes of control.
Modes of Control As Compatible with the
Worker: A Source of Fulfillment
Personal fulfillment is the “degree to which organizational members accrue positive psychological rewards while working in an organizational
system” (Nemiroff & Ford, 1976: 70). Fulfillment
means fostering a sense that an individual is a
worthy person or raising the individual’s self-worth
and dignity to achieve their potential (Giddens,
1991). Work can be a source of meaning that is essential to workers’ self-fulfillment (for examples see
Du Gay, 1996, and Rose, 1990), and managers frequently aim to provide fulfilling work (Bartlett &
Ghoshal, 1994; Fleming, 2005). A worker’s fulfillment
from work can be conceived of in terms of pleasant
sensations or prestige and payment (Baumeister,
1987). Critical scholars, such as Marx in his early
work, argued instead that fulfillment lies in our
ability to create our lives for ourselves through
“free, conscious activity” (Marx & Engels,
2009: 76). Recent studies similarly suggest that
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fulfillment often relates to the extent to which
individuals are able to behave consistently with
their values, maintaining or strengthening their
autonomous sense of self in the process (Ryan &
Deci, 2001). As a result, workers will differ in
their beliefs about what constitutes fulfillment
(Wartenberg, 1982) since they possess their own
values to fulfill.
To support my claim that modes of control can
prompt fulfillment, I consider the example of bureaucratic control. Max Weber (1978) outlined an
ideal type of bureaucratic organization as having
a fixed division of labor, a hierarchy of positions
and authority, an administration based on written
documents, and an adherence to general rules,
among other features (Walton, 2005; Weber, 1946).
These characteristics stress formalization and
impersonal rules as the basis for control (Edwards,
1979) to maximize efficiency in administration
(Blau, 1956). The benefits of such rationality underpinning organizations have been widely discussed and help to explain the continued popularity
of bureaucracy (see Du Gay, 2000, 2011). For instance, bureaucracies are not necessarily always
the moral vacuums that critics claim but often rest
on an ethical basis of neutrality and responsibility
(Willmott, 2011). Bureaucracies thus offer a variety
of benefits for workers, including constraints on
management behavior, the formalization of equity,
and procedural fairness of treatment to support
meritocracy (Rosenthal, 2004) that can enable creative, cooperative, and fulfilling work (Adler & Borys,
1996; Adler & Chen, 2011).
Other modes of control, such as normative
control, may also be sources of fulfillment. Most
control modes, including bureaucracies, have
normative dimensions since their operation and
effects will often implicitly engage with hearts
and minds (Ouchi, 1979). Thus, I follow Thompson
and van den Broek’s (2010) more restricted conception of normative control, defined as managerial controls directed toward engagement with
and intended transformation of employees’ emotions, identities, or values (Alvesson & Willmott,
2002). Such control presents organizations as collectives that represent a locus of shared values
and moral involvement (Barley & Kunda, 1992).
When normative control is accomplished to some
degree, workers’ identities or values can be bound
up with dedication to the organization or work
teams, leading employees to commit themselves
to their work or colleagues (Barker, 1993; Casey,
1995; Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004). There are
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benefits for workers, too, who can experience
“emotional satisfaction and social solidarity obtained from participation in the pseudo family of
the work team” (Ezzy, 2001: 635). Workers’ commitment to an organization can be a source of selfesteem (Abrams & Hogg, 1988), fostering a desired
identity (Anteby, 2008a) and thus facilitating a
sense of fulfillment.
Modes of Control As Incompatible with the
Worker: A Source of Suffering
Suffering describes the distress a person experiences when they perceive a threat to any aspect of their continued existence, whether physical,
psychological, or social (Cassell, 1982, 1991a,b).
Suffering can occur in relation to any feature of the
person’s valued characteristics, all of which are
susceptible to damage and loss. Other researchers
have noted that suffering results from an inability to
control actions that usually define one’s view of
one’s self and that the characteristics of suffering
include the loss of autonomy (Drew, 1986) or the
loss of valued relationships or sense of self (Zaza,
Charles, & Muszynski, 1998). Suffering is therefore determined not by the threat itself but,
rather, by its meaning to the individual and the
threat to their personhood. It is important to
clarify that feelings accompany experiences of
suffering. Injuries to the existence of the person
may be expressed by a range of emotions or
mental states (e.g., anxiety, burnout, depression,
loneliness). This is, however, the outward expression of the injury and not the injury itself
(Cassell, 1991a).
Turning again to the example of bureaucratic
control, there is a long-established body of literature examining the costs to workers of bureaucracy, in its various forms (Adler, 2011; Arendt,
1970; Braverman, 1974; Gouldner, 1954; Martin,
Knopoff, & Beckman, 1998). As Ritzer (2008: 26)
explained, “Despite the advantages it offers . . . a
bureaucracy can be a dehumanizing place in
which to work” by treating people as automatons.
Through observing, evaluating, and rewarding
workers in ways that “individualize” them
(McCabe, 2015), this mode of control risks dehumanizing relationships (Hummel, 2007). Numerous organizational scholars have pointed to the
presence of dehumanization in bureaucratic organizations (Alvesson & Thompson, 2006; Cunliffe
& Jun, 2005; Victor & Stephens, 1994), even in
modern professional service settings (Hirst &
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Humphreys, 2015; McCabe, 2015). Indeed, Bauman
(1989) argued that dehumanization is an inescapable function of bureaucracies that can
threaten workers’ sense of self and valued relationships with others, thereby generating
suffering.
Normative control, with its promotion of shared
identities and values within an organization, can
also be a source of suffering. It can encourage
some degree of worker deindividuation or the
deemphasizing of individual differences so that
workers’ individual preferences are replaced by
common goals (Kanter, 1972; Rafaeli & Pratt, 1993).
Critical research examining the prescription of
appropriate shared identities or values has
highlighted the loss of authentic selves, as
organizations partially eliminate the conditions
for facilitating self-determination (Casey, 1995;
Dahler-Larsen, 1994) and penetrate the private
realm (Delbridge, 1998). Kunda explained that
“members report feeling intense pressure, an invasion of their private life by corporate requirements, and, in many cases, considerable
personal suffering, manifested in burnout and
associated forms of despair” (1992: 223).
(IN)COHERENT MODES OF CONTROL:
MULTIPLE MODES AS FRAGMENTED
OR UNIFIED
Contemporary organizations frequently employ multiple modes of control simultaneously
(Gabriel, 1999; Lukes, 1974). This is distinct from
the idea that modes of control replace one another
(Edwards, 1979) or alternate (Friedman, 1977a). As
Clegg pointed out, such views lack “an adequate
theorization of the organization as a complex
unity of distinct types of control” (1981: 551). Multiple modes of control within organizations have
been examined and described variously as clusters (Storey, 1985), combinations (Bolton, 2004;
Edwards, 1979; Ferner, 2000), constellations (Zanoni
& Janssens, 2007), hybrids (Clegg, Courpasson, &
Phillips, 2006; Reed, 2010; Thompson & McHugh,
1995), a mix (Jermier, 1998), and regimes (Delbridge,
Turnbull, & Wilkinson, 1992; Thompson & van
den Broek, 2010). For clarity, I use the term combinations of control to indicate organizational attempts to employ two or more modes at the same
time.
A further key assumption of my analysis is that
while many modes of control can be in operation
simultaneously within an organization, they vary
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in the degree of their coherence. In this section I
explain the dimension of coherence to conceptualize the idea that a worker may experience
combinations of control as either inconsistent
and fragmented or consistent and unified. Coherence describes the degree of alignment between the various work goals and processes a
worker perceives as being prompted by each
mode of control in operation. A high degree of
coherence occurs when a worker experiences
combinations of control as unified and operating in concert, prompting a set of processes that
collectively progress toward a shared goal. This
means that it would be difficult for a worker to
achieve an organizationally desired outcome by
adhering to one mode of control without also
adhering to another. Team working, as a mode
of control, can be highly coherent with a bureaucratic mode of control when both modes
encourage actions that consistently support the
same goal or outcome. Take, for example, an
organization that stipulates that its factory
workers’ individual earnings are dependent on
their team’s output each week. This would be
likely to encourage both consistent teamwork
and adherence to bureaucratic rules of production, if workers sought to achieve the goals
for organizational output (see Ezzamel &
Willmott, 1998). In contrast, workers may view
some modes of control as incoherent when they
are fragmented and appear to serve contradictory or different purposes. In this way, the
alignment of goals and processes informs how
workers experience combinations of control.
The dimension of coherence should not be understood in terms of logic but in terms of contextualized perception. As Durkheim (2008/1915)
pointed out, the idea of contradiction depends on
social conditions. Thus, what may appear to an
outsider to be a logical contradiction is not necessarily perceived or felt as such by those who
work within organizations (Landecker, 1951: 334;
Willmott, 2011).
The dimension of coherence responds to calls
for contextualized and nuanced explorations of
the interfaces between modes of control to avoid
the oversimplified notion of singular strategies
and responses (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2004;
Callaghan & Thompson, 2001; Ferner, 2000). In the
following subsections I examine studies of control
to analyze how workers can perceive particular
modes of control as coherent or incoherent. In
doing so I elaborate on the key conceptual
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dimension of coherence that will underpin the
theoretical framework.
Coherent Control: Unified
Reed (2011) has noted that organizations are
increasingly incorporating different elements of
control, rather than relying on a single mode.
These “new forms promise more integrated (‘joined
up’) forms of governing” (Harris, 2011: 107). For example, while rational and socioideological modes
of control may be conceptually distinct, they are
often empirically intertwined (Ouchi, 1979). Indeed,
some scholars have critiqued the tendency of
some scholarship to counterpose modes of control
(Du Gay, 2000).
In recent work scholars have begun to empirically explore the interfaces between modes of
control in contemporary workplaces (Alvesson
& Kärreman, 2004; Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004).
For example, Alvesson and Kärreman (2004)
studied management consultants working for
Global Consulting, the Nordic subsidiary of a
global professional service firm. Within Global
Consulting, bureaucratic rules with various
output measurement systems (e.g., balanced
scorecards) provide strictly formalized performance evaluations that inform workers’ salary
and career development. In the perception of
workers, these systems measure and reward—
and thus are unified with—Global’s key shared
values of autonomy and meritocracy. Other
critical studies of consulting firms have
revealed similarly tightly coupled modes of
control (e.g., Gill, 2015), with one demonstrating
how a worker’s low adherence to normative
control led to their dismissal through bureaucratic mechanisms (Grugulis, Dundon, & Wilkinson,
2000). In this way, coherent control modes reinforce
one another, and being a committed worker
requires commitment to multiple modes of
control. Coherence is therefore an important
dimension to consider, since it acknowledges
that there can be opportunities for or constraints against workers ignoring features of
control combinations.
Incoherent Control: Fragmented
Coherence is often challenging to achieve
and sustain. Empirical studies of organizations
that have sought to combine different modes
of control, with the aim of reaping the rewards
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associated with each, have cast doubt on the ease
with which they can blend modes seamlessly together (Hodgson, 2004). As Reed noted, modes of
control can be “difficult to combine, much less
integrate, into cohesive ‘control regimes’” (2010:
56). Other scholars have also painted bureaucratic and normative controls as difficult to cohere
to for both employers and employees (e.g., Jaeger
& Baliga, 1985).
The extant literature suggests three reasons
why workers may perceive multiple modes of
control used in organizations as fragmented or
separated. The first is a failure of workers, including managers, to fully embrace or enforce
new modes of control. For instance, senior
managers may implement a normative mode of
control, such as team decision making, but revert to more traditional bureaucratic measures
when facing extreme or difficult problems
(McLoughlin et al., 2005). This may lead workers
to view a particular form of control as easy to
ignore or superfluous, as in mock bureaucracies
(Gouldner, 1954) or superficial cultures (Collinson,
1992). The second reason is ambiguity or uncertainty regarding the connection between modes
of control. Workers may be unclear about when to
adhere to one of multiple modes of control in
operation—for example, when new organizational
values are implemented (Colville, Dalton, &
Tomkins, 1993). A third reason is that workers
may perceive contradictions between modes,
such as when professional norms compete with
organizationally prescribed values (Bolton,
2004). In this instance, workers may believe that
it is impossible to adhere to multiple modes of
control.
While the above corpus of scholarship recognizes that organizations seek to employ multiple
modes of control that may be coherent to varying
degrees, their interactive effects have been
much less explored (Ferner, 2000). Indeed, if
varying degrees of coherence can prompt different “dynamic interactions” between modes
(Reed, 2011: 237), then differently coherent combinations of control can give rise to a complex
array of control forms. Each form may prompt
very different experiences—in terms of fulfillment or suffering—from those ascribed to single
modes of control. I suggest, therefore, that the
conceptual dimension of coherence plays an
important role in explaining how workers’ experiences of the interactive effects of control
combinations may unfold.
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A FRAMEWORK OF IDEAL TYPES OF
INTERACTION: WORKERS’ INTENSITIES OF
CONFORMANCE AND RESISTANCE
The dimensions of compatibility and coherence
can serve as the axes of a framework for understanding workers’ diverse responses to multiple and interacting modes of organizational
control. Figure 1 displays this framework to
highlight four ideal types of interaction: complementing, coexisting, competing, and clashing.
In this section I theorize about the emergence,
underlying processes, and implications of these
different ideal types.
Both compatibility and coherence are dimensions. As a result, there is not a simple dichotomy of compatible versus incompatible or
coherent versus incoherent. While workers’ experiences of interacting modes of control may be
most prominently characterized as compatible
and fulfilling, they are still likely to encounter
some difficulties and discomfort. Similarly,
workers may still perceive slight gaps between
highly coherent combinations of control (Hyman,
1987).
As I have stressed, these two continuous dimensions are rooted in a worker’s subjective
experience and perception and, thus, will be
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informed by a specific context in which they are
embedded (Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013). Relatedly,
when describing a specific organization, I refer to
a context rather than the context to emphasize the
“potential for different actors to construct contexts
via their discursive engagements which are mediated by personal cognitions and interests”
(Delbridge & Ezzamel, 2005: 608). As Storey pointed
out, variations in the effects of control emerge
because of “the complex interplay between more
localized structural and contextual factors” as
well as the “additional factor of the subjective
meanings and interpretations of the participants
[workers]” (1980: 148). The efficacy of any mode
of control cannot be understood outside of wider
economic structures (Thompson & van den Broek,
2010) since workers’ experiences—and management’s choices—of strategies of control are influenced by the prevailing market conditions
(Burawoy, 1979; Friedman, 1977b).
Given the importance of such contextual considerations, I illuminate the dynamics of each
ideal type through the illustration of a particular
empirical example. These examples are analyzed
in terms of the dimensions of compatibility and
coherence, and they serve to draw comparisons
between the ideal types and bring to the fore how

