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Abstract  

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how management control is used in the context of 

reduced working hours and if and how a paradox between empowerment and control can be 

seen. Reduced working hours is a hot topic of discussion and entails that workers should 

receive 100 % pay for 80% of working time, with the same productivity targets. Although 

existing research on reduced working hours emphasizes increased well-being from the new 

work arrangement, and hence an increase in employee empowerment, no one has considered 

if an employee trade-off is created, where employees become more controlled to meet the 

same productivity targets in less time. To address this research gap, we conducted a 

qualitative research study interviewing employees and managers working in Swedish 

organizations that have worked with the arrangement of reduced working hours for a 

minimum of one year. We find that organizations operating in the context of reduced working 

hours emphasize results-, personnel- and cultural-controls, with a weak usage of action 

controls. Additionally, we find that reduced working hours create a paradox between 

empowerment and control. The paradoxical relationship is twofold. First, employees feel 

empowered by the usage of management control systems in the context of reduced working 

hours, showing a paradoxical relationship between management control and employee 

empowerment. Second, reduced working hours bring an increase in employee empowerment 

through increased well-being and work-life balance, while also bringing new elements of 

management control, showing how an increase in empowerment is followed by an increase in 

control.  
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Glossary  
 

The Organization 4-Day Week Global - A global organization that conducts research trials 

across the world on the concept of the 4-day workweek. The concept is based on employees 

receiving 100 % pay for 80% of working time, with the same productivity targets.  

 
Reduced Working Hours (RWH) - In this thesis, RWH is defined as work arrangements that 

consist of less than forty hours. This includes arrangements of a 4-day workweek, six hours 

of work per day for five days a week, or other non-standard work arrangements of less than 

forty hours.  

 

4-day Work Week (4DWW) - A concept where employees work four days a week with 

reduced working hours. This workweek is considered less than forty hours and employees are 

expected to do 100% of their job in 80% of the time.  

 

Compressed 4-day Work Week (4DWW) - A concept where employees work ten-hour 

shifts over four days to constitute a total forty-hour workweek. Thus, there is no reduction in 

hours working. 

 

Management Control - A strategic method where managers influence and steer employees 

toward achieving organizational goals.  

 

Management Control Systems (MCS) - Designed activities, practices, and tools used to 

steer employees toward achieving organizational goals.  

 

Psychological Empowerment - Reflects an individual employee’s subjective experience and 

perception of being empowered. The concept considers the four dimensions of meaning, 

impact, competence, and self-determination.  

 

Structural Empowerment - Reflects the degree to which organizational decision-making is 

decentralized. By sharing the decision-making, managers can provide employees with 

structural empowerment.  
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1.0 Introduction 

 
Reduced working hours (RWH) has recently emerged as a Swedish topic of discussion, where 

politicians, corporations, and trade unions all have engaged in the debate around the future of 

labor (Sjödin, 2024; Berggren, 2024; Erkers et al., 2024). Swedish politicians discuss how to 

foster a sustainable labor market while building a strong economy (Sjödin, 2024), and 

“Svenskt Näringsliv”, the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, recently expressed concerns 

about the societal cost that RWH could bring (Berggren, 2024). At the same time, Swedish 

trade unions demand a shorter workweek to foster a sustainable work culture and work-life 

balance (Erkers et al., 2024). These perspectives have created a flourishing contemporary 

debate, and the start of a Swedish research trial, investigating the effects and methods of 

implementing reduced working hours through a 4-day workweek (Haglund, 2024). Similar 

research trials have been completed in other countries (Dmitracova, 2024; Liu, 2023; Henley, 

2024), highlighting the relevance of raising the discussion in a Swedish context.  

 

The debate around RWH took off after the COVID-19 pandemic, as the aftermath of working 

from home created an increased demand for flexible work arrangements (Jahal et al., 2023; 

Beno et al., 2022). Contemporary technology advancements have moreover created changes 

in the work landscape (Griep et al., 2021), adding to the discussion on how technology can 

help facilitate new work arrangements. Debates about work-life balance and well-being are 

also flourishing in media outlets and among advocates, resulting in an emerging research field 

(Unionen; Handelshögskolan, 2023). This has intensified the ongoing debate about work-life 

balance and workplace arrangements, resulting in managerial discussions on how to provide 

recovery and a sustainable workplace for employees (Försäkringskassan, 2022; Svenskt 

Näringsliv, 2023).  

 

Even though these discussions have put RWH in the spotlight, the societal effects are 

uncertain. Researchers argue that it could have a positive impact on the labor market through 

increased job sharing and creation, resulting in reduced unemployment and an uneven 

distribution of work (Ashford & Kallis, 2013; Hayden, 2006; Trumbull, 2002). Additionally, 

shorter working hours might mitigate existing inequalities by evening out salary distribution 

and work time (Schor, 2008). However, the financial effects and consequences are still 

unknown (Örstadius, 2024), highlighting the relevance and complexity of this topic.  
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1.1 Problematization 

Several organizations around the world have implemented reduced working hours (RWH). 

The organization 4 Day Week Global has done several case studies and pilot reports in e.g. 

UK, Iceland, Portugal, and Brazil, where they have worked with organizations to implement 

RWH through their concept of a 4-day workweek (4DWW). These trials have achieved what 

they argue are outstanding results for the individual employee and overall business through 

increased productivity and well-being (4dayweekglobal). Even though the media frequently 

praises the positive outcomes of RWH, these results often come from international reports 

created by advocacy groups rather than scholarly research (Campbell, 2023). As the academic 

research on RWH is limited, it becomes a relevant field of research to investigate further.  

 

The concept of the 4DWW, founded by Andrew Barnes and Charlotte Lockhart, is based on 

employees receiving 100 % pay for 80% of working time, with the same productivity targets 

(4dayweekglobal). Thus, for employees to receive more free time, it is expected that they 

deliver the same results to the company, as productivity should not decrease. Hence, when 

introducing RWH, the organization expects the same objectives to be met, but in less time. 

We argue this to raise control challenges, as managers must find new tools, methods, and 

means of control to steer employees toward achieving organizational goals. Therefore, this 

thesis takes the theoretical lens of management control by investigating how management 

control systems are used in the context of RWH.  

 

Although the intersection of RWH and management control is relatively unexplored in 

previous academic research, Delaney and Casey's (2022) study highlights some management 

control issues in the context of RWH. Indeed, Delaney and Casey (2022) found that the 

introduction of RWH led to an increased focus on profit and productivity motives among 

managers, resulting in increased managerial surveillance and control through performance 

measurement. Hence, the authors found that RWH contributed to an increased level of 

management control to steer employees toward achieving organizational objectives. In 

addition, Travers (2024) has raised concerns about RWH resulting in higher work pressure 

and fewer social interactions at work, highlighting how RWH could raise additional control 

challenges related to the job design and organizational culture. However, studies show how 

the introduction of RWH has provided employees with more time outside of work, resulting 
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in improved health, rest, and well-being (Voglino et al., 2021), enhanced work-life balance 

(Barck-Holst et al., 2020), and higher life satisfaction (Gyllensten et al., 2017). One can 

therefore argue that employees simultaneously become empowered by this flexible work 

arrangement.  

 

Therefore, management control and employee empowerment are interesting to research in the 

context of RWH, as a question arises on whether employees become more empowered or 

controlled from the implementation of RWH. Hence, although employees might feel 

empowered, by receiving more time outside of work and an improved work-life balance, 

RWH could simultaneously increase the level of management control, suggesting a 

paradoxical relationship between empowerment and control. Therefore, the implications of 

RWH on empowerment and control, and the tensions between the two elements, are 

interesting to research further. 

 

1.2 Purpose and Expected Contributions  

The purpose of this study is to investigate how management control is used in the context of 

reduced working hours (RWH) and if and how a paradox between empowerment and control 

can be seen. 

 

By examining how management control systems are used in the context of RWH, and how 

organizations adapt their control mechanisms with the new work arrangement, this study will 

explore the implications of RWH on employee empowerment and management control. 

Additionally, by investigating the direct effects of RWH on empowerment, the study will 

investigate the tensions between empowerment and control in the context of RWH and the 

potential paradoxical relationship between the two elements. 

 

The study is due to this, (1) expected to contribute academically to the limited research field 

of reduced working hours by providing new insights on the phenomenon, (2) combine two 

relatively unconventional topics of management control and reduced working hours, (3) add 

to the more established research field on the tensions between management control and 

employee empowerment, and (4) add to the ongoing debate on reduced working hours and 
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provide insights on what control challenges organizations might face when operating with 

reduced working hours, showing the study’s practical and societal relevance. 

 

1.3 Research Questions  

With the stated purpose and contribution in mind, three research questions are formulated:  

 

RQ1: How are management control systems used in the context of reduced working hours? 

 

RQ2: What are the implications of reduced working hours on employee empowerment and 

management control? 

 

RQ3: How can the paradoxical relationship between empowerment and control be seen in the 

context of reduced working hours? 

 

To answer the defined research questions and fulfill the stated purpose, the study will 

investigate Swedish organizations that have implemented RWH. Due to the relatively 

unexplored phenomenon and small population of Swedish organizations with RWH, the study 

will take a cross-sectional and explorative approach (Bell et al., 2019) by collecting data from 

organizations within several industries. Taking the perspective of managers and employees, 

we will explore the implications of RWH on employee empowerment and management 

control through their perceptions and experiences.  

 

9 



 

2.0 Literature Review 
 
To provide a background to the phenomenon, this chapter will examine previous literature on 

reduced working hours and related concepts, which serve as this thesis domain theory. When 

examining previous literature, much research is related to a compressed 4-day workweek. 

Therefore, the chapter includes historical research on this type of flexible work arrangement. 

Additionally, when considering research on reduced working hours, it is important to 

distinguish between academic research and reports that have been published by 

organizations or advocacy groups. Therefore, the literature review will review both parts 

separately.  

 

The following literature review will include a definition of the term reduced working hours 

(2.1.), provide an overview of academic literature on a compressed 4-day workweek (2.2), 

provide an overview of academic literature on reduced working hours (2.3), and present 

findings from case study research on reduced working hours (2.4). Additionally, a critical 

reflection of the current field of research will be outlined (2.5). 

 
2.1 Definition of Reduced Working Hours  

When discussing reduced working hours (RWH) in media outlets and research, the term often 

falls under several terms to describe flexible work arrangements. For example, a shorter 

workweek, a 4-day workweek, half-day off, and fewer daily working hours. 

 

The most commonly used term within the research field is a 4-day workweek (4DWW). Two 

main concepts around the 4DWW have been discussed in previous literature. First, a majority 

of academic research has focused on a “compressed 4DWW” where employees work 

ten-hour shifts over four days to constitute a total forty-hour workweek (Dunham & Hawk, 

1977; Mahoney et al., 1975; Condrey & Rush, 2010; Paje et al., 2020). Thus, with this 

notion, there is no reduction in working hours. Second, in the international trials where 

organizations have implemented a 4DWW, the notion of a 4DWW includes reduced working 

hours (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023). Thus, a full 

workweek is considered less than forty hours and employees are expected to do 100% of their 

job in 80% of the time (4dayweekglobal).  

 

Additionally, some academic research focuses on RWH without a 4DWW (Gyllensten et al., 

2017; Barck-Holst et. al., 2020). This research mainly considers medical clinics and social 
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workers which cannot close their practices for a full work-day and therefore apply a more 

flexible work-arrangement with reduced hours. 

 

The literature review will cover both definitions of a 4DWW and the notion of RWH to give a 

broad view of the previous research on the topic. However, it is important to emphasize that 

this thesis will research reduced working hours (RWH), which we define as work 

arrangements that consist of less than forty hours. This includes arrangements of a 4-day 

workweek, six hours of work per day for five days a week, or other non-standard work 

arrangements of less than forty hours.  

 

2.2 Academic Research on the Compressed 4-Day Workweek 

The compressed 4-day workweek (4DWW) gained much interest in the 1970s as this new 

way of working was heavily discussed and introduced in several companies (Hedges, 1971; 

Dunham & Hawk, 1977). Indeed, Hedges (1971) found that around 600 U.S. companies 

offered a compressed 4DWW in 1971. In a scoping review considering research on the 

4DWW between the years 1970-2022,  Jahal et al. (2023) found that 61% of the studies were 

conducted in the 1970s.  

 

2.2.1 Business outcomes  

Early research on business outcomes from a compressed 4-day workweek (4DWW), such as 

effects on productivity and employee satisfaction, showed varied results (Hartman & Weaver, 

1977; Calvasina & Boxx, 1975; Hodge & Tellier; 1975; Lacapra, 1973). Indeed, some studies 

found no change in productivity when going from a 5-day to a 4-day work week (Calvasina 

& Boxx, 1975; Lacapra, 1973), while others found an increased productivity (Hartman & 

Weaver, 1977). Thus, the effects of a compressed 4DWW on productivity have not been clear 

from previous research, which is also stressed by researchers who are currently researching 

the topic (Campbell, 2023; Jahal et al., 2023).  

 

2.2.2 Attitudes and effects on employee well-being  

Several early studies on the compressed 4-day workweek (4DWW) focused on the attitudes 

toward the work arrangement (Mahoney et al., 1975; Mahoney, 1978; Allen & Hawes, 1979; 

Hedges, 1971). Mahoney et al. (1975) found that workers favored a compressed 4DWW even 

without receiving a cut in working hours. In addition, more recent studies, conducted in the 
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2000s, also found positive attitudes towards this work arrangement (West et al., 2010; Beno 

et al., 2022). West et al. (2010) found that employees had a positive attitude since they felt 

more productive and experienced a better work-life balance. Some researchers have also 

investigated the effects that a compressed 4DWW has on employees' mental health (Paje et 

al., 2020; Spicer & Lyons, 2022). Indeed, Paje et al. (2020) found that the compressed 

4DWW reduced job stress, and Spicer and Lyons (2022) found that employees' work-life 

balance increased as a result of a compressed 4DWW.  

