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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this paper is to empirically explore the role of accounting in making people financially capable, and in that 

contribute to the theoretical understanding of accounting as a social practice. This is done by illuminating how the 

accounting discourse is presented and conceptualized to address individuals in situations related to their private, 

everyday lives – a field of analysis which has received little empirical attention in previous accounting research. 

Analysing the home-pages of certain actors within the sphere of the housing market reveals that in order to make 

financial and accounting concepts comprehensible to people, they have to be connected with values, ideals and 

concerns, hold as critical by the individuals they are to transform. Thus, the paper shows that it is in the linkage 

between the vocabulary of accounting and other discursive vocabularies that abstract notions of economic discourse 

are presumed to be made knowable, and hence people are made financially responsible.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Ever since the turn of the millennium, there has been an ever-increasing amount of research 

production focusing on the “financialization of everyday life” (Martin 2002, see also e.g. Froud, 

Johal & Williams 2002; Clark, Thrift & Tickell 2004; Knorr Cetina & Preda 2005; Langley 2007). 

This on-going societal phenomenon, denoting a “broadening and deepening of access to the 

capital market for ordinary, moderate income individuals and households” (Erturk, Froud, Johal, 

Leaver & Williams 2007), might be observed in more or less intentional attempts to change 

people’s habits and attitude towards their own private economy, such as their savings, securities, 

mortgages etc. Greenfield and Williams (2007) argue that populations have been equipped over 

time with a finance rationality which has shaped people’s agency in particular ways: as investors, 

consumers, and decision-makers and in formulating their interests in work places, families and 

households. 

 

According to Hacking (1986), “social change creates new categories of people” (p. 223). The new 

demands for financially capable people might illustrate the essence of Hacking’s statement. But 

individuals do not walk into this role ready made. The individual viewed as “Financial Man” has 

literally to be made up. In order to be made financially responsible, people must be given the 

capabilities of becoming just that, i.e. they need to be taught how to think, act and live according 
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to financial terms. This also entails a transformation of the manner in which people think about 

financial concepts, e.g. calculation, investment, risk, profit etc. As accounting serves to enhance 

certain capabilities and attributes, e.g. acting more rationally or becoming responsible for the 

economic consequences of actions and decisions (Miller & O’Leary 1990), making up people in 

this particular way creates a crucial space for accounting to fill.  

 

According to sociologically inspired accounting researchers, accounting is seen as a powerful 

force influencing the individual, organizations and society. From this point of view, accounting is 

perceived as a social and political practice, questioning the notion of accounting as being a mere 

means to an end and suggests further research to go “beyond organizations as the exclusive level 

of research” (Miller 1994:1). This suggests that accounting does not merely intervene and 

transform organizational behaviour but also people’s perception of their own individual social 

and everyday life (e.g. Hopwood 1977, 1994; Burchell et al. 1980; 1985; Miller 1994). Within this 

research area, there has been a heavy emphasis on elaborating the Foucauldian inspired concept 

of “governmentality” (Foucault 1978), focusing the relationship between broadly stated political 

concerns of government (programmes) and the technologies used to anchor these programmatic 

ideas at a local level (Miller & Rose 1990; Rose & Miller 1992; Power 1999). 

 

In spite of the growing understanding of accounting as something which has “come to permeate 

everyday life” (Hopwood 1994:299), most research concerning the social impact of accounting 

has been conducted on the programmatic level, seeking to develop the conceptual apparatus of 

the theoretical framework (e.g. Miller & O’Leary 1987; Robson 1992; Miller & Napier 1993). 

Even though it has been repeatedly expressed to be of crucial importance to study the 

interrelation between programmes and technologies (Miller & Rose 1990; Hopwood 1994; 

Radcliffe 1999; Neu & Graham 2006), empirical studies of the micro processes of what is actually 

being said and done at the site where programmes get translated and transformed into its 

intended audience are noticeably scarce, apart from some few exceptions (e.g. Radcliffe 1999; 