FIGURE 1
A Framework of Ideal Types of Interaction Between Modes of Control
Experiences in the current context
Compatible
(fulfilling)

Past
Compatibility
conditions
shaping
current
experience

Incompatible
(suffering)

Coexisting
Complementing
Through a bridging
Through a blending
process, workers
process, workers
generate cooperation & generate commitment
low- to moderate& low-intensity
intensity resistance
resistance

Clashing
Competing
Through a distancing Through a separating
process, workers
process, workers
generate compliance & generate challenges &
high-intensity
moderate-intensity
resistance
resistance

Incoherent
(fragmented)

Coherent
(unified)
Coherence

Future
conditions
informed by
current
experience
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different and interacting contextual dynamics
account for the experiences and reactions of
workers. This focus on individual cases prevents
disjointed considerations of context where contextual features are studied in isolation from each
other (Johns, 2006; Willmott, 1997).
Complementing Interactions
Complementary combinations of control rely on
high degrees of both compatibility and coherence.
High compatibility suggests that workers experience the interactions between modes of control as
beneficial, serving as a source of dignity and engendering a positive sense of self. High coherence
suggests that workers experience combinations
of control as operating as a unified whole, reinforcing one another. These experiences trigger a
key process of blending, whereby workers blend
aspects of their selfhood with the modes of control,
weaving them together tightly in such a way that
their connection maintains a sense of fulfillment.
Through this process, workers embrace organizational control and so offer commitment and
limited resistance.
Barker’s (1993, 1999) ethnographic study of ISE
Communications from 1990 to 1992 provides a
useful case to illuminate the dynamics of complementing interactions. Located in the United
States, ISE Communications employs 150
workers—a cross-section of the local workingclass community—to manufacture electronic
circuit boards for the telecommunications industry. Originally, the organization was a division of a large communications corporation,
which sold the company to ISE management
in the 1980s. Because of intense competition
and threats to the organization’s survival, ISE’s
manufacturing vice president implemented selfmanaging teams in 1988. He allowed each team to
make its own decisions, as long as they were in
line with ISE’s values of responsibility for company
performance. The foundations of the concertive
(normative) discipline of teamwork emerged
through the discussions of a core group of workers
who had “developed a consensus about what
values were important to them, what allowed them
to do their work and what gave them pride” (Barker,
1999: 76). Over time, the team workers created bureaucratic and rigid rules that corresponded to
their normative work ethic.
Many of the ISE workers viewed the combination of controls that emerged as highly compatible.
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Indeed, “members’ human dignity became invested
in submitting to [this] authority” (Barker, 1993: 436).
Workers’ culturally and historically conditioned
sense of self-identity played a profound role in this
process (Knights & Willmott, 1989). For example, ISE
workers faced an “irresistible force” to identify with
a team identity, built on consensually constructed
values of fairness and equity that were taught at an
early age to be “right” (Barker, 1999: 129). Teamwork therefore offered a meaningful feeling of
solidarity that justified being a “hard ass,” in line
with the bureaucratic rules. Several workers
noted that teamwork was stressful and made
demands on their individual identities. Yet, as
Barker noted in his 1999 book: “They do not want
to give it up. After all, this is a discipline of their
creation. Their dignity, their sense of self is
invested in its success” (1999: 163–164). In this
way, we begin to see why workers sought to
blend with and maintain a personal investment
in the combination of control. When Barker asked
one worker why she kept coming back, she
responded, “You feel successful when your team
is successful” (1999: 164).
The ISE team members appeared to experience
the modes of bureaucratic and normative control
as highly coherent. The workers’ construction of
bureaucratic and rigid rules reinforced the normative control by making it more easily understandable, rewardable, and punishable. This
indicates how the workers blended themselves
with the two modes of control in practical terms,
by providing and adhering to clear guidance on
what was required to be a team member. Thus,
control wound “tighter and tighter amongst them”
to “compel their willful obedience” (Barker,
1999: 164).
In viewing conformance as a source of “human
dignity” (Barker, 1993: 425), “for the most part, the
issue [of resistance] was never one the workers
really considered” (Barker, 1999: 114–115). Instead,
their commitment and work ethic took on a
“heightened intensity as their concertive discipline became more heightened and refined” (1999:
78). Workers actively embraced the combined
controls by blending them with their sense of self.
This intensified worker commitment and penalized dissension. This was the case for Joey, “a
temporary who worked hard but had a tendency to
wander off across the shop and socialize” in defiance of established norms, leading to his dismissal by fellow team members (Barker, 1993: 427).
As Driver (2002) pointed out, when workers fulfill
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their own developmental needs and cooperate for
a common purpose, which they perceive as being
for their own good, this may itself be the most
powerful control mechanism (see also Jermier,
1998).
Coexisting Interactions
Coexisting combinations of control have a high
degree of compatibility and a low degree of coherence. Coexistence reflects the idea that different modes of control can operate in parallel
or can assume dominance at different times
(Orlikowski, 1991; Storey, 1985). This means that
while two or more modes of control may facilitate
some sense of fulfillment, their beneficial properties are not fully realized because employees
experience these modes of control as somewhat
incoherent. These experiences can trigger a
bridging process, as workers seek to connect with
or become more closely involved with modes of
control they find fulfilling. Resistance is likely to
incorporate a constructive and generative form,
often appearing as cooperation, with workers
seeking to engage with the combinations of control that afford them a sense of fulfillment.
This ideal type of interaction can be seen in the
work of McLoughlin et al. (2005), who conducted
fieldwork on a 600-employee traditional cokemaking plant (“CokemakingOz”) from 2000 to
2001. CokemakingOz’s core task was reforming
coal into coke. The plant was a dusty, dirty, and
unpleasant place for workers, and its workplace
culture had historically been one of “low selfesteem (it had commonly been seen as ‘the arse
end’ of the company’s operations)” (McLoughlin
et al., 2005: 73). Workers resented management’s
privileges, such as a “staff” and “wages” toilet,
which stemmed from a traditional bureaucratic
and hierarchical structure. Against this backdrop
and increasing competition from the Chinese
steel industry, a new manager was tasked with
implementing cultural change in 2000. This focused on creating a collective workforce vision. A
work redesign process involved a managementemployee cross-functional working party to develop a “blueprint” for new working practices and
culture (McLoughlin et al., 2005).
In terms of the workers’ experiences of compatibility, the new form of normative control—in
the form of participatory team work—appeared to
provide a source of fulfillment for many employees. This reflected the increased autonomy