 

2.3 Academic Research on Reduced Working Hours 

Previous academic research has not only considered the effects of a compressed 4-day 

workweek (4DWW) but also investigated the effects of reduced working hours (RWH) 

(Voglino et al., 2021; Gyllensten et al., 2017; Barck-Holst et al., 2020; Delaney & Casey, 

2022; Mullens & Glorieux, 2023; Delaney & Casey, 2022). 

 
2.3.1 Effects on employee well-being and work-life balance 

Some researchers have investigated the effects of reduced working hours (RWH) on 

employees mental health and well-being (Voglino et al., 2021; Gyllensten et al., 2017; 

Barck-Holst et al., 2020; Delaney & Casey, 2022). Considering a 4-day workweek (4DWW) 

with a reduction in working hours, Voglino et al. (2021) found that RWH improved 

employees' health and well-being through increased quality of life and less experienced 

stress. The authors therefore concluded that RWH could improve employees' well-being. In 

addition, two Swedish studies (Gyllensten et al., 2017; Barck-Holst et al., 2020) came to 

similar conclusions, with results showing that RWH had positive effects on employees' 

work-life balance. Indeed, the interviewees experienced increased life satisfaction through 

improved recovery, a better work climate, and more energy for work and leisure. 

 

In contrast to the previously mentioned positive results on employee well-being, Delaney and 

Casey (2022) found that RWH could worsen employees' mental state. The results showed 

fewer informal meetings, employees being left out of decision-making processes, and 

increased perceived stress when expected to deliver the same performance in less time.  
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2.3.2 Practical implications from academic research  

Academic scholars have also investigated the practical implications of the implementation of 

reduced working hours (RWH) on an organizational level (Mullens & Glorieux, 2023; 

Delaney & Casey, 2022). Mullens and Glorieux (2023) investigated the implementation of 

RWH within an organization and found that it resulted in work with outsourcing, time 

schemes, coaching and workshops, and self-managing teams. In addition, employees 

expressed work with prioritization, time-blocking, planning, and time awareness as important 

to succeed with the implementation.  

 

In another study, Delaney & Casey (2022) found that the investigated management team 

primarily focused on profit and productivity motives after introducing RWH. Moreover, 

employees experienced increased managerial surveillance and control through performance 

measurement as a result of the implementation of RWH. Delaney and Casey (2022) therefore 

argue for an existing employee trade-off when implementing RWH, where employees need to 

accept decreased freedom at work to get freedom from work.  

 

2.4 Case Study Research on Reduced Working Hours  

As previously stated, most of the research around the field of reduced working hours (RWH) 

are reports that have been published by organizations or advocacy groups. Although the 

organizations behind these reports, such as 4 Day Week Global and Autonomy, can be 

considered advocates rather than academic researchers, the findings in their case studies are 

still considered relevant to this literature review, as their results greatly influence the ongoing 

debate on RWH.  

 

2.4.1 Effects on business outcomes and employee well-being  

One of the most famous case studies on reduced working hours (RWH) is an Icelandic trial 

involving over 2,500 workers (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021). The trial was conducted by 

Autonomy, an organization that is described in the report as an “independent think tank” 

(Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021, p.2). Positive results were shown in the trial, as productivity 

remained the same or improved while worker well-being, measured in perceived stress, 

burnout, health, and work-life balance, increased (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021). The positive 

results on employees' well-being were influenced by several factors. For example, workers 
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perceived there to be less conflict between work and personal life and could spend more time 

with family. Workers also had more free time to do tasks that were otherwise done on the 

weekends, resulting in more time for themselves (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021). Similar 

positive results have been found in other trials e.g. the UK and New Zealand, where RWH 

improved worker well-being while having no negative effects on productivity (Lockhart, 

2023; Lewis et al., 2023). 

 

The Icelandic trial included nine to five workers and the authors report that several of the 

participating workplaces moved from a 40-hour work week to a 35- or 36-hour work week 

(Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021). However, when critically evaluating the trial, Campbell (2023) 

emphasized that 61 of the total 66 participating workplaces actually reduced working hours 

by three or fewer. Thus, although the results of the trials are interesting and have received 

much media attention, there is still a need for more academic research on the subject, which 

is also stressed by several scholars (Campbell, 2023; Delaney & Casey, 2022; Spencer, 2022).  

 

2.4.2 Practical implications from case studies 

Even though the results from the trials can be questioned, it is still interesting to look at how 

the participating organizations reorganized structures and job designs to succeed with reduced 

working hours (RWH). In three country reports from Iceland, New Zealand, and the UK, it is 

described how the participating workplaces implemented new strategies and organized tasks 

in novel ways to enable the reduction in working hours (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021; 

Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023).  

 

All three reports mention rethinking ways of working to release time as vital to the success of 

the trials. To release time, workers were asked to analyze work processes, cut unnecessary 

tasks, and delegate tasks more effectively among colleagues. Further, “focus periods” were 

introduced, calendars re-organized, and “task lists” were created (Haraldsson & Kellam, 

2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023). 

 

Additionally, the trials all mention changing the culture around meetings as key to unlocking 

time (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023). For example, workers 

were encouraged to send emails rather than schedule meetings (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021). 

The meetings also strived to be less frequent, more efficient, and shorter (Lockhart, 2023; 

Lewis et al., 2023).  
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Another key takeaway from the trials is using new technologies more effectively to succeed in 

implementing RWH (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023). Lewis 

et al. (2023) exemplify that new technologies could include adopting new project 

management software or automating certain aspects of customer service. Thus, the country 

trials all bring practical implications on how to organize and design the jobs in the context of 

RWH.  

​
Figure 1: Overview of the used literature  

 

2.5 Concluding Comments and Research Gap  

Although academic scholars have researched the 4DWW since the 1970s, the focus has been 

on a compressed 4DWW, where the number of total hours worked is not reduced (Hartman & 
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Weaver, 1977; Calvasina & Boxx, 1975; Hodge & Tellier; 1975; Lacapra, 1973; West et al., 

2010; Paje et al., 2020; Spicer & Lyons, 2022). In addition, the majority of this research was 

conducted in the 1970s, highlighting the need for more contemporary studies. Considering 

existing literature on a 4DWW with reduced working hours, results come from case trials 

(Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023) and limited academic 

research (Mullens & Glorieux, 2023, Delaney & Casey, 2022; Gyllensten et al., 2017; 

Barck-Holst et. al., 2020; Voglino et al., 2021). Moreover, these trials are done in an 

international setting, which calls for more knowledge about organizations operating with 

RWH in a Swedish context. As the above literature review has shown, existing academic 

research reveals a more ambiguous picture of reduced working hours (RWH) than is 

discussed in media and shown in the case trials. Thus, there exists little consensus about the 

implementation and implications of RWH, making it an interesting topic to research. By 

addressing the perspective through the lens of management control and employee 

empowerment, this study will answer the call for more empirical evidence on the 

phenomenon of RWH (Delaney & Casey, 2022; Campbell, 2023).  

 
​
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3.0 Theory  
 
This chapter introduces the thesis method theory or the chosen theoretical lenses that will be 

used to answer the research questions. The chapter will outline all parts that constitute this 

thesis conceptual framework and is structured as follows. 

 

First, the notion of management control is described to provide an understanding of the 

chosen theoretical lens (3.1). Second, a description of Merchant and Van der Stedes's (2017) 

object-of-control framework is provided, including how the framework relates to management 

control and employee empowerment (3.2). Third, we introduce the concepts of “psychological 

empowerment” and “structural empowerment” (Lewis et al., 2019) to enable a deeper 

analysis of the implications that RWH has on empowerment, (3.3). The concepts on 

empowerment introduced by Lewis et al. (2019) will further be used to investigate if and how 

RWH is empowering in itself (3.4).  

 

Finally, the idea of employee empowerment and management control as an organizing 

paradox (Lewis et al., 2019) is described to enable a deeper analysis of the potential tensions 

between empowerment and control in the context of RWH (3.5). The conceptual framework is 

then summarized and presented (3.6). 

 
 

3.1 The Notion of Management Control  

Considering the definition of management control, researchers have tried to define the 

concept for decades. Some argue that the non-existing single paradigm of the concept has 

created difficulties in how academics should interpret, conclude, and design research within 

the field of management control (Chapman, 1997; Malmi & Brown, 2008). 

 

Despite numerous definitions, most researchers agree that the goal of management control is 

to influence employees towards achieving organizational goals, and this managerial influence 

can be achieved through activities, practices, and tools defined as management control 

systems (MCS) (Flamholtz et al., 1985; Fisher, 1995; Simons, 1995; Chenhall, 2003). Thus, 

our definition of management control is how managers design management control systems to 

steer employees toward achieving organizational objectives.  

 

The management control systems (MCS) literature has historically emphasized formal 

control, highlighting budgeting and accounting-based measurements (Birnberg & Snodgrass, 

1988; Fisher, 1998). As a reaction to this, scholars have stated the importance of including 
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qualitative variables to broaden the view of control, shifting the focus from measuring 

performance to managing it (Merchant, 1982; Otley, 1999; Kaplan & Norton, 1996; Simons, 

1995). Indeed, Merchant and Otley (2007) argue that this broader conceptualization of control 

goes beyond management accounting, by including factors like strategic control and 

development, organizational learning, and behavioral processes.  

 

Considering the reasoning that the introduction of RWH brings control challenges, this thesis 

takes a broad approach to management control by not only considering formal control 

elements. Taking a broad perspective on MCS, we follow the reasoning of previous 

researchers who have argued that MCS should be viewed as a package, including several 

perspectives of control that are interlinked (Malmi & Brown, 2008; Merchant, 1982; 

Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). 

 

3.2 The Object-Of-Control Framework  

To apply a holistic and broad perspective to management control systems (MCS), our 

conceptual framework lays its foundation in the object-of-control framework by Merchant 

and Van der Stede (2017) and its notion of results-, action-, cultural-, and personnel-controls. 

Thus, the focus of the framework is not on a single control component but instead on the 

interaction between different types of controls which complement each other. This will help 

us understand how MCS are used in the context of RWH. ​

​

Further, the object-of-control framework not only captures management control but also 

sheds light on the concept of employee empowerment. For example, results controls (3.2.1) 

can be empowering through employees having autonomy in how to achieve goals. However, 

results controls steer employees in a specific direction, and therefore have a clear controlling 

effect as well. Similarly, action controls (3.2.2) could have an empowering effect by 

providing structure and helping employees understand their work roles and expectations. 

However, action controls restrict employees in the actions that they are allowed to take, and 

therefore also have a clear controlling effect. This shows how the object-of-control framework 

(Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) considers tensions between empowerment and control. 

Thus, we argue the framework to be relevant when answering our stated research questions. 
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Understanding the relevancy of the object-of-control framework (Merchant & Van der Stede, 

2017) in answering our research questions, the following section will describe the framework.  

 

3.2.1 Results controls 

Results controls consider holding employees accountable for achieving certain goals by 

evaluating employees' performance and rewarding them when achieving the desired results. 

Results controls consider four elements (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017): the performance 

dimension (objectives), measuring the performance dimension (measurements), setting 

performance targets (targets), and providing rewards and punishments (rewards). The 

objectives define the acceptable results and should therefore be congruent with the 

organization's objectives. The performance measurements should be congruent with the 

desired objectives and can be financial or non-financial. With targets employees can assess 

their performance to evaluate if they have reached the target or not. It can therefore be 

motivating for employees. Finally, the rewards are linked to the principle of accountability 

among employees in achieving organizational goals. The rewards can be both financial and 

non-financial (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017).  

 

With results controls, the organization empowers employees to take actions that they believe 

will produce the desired result, instead of controlling the actions they take (Merchant & Van 

der Stede, 2017). This means that employees have the freedom to decide how to achieve the 

intended results, creating autonomy, which can be motivating. Results controls are therefore a 

necessary element when empowering employees and are commonly used in decentralized 

organizations, fostering an entrepreneurial spirit (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). 

 

3.2.2 Action controls 

Action controls attempt to ensure that individuals perform (do not perform) certain actions 

known to be beneficial (harmful) to the organization. These controls are only effective when 

managers know what actions are desirable to the organization (Merchant & Van der Stede, 

2017). In more detail, action controls are divided into behavioral constraints, preaction 

reviews, action accountability, and redundancy (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017).  

 

19 



 

Behavioral constraints are meant to make the occurrence of unwanted behavior difficult 

through the introduction of physical or administrative barriers that restrict employees. 

Administrative barriers include limiting employees to perform all or a portion of specific 

tasks. For example, by having a spending limit for lower-level employees or separating tasks 

to make it difficult for one person to complete a task alone (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). 

Preaction reviews involve examining plans or proposals before an activity takes place. For 

example, requiring employees to create budget proposals before spending any money. Action 

accountability refers to holding employees accountable for their actions. Hence, employees 

become aware of what the organization sees as acceptable/unacceptable behavior and are also 

held accountable for their actions (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). With redundancy 

Merchant and Van der Stede (2017) consider allocating more resources, personnel, or 

equipment than strictly necessary to increase the probability that a task will be reliably 

completed.  

 

3.2.3 Personnel Controls 

Personnel controls build on employees' natural tendencies to control and/or motivate 

themselves because of the employees' individual characteristics and satisfaction in 

performing the job. Personnel controls become especially important in organizations where 

action- and results-controls cannot be strict. For example in organizations where clear work 

routines cannot be established (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017).  

 

Personnel controls involve three key processes, employee selection and placement, training, 

and job design and provision of necessary resources. It thus considers finding the right people 

to do a specific task, training them, and providing them with the necessary resources to 

increase the likelihood of the job being done properly (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). 

 

3.2.4 Cultural controls 

Cultural controls exist to shape organizational behavioral norms by encouraging employees to 

monitor and influence each other's behaviors. Cultural controls are therefore designed to 

encourage mutual monitoring. Thus, a strong organizational culture makes employees feel 

obligated to act in “acceptable” ways and managers therefore try to shape organizational 

behavior norms (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). 
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Cultures are built on shared traditions, norms, beliefs, values, ideologies, attitudes, and ways 

of behaving. The cultural norms are embodied in written and unwritten rules that govern 

employees' behaviors. Further, managers can shape organizational culture in both words and 

behavior. This can be done through methods such as  (1) codes of conduct, (2) group rewards, 

(3) intraorganizational transfers, (4) physical and social arrangements, and (5) tone at the 

top (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). 