Llewellyn & Walker 2000; Neu, Ocampo Gomez & Heincke 2006; Johed 2007). This indicates 

that most research on governmentality “has most to say on generally stated political rationalities 

and least on the specific technologies used in the field” (Radcliffe 1999:335), of which accounting 

is one. Consequently, knowledge about how technologies are fabricated and constituted in detail 

to sustain and modify the way people think and act within their own local spheres, is 

underdeveloped and needs to be further analyzed. Hence, this paper intends to illuminate the 

micro processes through which accounting, and particularly its discursive representations and 

vocabularies, are mobilized and articulated in order to get people to think and act according to a 

financial rationality, i.e. to be made financially capable. 
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To sum up, the aim of this paper is to contribute to deepen the theoretical understanding of 

accounting as a social practice. It does so, specifically by applying a discursive, constructivist 

perspective on how the accounting discourse is presented and conceptualized to address 

individuals in situations related to their private, daily lives – a sphere of analysis which has 

received little empirical attention in previous research. As an illustrative example of how people 

are made financially capable, I have chosen to study how expertise information on a number of 

estate agency home-pages, intended to guide people in buying/selling apartments, is rhetorically 

structured to address and communicate financial and accounting concepts.  

 

The outline of the paper starts off by presenting the theoretical perspective applied. The 

perspective takes its starting point in Hopwood’s and Miller’s perception of accounting as a social 

practice, it goes on with an elaboration of Catasús’ concept of mobilizing, and concludes by 

developing Rose’s idea on the role of experts. Together, these different components build an 

essential theoretical understanding for the findings of the following study. 

 

In the subsequent section, The housing of accounting – the case, I introduce the particular study by 

giving a short background to the financial illiteracy which is claimed to be of a world-wide kind. 

Next, in order to find out the role of accounting in the “making” of how people are to think and 

act when acquiring a “home”, I have chosen to study the information given on a number of 

home-pages of certain actors within the sphere of the housing market, such as house (estate) 

agencies. The findings are coupled and analysed according to the ideas elaborated in the 

theoretical presentation, and structured in alignment with two research questions: 1) How is the 

role of accounting communicated on these home-pages? and 2) What (underlying) questions, 

matters or issues does the information on the home-pages address and provide an answer to?. In 

the final section, a short discussion is given, concerning the role of accounting in making Man 

financial. 

 
THE STORY OF THE ACCOUNTING NUMBER – A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

According to Burchell et al (1980), accounting is a prevalent feature of the Western society and 

can be intertwined with organizational as well as social practices. Similarly, Hopwood and Miller 

(1994) suggest that accounting is a device to affect the way in which we manage, organize and 

administer both economic and social activity. At the organizational level, this becomes quite 

obvious when studying the way organizations use accounting as a management tool for 

monitoring economic activities. Conventional understandings emphasizes that accounting is an 

impartial measurement activity concerned with providing useful information to interested parties 
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for making the right decisions and advocating the necessary organizational changes (Neu & 

Taylor 1996). Arguments such as “representational faithfulness and neutrality are characteristics 

of accounting numbers” (Solomons 1991:288), as well as notions that “accounting calculations 

denote apparent facticity and objectivity” (Cohen 1982:226) frequently recur in articles on the 

topic. Rendering reality “as it is”, the refusal of taking sides, being unbiased and sticking to facts 

seem to be common features when illustrating the core elements of accounting.   

 

However, accounting is not to be conceived as purely an organizational phenomenon, neither as 

a neutral map, merely providing “the facts” of an underlying economic activity. As suggested 

above, accounting also affects the social life - of how to live, think and act - of each and every 

individual. The understanding of accounting as a social practice rests on the assumption that 

accounting is a way of intervening (Hopwood & Miller 1994), aiming to transform people and 

the perceptions they might have about the world they live in. In this way, accounting comes to 

constitute not only an activity, but also a “matrix of meaning” (Eagleton 1991:194), in which 

individuals make sense of, describe and reproduce the conditions of their existence. Moreover, 

accounting referred to as a social practice also allows economic knowledge to intervene in the 

private areas of people from which it was previously excluded (Power 1992), affecting not only 

the way people think about their life but also how they choose to live it.   

 

To say that accounting is a means to intervene, influencing people to think and act in certain 

ways, might imply that whenever accounting is put in place a specific action is expected. 

According to Behn, the adage “what gets measured gets managed” (Behn 2003, in Catasús 

2007a:506) represents the most famous aphorism of performance measurement and suggests a 

direct relationship between measurement and management. Even though it might be to 

oversimplify stating the adage has gained an over-all acceptance, at least its validity is rarely 

questioned. Similarly, Burchell et al (1980) claim that there is a particular view of the relationship 

between accounting, decision making and action, where accounting is seen as to have an essence, 

a core of functional pretensions and as fundamentally concerned with the provision of relevant 

information for rational decision making.  