Gill

385

that this new form of control afforded. As a worker
remarked, “We had our chance to have a say” and
to give voice to issues and concerns (McLoughlin
et al., 2005: 82). The working party was an open
forum, where all employees could be involved.
The party’s remit extended well beyond changes
to production and encompassed culture change.
The working party’s meeting culminated with the
publication of a new blueprint (“The Coke
Guide”). In an effort to bridge bureaucratic and
normative controls, 60 percent of workers voted to
indicate their acceptance of the proposed measures directly affecting their work area, which the
plant manager then implemented. The result was
an overall improvement in working attitudes,
according to two company surveys.
In terms of the dimension of coherence, the
traditional bureaucratic modes of control often
became loosely bound up with the new participative and normative mode of team working.
Unlike Barker’s (1993) ISE managers, who felt
compelled to support work team decisions,
CokemakingOz managers were “not immune
from departing from the ‘value-led normative
control’ script” (McLoughlin et al., 2005: 77). For
instance, when a worker behaved violently and
damaged property, a manager left the team to
resolve the issue over a weekend, which was
“consistent with the new rhetoric of empowerment” (2005: 77). He then changed his mind and,
after due deliberation, fired the worker concerned. As the authors noted, the conventional
tools of bureaucratic controls got the better of this
manager. In an ultimately successful attempt to
bridge bureaucratic and normative controls, the
workers took part in a stoppage of work, the first at
the plant following eighteen months of relative
industrial peace.
Workers’ resistance in CokemakingOz stemmed
from this process of bridging. The bridging process could occur through official means, such as
a vote, as well as unofficially, as in the first instance of a stoppage at the plant following the
implementation of participative teams. While
such a stoppage is often viewed as a purely oppositional form of resistance, in this instance it
was also constructive, as workers sought to enforce the additional mode of normative control
encouraged by management. Such resistance, in
its various forms, is therefore not only “oppositional” but also “generative.” Workers do not
simply react to control but “exploit the looseness
around meanings in a constant and simultaneous
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process of resistance, reproduction and reinscription” (Thomas & Davies, 2005: 699; see also
Meriläinen, Tienari, Thomas, & Davies, 2004).
Workers’ experiences of coexisting interactions
can trigger a process of bridging, where they seek
to close the gaps between incoherent modes of
control to embrace additional modes of control
that offer a sense of fulfillment.
Competing Interactions
Competing combinations of control are characterized by a low degree of compatibility and a
low degree of coherence. Low compatibility
means that workers experience modes of control
as aggravating or prompting suffering when they
interact. Low coherence reflects workers’ perception that two or more modes of control are
incoherent—or often rife with contradictions—in
their everyday work. This is similar to what Storey
(1980, 1985) described as “competing logics” to the
different modes of control. These experiences
trigger the process of distancing, through which
workers seek to distance or keep at bay contradictory modes of control. This allows workers to
evade or limit the suffering stemming from their
combination. This can prompt more moderate intensities of resistance, because the gaps or
spaces that exist between fragmented modes of
control provide openings for workers to exercise
choices over which aspects of control they
experience.
An example of this is Bolton’s (2004) study of
gynecology nurses between 1994 and 2000 within
the U.K.’s National Health Service, at Bolsover
Hospital. Beginning in 1994, Bolsover introduced
many bureaucratic policies associated with
management in the private sector, such as target
setting, performance appraisals, quality audits,
and sickness monitoring (Bolton, 2004). Senior
management sought to “change hospital culture
to one of customer care and quality consciousness, where hospital employees are empowered
to deliver a superior service” (Bolton, 2004: 326).
This was reflected in mission statements, customer satisfaction surveys, and brochures advertising the hospital’s attempts to empower staff to
focus on the needs of health care “consumers.”
In terms of compatibility, the nurses found the
sustained emphasis on patients as consumers to
be a source of suffering. Beyond nurses’ complaints that some days their faces ached with the
effort of maintaining the required “smiley face,”
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the customer focus threatened the value-laden
nature of their work as a vocation, which rested on
a moral obligation to be patient advocates and to
provide the best possible care for patients. As one
nurse described it, “We are the patient’s advocate.
. . . when we stop being the patient’s advocate we
also stop being nurses” (Bolton, 2004: 328) Nurses’
professional identity is bound up in the history of
their profession (Abbott & Wallace, 1990). Threats
to this important sense of self were therefore
troubling for many nurses. This helps to explain
why some nurses would seek to distance the new
consumer focus from their traditional professional values.
In terms of coherence, many nurses often kept
the bureaucratic and cultural control mechanisms distinct from their preexisting normative
conventions of nursing as a vocation. While
nurses appeared to comply with what they described as “patient as King” in their interaction
with some “consumers,” there were clear limits to
this, and, as one nurse explained, “It’s crap and I,
for one, can’t see the point” (Bolton, 2004: 329). With
few mechanisms to enforce “appropriate” behavior, nurses did not always perform dutifully
when interacting with patients. They made it
clear that their performances were often cynical
and merely a surface act (Fleming & Spicer, 2003;
Hochschild, 1983), and not displays of genuine
concern for “consumers.” In so doing, they distanced themselves from managerial attempts to
encourage a belief in nursing as a consumer service, thereby safeguarding their professional
values.
Stemming from the process of distancing, many
of the nurses’ acts of resistance were moderate in
intensity. Although the nurses’ resistance did not
seek overtly to challenge the new modes of hospital control, they found their acts to be meaningful. This becomes clearer in context, since the
professional association for nurses—the Royal
College of Nursing—had not supported industrial
action or strikes historically (Jennings & Western,
1997). Nurses in Bolsover Hospital noted how they
achieved some sense of control and pleasure from
“taking the piss” out of their “consumers.” One
nurse stated, “Some days I just can’t be bothered
with this ‘patient as customer’ business. What a
load of rubbish it is. I go to extraordinary lengths
to avoid having to be nice to them when they’re
getting up my nose” (Bolton, 2004: 329). I suggest
that the spaces between incoherent modes of
control provide openings for workers to exercise
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choices over the aspects of control they experience. This allows them to distance themselves
from their source of suffering in various ways,
thereby tempering the intensity of their resistance.
Clashing Interactions
Clashing combinations of control are characterized by a low degree of compatibility and
a high degree of coherence. Low compatibility
suggests that workers experience suffering
from combined modes of control. High coherence suggests that workers experience
combinations of control as operating as a unified whole and, often, inescapably connected
within the workplace. These experiences trigger
a separating process, where workers seek to
remove or separate themselves from the combination of control that aggravates or adds to
their suffering. This process can therefore
prompt workers to reflect on and demonstrate
high-intensity resistance.
To illuminate some of the dynamics at play
within the competing ideal type, I draw on Ezzamel and Willmott’s study of machinists in
StitchCo factories between 1992 and 1996. Formed
over sixty years ago as a U.K. family-owned
company, StitchCo had grown from being a
“kitchen-table” manufacturer of dress wear to
occupying a distinctive niche in the garments
market. The organization was successfully listed
on the London Stock Exchange in the late 1980s but
came close to receivership within two years as
profits declined, which was due in part to an extended financial crisis. In a bid to restore profitability, management sought improvements in
flexibility and response speeds to fluctuating
demand through the phased replacement of line
work by teamwork in the early 1990s. When a
breakdown occurred under the traditional line
work system, the established custom was to
compensate individual machinists for delays
with an average of what they had earned over the
past eight weeks. There was therefore no incentive for machinists to avoid or rectify breakdowns quickly. Managers’ implementation of
teamwork sought to address this issue by making
workers responsible for one another, but with little input from the workers themselves (Ezzamel &
Willmott, 1998: 369–379).
In terms of compatibility, many of the StitchCo
workers found the addition of the normative and
team-based control to be a source of suffering.
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This was an unintended consequence of managers’ decisions, since they believed that teamwork would free workers from a line work system
they viewed as “dehumanizing and degrading as
well as inflexible and inefficient” (Ezzamel &
Willmott, 1998: 388). In many cases, however,
particularly for low performers, “Members of each
group tended to regard the interdependence of
teamwork as a burden, not as a benefit” (1998: 387).
Teamwork and shared accountability risked
workers’ highly valued relationships with one
another, as well as their self-identity as “mates.”
These friendships were threatened since earning
a wage equivalent to line work required either the
continuous cajoling of other teammates or working harder to compensate for them. As one of the
machinists explained, “I prefer line work and
piecework rather than group work . . . If you’re
having a bad day, then you only get paid by the
amount of work you do and the other girls don’t
suffer” (Ezzamel & Willmott, 1998: 381).
Thus, the implementation of teamwork threatened workers’ investment in prized practices,
such as line work, and values, such as friendship.
This loss was not offset by identification with
consensually created team values, as it was in
Barker’s (1993) ISE Communications. Instead, in
StitchCo there was a “belief that teams would
identify with the financial indicators used to assess their performance” (Ezzamel & Willmott,
1998: 377). Workers had new ways of working
thrust upon them, with little input into the introduction of autonomy. This was also likely to
inform some of their low levels of compatibility
because, as Burawoy (1979) noted, the human desire for autonomy is strong and can be unfulfilled
when workers are treated as the mere recipients
of managerial instructions. This serves to clarify
why workers would seek to separate themselves
from a combination of control they perceived as
harmful.
In terms of the dimension of coherence, teamwork as a mode of control was tightly integrated
into the operations of the organization; individual
earnings were made partially dependent on team
performance. Work was reorganized using teams
comprising six operators selected by management. Each team of machinist workers, for example, had two with lower skill levels, two with
medium skill levels, and two with high skill levels
(Ezzamel & Willmott, 1998). The team bonus system was intended to provide an incentive for
team members to cooperate with each other to
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maximize their production. In this way, it was
difficult for many of the machinists to evade the
expectations of teamwork, because “the team
rather than the individual became the primary
unit of accountability for delivery of performance
and quality to which bonus payments were tied”
(Ezzamel & Willmott, 1998: 375).
The implementation of teamwork thus prompted suffering and fomented hostility toward the
managerial goal of making the teams fully selfmanaging. The result was that many workers
attempted to separate themselves from the combination of control. Given the nature of their work,
workers’ attempts to separate themselves from
these controls was overt and manifested in taking
extra breaks or being unresponsive or even antagonistic to management directives. I describe
this as high intensity since workers would openly
resist the discipline of self-managed teams, even
though this could threaten their wages and their
valued social relationships with fellow workers.
The result was that the StitchCo managers were
obliged to accommodate the machinists’ resistance, providing further external supervision to manage interpersonal conflicts between
machinists. This led to the contradictory consequence of undermining moves to establish selfmanaging teams, thereby strengthening management (Cressey & MacInnes, 1980; Ezzamel &
Willmott, 1998). Clashing interactions constrain
workers’ choices in escaping suffering, which can
trigger a separating process that prompts more
intense forms of resistance.
BOUNDARY CONDITIONS AND LIMITATIONS
OF THE FRAMEWORK
Identifying key assumptions and boundary
conditions is important when building theories
that require the mapping of concepts and processes (Okhuysen & Bonardi, 2011). A key premise
of the framework presented here is that workers
can experience interactions between modes of
organizational control. The framework advances
the dimensions of compatibility and coherence as
two important considerations that help to explain
how workers can experience these interactions.
Workers’ experiences are shaped by the dynamic
sociocultural, geographic, and temporal context
in which they are embedded (Jenkins & Delbridge,
2013), as well as their subjective experiences
(Knights & Willmott, 1989). The framework therefore also stresses the dynamic and recursive