 

3.3 Employee Empowerment 

Although the control elements in the object-of-control framework (Merchant & Van der 

Stede, 2017) have implications for employee empowerment, we aim to expand the notion of 

employee empowerment when answering our stated research questions. Therefore, the 

conceptual framework considers the notion of employee empowerment according to the terms 

psychological empowerment and structural empowerment, in line with the reasoning of Lewis 

et al. (2019).  

 

By viewing empowerment through these two concepts, we answer a call among researchers 

who have stated a need to further research different dimensions of empowerment (Maynard et 

al., 2012; Spreitzer, 2008; Seibert et al., 2011). The call to study the relationship between the 

macro and micro level of empowerment will therefore be captured by considering the 

structural and psychological dimensions of empowerment.  

 

3.3.1 Structural empowerment 

Structural empowerment considers the degree to which organizational decision-making is 

decentralized. Managers can therefore empower employees by providing them with 

decision-making authority. The design of management control systems (MCS) affects 

structural empowerment by providing employees with direction and boundaries in 

decision-making (Lewis et al., 2019). Thus, the design of MCS affects the level of autonomy, 

and therefore also empowerment, that employees receive in their work, showing how 

empowerment and control are two related concepts. Further, MCS serves as tools to ensure 

that performance is maintained and aligned in decentralized environments with much 

autonomy (Lewis et al., 2019), highlighting how MCS can provide structure in environments 
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characterized by employee empowerment. By considering the notion of structural 

empowerment, we aim to analyze how the design of MCS in the context of reduced working 

hours (RWH) affects employees' empowerment in terms of their decision-making authority. 

Thus, the analysis of how RWH affects management control and employee empowerment is 

extended.  

 

3.3.2 Psychological empowerment 

Psychological empowerment reflects an individual employee’s subjective experience and 

perception of being empowered (Lewis et al., 2019). It considers four dimensions: meaning, 

impact, competence, and self-determination. Thus, psychological empowerment considers the 

extent to which the individual finds value in their work (meaning), feels that they can 

influence the achievement of goals and organizational outcomes (impact), perceives that they 

have the capability and skills to perform in their work role (competence) and feel that they 

have control over their work and how to perform the tasks within the work role 

(self-determination).  Management control systems (MCS) can enhance psychological 

empowerment by increasing role clarity, providing feedback, and sparking creativity among 

employees (Lewis et al. 2019). This again shows how acts of control can affect the 

employee's perceived empowerment. Additionally, Lewis et al., (2019) argue that certain acts 

can lead to the experience of psychological disempowerment, with the opposite effects on the 

four dimensions, meaning, impact, competence, and self-determination. With the notion of 

psychological empowerment, we therefore aim to deepen the analysis of management control 

and employee empowerment by considering if and how employees feel empowered.   

 

To analyze the usage of MCS in the context of reduced working hours (RWH) and the 

implications on employee empowerment, a part of our conceptual framework, therefore, 

combines the object-of-control framework (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) with Lewis et 

al. (2019) notion of empowerment, as seen in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Part one of the conceptual framework 

 
3.4 Reduced Working Hours as an Act of Empowerment  

To extend the analysis of the implications of reduced working hours (RWH) on 

empowerment, our conceptual framework will also include how the introduction of RWH can 

be an empowering act in itself.  

 

As stated in the literature review (2.2.3), previous research has investigated the effects of 

RWH on employee well-being and work-life balance. Both previous case trials (Haraldsson & 

Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023) and some academic research (Voglino et 

al., 2021; Gyllensten et al., 2017; Barck-Holst et al., 2020) has found positive results on 

employees wellbeing as a consequence of introducing RWH. Thus, the previous literature has 

shown that introducing RWH has implications on employees wellbeing. As the definition of 

empowerment by Lewis et al. (2019) considers employees' perceived meaning of work and 

the possibility of influencing their work situation, one can assume that the introduction of 

RWH can empower employees through increased well-being or other empowering 

mechanisms.  

 

Because of this, we include the context of RWH as an empowerment mechanism in itself as a 

part of the conceptual framework (Figure 3).  

 

 
 

23 



 

 
Figure 3: Part two of the conceptual framework 

 
3.5 Empowerment and Control as an Organizing Paradox   

As mentioned, the object-of-control framework (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) has 

implications on both control and empowerment, shedding light on tensions between the two 

components. Further, Lewis et al. (2019) notion of empowerment shows how the design of 

management control systems (MCS) can provide employees with decision-making authority 

(structural empowerment) and make employees feel empowered (psychological 

empowerment). Thus, empowerment and control are two related concepts. To expand on the 

tensions between employee empowerment and management control, we turn to the reasoning 

by Lewis et al. (2019), which considers employee empowerment and management control as 

an organizing paradox. As mentioned, the context of reduced working hours (RWH) can 

imply control challenges and is therefore expected to have implications on both 

empowerment and control. Therefore, the concept of empowerment and control as an 

organizing paradox (Lewis et al., 2019) is used to further analyze the context of RWH 

through the lens of management control.  

 

3.5.1 Explaining the paradox between empowerment and control 

Lewis et al. (2019) describe how tensions between the need for management control and the 

need for employee empowerment exist within organizations. Indeed, organizations often find 

it difficult to achieve employee empowerment without compromising their ability to achieve 

control. The reasoning by Lewis et al. (2019) on the relation between control and 

empowerment is conceptualized through paradox literature (Smith & Lewis, 2014). A 
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paradox can be defined as “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously 

and persist over time” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p.382). In an organizational setting, this can be 

seen through several paradoxes. For example, by both fostering financial and social 

performance (Margolis & Walsh, 2003), working with control and flexibility (Flynn & 

Chatman, 2001), and looking both forward and analyzing backward (Gavetti & Levinthal, 

2000). Paradox studies therefore explore how organizations can tackle conflicting priorities 

simultaneously (Smith & Lewis, 2011).  

 

To be considered a paradox, the elements should have a relation to each other that works in 

opposition and this tension needs to remain over time (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Lewis et al. 

(2019) consider the tension between control and empowerment as a paradox since the two 

elements cannot be considered separately in an organizational context. While empowerment 

seems to imply a lack of control over employee behavior, through employees receiving more 

autonomy, the empowering act serves as an effort to direct employees towards organizational 

objectives. Thus, employee empowerment is not encouraged without the organizational 

objectives in mind. Considering the relation in reverse, too much control of employees can 

create a risk of undesirable behavior and thus indicate a need for employee empowerment, 

showing the inseparable relationship between the elements. Finally, Lewis et al. (2019) 

explain how the tension between empowerment and control persists over time as actions to 

empower employees often result in the creation of new forms of control, and attempts to 

intensify the use of controls can result in employee resistance. Thus, Lewis et al. (2019) argue 

that the pressure to both control and empower employees is considered to be an “organizing 

paradox” that is embedded in the design of management control systems (MCS). Hence, the 

design of MCS can shed light on the paradox between management control and employee 

empowerment.  
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3.6 The Conceptual Framework in Summary 

When developing our conceptual framework, we first use the object-of-control framework 

(Merchant & Van der Stede, 2012) to describe how management control systems (MCS) are 

used in the context of reduced working hours (RWH). To analyze what implications this 

usage of MCS has on management control and employee empowerment, we combine the 

object-of-control framework with the notion of structural and psychological empowerment 

(Lewis et al., 2019), as previously shown in Figure 2. To further extend the analysis on 

employee empowerment, we add the concept of viewing RWH as an act of empowerment in 

itself, as previously shown in Figure 3. Finally, the conceptual framework considers the idea 

of empowerment and control as an organizing paradox (Lewis et al., 2019) to deepen the 

analysis of the tensions between empowerment and control in the context of RWH. The final 

conceptual framework therefore combines Figure 2, Figure 3, and the organizing paradox and 

can be seen visually in Figure 4. 

 

 
Figure 4: Final version of the conceptual framework 
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4.0 Method 
 
The following chapter will present the methodological choices made during the thesis 

process. By doing so, we provide an explanation of the conducted research and the steps and 

motivations behind how we have fulfilled the purpose of this study.  Firstly, we outline our 

scientific research background (4.1) and qualitative research design (4.2), followed by a 

description of our data collection method (4.3). Lastly, an explanation of the data analysis 

process is outlined (4.4), followed by a critical reflection on the quality of the study (4.5).  

 
 

4.1 Research Strategy  

This study aims to investigate how management control is used in the context of reduced 

working hours (RWH) and explore the implications it has on employee empowerment and 

management control. To accomplish this, a qualitative approach is needed to understand the 

underlying experiences, perceptions, and feelings of employees and managers who work in 

the studied context (Bell et al., 2019). The research therefore takes an epistemological 

approach through interpretivism, understanding the interviewee's subjective meaning and 

reality. In addition, the ontological approach of constructionism is applied, which presumes 

that reality is socially constructed through the interaction and process of human action and 

meaning-making (Flick, 2014). By doing so, we will understand the “how” and "why”, in line 

with the description of qualitative research (Bell et al., 2019). Thus, the individual 

perceptions will be used to get an understanding of the studied organizations that have 

implemented RWH. These organizations act as the primary unit of analysis in this study (Bell 

et al., 2019), and further add to the research of RWH at a field level. 

 

4.2 Research Design and Approach   

As previously stated, the phenomenon of reduced working hours (RWH) is currently 

developing, and there exists a knowledge gap within the academic research field. Therefore, 

this study is a cross-sectional and explorative one, studying the yet unknown implications of 

RWH on management control and employee empowerment.  

 

Due to the little prior research and field of theory related to RWH, an inductive research 

approach served as a starting point, intending to understand the phenomenon. This process 

started in previous literature and studies on RWH. We explored several potential theoretical 
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paths, for example, theories within the field of operations strategy, sensemaking, leadership, 

and management control. However, the latter was found to be the most interesting as the 

reviewed literature shed light on both control challenges and the empowering effect of RWH.  

 

With this in mind, we started to reflect on the potential tensions between management control 

and employee empowerment and suitable theoretical concepts to apply. Thus, the 

object-of-control framework (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) was chosen, considering that 

it acknowledges these aspects. With the framework being outlined before collecting the data, 

we could exclude using an inductive approach throughout the whole study (Bell et al., 2019). 

Instead, the study can be seen through a lens of abduction where there is an alternation 

between theory and empirics to state new insights and explanations for surprising phenomena 

(Bell et al., 2019). Dubious & Gadde (2002) argue that to be suitable when the aim is to 

uncover a new phenomena, rather than to confirm existing theories, which can be applied to 

this context. 

 

The research process was then followed by the collection of data, and through the empirical 

findings, we found that the tension between empowerment and control actually could be seen 

as paradoxical, bringing new explanations to the pre-established tensions. This broadened the 

conceptual framework by including the concept of an organizing paradox to explain the 

tension between empowerment and control (Lewis et.al, 2019).  

 

 

 

Figure 5: Visual representation of the research process  
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4.3 Data Collection 

To be able to answer the stated research questions the correct data collection method is 

important (Perri & Bellamy, 2012). With the stated purpose of this qualitative study in mind, 

the chosen data collection method was interviews. Bell et al. (2019) argue that qualitative 

interviews are suitable when researchers want to gain deep knowledge about certain research 

phenomena and capture individual perceptions and experiences, which applies to this study.  

 

4.3.1 Interview sample  

Since the phenomenon of reduced working hours (RWH) is a relatively unexplored 

phenomenon and only a small population of Swedish organizations exists, there is a limited 

number of organizations that could be studied. To select and find these organizations we 

adopted a combination of purposeful and snowball sampling methods. Bell et.al (2019) state 

that purposeful sampling should have clear relevance to the stated research question and 

therefore we outlined two criteria for the objects of sampling: (1) that the organization should 

have experience operating in the context of RWH (2) that the operations should be located in 

Sweden. Due to the limited sample, the organizations operate within different industries, 

which we argue enriches the study by providing diverse perspectives on the field of study. A 

complete list of the studied organizations will not be written due to ethical concerns, however, 

an overview of the industry categories and explanations can be seen below.  
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Figure 6: Overview of the interview sample  

 

The organizations were further chosen through snowball sampling, which is beneficial when 

the researcher has difficulties in getting a full list of potential interview objects (Noy, 2008 

referred to in Bell et al., 2019). We therefore made initial contact with an expert on the topic 

who proposed organizations that fulfilled the stated criteria and connected us with relevant 

organizational members. These participants further suggested other members, continuing the 

process of snowball sampling. These interviewees were then selected by fulfilling one of the 

following criteria: (1) a manager with knowledge about the implementation process of RWH 

or (2) an employee who has worked with RWH for a minimum of one year. To grasp both the 

manager and employee perspective within each organization, both of the criteria needed to be 

fulfilled at each organization. In addition, one contextual interview was held with the first 

contacted expert to understand the underlying mechanisms of RWH. This created a total 

sample size of 20 interviews which we argue was enough to reach saturation and answer our 

research question.  
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4.3.2 Interview design  

The interviewing style used in the data collection process was semi-structured. This approach 

balances predefined themes and questions with flexibility to the specific interview setting 

(Kvale & Brinkman, 2014), which resonated with the study’s abductive approach. We 

therefore used the conceptual framework and previous research on reduced working hours 

(RWH) when outlining the semi-interview guides, to avoid excessive noise in the data and 

focus on the aspects that relate to the purpose of the study (Arsel, 2017). In contrast to 

structured interviews, the semi-structured one allowed us to adapt our questioning based on 

the direction of the conversation and add questions accordingly (Bell et al., 2019). Through 

open-ended, follow-up, and clarifying questions, the semi-structured format further 

encourages the interviewee to share more information that could be generated from pre-set 

questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Since this study aims to grasp the interviewee's 

perceptions, thoughts, and experiences, it was considered important to include this 

responsiveness.  