 

However, there are some theoreticians who question this essentialist presumption of accounting 

as being automatically imbued with a general significance, making people act in the same way 

irrespectively of setting or circumstances (Burchell et al 1980, 1985; Hopwood 1977, 1994). They 

argue that this view of the relationship between accounting and action has been uncritically 

adopted, and that the link between providing relevant information and decision making is 

presumed rather than described. It is instead suggested that the link between accounting and 
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action has to be created and understood in accordance with its local and political context 

(Hopwood 1977).  

 

In an attempt to scrutinize the variables on which this relationship is constructed, Catasús et al 

(2007a) found that even though measurements (figures, numbers, indicators, statistics) may 

support those issues that are already important in the organization, the measuring is not per se a 

means to get the organization into acting. This means that one cannot assert a significant and 

direct relationship between measurement and action. Catasús’ findings also give implications for 

the relationship between accounting and action, particularly the validity of the direct 

transformative capacity of accounting. Even though accounting offers a kind of visibility by 

translating qualities one cannot see into comparable quantities which might affect people to act in 

a certain way, Hopwood (1994) argues that accounting is not automatically imbued with a general 

and essential significance, common to any kind of situation, which will trigger all people to act in 

the same way. That significance has to be shaped, and this involves a vast array of other cultural 

and social practices.   

 

As suggested by Hopwood, one cannot assume accounting to have inherent properties or 

capabilities in itself to make people act, and as accounting, in this way, is not believed to “speak 

for itself”, it needs, as Catasús and Ersson express it, “an ombudsman to translate and argue” 

(2007b:20) for it. This requires accounting to make a social “detour” (2007b:8), which implicitly 

suggests that in order to gather support for attaining the link to action, accounting needs to make 

allies with others. Catasús et al here introduces the term mobilizing, which refers to a process of 

“summoning attention, resources and strategies for acting” (2007a:509), particularly by talking 

about it. Thus, if accounting should affect people (to act), the accounting numbers have to be 

accompanied by a story to boost them up, and thereby help people to perceive them as 

important. Or as Giddens (1990) put it: “there is no number without a narrative”. 

 

Using this insight, the task of this text becomes one of exposing narratives to the numbers. This 

proposes a transfer from a rationalistic and functionalistic understanding of the linkage between 

accounting and action, to a narrative idea of dramatizing and storytelling to get people’s 

attention. But what are the stories about? Or rather, what is it about these stories that make 

people listen (and act)? Miller and Rose (1997) suggest that the act of “mobilizing” is about 

forming connections between calculative technologies and human passions, hopes and anxieties. 

Similarly, Radcliffe (1998) emphasizes that an effective way to highlight the importance of 

technologies, such as accounting, is to make them interplay with dreams and schemes of diverse 

agents. Following Rose (1998), this is a question of connecting accounting with psychological 
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discourse, i.e. explaining numbers and figures with psychological vocabularies, making people 

understand accounting in psychological terms, giving calculative technologies a psychological 

coloration, etc. But why?  

 

Citizenship in a society as the contemporary Western, is foremost about being a consumer, 

seeking to maximize the quality of life by fulfilling one’s dreams, hopes and desires through a 

specific style of life one has personally chosen to lead (Miller & Rose 1990). If one is to make 

people of such a world listen, one better aim for their heart and soul. Consequently, if a set of 

vague calculative concepts is to be made intelligible to those people, each individual has to be 

convinced of how these concepts have anything to do with his or her life specifically and how 

they would come to make a difference to it, i.e. enhancing the quality of life. Due to its ability to 

decipher financial and economic expressions into values which correspond to people’s personal 

self-images, life-style choices and future aspirations, psychology serves as a translation 

mechanism (Miller & Rose 1990). Hence, the psychological vocabulary “lends itself to others 

who will borrow it because of what it offers to them in the way of a justification and guide to 

action” (Rose 1998:87). 

 

The story connected to the accounting number is about the dreams of the listener, and about 

how these dreams are to come true. But who tells the story? The feature of the story-teller is that 

of an expert, whose task is to help and guide people in making life better in various areas. Today, 

the occurrence of experts is a common element in Western society. In fact, there seems to be an 

expert for any occasion of everyday life – for being a parent, or a consumer, or an employee – or 

for whenever feeling a bit lost. Experts make people look upon their existence as potentially 

problematic: they teach people how to identify their opportunities and possibilities of life, but 

also how to isolate and manage the risks – both internal and external to the individual - which 

might threaten the fulfilment of the former. In this way, experts are regarded as possessing some 

kind of formula “to predict future pathology and take action to prevent it” (Rose 1998:94). 