April

relationship among control, resistance, and the
wider environment (Edwards, 1979; Giddens,
1984). I do not suggest that the experience of suffering will necessarily provoke resistance (Lawrence
& Robinson, 2007) or that suffering is the sole source
of resistance. Nor does resistance necessarily alter
the nature of control. It may have the unintended
consequence of reproducing dominant forms of
power (Burawoy, 1979; Mumby, 2005), since to resist
something also means to reify it by privileging it
as a meaningful focus of contestation (Thomas &
Davies, 2005).
To illustrate how modes of control interact in
terms of the degrees of coherence and compatibility, I have argued that it is conceptually useful to treat each ideal type of interaction (i.e.,
complementing, coexisting, competing, and clashing) as distinct. An inevitable consequence of categorization and classification is some degree of
simplification (McKinney, 1969; Voronov & Vince,
2012). Nonetheless, I recognize that differences
exist within each analytical category. The focus
on specific examples serves to emphasize the
complexity of how workers experience control,
whereby different workers within the same organization can be situated at different points
along each dimension (see also Zanoni & Janssens,
2007).
Following on from this, while the framework
presents ideal types as mutually exclusive to
provide analytical categorizations, any categorization is a snapshot in time. Ideal types “crystallize hypothesized elements of empirical instances
and, by their nature, are static constructs” (Biggart
& Delbridge, 2004: 44). As the empirical examples
used to explore each ideal type indicate, the experience of control is temporally dynamic, and
workers’ experiences of control modes within a
single organization can be categorized into multiple ideal types over time. While modes of control
can evolve (Cardinal, Sitkin, & Long, 2004), so, too,
can workers’ experiences. For example, empirical
studies highlight how, in recent years, many
public service organizations in the United Kingdom have witnessed a proliferation of new forms
of control, leaving workers increasingly cynical
regarding new initiatives (Thomas & Davies,
2005). Conversely, a worker’s experience of compatibility may be enhanced over time, such as
when normative control successfully persuades a
worker (Hennart, 1993) or manufactures the
worker’s values to align with the espoused corporate position (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). As a

2019

Gill

result, previous experiences will inform workers’
projections into the future. Commitment and resistance can therefore be viewed as provisional
(Morris, Lydka, & O’Creevy, 1993), since workers’
sense of self resists definitive closure (Brown,
2006). The previous empirical illustrations of the
framework’s ideal types only capture the interactions in particular periods and represent
temporary outcomes (Storey, 1985). As Willmott
(2011) noted regarding Weber’s (1978) ideal type of
bureaucracy, actual forms rarely, if ever, correspond to any ideal type but, rather, constitute
combinations and mixtures over time. Yet they
remain valuable conceptual tools for analysis
and understanding.
In a socially constructed world, abstract
frameworks serve as maps to understand and
examine complex topics. Nonetheless, a “map is
not the territory it represents, but . . . has a similar
structure to the territory, which accounts for its
usefulness” (Korzybski, 1958: 58). As such, I proffer
the framework as a roadmap to future research
and as a way to generate discussion on complex
issues of similarity and difference. The value of
abstractions, as Weick (1989) pointed out, is not
just that they can serve as maps that provide labels or categorizations but that they can prefigure
action and perception. This can have a negative
effect, such as when people or phenomena are
narrowly categorized in a way that reduces their
complex and dynamic nature, which can be used
to limit choices (as discussed by Thomas, Hardy,
Cutcher, & Ainsworth, 2014). Abstraction can,
however, be positive and valuable by providing
new vantage points to understand organizations
and those who work within them (Delbridge &
Sallaz, 2015) and by illuminating many of the
processes that underpin control and resistance.
For example, the four ideal types reflect the interests of critical scholarship, encouraging
greater attention to how and why workers suffer
and, thus, supporting the possibility of emancipatory and remedial action.
DISCUSSION AND FUTURE
RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
I have developed a framework that explains
workers’ diverse responses to combinations of
organizational control. I contend that these responses are informed by the degree to which
workers experience modes of control as coherent
with one another and as compatible with aspects
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of their personhood that they deem important.
Through empirical examples I have illuminated
how ideal types of interaction can emerge in certain instances and how workers experience them.
These particular experiences can trigger specific processes—blending, bridging, distancing, and separating—that help to explain why
the same two modes of control can yield contradictory outcomes in terms of compliance and
resistance in different settings. In the following
subsections I specify how this framework builds
on and contributes to research on control, resistance, and suffering in organizations. I also
discuss future research directions associated
with each contribution.
Control Interactions and Their Interactive Effects
The framework explicitly draws together critical management scholars’ recognition of the importance of workers’ subjectivities (Ezzamel et al.,
2001; Knights & Willmott, 1989; O’Doherty &
Willmott, 2001) and growing interest in multiple
modes of control and their interactive effects
(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2004; Ferner, 2000; Reed,
2010). I build on these topics by proposing and
outlining four ideal types of interaction between
multiple modes of control that workers can experience. As demonstrated in the taxonomy
(Table 1), these ideal types provide a way to conceptualize and categorize studies that have examined workers’ experiences and responses to
similar combinations of control modes in different
contexts and at different times (the four exemplar
studies are marked with an asterisk). The framework thereby offers a lens through which to better
understand the complexity of contemporary
control.
The proposed ideal types and associated processes help to reconcile several divergent findings across different streams of critical research.
The studies in Table 1 provide further evidence
that each ideal type of interaction is associated
with different processes that prompt distinct intensities of conformance or resistance.
For instance, the process of blending in complementing ideal types of interaction explains
why workers can offer high levels of commitment
and consent (Burawoy, 1979). As workers blend
aspects of their selfhood with the modes of control to make them highly compatible, adherence
to these control modes maintains a sense of
fulfillment. This blending can occur as workers

Study

Coherence and
Compatibility

•

Saint Mary’s Hospital: Saida, •
midwife (medium-size
hospital located in a
central urban area of
Belgium)

Zanoni & Janssens (2007)

Process: Compliance and
Resistance

Evidence of a blending
process, as consultants
constructed elite identities
through the control modes,
which generated:
• a “high degree of
compliance” (2004: 163)
• limited instances of
resistance
Evidence of a blending
Bureaucratic rules:
• Coherence (high):
process, as workers
emerging from work teams’
high peer pressure;
internalized team values
value consensus
feeling “bad” when
that generated:
Normative: concertive
underperforming
• working overtime by choice
control as values of
• Compatibility (high):
• “the issue of . . . [resistance]
teamwork internalized
control “revolved around
was never one the workers
human dignity” (1993: 425)
really considered” (1999:
through team membership
114–115
Bureaucratic: rules (i.e.,
Evidence of a blending
• Coherence (high):
hierarchy, required
process, as Sadia
bureaucratic rules
qualifications, working
constructed a positive
softened by a normative
schedules, procedures,
professional identity
control
quality standards),
through the combined
• Compatibility (high):
surveillance technology
controls, which:
positive professional
(time clock)
identity; feeling “at home”; • “resolves conflicting
Normative:
demands from the hospital
regulatory discourses to
identity-regulating
and her community of
build an empowering
management discourse of
origin by complying with
professional identity
providing care in a family
hospital rules” (2007: 1389)
atmosphere and in a
• targeted resistance
socially and culturally
at societal, not
organizational, discourses
sensitive way

• Coherence (high): blended
• Bureaucratic: impersonal
modes of control
rules, various output
• Compatibility (high):
measurement systems
meritocratic ideology
(e.g., balanced scorecards)
embraced; salient
• Normative: cultural control
corporate identity; elite
through promotion of key
identity constructions;
values
performance anxiety

Combination of Control

ISE Communications (small •
manufacturing company
located in a mountain state
metropolitan area, United •
States)

Global Consulting (Nordic
subsidiary of a global
professional service firm)

Site and Context

Barker (1993, 1999) *

Complementing Alvesson & Kärreman (2004)

Ideal Type

TABLE 1
Examples of Interacting Bureaucratic and Normative Modes of Control in Work Organizations

Coexisting

ShopCo (a major
supermarket company in
the United Kingdom)

• Bureaucratic: preset
• Coherence (low): limits on
company rules and scripts
expression of enterprise
governing action
culture
• Normative: effective launch • Compatibility (high):
of an enterprise culture
empowerment through
through a customer service
increase in autonomy and
initiative
discretion, albeit limited;
no increase in surveillance;
nonintensification of
effort; positive staff
response—“freer to be
themselves” (1997: 493)
within constraints

• Coherence (low): long
• Bureaucratic: evidence of
Large multinational
hours—life gets in the way
consultancies (a new
hierarchical “pyramid”
of work, prevents uptake of
generation of
structure with formal rules,
work/life policy
network-building
introduction of work/life
• Compatibility (high):
consultancies in the United
balance policy
enjoyable/interesting work
Kingdom and Finland)
• Normative: cultural and
identity control centered on
“ideal consultant”