 

Before doing all the interviews, a pilot study was conducted. This was done to ensure quality, 

rehearse the interviewing, and to be able to adapt the interview questions based on the 

responses. However, due to the limited sample, the data collected in the pilot study was also 

used in the analysis process. When the pilot study was made, the initial interview guide was 

modified. This resulted in two interview guides, one for the managerial perspective, and 

another one addressing the employee perspective. In addition, a third one was written for the 

contextual interview with the expert. All three interview guides can be found in Appendix 2.  

 

When doing the interviews, all of them were conducted using Microsoft Teams or Google 

Meets, due to limited availability to meet face-to-face. The interviews were held in Swedish 

during the period of the 10th of October to the 6th of November 2024 and were between 

25-55 minutes long. They were transcribed within 3 days after being conducted and the data 

processing and analysis were made using the transcripts with the original language. However, 

the codes and quotes were translated into English when presented in the analysis. The 

complete list of the interviewees, industry categories, and the interview format, date, and 

duration can be found in Appendix 3.  
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4.4 Data Processing 

The data processing started when the interviews had been successfully transcribed. To 

process the data we used a thematic analysis, which Bell et al. (2019) define as a flexible 

method when you aim to describe and interpret collected data to understand a certain 

phenomenon. To find the relevant themes in the data, we used an open coding approach 

which is beneficial to recognize valuable data points that later can be categorized into themes 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The first step of the open coding was to do an initial review of each 

collected interview to get a pre-understanding of what the empirics showed. Secondly, we 

uploaded each transcript to the digital tool Nvivo where we identified relevant quotes, 

concepts, and claims, which created the first-order codes. When doing the first-order coding, 

we coded continuously, to ensure an iterative process and a constant interplay between the 

collection of data and the analysis (Bell et al., 2019). The ideas and thoughts that emerged 

from the data analysis then shaped the upcoming interviews. 

 

Thereafter, we tried to identify the second-order themes in the data collection, through e.g. 

repetition, similarities, and missing data (Bell et al., 2019). Through this process, it is 

important to know what you are looking for, which in this study was to investigate how 

management control is used in the context of reduced working hours (RWH) and if and how a 

paradox between empowerment and control can be seen. Therefore we adapted our 

theoretical lens at this step to further guide our coding. The second-order themes of analysis 

therefore had a more deductive approach, as we aimed to fit our empirical findings into the 

framework of object-of-control (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) and employee 

empowerment (Lewis et.al, 2019). The first-order codes and second-order themes were then 

connected to our defined conceptual framework as a third step of the data processing.  

 

By combining an inductive approach, through open coding, with a deductive framework, we 

allowed our empirical findings to guide the research process and assess our conceptual 

framework. This approach, in contrast to a purely deductive one, enabled us to contribute new 

knowledge on management control and employee empowerment in the context of RWH, 

building on the existing theory of the tensions between empowerment and control. A visual 

overview of the data analysis process can be seen in Appendix 4.   
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4.5 Quality of Study  

When evaluating your research, Bell et al. (2019) argue for the importance of using criteria 

that go in line with your chosen research strategy and approach. Even though some qualitative 

researchers use measures such as validity and reliability, we argue it to be irrelevant since our 

study reveals one perspective on the phenomenon of reduced working hours (RWH) and thus 

cannot contribute to the absolute truth or reliable relationships between different variables. 

Instead, we will evaluate our research based on its trustworthiness (4.5.1)  and authenticity 

(4.5.2) (Lincoln & Guba, 2005), which we argue provides more insight into the quality of the 

study. In addition, we will include the ethical considerations made throughout the study 

process (4.5.3).  

 

4.5.1 Trustworthiness 

The first quality assurance, trustworthiness, consists of Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria: 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Bell et al., 2019). The first 

criterion, credibility of findings, ensures that the research has been conducted through good 

practice and that the results appear to be an acceptable representation of data (Bell et al., 

2019). To enhance credibility, we made sure to be familiar with the setting of each 

organization before collecting the data and thus improve our ability to spot dishonesty in the 

interviewees. This was done by asking one participant per organization to describe the 

background and timeline of their arrangement of reduced working hours (RWH) in an email 

before the interview session. However, there is still a possibility that the interviewees provide 

overly positive answers since they have incentives to keep RWH. In addition, we ensured to 

interview organizations operating in different industries, to get a rich and broad representation 

of data within the field of study. Even though the number of interviewed organizations can be 

questionable in terms of data saturation, we argue that it does not affect the credibility of this 

study. Due to the small population of Swedish organizations that operate in the context of 

RWH, this study has included a vast majority of the existing population.  

 

33 



 

Since our study examines management control and employee empowerment in the defined 

context of RWH, the findings are mostly transferable within the field of RWH. This means 

that it could be applied in other contexts than the Swedish. Even though our findings are very 

context-specific, the research provides additional knowledge about the tensions between 

empowerment and control, which could be transferable into other organizational contexts 

facing work-related challenges and changes, such as a remote work setting.  ​

 

To ensure dependability in this process, (Bell et al., 2019), we have kept detailed records of 

every step of the research process. Our supervisor has also been involved throughout the 

process, acting as an auditor, making sure that the conclusions being drawn are from the data 

that has been collected (Bell et al., 2019). However, we acknowledge that our values and 

biases regarding the field of research might influence our interpretation of the data. To 

address this issue, we have made a distinction between when we discuss our research findings 

and interpretation of data, and when we want to have a chat about the ongoing debate around 

RWH, to address the fourth quality aspect of conformability (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 

4.5.2 Authenticity 

The other criterion used to evaluate qualitative research is authenticity, which refers to the 

wider social and political impact of research (Bell et al., 2019). As previously stated, the 

phenomenon of reduced working hours (RWH) has created a contemporary debate and a 

Swedish research trail, looking into the methods of the implementation of RWH (Haglund, 

2024). Since our sample includes the majority of the current population of organizations 

operating with RWH, it allows us to comprehensively describe and explore existing 

viewpoints within the Swedish context. By contributing to the limited research on the 

implications that RWH has on management control and employee empowerment, we argue 

that our findings offer valuable insight into the research field, the organizations operating in 

the context of RWH, and society as a whole.  

 

4.5.3 Ethical considerations 

When conducting business research it is also important to address a discussion about the 

ethical principles made throughout the study process. We will therefore discuss this in line 
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with Diener and Crandall's (1978) four main areas: whether there is harm to participants, 

lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy, and if deception is involved (Bell et al., 2019).  

To ensure that there is no harm to participants, interviewees have been anonymous 

throughout the study and only referred to in their organizational role and the industry of 

operations. Even though we do not consider the empirical data to be sensitive for the 

individual, we wanted to make sure the interviewees felt safe to share their thoughts without 

being afraid of being identified.  

 

The principle of informed consent aims to make sure that the participant gets information 

about the study to be able to decide to participate (Bell et al., 2019). To ensure this, we sent 

an extensive first email describing the purpose of the study and the expectations of the 

interview. At each interview session, we repeated the study’s purpose and communicated the 

anonymity of the study and how and which personal data was being used. After each session, 

we also sent a form where the interviewee filled in their  “Consent to participation”. By doing 

this, we wanted to ensure that the participant was allowed to make an informed and free 

decision regarding their involvement in the study.  

 

The third ethical principle, privacy, is further connected to informal consent since it relates to 

the participant's willingness to share their thoughts (Bell et al., 2019). Since our study aims to 

grasp individual perceptions, there was a risk that interviewees would feel uncomfortable 

sharing their own experiences of how their well-being and life have been affected by reduced 

working hours (RWH). Thus, to make sure the privacy concern was addressed properly every 

interviewee was treated with a caring and sensitive approach. For the fourth ethical principle, 

preventing deception we have made sure to be transparent, honest, and true throughout the 

whole study.  
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5.0 Analysis 
 

In this chapter, we will outline and conceptualize the collected empirical data by using our 

conceptual framework. The analysis will first investigate how management control systems 

are used in the context of reduced working hours and analyze the implications of this usage 

on employee empowerment and management control  (5.1). Second, the analysis investigates 

how the context of RWH can be seen as an empowering act in itself (5.2).  

 

5.1 Management Control and Employee Empowerment in the Context of 

Reduced Working Hours 

This section will describe how the interviewees perceive that their organizations work with 

management control systems (MCS) in the context of reduced working hours (RWH). The 

section is structured according to the four control elements presented in our conceptual 

framework; results control, action control, personnel control, and cultural controls (Merchant 

& Van der Stede, 2017). Further, as presented in the conceptual framework, the notion of 

structural empowerment and psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019) is also part of 

the analysis of the four control elements to extend the analysis of empowerment. This section 

thereby aims to present a holistic view of the usage of management control systems in the 

context of RWH and its implications on both control and empowerment.  

 

5.1.1 Results controls  

Defining objectives   

Results controls hold employees accountable for achieving certain results that correspond to 

the organizational objectives (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). To steer employees in the 

right direction in achieving these organizational objectives, goals and performance targets are 

commonly used (Merchant and Van der Stede, 2017). The empirics show that interviewed 

employees work towards stated financial targets and goals that relate to the overall vision of 

the organization. However, the empirics show that this is not something that has changed due 

to the introduction of reduced working hours (RWH). Nevertheless, the empirics show that 

the organizations operating in the context of RWH work with daily revenue goals, budgets, 

OKRs, and KPIs to steer employees toward achieving organizational goals.  

 

"Every day we reconcile our daily cash and every week we count our weekly cash. I would 

say that everyone is highly engaged in this as everyone wants to exceed the budget [target] by 
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a good margin every day. So if we say that we've only brought in 80,000 in a day, then 

everyone gets disappointed."- Employee 7 

 

Considering who sets the objectives, employees are not involved in setting the overall 

organizational goals, as they are outlined by managers and then communicated to the 

employees. However, employees are invited to formulate personal goals which are linked to 

the overall vision of the organization. This is further highlighted by managers who express 

the connection of individual goals to the overall organizational strategy as an active choice, as 

highlighted by Manager 7.  

 

"You are not involved in setting the overall goals for the company because that comes from a 

higher directive from a board level (...) But you can set goals at the individual level that you 

can influence yourself, which leads up to the common goals. And I believe that it is also 

important so that one feels involved and can set goals that they can influence, which feel 

motivating and that they can achieve them." - Manager 7 

 

Thus, the linkage of employees' personal goals to organizational goals shows a clear use of 

results controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017), as the goal setting is done to steer 

employees towards achieving organizational objectives. Additionally, the formulation of 

individual goals for employees could be seen as an act of structural empowerment (Lewis et 

al., 2019), as employees are provided with decision-making authority over their goal-setting.  

 

Working towards the defined objectives  

As stated by Merchant and Van der Stede (2017), results controls can be empowering, since 

the organization provides employees with freedom to take the actions they believe will 

produce the desired results, instead of controlling the actions that employees take.  

 

The empirics show that employees operating in the context of reduced working hours (RWH) 

have much autonomy in how to reach goals, in line with the strengths of using results control. 

Indeed, employees perceive that they have a high level of impact in deciding how to reach the 

stated goals, as stated by Employee 1. 
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“They [top management] set some basic OKRs and then it's up to us to figure out how to 

achieve these goals.” - Employee 1 

 

This shows how the usage of results controls fosters an entrepreneurial spirit and an 

empowering effect by enabling employees to impact and decide on how to reach goals. Thus, 

although considered a control mechanism, one could argue that the focus on results controls 

is a form of psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019) where the employees are in 

charge of how to perform their jobs, experiencing a feeling of self-determination.  

 

Measurement and evaluation of goals  

Another part of results controls is how managers measure and evaluate employee 

performance (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). The empirics show measurement and 

evaluation processes consisting of, for example, weekly meetings, quarterly reviews, and 

individual check-ins with your manager. By evaluating employee performance, managers can 

ensure that employees work towards and meet the desired objectives. The measurement 

process therefore serves as a controlling mechanism. 

 

“And then there are these weekly meetings where you present to the management team what 

has been done with the project.” - Employee 1 

 

Although it can be considered a controlling mechanism, the interviewed employees express a 

feeling of meaning from being invited to the evaluation process. Indeed, interviewed 

employees express a joint evaluation of performance, which is perceived to be more of a 

discussion. Therefore, the design of the evaluation process sends signals of collaboration, 

increasing the feeling of impact among employees. Thus, the feeling of being invited to the 

evaluation process, and the fact that managers are interested in your opinion, creates a feeling 

of empowerment, in line with the definition of psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 

2019).   

 

Frequency of measurement and evaluation 

Even though the organizations operating in the context of reduced working hours (RWH) 

have not changed their defined objectives, the empirics show that some organizations have 

increased the measurement of financial and well-being aspects. Both aspects are considered 
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interesting to understand the effects of RWH on performance and gain insight into employees' 

experiences of the changed work arrangement. For example, interviewees mention that 

managers have started to measure what employees do in their free time, how rested they feel, 

and their overall mental state through employee surveys.  

 

"It is the same key figures we are following. The same economic key figures, the same health 

metrics, the staff turnover, healthcare, and all that, we were following that before as well. But 

now we have looked extra closely. And we supplemented our quarterly follow-up with a 

battery of questions regarding recovery." - Manager 2  

 

Additionally, the empirics show how this measurement was intensified at the beginning of 

implementing RWH, measuring performance more frequently and in more detail.  

 

"Of course, it was very interesting to see how it went. So we measured more at least initially. 