 

Opposed to the professional, who is defined by its exclusiveness, the expert is heterogeneous. 

According to Rose, “its style of activity is that of a bricolage: it amalgamates knowledges and 

techniques from different sources into a complex ‘know-how’” (Rose 1998:86). This “know-

how” enables experts to translate daily worries and concerns of people into different vocabularies 

of management, accounting, social sciences, psychology – or whatever is suited for that particular 

situation – aiming to teach and empower people how to go about (to act) in order to get happy, 

manage better, earn more, become accountable etc. The intention is to abolish the barriers 

between the economic, the psychological and the social. 
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To sum up, accounting is not only a technique for organizing and monitoring: it also possesses a 

language or a vocabulary of its own. But since accounting in itself is not always convincing 

enough to affect people, or to make them act, accounting has to take an indirect go round, a 

bypass or as Catasús calls it, a detour, trying to find allies to connect with, to be strengthened. If 

one is to understand how accounting has come to permeate the everyday life of each and every 

one of us, it is important to study the connections, the transfers and the links between diverse 

components which constitute accounting as a possible form of practice. Or as Miller and Rose 

put it: “We need to analyse the ways in which ideas from accounting and financial discourses are 

combined with concepts and explanatory forms borrowed from elsewhere, and how these 

disparate elements are assembled together into modes of reasoning that render certain 

phenomena intelligible” (1994:30). The study presented in the subsequent is an attempt to do just 

that. 
 

THE HOUSING OF ACCOUNTING – THE CASE 

The financial illiteracy of the world 

In a recent report, the Swedish Financial Markets Advisory Committee (Finansmarknadsrådet) 

states that “the general public’s basic knowledge of financial issues must improve” 

(Finansmarknadsrådet 2007a:38), referring to the national condition of the Swedish population’s 

financial capability. The committee has a challenging mission: it is appointed by the Government 

to promote the development of the financial sector in Sweden, which is depicted as representing 

the “lifeblood of the economy” (Finansmarknadsrådet 2007b:1). Although attitude surveys1 

indicate that there seems to be a general agreement among politicians, the media and the general 

public that the financial sector is important for the country, the Committee concludes that the 

possibility and will to work for change are affected by the confidence people have in the financial 

industry, and “in this area improvements are definitely needed” (Finansmarknadsrådet 2007b:2).  

 

However, this is not a phenomenon exceptional to Sweden: the financial illiteracy is said to be 

widespread and to be found all over the world: The Netherlands, The United Kingdom, France, 

Australia, Canada, the US are all said to face problems similar to the ones identified in Sweden 

(SOU:Fi2006:06:10). But what is this world-wide commotion really about? Why is it said to by 

such a problem? As financial services, to a greater extent than ever before, realize people’s 

housing, their studies, pensions and security, their importance is increasingly becoming essential 

to the well-fare of people’s everyday life. Moreover, there are financial matters and decisions of 

                                                      
1 Surveys regarding attitudes towards the financial sector were conducted in 2006 by Prospera Research 
AB, by order of Stockholm Financial Centre and Financial Markets Advisory Committee 
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which the State today is accountable, but which potentially and in a future perspective might be 

needed to be delegated to the general public, as one did regarding pension decisions. In order to 

broaden the individual area of responsibility to include these affairs, the State must ensure that 

people are equipped with the right self-steering capacities and put in a reasonable position to take 

on such accountability (Finansmarknadsrådet 2007a:45). These are said to be the explicit reasons 

why people’s financial capability needs to be improved and up-graded.  

 

In 2003, the United Kingdom initiated a national strategy - “the Financial Capability Programme” 

(SOU:Fi2006:06:3) - which aimed to fight financial isolation by empowering people to take 

greater part of and responsibility for financial affairs. Part of this project was to conduct a survey 

to establish the current state of financial capability in the UK. The results were quite 

disheartening: two million households were classified as financially isolated, e.g. they were paid in 

cash, they did not understand the concept of rate of interest, they did not know where to turn for 

financial advice when being in debt or unemployed, etc. In addition, most people had scarce 

savings, did not know how to go about planning for their pensions and were unaware of the 

concept of risk.  