Meriläinen, Tienari,
Thomas, & Davies (2004)

Rosenthal, Hill, & Peccei
(1997)

CokemakingOz
• Bureaucratic: “traditional • Coherence (low):
(600-employee plant within
hierarchical” and
ambiguities/uncertainties
an integrated steel works)
authoritarian management
regarding proposed
change
• Normative: implementation
of new culture and process • Compatibility (high):
overall improvement
emphasizing “care,” new
participative teams
in working attitudes
(versus historically
low self-esteem)

McLoughlin, Badham, &
Palmer (2005)*

(Continued)

Evidence of a bridging
process, as workers
identified opportunities
for involvement, which
generated:
• ambivalence and different
degrees of enhanced
commitment
• a voice for workers’ issues
and concerns, which
managers felt committed to
address
Evidence of a bridging
process, as workers
identified positive features
in the controls, which
supported:
• “self-interest through
continuous commitment”
(2004: 549)
• work/life balance as a
“competing discourse that
individuals draw on to
challenge” (2004: 554) the
“ideal consultant”
discourse
Evidence of a bridging
process, as workers
identified opportunities
for a greater say, which
supported:
• adherence to rules, to resist
management
• staff using quality
discourse to “bring
managers into line with
their expectations” (1997:
496) of appropriate
management

Bolton (2004)*

Competing

Bolsover Hospital (National
Health Service, United
Kingdom)

Site and Context
• Bureaucratic: “greater
bureaucratization, in the
form of practice protocols
and audit procedures”
(2004: 322)
• Normative: quality
management’s emphasis
on empowerment and
“responsible autonomy”

Combination of Control

Colville, Dalton, & Tomkins
(1993)

Her Majesty’s Customs and
• Bureaucratic: “classical
Excise (British civil service)
Weberian” form of central
government
• Normative: attempt at new
cultural control through
implementation of
Financial Management
Initiative values
Rodrigues & Collinson (1995) Telecom (part of Brazilian
• Bureaucratic: “rigid
telecommunications
bureaucratic rules” (1995:
system nationalized in
750)
1972)
• Normative: attempt at new
cultural control through
implementation of “happy
family/open door” values

Study

Ideal Type

TABLE 1
(Continued)

Evidence of a distancing
process, as nurses avoided
treating patients as
consumers:
• nurses superficially
“comply with the idea of
‘patient as King’” (2004: 328)
• nurses were able to both
accommodate and resist
• often nurses “renegotiate”
the notion of quality service
through humor, cynicism,
or ignoring
Evidence of a distancing
process, as civil servants
sought to avoid ambiguous
and greater responsibilities
that generated:
• cynical indifference (bred
out of past failures of reform)

• Coherence (low):
contradictory demands,
which cannot be observed
or enforced
• Compatibility (low):
“pleasure from knowing
they [nurses] have subtly
shown their disregard for
the patient as ‘customer’”
(2004: 329)

• Coherence (low): growing Evidence of a distancing
process, as workers
influence and interference
distanced themselves from
of trade unions; absence of
the “unbelievable” family
meritocracy
culture, generating:
• Compatibility (low):
• satirical humor, metaphor.
degrading nature of
and ridicule as expressions
working conditions;
of resistance
employee dissatisfaction,
• resistance aimed at
disenchantment, and
management, published
frustration; complaints of
publicly in union biweekly
work intensification
newspaper; management
could not sanction cartoon
characters

• Coherence (low):
uncertainty concerning
proposed initiative
• Compatibility (low): fear
of change

Process: Compliance and
Resistance

Coherence and
Compatibility

Grugulis, Dundon, &
Wilkinson (2000)

Ezzamel & Willmott (1998)*

Boje (1995)

• Bureaucratic: forms of
• Coherence (high): enforced
scientific management and
family culture and
clocks to monitor time on
bureaucratic working
conditions
tasks
• Normative: cultural control • Compatibility (low):
perception of unfair
through promotion of
family values
salaries (inner circle
privileged), poor work
conditions, and a parochial
code of behavior
• Coherence (high): enforced
StitchCo (A major U.K.-based • Bureaucratic: forms of
teamwork policies and
company, with a
bureaucratic direction,
associated pay rates
distinctive niche in the
evaluation, and discipline
within bureaucratic
garments market)
• Normative: attempt to
structure
instill values of
• Compatibility (low):
accountability through
alienation; work
teamwork
intensification;
dissatisfaction and
frustration with the
demands of teamwork

ConsultancyCo (specializing • Bureaucratic: hierarchical • Coherence (high):
voluntarily nature of
in software for telephones
levels
participation in culture
and IT)
• Normative: instituting a
was notional
“system of cultural control”
• Compatibility (low):
(2000: 111) through
administrative workers
corporate culture, culture
complained of long hours
statements, and cultural
and low pay
managers

Disney organization (early
1940s, United States)

Note: The asterisks indicate the four exemplar studies.