I don't know exactly what it looks like now if we measure exactly as often now as we did 

initially. But we measure everything all the time." Manager 5  

  

Another perspective raised in the empirics is that managers perceive that performance 

measurement serves as an important factor in motivating the introduction of RWH to external 

stakeholders, such as board members and politicians. Thus, the interviewees express a need to 

defend the introduction of RWH on performance aspects such as increased financial 

performance, increased quality of performance, or decreased employee turnover. Because of 

this, performance measurement at the beginning of RWH is identified as important by the 

managers. ​

 

“ The numbers show, speaking their clear language, that this is good. It is good for both 

employees and employers, so it is a bit uncontroversial to say that we should continue. But 

that's my personal opinion." - Manager 4  

 

The implementation of RWH has thus introduced increased performance tracking among 

managers to (1) understand how employees perceive the changed work arrangement and (2) 

be able to financially motivate the implementation to stakeholders. 
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5.1.2 Action controls 

The second control component in our conceptual framework is action controls. Merchant and 

Van der Stede (2017) describe how action controls are used to ensure that employees perform 

actions that are beneficial to the organization. Thus, action controls are restrictive by limiting 

the actions that employees are allowed to take. 

 

Weak use of action controls   

The empirics show that the organizations operating in the context of reduced working hours 

(RWH) emphasize providing autonomy to employees, and employees are therefore not 

restricted or monitored in their work. The empirics show a weak usage of action controls and 

employees express this to be the case both before and after the introduction of RWH. Indeed, 

none of the interviewees mentioned an increase in monitoring practices as a result of 

introducing RWH, as highlighted by Employee 8.  

 

“I don't feel like someone is hovering over my shoulder watching what I'm doing.”. - 

Employee 8 

 

The same perspective is also shared by managers, as they are more interested in the result you 

present than the exact hours or methods you use to reach it, as highlighted by Manager 7. As 

they focus on the achieved results, there is no need to control specific actions that employees 

take, showing the motivation behind weak action control.  

 

“I believe more in output than in counted hours.” - Manager 7 

 

This is further a perspective that the interviewed expert raised, which has talked to 

organizations operating in the context of RWH. They argue that managers trust their 

employees and therefore put more emphasis on the value they create.  

 

"It's not the hours that count, but the value creation. There is a lot of trust in these 

organizations, to rely on the employees and be comfortable with that”- Expert 1 
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Even though interviewees highlight the usage of few action controls, the empirics show that 

some action controls still exist within the studied organizations. In the empirics, action 

controls such as routines and separating tasks were found in the setting of RWH.  

 

Routines  

The empirics show that much of the daily work in the hospital division is characterized by 

strict routines, time schedules, and certain ways of working. Thus, one could argue that there 

exist tight action controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) since the routines attempt to 

ensure that employees perform actions in line with the organizational objectives. For 

example, surgeons are constrained in what actions to take as they need to be at a physical 

place at a certain time, as explained by Employee 7. Considering the nature of the work, these 

routines were established already before the introduction of reduced working hours (RWH).  

 

“We have routines for all tasks. If you are in surgery, at the clinic, or in the reception, there is 

a framework for what that task entails.” - Employee 7 

 

Separating tasks 

Another perspective brought up in the empirics is the use of separating tasks. The separation 

of tasks is considered an action control in the form of administrative constraints (Merchant & 

Van der Stede, 2017). By separating tasks, individual employees need to collaborate to reach 

goals. This is exemplified in the empirics by employees working in agile sprints, 

cross-functionally, and using tools that facilitate the collaboration of tasks. This entails that 

one employee needs to finish their task before a colleague can complete it. Therefore, 

employees' autonomy is limited and managers instead encourage collaboration to facilitate 

goal achievement.  

  

“We run a relay race, I have to pass the torch, and we help each other. That's how it has 

always been.” - Employee 9  

 

Further, that tasks require collaboration between colleagues makes employees aware of what 

their colleagues are doing, as expressed by Employee 8. This highlights how the separation of 

tasks can be seen as a control mechanism since employees feel accountability towards each 

other and therefore work towards the joint organizational goals. However, this could more 
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accurately be seen as a form of cultural control, as the work setting is designed to encourage 

mutual monitoring (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017).  

 

“You can tell if someone isn't doing a good job. It's not like everyone just does their own 

thing; we work quite a lot together across departments. So if someone doesn't do their job, it 

becomes noticeable. “ - Employee 8 

 

5.1.3 Personnel controls 

Moving to the third control mechanism of our conceptual framework, we consider personnel 

controls. As previously stated, personnel controls emphasize that employees achieve 

organizational objectives on their own by relying on their personal qualities and experiences 

(Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). Thus, to ensure that employees can achieve organizational 

objectives, the organization can apply personnel controls through the employee selection and 

placement process, the training provided to employees, and the job design and provision of 

necessary resources. 

 

Reduced working hours to attract and retain employees  

The personnel control of employee selection and placement highlights finding the right 

people for the organization (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). One perspective found in the 

empirics is the use of reduced working hours (RWH) to attract and retain employees.  

The empirics show that the introduction of RWH has had implications on the ability to attract 

employees. By offering a unique work arrangement and more free time to employees, the 

organizations experience that employees see them as highly attractive employers. This is 

exemplified through people directly reaching out to the organizations, with the hope of 

becoming employed, as expressed by Employee 4.  

 

"That's why so many reach out to her and want to work for her.  It's the four-day workweek, it 

makes a big difference.” - Employee 4   

 

Hence, the empirics show that organizations experience an increased interest through a 

“word-of-mouth” effect from employees being more satisfied with their work and sharing 

their experiences with others. From this perspective, one can argue that the introduction of 

RWH has served as an effective employer branding strategy, increasing both the attractiveness 
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and the reputation of the organizations. Therefore, the interviewed managers express a 

reduced need for formal recruitment and headhunting processes, simplifying the recruitment 

process.  

 

"Recruiting people becomes easier when you have such a perk" - Manager 5  

 

Additionally, with more people to choose from, greater focus can be put on the personal 

qualities and motivations of potential employees in the employee selection process. This is 

exemplified in the organizations by putting greater emphasis on personal and cultural fit 

throughout the recruitment process. Further, managers express the importance of hiring 

people who are motivated for the position itself, have the requested qualifications, and share 

the same ideas and values regarding the future of labor. ​

 

“We needed something that would attract people. Then you still have to appreciate working 

in healthcare and with orthopedics but to even get there, we need to improve our reputation, 

you know, considering the coolness of the work." - Manager 1 

 

From this perspective, the introduction of RWH and the increased interest in these 

organizations entails the ability to engage with stricter personnel controls as the organizations 

can become more critical of whom they recruit.  

 

The introduction of RWH does not only serve as a tool to attract employees but has also been 

shown to be beneficial to retain existing employees and re-recruit former ones. For example, 

some organizations express a previous issue with retaining employees which resulted in an 

inability to operate at full capacity.  

 

“So it's not just about getting staff, I believe that it is important for all of us to retain our 

colleagues.”  - Employee 3 

 

The staffing issue was explained by the high levels of stress and burnout that employees 

experienced in their previous work setting. Therefore several employees either worked 

part-time or were on sick leave due to the demanding work environment. With the 

introduction of RWH, the organizations provide employees with more recovery and the 
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empirics show that employees perceive the working conditions as improved because of this. 

Therefore, the issue of understaffing has been solved due to employees receiving more 

recovery and therefore being able to return to work. Additionally, employees experience 

overall improved working conditions from a fully operating workforce that is more rested and 

motivated. Thus, interviewees express an increased meaning from their work due to RWH, 

which can be translated to psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019). 

 

"They managed to solve our recruitment problems in this way, so we are better staffed. Of 

course, it affects all of us to not have to be short-staffed all the time. So the atmosphere is 

better." - Employee 6 

 

Training and educational programs 

Considering training as a personnel control, interviewed managers and employees highlight 

how the investigated organizations provide employees with onboarding and educational 

programs to continuously improve and educate themselves. Many of these opportunities have 

been established already before the implementation of reduced working hours (RWH) and are 

rooted in the organizational culture to create an educated and strong workforce. However, the 

empirics show that new opportunities, in the form of coaching and workshops, have been 

provided due to the implementation of RWH. For example, workshops have been held to 

provide employees with tools to improve efficiency to enable a successful transition to RWH. 

Still, for some interviewees where the daily work and routines have been the same since the 

introduction of RWH, no additional training has been provided.  

 

“We want to achieve the same results as we always have, only with shorter workdays, which 

means optimizing and reviewing. So how can you do that? Yes, we took a course in a working 

method where you learn to take control of your time and planning and learn to prioritize and 

get things done.” - Manager 7  

 

The provided training and educational programs are used as a personnel control mechanism, 

as the organization wants to ensure that the employees can perform in the new work 

arrangement of RWH. Additionally, interviewed employees express that the training has been 

perceived as positive among employees. Indeed, interviewees perceive that they develop the 

competence needed to perform and excel in their work roles. Therefore, although training is 
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used as a personnel control, it can simultaneously be seen as psychological empowerment 

(Lewis et al., 2019) since it is perceived as empowering by employees.  

 

Job design and the provision of necessary resources 

Additionally, job design is a personnel control which is part of our conceptual framework. 

The idea is that management can steer employees in the right direction by designing jobs that 

enable the success of employees (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). The empirics shed light 

on altered ways of working to enable the success of reduced working hours (RWH) and to 

enable employees to meet the desired results with less time. Thus, the changes are made to 

help employees perform in the new work setting.  

 

One perspective in the empirics shows how employees have felt an increased need to plan 

their work and structure their tasks to ensure that they still deliver the same output with RWH. 

Thus, employees have become more critical in what they do with their work time to 

proactively find new ways to release time. For example, they mention how reflection on how 

to prioritize, structure, and effectivize their work has been important when managing the 

same workload in less time.  

 

"It becomes more project management over my schedule (...). The first year was very 

overwhelming. You learn, and then during the second year, everything just falls into place. I 

have a much better understanding of what I can handle and what I can't, of my capacity. - 

Employee 9  

 

“Every Thursday we have a weekly review, then we clear our minds, write down everything 

we have, and make a priority list. Today I need to prioritize this, this week I need to prioritize 

this, and further ahead I need to prioritize this." - Employee 8 

 

The empirics do not only show how employees work on their own to free up time, as another 

perspective sheds light on how top management provides structure and resources to enable 

the introduction of RWH. Indeed, the empirics show multiple efforts of joint coordination 

within the organizations to free up time for the employees. For example, interviewees 

mention a set time for administrative tasks at the end of the day, a set lunch hour, and 

removing joint coffee breaks to work more aligned and effectively within the organizations. 
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The interviewees mention these changes as crucial for a successful implementation of RWH 

and are thus highly appreciated by employees.  This further relates to the reasoning of the 

interviewed expert, who argues for the importance of including the perspectives of employees 

in the implementation of RWH.  

 

“It is also a success factor that is seen from 4 day week global that you need to involve 

employees. Because that's often where the answers lie.”  - Expert 1  

 

Another example of altered ways of working that was highlighted by both employees and 

managers is a changed meeting culture. The interviewees express that meetings have been 

effectivized and decreased in frequency as a result of implementing RWH.  

 

“Meetings are changing in nature. You don't have time to attend a meeting that isn't 

productive; either it becomes a shorter informational meeting or it becomes a work meeting 

where a lot of things need to be prepared beforehand. We also have meetings quite often 

where people leave the meeting when you can't contribute anymore or feel it is no longer 

relevant. “ Manager 5  

 

Additionally, interviewees mention the introduction of “focus time” as a result of RWH. This 

entails that employees can block their calendars and it is described as a way to free up time 

and focus on the most urgent tasks without being disturbed. This is explained by the expert as 

an important part of being able to work more structured and concentrated.  

 

“ Setting aside focus time is another important part. That you get time to not have meetings 

and not have distractions. And also schedule it into the calendar.” - Expert 1  

 

The scheduled focus-time can be seen as providing employees with freedom from 

interruption, stated as a personnel control in the object-of-control framework (Merchant & 

Van der Stede, 2017), and is greatly appreciated by the employees to be able to finish their 

tasks on time. 

 

“You can mark your calendar with focus time if you want to work on something. When others 

see it, they won't schedule meetings because that's the time I want as focus time."​
 -  Employee 2 
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These mentioned changes to the job design have implications for both management control 

and employee empowerment. Indeed, the changes made to increase coordination and 

efficiency within the workforce can be seen as tightened personnel controls as top 

management sets clearer structures on how jobs should be re-designed to enable the success 

of RWH. For example, introducing a set time for administrative tasks could be seen as a 

tightened control mechanism as employees receive less freedom in how to perform their 

work. From this perspective, the changes in job design can be seen as an act of decrease in 

structural empowerment, (Lewis et al., 2019) as employees have less to say on how to 

perform their jobs. However, with changes such as the introduction of focus time and an 

effectivized meeting culture, employees free up time and are therefore provided with 

increased decision-making authority in their work time, creating structural empowerment 

(Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

In addition, these changes have been greatly appreciated by employees who express that they 

enable them to perform in their work roles. Thus, from this perspective, the changes in job 

design can be considered to increase psychological empowerment, providing employees with 

self-determination and competence development (Lewis et al., 2019), on how to perform in 

the context of RWH.  

 

5.1.4  Cultural controls 

The last control mechanism in our conceptual framework is cultural controls, relying on the 

belief that a strong culture, built on norms, values, and ways of behaving, makes employees 

act in desirable ways through a form of mutual monitoring (Merchant & Van der Stede, 

2017). Moreover, managers can shape the organizational culture through their words and 

behavior, which in the empirics are found through, tone at the top and certain norms and 

values.  

 

Tone at the top: Creating a decentralized culture 

Considering the organizational culture, one perspective raised in the empirics shows how the 

interviewed managers work according to the belief of having easy access to top management. 

This is highlighted by Manager 8.  
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“It has been a requirement from the beginning that everyone helps each other regardless of 

their professional role and what tasks they have." - Manager 8  

 

The easy access to top management is exemplified by managers being present in the daily 

work of the organization, working on tasks together with employees. Thus, top management 

supports employees in their daily work, showing their availability and presence.  

 

“We work with a present leadership style, so we are also out among our employees in our 

departments and are available, supporting, coaching, and engaging in the operations and 

their development.” - Manager 3 

 

The empirics further show that employees perceive this high involvement of top management 

as positive and value-adding to their work, as exemplified by Employee 5.  