 

Based on the survey results, an action plan was carried out. The main task was to find a solution 

to a most critical question: “How, when and where do people want to be contacted?” 

(SOU:Fi2006:06), i.e. it was important to identify effective channels and to find the right partners 

in order to reach different target groups. This could involve reaching pupils at schools, by 

integrating personal financial management into other subjects; or parents at child welfare centres, 

by letting midwives hand out information about house- or car purchases, budget preparation, 

insurances and long-term savings for children etc. The general idea was to encounter people 

going about their daily business, at stages of life when worrying about money and future is the 

most intense. 

 

Similarly to the example mentioned above, I would like to go about studying more explicitly how 

accounting intervene people’s lives, transforming them into the financial beings they were not 

before, by encountering people in situations of their everyday life. If one is to look up people in 

their own personal and social settings, first one has to identify what these settings are. I call these 

settings, “areas of life”. They do not necessarily have to be of a physical kind, but need to 

correspond to most of what is said in the theoretical presentation of this paper. In sum, an area 

of life is a) considered by people to enhance the quality of life, b) where financial issues has been 

converted into matters of private responsibility, and c) where people seem to be willing to turn to 
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experts for guidance and advice. One of such areas includes people´s “housing”, on which the 

next section will elaborate. 

 

“Housing” as an area of life 

There should be no doubt that people are incessantly concerned about how to live their lives and 

that their ways of expressing this concern are innumerable: the fashion of clothing, the manner of 

talking, the style of readings, the choosing of work, friends, partner, vacation, car… The list 

could not be done with an ending. The manifestation of living – or the “how” to live one’s life – 

seems to be an object of constant worry and exclusive care, specifically for the people of the 

industrial Western countries. This show-off of one’s living also embraces the concrete issue of 

creating one’s home – be it a house, an apartment, a cottage, a mansion. The questions of how 

and where to “live”, in its very double-sense, are said to be a matter of high importance to 

contemporary people. How is this reflected in the everyday life? 

 

Concerns about the spaces of everyday dwelling and the thousand choices of potential habitation 

do affect people. The average Swede spends 29% of his disposable income on his home, which 

internationally is considered as high (Mäklarsamfundet 2007a:4)2. And a recent ranking of what 

the Swedish people consider as general status symbols reveals that living in a big house or a big 

apartment is rated as number nine. (To be well-read and possess a general knowledge, followed 

by being a good parent were found at the top of that ranking list) (United Minds 2006, in 

Mäklarsamfundet 2007a:7). These results are intensified by the fact that the housing of one’s 

personal and most intimate everyday affairs does not primarily seem to be a matter of guarding 

privacy. Quite the reverse, actually. People happily invite interior decoration magazines, “remake” 

TV-programs and home-staging/design agents to scrutinize their home in its very fibres. People 

seem more than willing to put their home on display. 

 

Even though it is difficult to explain people’s great interest in their housing, one might suggest 

that people’s furniture, their address and interior decoration tell others a bit about who they are. 

It might even be suggested that these markers are as crucial for the purpose of “manifesting” 

themselves as are their clothes, cars and careers. In this manner, the home becomes imbued with 

symbolic identity value, illuminating the kind of person they are, or want to become. But there is 

something more to it, and that something is spelled m-o-n-e-y. In fact, many people regard their 

home as the greatest financial investment of their life. Hence, for most people the link between 

the effort of restoring and decorating a house and its increased value is indisputable. This 

                                                      
2 ”Mäklarsamfundet” denotes ”Association of the Real Estate Agents” in English 
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paradoxical symbiosis of soft and hard values, embodied in people’s homes, seems to be a potent 

status and quality signifier, which make housing important and a potential “area of life”.  

 

Moreover, over the past few years, the demand on co-operative flats and houses has rapidly 

increased. This could be observed by looking at the price trend on the housing market, the 

significant amount of flats of tenancy converted into co-operative flats and the many thousands 

Swedish crowns lent by the average household due to their way of “housing”. (818.000 

SEK/household; in Stockholm 1.250.000 SEK/household) (Sveriges riksbank 2006, in 

Finansmarknadsrådet 2007a:7).3 These figures indicate that, in recent years, the importance of 

housing has been intensified even further.  