Clashing

Evidence of a separating
process, as workers sought
to separate themselves
from a dysfunctional
workplace through:
• strike action at Disney
Studios by 293 employees
• a challenge of the
rationalized system of
administration
Evidence of a separating
process, as workers sought
to escape new teamwork
practices through:
• active resistance (e.g.,
taking extra breaks)
• indifference to
management directives
• personality clashes
between the high
performers and low
performers
Evidence of a separating
process, as some workers
sought to fend off an
invasive culture:
• one worker criticized the
“dreadful” (2000: 110)
company and its cultural
management program
during a client meeting (the
worker was fired)
• HR director dismissed for
failing to immerse herself
in the culture
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internalize core values, as in Barker’s (1999) study
of ISE Communications. It may also happen
when workers construct highly valued identities
through the control modes (Alvesson & Kärreman,
2004; Zanoni & Janssens, 2007). Workers may
willingly reproduce and police modes of control
that “are deemed by them to be more compatible
with self-identity” (Willmott, 1993: 546) and that
align with their other salient sources of identity
formation and affirmation (Alvesson & Willmott,
2002; Thomas, 2009). When highly valued aspects
of a worker’s personhood, typically their sense of
self, are closely bound up with control modes,
then their commitment to these modes of control is
likely to be high.
The bridging process in coexisting types of interaction offers an explanation for why workers
can perform simultaneously constructive and
disruptive resistance (Thomas & Davies, 2005).
Beyond the overt worker stoppage that McLoughlin
et al. (2005) identified, bridging may also take different forms, as demonstrated in a study of
workers’ experiences of coexisting interactions in
a retail organization. In this case employees “felt
that they could use the language of the . . . [new
program that provided them with greater autonomy] to express their displeasure with management and the company” (Rosenthal, Hill, & Peccei,
1997: 496). This is similar to what Collinson (1994)
described as resistance through persistence,
through greater involvement to hold management
accountable. Workers can therefore welcome and
seek to incorporate additional modes of control
that they perceive as a source of more fulfilling
work.
The distancing process in competing types of
interaction explains why workers can pursue moderately intense oppositional resistance (Fleming &
Spicer, 2003). Bolton’s (2004) identification of nurses’
attempts to mock and ignore a new consumer
culture is similar to Rodrigues and Collinson’s
(1995: 755) study of a Brazilian firm, where
managers’ superficial rhetoric of participation
served to aggravate current experiences of an
autocratic environment. Workers reacted by
distancing themselves from these new policies
through satirical humor, ridicule, and irony that
drew a clear distinction between control modes.
This corroborates much of the existing literature, which suggests that contradictory or inconsistent control practices can be a precursor
to employee resistance (Burawoy, 1979; Gagnon
& Collinson, 2017). As I have argued, however,
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the low coherence between these modes of
control provides spaces for workers to evade the
control, thereby tempering the intensity of their
suffering and their need for resistance.
The separating process in clashing types of interactions helps to explain the emergence of traditional notions of antagonistic worker resistance
and contestation (Edwards, 1979). In Ezzamel and
Willmott’s (1998) study of StitchCo, workers feared
the loss of prized practices and social bonds (see
also Grey & Sturdy, 2007, and Knights & McCabe,
2000). Threats to self-identity can be a powerful
source of suffering (Ezzamel et al., 2001) that, I
contend, can trigger workers to separate themselves from the aggravating control modes
through intense resistance. This is borne out by
scholarship (Hodson, 1991; Mars, 1982) suggesting
that when workers are overconstrained by rules
they cannot evade, and find their needs are unmet, they are more likely to pursue forms of resistance to “get even.” Such intense responses,
albeit in a variety of forms, have been identified in
settings where workers have experienced similar
degrees of high coherence and low compatibility.
For instance, there are pockets of employees who
will actively and publicly speak out against their
organization or resist through nonparticipation in
the culture (Grugulis et al., 2000) or through formal
strikes (Boje, 1995), while risking redundancy.
In recognition that changes in context and
subjectivities can encourage workers to oscillate
between ideal types, the framework’s dimensions
provide several related opportunities for further
research to explicate why and when workers are
likely to pursue differing response processes over
time. For example, are there salient contextual
factors that increase the likelihood that workers
will experience a certain ideal type? How and
why do workers’ experiences shift from one ideal
type to another? The previous empirical examples
explored through the framework have begun to
highlight certain contextual factors, in specific
settings, that are significant in informing or mediating workers’ experiences of compatibility and
cohesion—for example, peer relationships (Ezzamel
& Willmott, 1998), professional values (Bolton, 2004),
and social values (Barker, 1993). There are likely
to be many other factors that are meaningful to
workers and that could be examined in terms of
each ideal type, such as labor market conditions
and the material rewards of work (Eisenhardt,
1985; Mitchell & Mickel, 1999). For instance, university employees in the United Kingdom recently
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went on strike in response to proposed changes
to radically restructure their pensions (Adams,
2018).
One specific direction for future research is to
examine different underlying values at both the
corporate and national level. Extant research
suggests that the corporate values and objectives
underlying normative modes of control will mediate workers’ experiences (Alvesson & Willmott,
2002). For example, several studies have demonstrated how workers’ identification with a corporate value of elitism help to enhance commitment
to normative modes of control and minimize tensions between control and autonomy (Gill, 2015;
Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004; Robertson & Swan,
2003). In contrast, corporate values of “happy
families” have been shown to prompt lower levels
of compatibility and to encourage resistance
(Fleming, 2005; Rodrigues & Collinson, 1995).
Further examinations of various corporate values
across different settings could further illuminate
their role.
In addition, underlying national values may
play an important role. With the exception of
Rodrigues and Collinson’s (1995) study set in
Brazil, all of the studies examined through the
framework in this article consider North American
or Western European organizations. This reflects
a broader opportunity in management research
for further studies across different nations outside
the West (George, Corbishley, Khayesi, Haas, &
Tihanyi, 2016; Özkazanç-Pan, 2008). I suggest that
values are likely to inform workers’ experience of
compatibility since the concept of fulfillment
typically derives its meaning within a value system (Kalleberg & Griffin, 1980). Insights stemming
from empirical examinations of values may extend and refine our understanding of workers’
experiences of compatibility and coherence
or, potentially, identify additional or different
dimensions to explain workers’ responses to
control.
Comparative case study research could support such examinations of the contextual factors
that inform workers’ experiences. Examinations
across different settings would help to elaborate and refine explanations of what drives variance within and between ideal types over time.
Researchers could draw inspiration from
Delbridge’s (1998) critical and rich case study
comparison of blends of control modes. They
could also draw on Eisenhardt and colleagues’
multiple case study approach (Eisenhardt, 1989;
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Eisenhardt & Bourgeois, 1988). As Edwards (2010)
and Thompson and van den Broek (2010) have
pointed out, there is a need for more systematic
comparative analysis and varied units and levels
of analysis to overcome the limited capacity for
generalization that has constrained much study of
control and other workplace issues. Following
Biggart and Delbridge, I contend that “ideal types
represent a basis for comparing empirical instances of a phenomenon with a baseline” (2004:
44), and, thus, the framework aids further comparative analysis.
Further empirical work is also required to establish the relationship between the two dimensions of compatibility and coherence. The
empirical studies I examined earlier suggest that
both very high and very low degrees of worker
compatibility are closely coupled with a high degree of coherence. Less extreme degrees of compatibility and coherence also appear to be
related. In this way, the relationship between
these two dimensions does not appear to be
straightforward or linear. Closer attention to
workers’ experiences of control and resistance in
terms of these two dimensions would be likely to
illuminate their dynamic relationship. For instance, how and why—if at all—do shifts in
workers’ experiences of coherence inform their
experiences of compatibility, or vice versa?
Studying interactions between different modes
of control, beyond the bureaucratic and normative
modes examined here, such as technical (Anteby,
2008b; Delbridge, 1998) or neonormative (Fleming,
2009), could broaden the applicability of the
framework. It may be that different modes of
control can interact in different ways and prompt
different processes than those identified here.
A further intriguing pathway for future research
stemming from the framework is a consideration
of how different aspects of a worker’s personhood
may simultaneously exist within different ideal
types. Often overlooked in existing studies are
workers’ unintended physical responses that
constitute involuntary resistance. As a rare exception, Michel’s (2011) study of highly committed
bankers revealed how after several years of habitual overwork, which bankers experienced as
self-chosen, many of these bankers’ physical
bodies broke down. The behavior of these bankers
therefore altered, typically in the form of being
unable to work with the same intensity, thereby
resisting the demands of their organizations. There are traces of the potential for such
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embodied resistance in other studies of highly