 

“I think it's incredibly nice, it has been like that at previous workplaces too, when you have 

managers who are on the floor. They are involved in the operations. They don't just sit behind 

the screens, they work with you. I think that's a huge difference.” - Employee 5  

 

Some managers within the interviewed organizations express that their presence among 

employees is an active choice. Since it is an active choice among management, this can be 

seen as a cultural control mechanism through mutual monitoring, in line with the reasoning of 

Merchant and Van der Stede (2017). However, the involvement and physical presence and 

physical presence of top management also signal that they are on the same level as 

employees, creating a decentralized culture. The decentralized culture indicates a form of 

structural empowerment in line with the reasoning of Lewis et al. (2019). Further, as 

employees perceive this involvement as positive, it can be seen as psychological 

empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

Tone at the top: Trust-based leadership  

Another perspective raised in the empirics is that the interviewed managers do not think of 

their leadership styles as ways of practicing control. Instead, they describe themselves as 

leaders who emphasize trust rather than control, as expressed by Manager 7.  

 

"I don't work with control, I work with trust." - Manager 7  
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Thus, one can argue that managers provide employees with empowerment by trusting them 

and giving them autonomy and the possibility to impact their work. Still, since it is an active 

choice, it can also be seen as a cultural control mechanism, by adopting a trust-based 

leadership. The perspective of trust-based leadership within the organizations working with 

reduced working hours (RWH) is also shared by the interviewed employees, who express that 

their managers trust them in what they do with their time.  

 

“I would say that we have a trust-based leadership. My unit manager doesn't keep track of 

everything I do. She assumes that I do what I'm supposed to, and I also feel confident that I 

do that." - Employee 10  

 

That managers trust employees is, therefore, a clear empowering principle, both structurally 

from sharing decision-making authority and psychologically from employees experiencing 

self-determination on how to perform their job, having the competence to perform it, and the 

feeling of trust from managers. (Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

Norms and values: A collaborative culture  

Another theme evident in the empirics shows that the organizational culture in the studied 

organizations is based on collaboration. Thus, organizations that operate with reduced 

working hours (RWH) have norms related to helping each other when needed, frequent and 

informal communication, and an intention to always do what is best for the organization.  

 

“It is a very close-knit and friendly team. You help each other in a completely different way 

than I’ve experienced at workplaces I've been at before. It is really about doing things for 

each other and with each other all the time.”- Employee 5​

 

This collaboration has been further intensified since the introduction of RWH and some 

interviewees believe that it is a prerequisite for the introduction of RWH. For example, this 

can be seen through collaboration in establishing schedules, performing tasks, and making 

that extra effort. This means that everyone is involved, supportive, and committed to making 

the new work arrangement successful.  
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“ There needs to be a stable workgroup because it requires a lot of cooperation, a lot of 

patience, and a willingness from the staff for it to work. This workgroup was all very positive, 

so they compromised with each other and with us in the management because they wanted 

this to work out. They helped each other, supported each other, and also fundamentally had 

very good relationships with each other” - Manager 9  

 

Norms and values: Gratitude as a motivator 

The increased employee involvement is further seen in the empirics as employees express an 

increased motivation to perform better in general so that the whole organization benefits from 

the introduction of RWH.  

 

“When you have a high degree of trust and when you get benefits, such as a four-day work 

week, then you also want to protect it. (...) That incentive becomes quite strong because you 

feel that this is something you want to preserve and protect.”- Employee 9  

 

This can be explained through employees knowing that if the organizational goals are not 

met, the management might reconsider the current work arrangement. As the work 

arrangement is highly appreciated by employees, they do not want it to disappear and 

therefore express an increased motivation, as highlighted by Employee 9. Thus, employees 

are aware of the fact that the new work arrangement needs to be beneficial for the whole 

organization for it to be sustainable.  

 

Moreover, the empirics not only show how employees experience increased motivation but 

also feel gratitude towards management for implementing reduced working hours (RWH), as 

expressed by Employee 5. 

 

“Even though I know that it is my boss who has chosen to have this, I still feel a sense of 

gratitude. You feel that you want to give that little extra when it's expected of you. Or not even 

really expected, but that you gladly want to give back if you can.” - Employee 5  

 

This increased motivation and gratitude to management has further created a culture where 

employees are willing to work an extra hour, take an extra patient, or schedule a meeting on 

their day off if needed. The interviewees express this as a form of give and take where they 

want to give back to the organization as they feel grateful for the introduction of RWH. 
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"When she takes care of us, you become willing to work more. (...) So the culture becomes 

that you want to work and you want to do your part because you get so much in return. No 

one says anything if you reach out on a bonus day. Everyone wants to step up, everyone 

wants to help out, and you take in that extra patient. Yes, you go the extra mile because you 

know you'll get it back." - Employee 4  

 

With this in mind, one can argue that the introduction of RWH serves as a controlling 

mechanism since it makes employees motivated to act in the organization's best interests to 

keep the appreciated work arrangement and even work more, due to their increased gratitude 

towards the organization.  

 

Norms and values: Expectation to work on a day off  

Additionally, it is not only employees who go the extra mile. The empirics show that 

managers are also willing to take on extra work for the success of the organization and the 

well-being of employees in the context of RWH. For example, managers often work on their 

day off, use the time to catch up on administrative tasks, or hold meetings with external 

parties. One could argue that this sends signals to employees that it is expected to work on a 

day off due to the introduction of RWH. From this perspective, it could be seen as a cultural 

control mechanism through management shaping the organizational norms (Merchant & Van 

der Stede, 2017).  

 

“Many of the days off go to things I haven't had time for. That's how it is. But I have them in 

my schedule and I try to set aside those days as much as I can for recovery. But there are 

exceptions where I have to put things in my schedule anyways.” - Manager 8  

 

However, the interviews also show that managers encourage employees to value their day off. 

For example, managers express that they do not expect employees to be online or in contact 

with colleagues on their day off. Therefore, the interviewed employees express feeling 

comfortable with shutting off their work phones in their free time. Hence, from this 

perspective, managers rather empower employees by creating organizational norms that 

encourage the employees' recovery. Thus, this perspective raised in the empirics shows 

perceived psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019), where the employee feels 

comfortable with being off work.  
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“My phone calls are directly connected to my mobile phone but that part is turned off on 

Fridays, so I don't have any work apps just because I don't need to keep track." - Employee 1 

 

Norms and values: Time awareness  

Within the view on organizational norms and values, another perspective seen in the empirics 

is how the introduction of reduced working hours (RWH) has led to a re-evaluation of your 

own and others' time. As mentioned in section 5.1.3, the empirics show how jobs have been 

re-designed to enable the implementation of RWH. For example through the implementation 

of focus-time and a decreased frequency and changed character of meetings. The 

interviewees mean that this has resulted in an increased time awareness, where you do not 

disturb colleagues as frequently and reflect more on how you should manage your time.  

 

“ This thing we had before, where someone just came and sat down to chat a bit. That thing 

might not exist as much, but that's kind of good. But if you notice that someone else takes a 

quick break, you can try to time it or talk after work or during lunch or something." - 

Employee 8 

 

Another interviewee expressed how this increased time awareness also has affected the 

conversations at work. As highlighted by Employee 1, the conversations are focused on 

work-related topics and do not become too personal. 

 

“Many teams in X have a scrum master, and it's simply someone who organizes the meetings 

efficiently, keeps the talking stick so that it doesn't end up being that you might talk about 

things that don't need to be talked about for the project to move forward. - Employee 1  

 

Thus, one can argue that the introduction of RWH has had implications on the organizational 

norms by affecting the level and character of small talk between employees as they now are 

more cautious about their time. Hence, with this perspective one can argue that RWH has had 

implications on the use of cultural control effectivized through changed norms (Merchant & 

Van der Stede, 2017).  

 

Norms and values: Socializing activities at work​

Even though one could argue that reduced working hours (RWH) could have implications on 
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the frequency of internal communication, the interviewees express that they still have fun at 

work and socialize with their colleagues. In addition, the empirics show that the interviewed 

organizations engage in culture-strengthening activities, such as team-building, Christmas 

dinners, and after-work. In line with Merchant & Van der Stede's (2017) reasoning, this can 

be seen as a control mechanism, where the social arrangements are used to maintain and 

create a sustainable organizational culture.  

 

“There are many who like to hang out after work and we try to have after-work gatherings 

and come up with fun things to do. So there is room to be social, laugh, and talk nonsense.” - 

Employee 8  

 

Even though the interviewees do not explicitly state that these social arrangements have 

increased in frequency since the implementation of RWH, the empirics show that employees 

and managers are showing a greater interest in the activities. As explained by Employee 9, 

these activities are important to maintain the organizational culture in the context of RWH. 

 

“We are very good at socializing, a lot of events and we have many of these team-building 

days. We have a lot of those things going on all the time. That is probably a big reason why 

we still have such a close team as we have.” - Employee 9  

 

Moreover, the empirics highlight how these social arrangements are perceived as empowering 

among the employees. By having regular after-works, team-building activities, and 

gatherings, the employees find additional meaning and joy in their work, and can therefore be 

stated as psychologically empowering (Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

5.2 Reduced Working Hours as an Act of Empowerment 

The second part of the analysis will consider how the introduction of reduced working hours 

(RWH) can be seen as an act of empowerment in itself. Thus, moving from the previous 

section on the usage of management control systems (MCS), this section will extend the 

analysis of the implications that RWH has on empowerment. Following our conceptual 

framework, the analysis will focus on the interviewed employees' perception of 

empowerment through the notion of psychological empowerment, and how decision-making 
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authority is shared within the organization, considering the structural empowerment provided 

to employees (Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

5.2.1 Psychological empowerment: Reduced working hours implications on well-being 

and work-life balance  

Considering reduced working hours (RWH) implications on well-being, the empirics show 

that RWH has only contributed to positive effects on employee’s well-being. Employees 

explain how the increased recovery time and time off work have made them happier and more 

energized. As a consequence, the employees state an improved intrinsic motivation to both 

perform their work and return from a day off, as highlighted by Employee 6. This increased 

intrinsic motivation can therefore show how employees feel empowered by the introduction 

of RWH, following the notion of psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

“It's more enjoyable to go to work if you're energetic and don't feel completely worn out and 

extremely tired. You become more motivated when you're here if you're energetic and happy 

than if you're tired and grumpy.” - Employee 6  

 

The empirics further highlight how managers share this view on increased well-being among 

employees. In addition, the interviewed managers express how the employees are capable of 

working more hours, and that the percentage of partially sick leaves has decreased since the 

implementation of RWH. ​

 

“I have a veterinarian who for 20 years has not been able to work more than 50 percent. 

Now she is up and working 90 percent. And she never thought she would be able to do that. 

It's fantastic that I can use her expertise more than what has been possible in 20 years.” - 

Manager 8 

 

Additionally, the empirics show that RWH has contributed to an improved work-life balance 

for employees. Indeed, the interviewees perceive their work-life balance as enhanced as they 

now have time to do personal administrative tasks that they did not find time for before. For 

example, interviewees mention that they now have time to go to the doctor, make phone calls, 

visit the hairdresser, and grocery shop.  
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“I think the puzzle of life has become much easier to piece together." (...) I have half a day 

every week where I can dedicate time to personal administration. And it's the best. So 

work-life balance is super good. And in terms of efficiency at my job, also fantastic.”  - 

Employee 9  

Thus, the introduction of RWH has decreased stress on how to structure the daily life among 

the interviewees. Therefore, one can argue that the empirics indicate that employees feel 

empowered by the introduction of RWH since they express positive feelings about having a 

more balanced life and improved mental health. As employees find that their work brings 

more value to their lives with RWH, one can argue that the introduction of RWH provides 

psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

5.2.2 Psychological empowerment: Reduced working hours implications on work 

performance    

Another perspective in the empirics shows a perceived improved quality of the employees' 

work from working with reduced working hours (RWH). Indeed, employees express that they 

feel more motivated and energized at work and therefore perform their tasks more effectively 

and with enhanced quality. The introduction of RWH can therefore be seen as increasing 

psychological empowerment, since employees can perform better in their work role by being 

given extra time off work, enhancing their competence at work (Lewis et al., 2019).  

 

“I am more rested now when I come to work and I can then give more of myself and be 

sharper. Because a tired employee is not a good resource” - Employee 3 

 

Some interviewees also express an increased focus, which is perceived to affect their work 

performance positively, as highlighted by Employee 7.  

 

“I think I am more focused on work. It's not as easy to get lost in other thoughts or to maybe 

check your phone or things like that. Instead, you are more focused on what you are doing.” - 

Employee 7 

 

The perspective that RWH contributes to enhanced performance is also shared by managers. 

Indeed, managers express that they perceive employees to be more motivated since 

introducing RWH, which they believe contributes to improved performance at work.  
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“You are better at your job when you are well-rested and feel good mentally and physically.”  

- Manager 8  

 

With this in mind, the empirics show that the introduction of RWH can serve as an act of 

psychological empowerment on its own by making employees feel better and in more control 

of their lives (Lewis et al., 2019). Further, the empirics show how both employees and 

managers perceive that the increased motivation seen among employees contributes to 

enhanced performance in terms of improved quality of work. Thus, the empirics indicate that 

the introduction of RWH serves as an act of psychological empowerment. ​

 

5.2.3 Structural empowerment: Reduced working hours implications on 

decision-making  

The notion of structural empowerment considers how decentralized the decision-making 

within an organization is and managers can therefore empower employees by sharing the 

decision-making authority (Lewis et al., 2019). In the context of reduced working hours 

(RWH), this has been exemplified in the empirics through the level of employee involvement 

in deciding which day to have off. 

 

One perspective in the empirical data shows an arrangement where management decides 

which day employees are off work. This can therefore be seen as a low level of structural 

empowerment as employees do not have decision-making authority over the structure of their 

week. However, employees did not express a desire to influence their schedule as they already 

experience a high degree of autonomy in performing their work and believe it simplifies 

coordination within the organization.  