 

On this market, among all emotions and expectations that people might have about buying or 

selling their most precious possession, one finds the house (estate) agent. According to the 

Association of Real Estate Agents, there are 6064 registered agents in Sweden, which is an ever 

increasing number. Almost a 1/3 of them are located in the big cities of Stockholm (1060), 

Guthenburg (401) and Malmö (286) (Mäklarsamfundet 2007a:4). The importance of agents might 

be measured in terms of the amount of their actual engagements. Following the statistics from 

the Association of Real Estate Agents, 85% of the house purchases in Sweden (Stockholm 93%) 

were conducted through the engagement of an agent (Mäklarsamfundet 2007a:8). These figures 

reveal that the house agent do play a crucial role regarding how people go about with their 

housing matters.  

 

What does a house agent do? Sell houses, most people would answer. At Bjurfors, we 

do not see it like that. First of all, we sell our competence for making successful housing 

transactions. (www.bjurfors.se 2007)  

 

At a first glance, this statement may seem a bit strange. But looking upon the agent as an expert, 

whose task is to help and guide people, it becomes less peculiar. Even though the agent’s job 

merely seems to be to connect potential buyers with sellers of houses, the way to undertake this 

task takes many dimensions. This makes the competence of an agent manifold. According to 

Svensk Bostadsutveckling “it is of weight to understand the feelings of joy and worry which a 

change of life and living entails” (www.svenskbostadsutveckling.se 2007). In such perspective, it 

is not difficult to imagine that a certain “touch” is required to be able to conduct a situation, such 

as a housing transaction, successfully. But what is this certain touch about? And how does it 

make people to become financially capable? In the following section, the actual study is 

                                                      
3 Sveriges riksbank denotes The Riksbank of Sweden in English 
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presented, intending to investigate how this certain touch attempts to shape the way people are 

to think and act when acquiring a “home” in general, and if or how the role of accounting is 

communicated in particular.  

 

Design of study 

My approach has been to study the home-pages of certain actors within the sphere of the 

housing market. The chosen actors are 1) house (estate) agencies4, due to the important role that 

house agents seem to hold in the process of house purchases, and 2) “information 

conglomerates”5 made up by different actors joined together, such as boroughs and housing 

firms (private as well as owned by the local government), aiming to instruct people about the 

process of converting their homes into co-operative flats. I have chosen to look upon these 

home-pages as spaces on which meaning is constructed, or as “accounting constellations” 

(Burchell 1985), i.e. social spaces where accounting intersects with other institutions, discourses, 

norms and bodies of knowledge. In search for answers, I have steered my way through these 

promised lands on the housing market, oriented by a couple of research questions:  

 

 How is the role of accounting communicated on the home-pages? This will disclose in what way 

accounting is tried to be made comprehensible, and if/how this is done by connecting it 

to other discourses, values and vocabularies, as suggested earlier in the theory part. 

 What (underlying) questions, matters or issues does the information on the home-pages address and 

provide an answer to? This might pin point the arguments used to identify the issues to 

which (the image of) the co-operative flat is a solution, i.e. to what a co-operative flat 

actually represents, and thereby give a hint on what people perceive as problematic or 

desirable in life. 

 

In the following, a presentation of my findings is structured in alignment with the research 

questions listed above. By the end of the paper, a short discussion is given where I would like to 

share some over-all reflections concerning the role of accounting in making Man financial. 

 

Findings 

Visiting the home-pages of house agencies is like entering “safety-land”. One might have 

absolutely no clue of how to go about buying or selling a flat, and still, that will make no 

difference what so ever. “A housing transaction is not always uncomplicated. It makes most 

people shiver. And that is not so very strange. Your private Bjurfors-agent will guide you through 

                                                      
4 Bjurfors and NOTAR 
5 Bilda Bostad Stockholm; Boplats Göteborg; Svensk Bostadsutveckling; and Riksbyggen 

 12



 

the whole buying/selling process and safely take you through all phases into a successful deal” 

(www.bjurfors.se 2007). This illustrates how people are to perceive and feel about the house 

agent: as someone who acknowledges the feelings of fear and insecurity which might accompany 

the transaction, who “takes care of things” and with whom one might feel safe. The word “safe” 

is also, among all others, the most frequent expression to be found on these pages.  

 

Taking part of the information on the home-pages is like experiencing a pedagogical wonder. 

NOTAR states that “in order to give our clients a complete overview of the housing transaction, 

we have developed a step-by-step tool, illustrating the whole process. With this, you might steer 

your way through the phases, learning how to make a successful deal” (www.notar.se 2007). 