compliant workers (e.g., Casey, 1995, 1999). To a
more extreme degree, often when workers appear
to experience highly compatible and coherent
combinations of control, there is the prospect of
physical suffering in the form of kar
oshi, which
can be translated from Japanese as death from
overwork (Nishiyama & Johnson, 1997). In some
cases workers willingly sacrifice their health to
sustain their self-esteem (Pfeffer, 2018). Exploring
the potential of somatic resistance or subtle aspects of suffering across a highly compliant
workforce is a promising avenue for further research. Longitudinal studies could examine how
different aspects of workers can react to control,
sometimes independently and in contradictory
ways, leading to the possibility that workers may
simultaneously conform and resist across different aspects of their personhood.
Intensities of Resistance
The ideal types help to reframe ongoing deliberations concerning the nature of resistance. I
argue that each ideal type of interaction is associated with a process that prompts a different intensity of resistance, rather than a particular
strategy or form (Ackroyd & Thompson, 1999). I use
the term intensity to draw a distinction between
the manifest act of resistance (e.g., a strike, sabotage, soldiering, or cynicism) and the experience
and meaning of this resistance for a worker.
As examined previously, different industries or
occupations will present different forms of resistance. In certain manufacturing organizations,
workers often engage in stoppages (e.g., McLoughlin
et al., 2005). In contrast, the same act by a worker in a
professional service firm would be likely to take
on a much greater significance owing to a range
of contextual factors, including historical precedents and the prominence of unions. For example, Grugulis et al.’s (2000) study of a consulting
firm revealed how employees’ small acts of countercultural behavior, such as criticizing their employer to clients or not fully embracing the
corporate culture, led to their dismissal. In more
extreme contexts, where resistance is inadvisable
or even dangerous, subtle or symbolic acts might
be workers’ only meaningful recourse (see Scott,
1990). In this way, workers’ unique contexts will
induce their own expressions of resistance and
potentially transformative action (Giddens, 1984;
Orlikowski, 1991).
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I therefore concur with the view that “resistance
always needs to be understood contextually; what
counts as resistance shifts with the economic,
political, and socio-cultural terrain” (Mumby
et al., 2017: 1173). Resistance may take a variety
of subtle forms, such as subversion and forms of
absenteeism or disengagement, alongside direct
forms of worker recalcitrance (Collinson, 1994;
Ezzamel et al., 2001; Gabriel, 2008; Jermier,
Knights, & Nord, 1994; Prasad & Prasad, 1998).
Collective or overt forms of resistance are not,
however, necessarily more powerful than subtler
forms. Indeed, “in certain cases the ‘mental strike’
or indifference of one individual . . . could be more
damaging to management than a strike by an
entire workforce” (Edwards, Collinson, & Della
Rocca, 1995: 291). While unofficial transgressions
such as cynicism and humor may often “consist of
an edulcorated resistance” (Contu, 2008: 374), this
is not always the case. My contention is that the
meaning and power of workers’ resistance become clearer when considered in terms of its
contextualized intensity, which is distinct from
the particular form of resistance employed.
I posit that workers’ experiences along the dimensions of compatibility and coherence trigger
particular processes that generate different degrees of intensity, from low to high intensity. In
more practical terms, low-intensity resistance
equates to workers pursuing acts of resistance
that they would deem limited or superficial in
challenging, denaturalizing, or scrutinizing the
prevailing power structures that underpin organizational control (Mumby et al., 2017). Highintensity resistance describes workers’ efforts to
challenge organizational control in a way that is
meaningful for them within their unique context.
The notion of intensity invites further research
into more subtle or hidden expressions of disruption. Resistance may operate in collective and
overt action or at the micro level of identities,
across a range of intensities. Furthermore, such
intensity may be multidirectional (Thomas &
Davies, 2005), being constructive and generative
while also being disruptive. As I identified in the
framework, through the resistance generated by
the process of bridging, the overt and collective
worker stoppage in McLoughlin et al.’s (2005)
study of CokemakingOz’s was somewhat constructive, as workers sought to enforce the additional mode of normative control encouraged by
management that they found fulfilling. This
complements other research that has identified
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how microlevel resistance may also be simultaneously constructive and disruptive when viewed
from the perspective of workers themselves
(Thomas & Davies, 2005; Thomas, Sargent, &
Hardy, 2011). The notion of intensity therefore
builds on existing resistance research by developing a framework to account for why different
intensities of resistance may emerge, while respecting that the manifestations of such resistance are contextually constrained. The framework
currently suggests that resistance is more likely to be
generative when workers experience control as a
source of fulfillment. Future research that focuses on
the lived experience of workers could elaborate on this
contention.
A further possibility for future research is to
examine why a certain level of intensity may
come to be shared across workers within an
organization. In examples of collective action,
such as strikes, there appears to be a high degree
of intense resistance that is widely distributed
across many workers. In the prior examination
of empirical studies through the framework of
ideal types, it appears that higher levels of intensity, whether in the form of commitment or resistance, are more likely to be shared when there
is a high level of coherence. One explanation for
this is that when multiple modes of control are
highly coherent and consistently reinforce one
another, there is little opportunity for workers
to evade their effects, unless they pursue highintensity resistance. Future research could examine the social nature of intensity. For example,
what social processes may operate to align degrees of intensity? How and through what mechanisms could social interactions increase or
decrease such intensity? A potentially related
stream of research to consider in this regard focuses on compassion at work (Kanov et al., 2004;
Maitlis, 2009). Although rarely considering workplace resistance, these studies highlight how the
feeling of witnessing another’s suffering can motivate a subsequent desire to help (George, 2013).
Such compassion, whether emanating from work
colleagues or family, may serve to ameliorate
workers’ experiences of suffering, thereby tempering the intensity of their resistance.
The Significance of Suffering
A key implication of the framework is that while
there remains a need to identify and be aware
of unnecessary suffering (Adler et al., 2007),
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suffering is more than just a potential outcome of
control. It is also an explanatory concept that can
help to illuminate how and why processes of
control and resistance unfold across settings. For
instance, in Ezzamel and Willmott’s (1998) study of
StitchCo, workers suffered a loss of prized practices and social bonds because of the implementation of new normative controls. Their
experiences help to explain why many of these
workers pursued intense forms of resistance that
took the form of openly challenging management
and peers, taking extra breaks, and refusing to
work in teams, even though this reduced their own
wages. Existing scholarship has indicated how
varying intensities of resistance to control have
been informed by other forms of worker suffering,
such as damage or threats to professional or
self-identity (Bolton, 2004; Ezzamel et al., 2001) and
dysfunctional or exploitive workplaces (Boje,
1995; Rodrigues & Collinson, 1995). The concept
of suffering therefore plays an important role in
explaining the dynamic relationship between
control and resistance across different contexts.
The desire of workers to reduce their suffering
and enhance their fulfillment is also important in
explaining workers’ commitment to control. For
instance, Barker’s (1993, 1999) study of ISE Communications workers revealed how they blended
aspects of their selfhood with the modes of control,
weaving them together tightly in such a way that
their connection maintained a sense of dignity
and fulfillment. Resistance against such compatible modes of control could intensify workers’
suffering as the positive interactive effects of the
control modes are lessened or lost. This demonstrates why control can be so powerful, since it
affords a positive sense of self or ameliorates a
sense of suffering that could be lost through
resistance.
Both the examples of resistance to control
(Ezzamel & Willmott, 1998) and commitment
to control (Barker, 1993) correspond to critical
scholars’ recognition that there is often a “price
that has to be paid for many forms of liberation”
(Alvesson & Willmott, 1992: 447–448; see also
Knights & Morgan, 1991). This is because “emancipation is not a gift bestowed upon employees;
rather it necessitates the (often painful) resistance
to, and overcoming of, socially unnecessary restrictions” (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992: 433). The
analytical framework of ideal types of interaction elaborates on and explains this idea, since
workers will be less inclined to resist modes of
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control when they find them to be compatible with
valued aspects of their personhood. In contrast,
when experienced as incompatible and as a
source of suffering, workers are more likely to
pursue what they consider to be moderate- to
high-intensity resistance to escape the source of
their suffering.
This is not to suggest that freedom from suffering is completely possible in any organizational
context, or that suffering should be viewed in
purely negative terms. It is suffering that encourages reflection and drives change (Fromm, 2013),
as I indicated in terms of the resistance stemming
from clashing combinations of control. Dejours
articulated how
suffering is also a point of departure, for the concentration of subjectivity that it entails prefigures a
subsequent period of expansion, redeployment,
and re-expansion. Suffering is not simply a final
consequence of the relationship. . . it is a search for
the means of acting on the world (2007: 73).