 

“The [day off] is rolling according to a schedule... I haven't felt the need to do it yet 

[influencing schedule]”  - Employee 7 

 

Another perspective in the empirical data shows an arrangement where employees have the 

opportunity to choose which day of the week to have off work. Indeed, some employees got 

to express their most desired scheduling outcome, as highlighted by Manager 3.  
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“When everyone has submitted their preferred schedule, it is everyone's responsibility to help 

move their shifts so that there are no gaps in certain places and several extra people in other 

places. It's something we are working on, scheduling and schedule culture and how to think 

about the shared responsibility. “ - Managers 3 

 

This indicates a form of structural empowerment as decision-making authority is shared from 

managers to employees (Lewis et al., 2019). Thus, the empirics show no unified picture of the 

direct implications of RWH on structural empowerment.  
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6.0 Concluding the Analysis 
 
In this section, we will conclude the above analysis and further analyze and conclude if there 

exists a paradoxical relationship between employee empowerment and management control 

in the context of reduced working hours. Therefore, this section will (1) conclude how 

management control systems are used in the context of RWH (6.1), (2) conclude the 

implications that RWH has on employee empowerment and control (6.2) and (3) conclude the 

paradoxical relationship between empowerment and control in the context of RWH (6.3).  

 
6.1 The Usage of Management Control Systems in the Context of Reduced 

Working Hours 

This section will conclude how management control systems (MCS) are used in the context 

of reduced working hours (RWH), based on the analysis provided in section 5.1. By doing so, 

we aim to answer this study’s first research question: How are MCS used in the context of 

reduced working hours? 

 

The analysis in section 5.1 shows that the organizations working in the context of RWH 

emphasize results controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) in the design of their MCS. 

Indeed, the empirics show how employees work towards stated objectives which are then 

measured and evaluated. Thus, employees have much autonomy in how to reach the 

objectives, since they are free to take the actions that they consider the best. However, the 

empirics show how the introduction of RWH has increased the measurement of well-being 

and performance aspects, due to the organization's interest in understanding the impact of the 

new arrangement. We can therefore state that organizations operating in the context of RWH 

emphasize results controls to provide employee autonomy.  

 

Moreover, we can conclude that weak action controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) are 

applied within organizations to ensure that employees receive autonomy and freedom in how 

to perform their work. Although some action controls exist, such as separating tasks and 

relying on routines, we argue these to be weak when considering the overall design of MCS, 

as great emphasis is put on employee autonomy by relying on results controls. Thus, the 

organizations do not control what actions employees take and instead emphasize employee 

accountability in achieving organizational objectives.  
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Further, the analysis shows how the organizations operating with RWH put great focus on 

personnel- and cultural-controls. The use of personnel controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 

2017), in the context of RWH shows how RWH is used as an employer branding strategy, 

serving as a method to attract and retain employees. Through this, organizations have the 

opportunity to build an ideal workforce with motivated and competent employees. Further, 

the analysis shows how the organizations provide employees with training and workshops to 

ensure that employees can perform in the context of RWH. Additionally, the job design is the 

personnel control that is most emphasized in the analysis, stating how RWH has brought 

several changes to enable great organizational performance. These changes are, for example, 

the introduction of focus time, changes in meeting culture, and a set time for specific tasks. 

Thus, we can conclude that RWH has enabled organizations to use personnel controls to 

create an ideal workforce and provide them with the right resources to operate and succeed in 

the context of RWH.  

 

Finally, the analysis shows the extensive usage of cultural controls (Merchant & Van der 

Stede, 2017) within the investigated organizations. Indeed, the analysis shows that the 

organizations operating in the context of RWH are characterized by a decentralized culture, 

trust-based leadership, and a high degree of collaboration. Thus, managers use cultural 

controls by being highly involved in the daily work of employees and fostering a 

collaborative culture based on trust. This can further be linked to the emphasis on results 

controls, and weak action controls. Thus, we can conclude that cultural controls are used to 

provide employees with autonomy by trusting them to achieve the organizational goals on 

their own and in collaboration with others. Additionally, cultural controls are used to create 

increased time awareness and to maintain the organizational culture through social gatherings 

when introducing RWH. The analysis further shows how the introduction of RWH has 

created gratitude towards the organization among employees. Because employees are willing 

to go the extra mile because of this gratitude, we argue that RWH could be seen as a control 

mechanism on its own, as the work arrangement makes employees more motivated to act in 

the best interest of the organization.  
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6.2 The Implications of Reduced Working Hours on Employee Empowerment 

and Management Control  

This section will conclude what implications reduced working hours (RWH) have on 

employee empowerment and management control based on the analysis provided in sections 

5.1 and 5.2 to answer this study’s second research question: What are the implications of 

reduced working hours on employee empowerment and management control? 

 

Reduced working hours as an act of empowerment  

From the analysis, we can conclude that reduced working hours (RWH) make employees feel 

better and in more control of their lives. Hence, with RWH, employees feel that their work 

brings more meaning to their lives and are also more motivated in their work. Therefore, we 

can conclude that RWH creates psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019). However, 

the analysis shows no unified picture of the direct implications of RWH on structural 

empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019). Therefore, we cannot conclude if RWH in itself serves as 

an act of structural empowerment. 

 

Implications of empowerment and control from the usage of results controls 

As stated in 5.3.1, the usage of results controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017) has not 

changed much since the introduction of RWH, as the objectives and key processes remain the 

same. However, from the analysis we can conclude that RWH has led to an increased 

measurement of well-being and performance aspects, indicating that result controls have, 

from this perspective, increased in the context of RWH. Thus, we can conclude that the 

increased empowerment from RWH (5.2) has resulted in new forms of control, confirming 

the reasoning of Lewis et al. (2019).  

 

Additionally, the analysis shows how managers invite employees to formulate goals that 

correspond to the organizational goals. Although this shows a clear usage of results control, 

decision-making authority is shared from top management to employees, providing structural 

empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019). Moreover, employees express feelings of empowerment 

from having autonomy in how to perform their jobs, and this perception of freedom and being 

able to impact is also expressed when discussing the measurement and evaluation process. 

Thus, we can conclude that the usage of results controls also provides psychological 
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empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019), since employees feel in control of their work. Hence, the 

usage of results controls in the context of RWH can be concluded to provide employees with 

empowerment in how to perform their jobs both structurally and psychologically. 

 

Implications of empowerment and control from the usage of action controls 

As previously analyzed in 5.1.2, we can conclude a weak usage of action controls (Merchant 

& Van der Stede, 2017) within the organizations operating in the context of reduced working 

hours (RWH). Even though some action controls were found to be used, such as routines and 

the separation of tasks, these control mechanisms were already established before the 

introduction of RWH. Therefore, the introduction of RWH has not resulted in new forms of 

action controls.  

 

Moreover, the weak use of action controls shows that employees have much freedom in how 

they perform their jobs, in line with the formerly stated emphasis on results controls within 

the studied organizations. As interviewees perceive to have an impact on their jobs, which is 

positively affected by the few action controls, the organizations provide much autonomy to 

employees, which is considered empowering both structurally and psychologically (Lewis et 

al., 2019). Hence, from this perspective, we can conclude that RWH has not entailed 

increased management control but instead provides employees with increased empowerment 

as stated in section 5.2.  

 

Implications of empowerment and control from the usage of personnel controls 

As mentioned in section 5.1.3, the introduction of reduced working hours (RWH) has created 

tighter personnel controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). First, we conclude how the 

studied organizations have more leverage to create an ideal workforce with motivated and 

qualified staff, as the new work arrangement is used to attract and retain employees. Similarly, 

new training and development opportunities have been provided to employees as a result of 

the introduction of RWH, by providing them with the right capabilities to perform in the new 

work setting. In addition, changes in job design, such as a changed meeting culture, the 

introduction of focus time, and joint coordination to free up time, have been introduced to 

provide employees with a clearer structure on how to perform their jobs in the context of 

RWH. By applying these tightened personnel controls, organizations can steer employees to 
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achieve organizational objectives. With this in mind, one can conclude that RWH has created 

new forms of personnel controls and a changed usage of already existing ones. Thus, we can 

conclude that the increased empowerment from RWH (5.2) has resulted in new forms of 

control, confirming the reasoning of Lewis et al. (2019).  

 

Furthermore, it is clear that these new forms of control and changes within personnel controls 

also have implications for empowerment. From the analysis, we can conclude that employees 

experience psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019) through the usage of personnel 

controls in multiple ways. For example, the creation of a stable workforce has created an 

increased meaning among employees. Additionally, the analysis showed that employees 

express positive feelings regarding the additional training opportunities and the changes to 

job design since employees perceive that this enables them to perform in their work role 

when implementing RWH. The changes in job design have also affected the structural 

empowerment that is provided to employees. As mentioned, one could perceive changes such 

as the introduction of focus time and an effectivized meeting culture as providing structural 

empowerment, since employees are given more free time to decide how to perform their jobs 

in the best way. However, the changes in job design can further be seen as a decrease in 

structural empowerment, as employees get clearer directives on how their jobs should be 

performed. Thus, there is a unified picture of the effects of psychological empowerment, but 

not structural empowerment in the usage of personnel controls in the context of RWH.  

 

Implications of empowerment and control from the usage of cultural controls 

As stated in section 5.1.4, all organizations operating in the context of reduced working hours 

(RWH) are characterized by a decentralized culture, trust-based leadership, and a high degree 

of collaboration, showing the usage of cultural controls (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). 

 

The analysis shows how managers use cultural controls to create a decentralized culture,  

where employees are provided with decision-making, and thus structural empowerment 

(Lewis et al., 2019). Further, trust-based leadership is adopted where managers express that 

they trust employees in what they do during their work time and thus have faith that 

employees will meet the expected goals. In addition, the trust-based leadership facilitates 
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employees' autonomy and experienced self-determination on how to perform their jobs, 

providing them with psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019).   

 

With these perspectives on tone at the top, we can conclude that the usage of cultural controls 

in the context of RWH is used to either intentionally or unintentionally steer employees 

toward achieving organizational objectives. At the same time, they have contributed to 

structural empowerment and psychological empowerment (Lewis et al., 2019). Thus, we can 

conclude that the used cultural control mechanisms are simultaneously perceived as 

empowering.  

 

Moreover, we can conclude from the analysis that the introduction of RWH has created new 

cultural controls through norms and values to facilitate the new work setting. For example, 

the analysis showed an enhanced collaborative culture, increased time awareness, and interest 

in socializing activities. The analysis further shows how the introduction of RWH has created 

gratitude towards the organization among employees. Because employees are willing to go 

the extra mile because of this gratitude, RWH could be seen as a control mechanism on its 

own, as the work arrangement makes employees more motivated to act in the best interest of 

the organization. Thus, we can conclude that the increased empowerment from RWH (5.2) 

has resulted in new forms of control, confirming the reasoning of Lewis et al. (2019). 

 

6.3 The Paradox between Empowerment and Control seen in the Context of 

Reduced Working Hours 

Considering the concluding remarks which answer research questions one and two, this 

section will conclude the paradoxical tensions between employee empowerment and 

management control in the context of reduced working hours (RWH), to answer this study’s 

third research question: How can the paradoxical relationship between empowerment and 

control be seen in the context of reduced working hours? 

 

From the above analysis, we can conclude that the paradoxical relationship between 

empowerment and control in the context of RWH can be seen from two perspectives. First, 

the analysis shows how the introduction of RWH creates new forms of control. For example, 

the introduction of RWH has brought an increased frequency of performance measurement, 
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new cultural norms emphasizing collaboration and additional effort, and a new job design. 

Considering that RWH brings increased empowerment through, for example, increased 

well-being, as concluded in 5.2, the paradoxical relationship between empowerment and 

control is shown. This confirms the reasoning by Lewis et al. (2019), stating that an increase 

in empowerment often results in new forms of control and adds to their argument that 

increased empowerment never is encouraged without the organization's objectives in mind. 

Thus, from this perspective, we conclude that although employees receive more 

empowerment with RWH they simultaneously become more controlled. 

 

Second, the usage of management control systems in the context of RWH is paradoxical, as 

the analysis showed that employees experience control as empowering. For example, the 

results controls emphasizes employee autonomy, and the cultural controls indicate that 

managers trust employees on how to achieve organizational goals, which has been concluded 

to be empowering. This shows the paradoxical relationship between empowerment and 

control in the context of RWH, in line with Lewis et al. (2019) notion of empowerment and 

control as an organizing paradox.   

 

Thus, from both perspectives we can conclude that empowerment and control cannot be 

considered separately in the context of RWH, highlighting the paradoxical relationship 

between the two elements.  
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7.0 Discussion  
 
To conclude the thesis, this chapter will first discuss the findings in relation to previous 

research on reduced working hours and management control (7.1). Second, the study’s 

contribution to both literature around RWH and concepts related to MCS will be stated (7.2), 

explaining our academic contributions. Third, we will discuss the study’s practical 

contributions, providing valuable insights for organizations and managers (7.3). Finally, 

limitations and suggestions for future research will be stated (7.4). The discussion therefore 

aims to give an understanding of the implications of this study’s results. 

 

7.1 Our Findings in Relation to Existing Research  

The thesis has concluded that organizations operating in the context of reduced working 

hours (RWH) emphasize results-, personnel- and cultural-controls, with a weak usage of 

action controls. A full review of the management control systems (MCS) used in the context 

of RWH can be found in Appendix 5. These findings show how the design of MCS is done 

with all of the control mechanisms in consideration.  For example, the component of trust is 

not solely seen in the use of cultural controls, but also in the design of the other control 

mechanisms, such as the reliance on results controls. This highlights how the control 

mechanisms are interlinked and complementary, confirming previous scholars who emphasize 

taking a holistic approach to management control systems (Malmi & Brown, 2008; Merchant, 

1982; Merchant & Van der Stede, 2017). Moreover, the findings show how organizations use 

several control mechanisms in their design of MCS. This relates to previous literature 

(Merchant, 1982; Otley, 1999; Kaplan & Norton, 1996; Simons, 1995) that argues for the 

importance of including qualitative aspects in the discussion on how to manage and enable 

great performance, which in this study can be seen through the emphasis on cultural controls, 

such as collaborative norms.  