There are two processes to be followed: selling and buying respectively, including thoroughly 

illustrated phases such as “Reading off the market”, “How to choose an agent”, “Marketing”, 

“Financing”, “Bidding”, “Signing the contract” etc.  At Bjurfors, one is offered “the Bjurfors 

Method”, which is a similar “step-by-step”-tool, with “clickable” options to match individual 

differences within every phase. At NOTAR, there is also an A-Ö dictionary to be found, 

explaining all kinds of financial concepts, and at Svensk Bostadsutveckling there is even a course 

to be followed, teaching what to be considered when converting flats into co-operatives. “Our 

own course “Rätt bostadsrätt” becomes a dictionary and a working tool for many years ahead” 

(www.svenskbostadsutveckling.se). Packaged in this way – as step-by-step tools, dictionaries and 

courses – accounting is expected to become more comprehensible to people.  

 

Thinking about housing in a strictly functional manner, buying a house or a flat would just be 

about getting oneself a home, to simply having somewhere to put one’s things and find one’s 

sleep. Consequently, this would make the function of a house agent a question of guiding people 

through the actual process of buying/selling and introducing them to some financial key 

concepts. However, according to Riksbyggen “buying a co-operative flat is not only about buying 

a home” (www.riksbyggen.se 2007), and the house agency, NOTAR clarifies that “the selling of 

the house is one of the most important choices we make in life” (www.notar.se 2007). Studying 

the home-pages, it seems as if part of their function is not merely to inform people about the 

actual transaction process or to introduce them to the basic calculative techniques of the 

accounting practice. There seems to be more to it. 

 

If one is to make people go on with their plans of buying or selling their house or apartment, it 

might not be an incentive strong enough just to inform them about how this is done practically, 

rationally and efficiently, e.g. telling people about which transaction phase that will follow 

another, giving them suggestions about how to read off the market, instructing them how to 
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make the necessary calculations, etc. For even though these kind of contributions might make 

people feel more secure about themselves, by decreasing the insecurity which people initially 

might feel towards anything of unfamiliar kinds, accounting is not in itself convincing enough to 

automatically make people act. It takes more to it than that. 

 

If buying a home is not merely about buying a home, then, what is it? ”Future investment” seems 

to be the buzz word here. Most home-pages pin point a number of issues in people’s future life 

connected to their current living. In fact, it seems as if the living of now is all about the potential 

life in the future. So, what kind of promises about the future does a co-operative flat make? 

Looking at the home-pages, “money” becomes an obvious issue. Expressions, referring to the 

purchasing of a co-operative flat, as a “future economic security” (www.bildabostad.se 2007), 

“future fortune” (www.notar.se 2007) or “a kind of saving” (www.boplatsgbg.se 2007) are 

frequent. But how is a co-operative flat to be understood as an economic security or a future 

saving? Boplats Göteborg explains it as follows: “To know that you might whenever is needed, 

sell your house, pay your debts and still have money to spend - that is the meaning of being safe” 

(www.boplatsgbg.se 2007).  

 

Moreover, except from being rich, the money to be gained could in turn be used for making 

(other) “dreams” come true. In an interview with former clients of NOTAR, the following 

statement is made: “It is the selling of the flat that made the trip to the Caribbean possible” 

(www.notar.se 2007). Other goals of life to be fulfilled by the “future investment” of becoming 

an owner of a co-operative flat, might be about the opportunity to buy the house of one’s dreams 

or spend one’s last years of life, doing the things one never had the time or the money to do until 

then.  

 

But taking a closer look at the information presented on the home-pages, there is something else 

to it as well. As stated earlier, it is important for the house agencies to envision the gain to be 

made for the potential clients. But this does not necessarily have to be about money per se, or 

something which could be bought by it. The money to be made or the acquiring made by it, is 

rather a representation of a more fundamental interest. According to Svensk Bostadsutveckling, 

converting one’s home into a co-operative flat is about the opportunity of “having an influence 

on future costs” and “the freedom of being able to choose for oneself if and when to change 

housing” (www.svenskbostadsutveckling.se 2007). This kind of statements suggests that the 

matter of earning money, in fact is an issue of ensuring the individual’s freedom of choice, of 

being in command of one’s own life.  
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When analysing the home-page information, the question of being in command of oneself seems 

to be of major concern. At one point, Bilda Bostad Stockholm offers its reflection over some 

differences between living in a rented apartment and a co-operative flat. “The one who lives in a 

co-operative flat owns a greater freedom to change and influence its own housing” 

(www.bildabostad.se 2007). But how is that? Bilda Bostad Stockholm clarifies its statement by 

explaining that as a member of a co-operative housing one might have an influence on one’s 

living since one is free to fix up and remake the home whenever and however one would like. 