Indeed, suffering is much more than a potential
consequence of organizational control; it is also
an antecedent of worker reflection and action.
Understanding the mutually embedded nature of
control and resistance necessitates a deeper examination of the explanatory power of suffering,
particularly in terms of how it can sustain or encourage shifts between ideal types of control interactions. The fulfillment and suffering bound up
in processes of organizational control offer insights into the modern workplace and, potentially, a focal point for future research to examine
the emergence of reflection that drives resistance
and change (Spicer, Alvesson, & Kärreman, 2009;
Voronov, 2008). A grasp of the contextual nature
of “human suffering is a prerequisite of sound
emancipatory theorizing” (Knights & Willmott,
1982: 219).
There are also societal implications stemming
from the view that organizational control can
sometimes be a source of suffering for workers.
While the control of workers is necessary to enable organizations to operate for the benefit of
many stakeholders, this should not obscure the
subtle costs that this may also generate for society. As with so many other products of organization,
workers’ suffering can seep into the extraorganizational sphere of the everyday (Hancock & Tyler,
2004). For instance, even highly fulfilling work can
gradually produce psychological (Gill, 2015) and
somatic (Michel, 2011) experiences of suffering that
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are not limited to the formal domain of work organizations. Normative control can adversely affect
workers’ relationships with their families and
friends because of enhanced commitment to work
(Meriläinen et al., 2004). There is therefore the potential for future research to examine how the suffering stemming from organizational control is
borne by the wider society. Such research would be
likely to yield a deeper and richer explanation of the
variation in workers’ responses to organizational
control, while also illuminating how the personal
consequences of organizational control can diffuse
throughout society. In future research scholars
should therefore seek not just to reveal the suffering that is often hidden in organizations
(Maitlis, 2017) but also to understand how such
suffering can impact and inform our social
world.
CONCLUSION
Existing critical studies of organizational control indicate that seemingly similar combinations
of control, across different organizations, yield
diverse consequences for workers’ compliance
and resistance. To account for this diversity, I
theorized that workers experience interactions
between these modes along the dimensions of
compatibility and coherence. I used these dimensions to construct a framework of four ideal
types of interaction between modes of control,
and I illustrated each through an empirical
example.
The theoretical framework categorized and
conceptualized workers’ differing responses to
control, in terms of four ideal types. I examined
how workers’ experiences triggered dynamic
processes within each ideal type that can prompt
conformance or resistance to a distinct intensity.
The ideal types of interaction framework posits
that organizational control can be at its most
powerful when workers willingly embrace combinations of control that act in unison to suppress
their suffering and facilitate a sense of fulfillment.
I therefore encourage further work that brings the
study of both fulfillment and suffering to the fore,
not just as outcomes of control but as valuable
theoretical concepts that can illuminate workplace dynamics.
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