 

Additionally, the thesis has concluded several implications that RWH has on employee 

empowerment and management control. First, it was concluded that RWH makes employees 

feel better and in more control of their lives, creating empowerment. These findings confirm 

previous research on RWH which also showed positive results on well-being and work-life 

balance (Voglino et al., 2021; Gyllensten et al., 2017; Barck-Holst et al., 2020; Haraldsson & 

Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023). Therefore, we dismiss Delaney and 
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Casey's (2022) findings that RWH can worsen employees' mental state and increase 

perceived stress. 

 

In addition, the study concludes that the introduction of RWH has created new forms of 

control seen in the design of management control systems (MCS). This relates to previous 

research by Delaney and Casey (2022) where the authors found that the introduction of RWH 

resulted in additional control mechanisms, through increased monitoring and a focus on 

financial motives and performance measurement. Although we did not find increased 

monitoring or managerial surveillance, our study shows one perspective of increased 

measurement of results, especially at the beginning of the implementation process.  

 

Moreover, this thesis concludes that there exists a paradoxical relationship between employee 

empowerment and management control in the context of RWH. This confirms the previous 

reasoning of Lewis et al. (2019), who argue for an organizing paradoxical relationship 

between empowerment and control where the elements cannot be perceived in isolation. 

Hence, our findings show how RWH has contributed to new forms of controls, confirming 

Lewis et al. (2019) reasoning that an act of empowerment always leads to control. One could 

argue that this finding on new forms of controls relates to Delaney and Casey’s (2022) 

reasoning that RWH can be seen as an employee trade-off, where employees need to sacrifice 

their freedom at work to get freedom outside of work. However, it has been concluded that 

employees solely express positive feelings about the new work arrangement, even resulting in 

a feeling of gratitude towards management. Thus, although our study shows an organizing 

paradox between empowerment and control, it does not confirm Delaney and Casey’s (2022)  

mentioned employee trade-off.  

 

7.2 Academic Contributions  

With this thesis, we contribute with insights into our domain theory of reduced working hours 

(RWH). As mentioned in the literature review, a majority of previous research on the idea of 

flexible work arrangements has considered a compressed 4-day workweek (Hartman & 

Weaver, 1977; Calvasina & Boxx, 1975; Hodge & Tellier; 1975; Lacapra, 1973), where the 

number of total hours worked is not reduced. As much of this research was done in the 1970s, 

we contribute with more novel and contemporary research to the topic. Additionally, much of 
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the existing literature on RWH comes from international case trials created by advocacy 

groups (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023), with limited 

academic research on the topic (Mullens & Glorieux, 2023, Delaney & Casey, 2022; 

Gyllensten et al., 2017; Barck-Holst et. al., 2020; Voglino et al., 2021). Therefore, our study 

adds to the limited academic research on RWH, contributing new insights and perspectives on 

a relatively unexplored phenomenon in a Swedish context.  

 

Additionally, the study combines two previously unrelated topics of management control and 

RWH, answering the call for more empirical evidence on the phenomenon of RWH (Delaney 

& Casey, 2022; Campbell, 2023). Moreover, the thesis contributes to the wider research field 

of management control by providing insights into the broader understanding of the 

relationship between empowerment and control. As the conclusion shows how the two 

elements cannot be considered independently, the study sheds light on tensions that can be 

seen in other organizational contexts than RWH. As managers constantly need to balance the 

elements of empowerment and control, when steering employees towards achieving 

organizational goals, the study is of relevance to organizational and managerial issues.  

 

Moreover, our conceptual framework contributes to a deepened understanding of 

empowerment by including both the micro (psychological empowerment) and macro 

(structural empowerment) levels of empowerment. By including both of these concepts, we 

add to the research field on empowerment, answering the call for further research on the topic 

(Maynard et al., 2012; Spreitzer, 2008; Seibert et al., 2011).   

 

7.3 Practical Contributions  

The thesis highlights several changes that organizations must make to facilitate the 

introduction of reduced working hours (RWH). In line with findings from the case studies 

(Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021; Lockhart, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023) our study shows changes in 

ways of working such as the introduction of focus-time and a changed meeting culture. In 

contrast to the case studies, our study did not find any new use of technology when 

introducing RWH. These findings we argue are relevant to organizations that are in the 

process of implementing RWH or currently operate with this new working arrangement.  
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Additionally, since this thesis concludes that RWH has improved the work-life balance and 

well-being of employees, the findings can be interesting for organizations and politicians that 

discuss how to foster a sustainable workforce. Considering that the discussion on RWH is 

currently on the table in Sweden, with a research trial just started (Haglund, 2024), the 

findings can be interesting for advocates, trade unions, politicians, and other stakeholders 

who are taking part in the flourishing debate. This shows the practical and societal relevance 

of our study.  

 

7.4 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

Since the study has a relatively small sample of six studied organizations, one can argue that 

it is difficult to draw general conclusions. Additionally, it can be difficult to conclude what 

implications relate to RWH, since other parameters, e.g. organizational structure or the nature 

of the work, may affect the results. Thus, it is difficult to separate what findings are 

context-specific to RWH. Due to this, we suggest further research to investigate additional 

organizations operating with RWH, as the population will likely continue to grow. Moreover, 

a case study of a specific industry or organization could be conducted to get additional 

insights into control challenges seen in the context of RWH. A case study also makes it easier 

to conclude direct implications of RWH, since industry differences will be eliminated. 

 

Another limitation of this study is that it has been conducted within a few months. Smith & 

Lewis, (2011) state that the notion of a “paradox” constitutes a relationship between elements 

that is sustained over time. Therefore, we suggest future researchers study the organizing 

paradox of empowerment and control in the context of RWH for a longer period. 

Additionally, as the debate on RWH often is critical towards the potential effects on 

productivity, and previous research has not shown a unified picture, it would be interesting for 

future research to determine this.  
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9.0 Appendices  
 
Appendix 1: AI Disclosure  

 

In this thesis, AI has been used through three different steps of the research process. In the 

first step, coming up with research ideas, AI was used to brainstorm different research 

questions for our chosen area of interest. By doing so, we could get additional perspectives 

and ideas on how to tailor the purpose of the study further. Further, AI was used in the 

transcription and to some extent understanding and finding relevant quotes from the 

interviewees. By using the AI tool Klang, we could upload the recorded interviews and then 

get a full transcription of each interview. We went through the transcriptions manually as 

well, to increase the credibility of the study. In addition, we used the tool Klang a few times 

to identify value points in the data collection. By using Klang we could get input on relevant 

similarities and identify relevant quotes in the material. Lastly, we have also used AI tools 

throughout the study’s writing and translation. We have used Grammarly to rewrite sentences 

and words, and Google’s Gemini to find synonyms to certain words. The AI tool Quilbot was 

further used to translate our interview guides and quotes from Swedish to English.  
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Appendix 2: Interview Guides ​

 

Interview Guide 1 - Managers  
Presentation and purpose of the study  

●​ Presentation of the authors 

●​ Presentation of the purpose of the study 

●​ Presentation of how the personal data will be used in the study 

●​ Do you give your permission to record the interview?  
 
Background to reduced working hours  

●​ Can you tell us about your role and your responsibilities within the organization? 

●​ How long have you worked within the organization? 

●​ How long has your organization had reduced working hours? 

●​ What is the underlying reason for implementing reduced working hours in your 
organization? 

●​ What's the main driving force for the implementation? 
 
Ways of working  

●​ How have your ways of working changed since the implementation of reduced 
working hours? 

○​ What is your experience with these changed working methods? What has been 
the most important for you in your work as a manager? 

○​ With these new working methods, what challenges do you see have arisen 
among your employees? 

●​ How do you work to ensure that your employees do the same amount of work in less 
time? 

●​ How much do you involve your employees in influencing decision-making? Do you 
feel that there is a limit to how much you can involve them? 

●​ How well do you feel you are aware of what your employees are doing with their time 
and what you are producing? 

 
Evaluating performance  

●​ How do you measure results today?  

●​ Has the introduction of reduced working hours changed how the employees are held 
accountable for achieving certain results?  

●​ How are these results communicated? How are you measured and rewarded? 

●​ How involved are employees in influencing the results you are evaluated on? 
 
Employee experiences of RWH    

●​ How do you perceive that reduced working hours have affected your employees' lives, 
well-being, and motivation? How has it affected yours? 
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●​ How do you feel that reduced working hours have affected your view of your job and 
your workplace? 

●​ What role does motivation play since the implementation of reduced working hours? 
Why do you think that is? 

●​ How do you, as a manager, work to help employees feel comfortable in a setting of 
RWH?  

●​ How were reduced working hours introduced? E.g. Workshops and coaching? 
Feedback sessions? 

 
Organizational culture  

●​ How do you perceive the organizational culture at the workplace today? E.g. Small 
talk, social interactions, and activities, any specific efforts you have made? 

●​ How often do you talk to your colleagues since the implementation of RWH?  

○​ What are you talking about? 

○​ Has your relationship changed? 
 
The hiring process  

●​ Has the introduction of reduced working hours affected how you design your hiring 
process? If that is the case, how? 

●​ Are there certain traits or abilities among employees that have proven to be important 
since the introduction of reduced working hours? 

 
End comments:  

●​ Other comments/questions from your side?  

●​ After the meeting, you will receive a GDPR consent. 
 
Interview Guide 2 - Employees  
Presentation and purpose of the study  

●​ Presentation of the authors 

●​ Presentation of the purpose of the study 

●​ Presentation of how the personal data will be used in the study 

●​ Do you give your permission to record the interview?  
 
Background to reduced working hours  

●​ Can you tell us about your role and your responsibilities within the organization? 

●​ How long have you worked within the organization? 

●​ How long has your organization had reduced working hours? 

●​ What is your understanding of the underlying reason for implementing reduced 
working hours in your organization?  

○​ What do you think is the main driving force behind the implementation? 
 
Ways of working  
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●​ How have your ways of working changed since the implementation of reduced 
working hours? 

○​ What is your experience with these changed working methods?  

○​ What has been the most important thing for you in your work? 

○​ What challenges have arisen with these new working methods? 

○​ With these changes, do you feel that you have more say in how you work? 
How do you ensure that you are working towards the same goal? 

●​ How much do you feel you get to participate in decision-making that affects your 
work and role?  

○​ How does it affect your motivation and experience of being in control of your 
own work? 

●​ How well do you feel your manager/organization keeps track of how you spend your 
time and what you produce?  

 
Evaluating performance  

●​ How do you measure results today?  

●​ Has the introduction of reduced working hours changed how you as employees are 
held accountable for achieving certain results?  

●​ How are these results communicated? How are you measured and rewarded? 

●​ How involved are you as an employee in influencing the results you are evaluated on? 
 
Individual experiences 

●​ How do you perceive that reduced working hours affect your life, well-being, and 
motivation? 

●​ How do you feel that reduced working hours have affected your view of your job and 
your workplace? 

●​ How have your organization and your closest manager worked help you as an 
employee feel comfortable in the environment of reduced working hours? E.g. 
Workshops and coaching? Feedback sessions?  

 
Organizational culture 

●​ How do you perceive that leadership has been affected by the implementation of 
reduced working hours?  

●​ How do you perceive the organizational culture at the workplace today? E.g. Small 
talk, social interactions, and activities.  

●​ What is your experience regarding how the organization has introduced the concept of 
reduced working hours for your employees? 

 
End comments:  

●​ Other comments/questions from your side?  

●​ After the meeting, you will receive a GDPR consent.  
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Interview Guide 3 - Expert   
Presentation and purpose of the study  

●​ Presentation of the authors 

●​ Presentation of the purpose of the study 

●​ Presentation of how the personal data will be used in the study 

●​ Do you give your permission to record the interview?  

 
General questions 

●​ What is 4DayWeekGlobal? Describe their vision and purpose 

●​ Can you tell us about your background and how you got involved with the 
organization 4DayWeekGlobal? 

●​ What is the primary purpose of introducing this concept in Sweden? 

 
Control in the context of RWH  

●​ When you meet organizations operating in the context of RWH, do you see any 
implications for increased management control due to the introduction of reduced 
working hours? 

●​ Is there an increased need for managers/executive teams to know what employees are 
doing with their time? 

●​ As an organization operating in this context, how do you ensure that you as an 
organization still achieve our goals? 

●​ What role does trust management play in this? 

●​ How involved are employees usually in how they organize their work/change their 
work processes in the context of reduced working hours? 

●​ Based on your experience, how do reduced working hours usually affect employees' 
well-being?  

●​ Do you think people feel more control over their lives and well-being? 

 
Internal processes 

●​ Based on your experience, what are the biggest changes in work practices that 
companies implement when introducing reduced working hours? 

●​ How have organizations managed to free up time when implementing reduced 
working hours? 

●​ Which processes are crucial in the implementation of reduced working hours? 

●​ Have you seen organizations using new tools and methods to increase efficiency? 

 
Organizational culture 

●​ How do organizations usually prepare employees for the implementation of reduced 
working hours? 

●​ Based on your experience, what effect does reduced working hours usually have on 
organizational culture? 
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●​ Have you seen any implications for leadership from reduced working hours? 

 
End comments:  

●​ Other comments/questions from your side?  

●​ After the meeting, you will receive a GDPR consent. 
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Appendix 3: Overview of Conducted Interviews ​
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Appendix 4: Overview of Data Analysis Process ​
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Appendix 5: Overview of the Findings of How Management Control Systems Are 

Used in the Context of Reduced Working Hours  
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Appendix 6: Overview of Used Figures ​

 

 

 

Figure 1: Overview of the used literature  
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​

Figure 2: Part one of the conceptual framework​
 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Part two of the conceptual framework 
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Figure 4: Final conceptual framework ​

 
 

 
 
​
​

Figure 5: Visual representation of the research process  
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Figure 6: Overview of the interview sample 
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