But as making money is not (always) just a matter of making money, remaking one’s home is not 

just about moving furniture, or changing the colour of the wall. 

 

The freedom of pottering about in the house is said to not only raise the value of the flat, but 

also to improve one’s feeling of well-being (www.bildabostad.se 2007). But what is it that makes 

one feel so good when pottering about, improving the value of the flat? According to Riksbyggen 

“It is up to you to make sure the housing co-operative is well run and nice to be part of. This will 

make you feel a little extra for ‘your house’ and the relation to it becomes a bit more personal” 

(www.riksbyggen.se 2007). This implies that the caring of a house is an expression of taking 

responsibility, and this is something which is assumed to make people feel good about 

themselves. In sum, apart from informing people about practicalities, the home-pages also 

visualize what people might gain from the project of becoming an owner of a co-operative flat. 

Making that connection clear seems to be critical. But why is that? 

 

As mentioned in the theoretical presentation, the accounting/finance vocabulary is in itself not 

able to affect people to act. In order to do just that, it needs to be strengthened indirectly by 

something which will help people to perceive it to be important to them. So what is being done 

on these home-pages is a mediation of desirable images of what it really means to be an owner of 

a co-operative flat, a kind of talking or storytelling about issues of life which is added to get 

people to listen, to make them attentive. This is done by linking and boosting the vocabulary of 

financial or accounting concepts (investment, asset, saving, risk, opportunity etc) with 

psychological and social values, highly important to enhancing the quality of life of the specific 

individual (being safe, becoming rich, fulfilling dreams, feeling well, taking responsibility, etc). 

This skill of translating accounting concepts and financial information into values which 

correspond to people’s life-style choices and future aspirations, forms the experts’ (i.e. the house 

agents’) magic “touch”, the ability of making people act and think financially.  
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ON THE MAKING OF FINANCIAL MAN - A DISCUSSION 

“Making up people” (Hacking 1986) is basically about mobilizing an image of the individual as a 

person inhabiting certain qualities, attributes and behaviour, which has to be successfully 

combined with prevailing social expectations and cultural values of that society. Making up 

Financial Man calls for mobilizing an image of the individual as a kind of “enterprise” (Rose 

1999:164), an entrepreneur who actively conducts the life of her own, who continuously struggles 

to stay free but simultaneously responsible, seeking to enhance life and fulfil its passions through 

calculated acts, rational decisions and self-fulfilling investments. This is marked by new forms of 

existence in the name of identity and lifestyle, a kind of human commodity, assembling the day-

dreams and worries of everyday life which gives that individual commodity meaning and value. 

One might say that making up Financial Man, in fact is making up a consumer of passion. 

 

Accounting might to be understood as an element in the complex construction of a 

contemporary “passion economy”. Accounting owes the potential to produce individuals as 

rational decision-makers and responsible economic actors (Miller & O’Leary 1990:483), but only 

in so far it succeeds to connect itself up with values, ideals and concerns, hold as critical by the 

people it is to transform. It is in the connections between the vocabulary of accounting and other 

discursive vocabularies, such as that of psychology, that the calculative technologies of 

accounting are activated. Financial notions, such as investment, risk, profit, asset, etc, are 

connected to and translated into concepts such as decision-making, responsibility, independence, 

freedom of choice etc, upon which people look affirmatively and believe as important to their 

life.  Through this linkage, abstract notions of economic discourse are made knowable.  

 

Whenever financial and accounting matters are dressed up in psychological or social costumes – 

most often by experts such as the house agent - people would easily reinterpret the mundane 

decisions to be made in everyday life as investments in life-style. In accordance with the latin 

meaning of the word “invest”6 (Oxford English Dictionary) - to dress, to clothe, to adorn, to 

cover - they become decisions of how people might express and manifest their worth and value 

as selves. “Let us make your dreams come true” (www.bjurfors.se 2007). This is how the house 

agency, Bjurfors, go about presenting their mission on its very first page. And it might be a good 

summary of what the main point of making Man financial is all about. 

                                                      
6 in vestire (latin) 
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