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Abstract
The starting point for this paper is an observation of staff scepticism towards the construction of
a formalised accounting framework for standards, outcomes, and indicators regarding services
for vulnerable people. It focuses in particular on the ways in which the framework is implicated in
the representation of vulnerable people in situations of multiple, and at times conflicting, demands.
The paper explores how different strategies are employed for “dignifying representations” of
vulnerable people in the construction of the accounting framework. The notion of dignifying
representations is based on Rancìere’s (2007) and Butler’s (Butler 2016b) works on how the
appropriateness of representations is established in their specific local material and discursive
contexts. The analysis identifies the ways in which strategies for aspiring to dignify
representations seek to produce reflective spaces and accommodate multiple and diverse
perspectives while also working within external constraints. Through an ethnographic study of a
care service for survivors of modern slavery, such struggles and tensions are traced in the
construction of a new accounting framework which represents vulnerable people and reports on
the services which support them. The study shows that there is much scope for further
consideration of what is at stake when accounting becomes a representation of vulnerable people,
and explores the ways in which this is navigated by actors who engage with accounting in
purposeful and reflective ways.
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1. Introduction

Well, when a new survivor joins SurvivorCare, the most important thing is to listen to them and
build a relationship so that they learn to trust you, and only then can you start the real support
work. But the contract does not really acknowledge that. Let me explain. So, for example, one
KPI of the Modern Slavery Survivor Care Contract requires that survivors be registered with a
doctor within five working days of their arrival. And I get why, access to healthcare is obviously
important. But for many survivors, this is not the right approach. For example, one of the
survivors I work with, Agnesa, deeply mistrusts institutions and is afraid that she will be abused
again by a doctor. It took us weeks until she was comfortable with her GP. Or Mo, he arrived
with only the clothes he was wearing, so in the first couple of days we had to find him clothes, a
toothbrush, just the essentials. Or Tran, who is fine health-wise, but is scared to leave his safe
house to go to a GP because he is at high risk of being re-trafficked.
So, we are always faced with this dilemma: should we follow the wishes of survivors and risk
financial penalties, or just register survivors to fulfil the contract but risk jeopardizing their
recovery?
And this is a difficult dilemma. We want to listen to survivors and provide a service that is
appropriate for each individual, but we also want to show the Home Office that we are doing a
good job. So, we need a framework for that. And I don’t really think this five-day-access KPI,
frankly a tick-box exercise, is helpful here. Like, the Home Office uses it for quality control, but it
doesn’t really reflect what is going on. Sure, on the database it tells us whether someone has
access to a GP, but it doesn’t tell us whether they can call the GP themselves or change a
repeat prescription. You know, all these small things that ultimately indicate whether they will be
okay when they leave the service. Also, the KPI doesn’t capture what we are doing, like
explaining how the NHS works, building trust in doctors, providing different options for
healthcare – and these really differ for each individual survivor. Their experiences are unique,
and the actual lives of survivors are hard to show in standardised, systematic ways. So, I don’t
think the government contract and how we currently report on it really helps to see the
perspective of survivors or understand what the service is really achieving.
(Advocate1, Summer 2021, vignette of SurvivorCare2)

In this opening vignette, the advocate provides an account of the uneasy relationship between
the lived experiences of people at SurvivorCare, and the formal accounting which the
organisation’s contract with the Home Office stipulates. It highlights how a need to demonstrate
that the organisation is “doing a good job” underpins the relationship between the organisation
and the Home Office. It is important to note, however, that this vignette is not a portrayal of those
who mistrust the government, dislike accounting, or are simply overwhelmed by their jobs. Rather,
it depicts how staff purposefully and strategically maintain reflexive capacities under conditions in
which they face multiple, at times conflicting, demands, such as contract compliance,
management oversight, and trauma-informed survivor-centric care. The account provides insight
into a particular experience of using an accounting framework and highlights three important
features: voice, vulnerability, and representation.
Further, the vignette draws attention to the multiple demands that are placed upon the accounting
framework at SurvivorCare. The organisation hopes to fulfil various purposes through tailored
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This is a composite character based on interactions with advocates on the frontline as well as personal interactions
with survivors as part of an ethnographic study. This composite character provides an ethnographic account that
protects the identity of specific participants. Similar stylistic devices were used in previous studies (Martinez and Cooper
2017).
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SurvivorCare is the pseudonym given to an organisation commissioned to deliver services for survivors of Modern
Slavery in the UK, where the fieldwork for this paper took place.
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data collection, analysis, and a reporting framework (Pflueger 2016; Reilley, Balep, and Huber
2020). The organisation needs to demonstrate its service quality to the Home Office in
accordance with the contract stipulations, using, for example, “KPIs” and “tick-boxes”. On the
other hand, the management wants to gain insight into “what is going on” and strives to see the
service from the survivors’ perspectives. Some accounting literature has looked at the expressive
nature of accounting (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017), and has focused on the ability of staff to
express their emotions and beliefs about vulnerable people 3 within accounting frameworks
(Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017; Amslem and Gendron 2019). This paper focuses instead on the
expressions of the vulnerable people who are to be represented, thereby shifting attention from
the expressive aspects of accounting and those who articulate it, to the expressions of the
vulnerable themselves. It explores the ambition of developing an accounting framework that can
capture the perspective of the vulnerable, yet in accordance with the multiple demands placed on
the representations that are mandated.
It does so in a setting where the staff are sceptical of the formal accounting framework, yet rather
than dismissing per se the injunction to represent and report seek to develop alternative ways of
reporting, so as to better demonstrate the quality of the care they deliver. Such actor scepticism
has been primarily explored in studies emphasising that accounting which is based on
programmatic ideals of standardisation, quantification, and calculation struggles to represent the
expressions of the actors who are to be represented (Everett and Friesen 2010; Perkiss and
Moerman 2020). Some studies have highlighted that such sceptical attitudes are particularly
common in settings subjected to multiple competing programmes 4 (Wällstedt 2020; Amslem and
Gendron 2019; Fischer and Ferlie 2013). While much accounting literature has documented the
shortcomings of formal accounting, one particular approach has contrasted it with alternative
counter-accounts which are supposedly better able to represent vulnerable people (Frey-Heger
and Barrett 2021; Lehman, Hammond, and Agyemang 2018; Perkiss et al. 2021; Islam, Deegan,
and Haque 2021; Vinnari and Laine 2017). This paper hopes to contribute to this literature on
counter-accounts by drawing attention to processes that amend rather than seek to oppose formal
accounts, thereby challenging the dualism that typically underpins the counter-accounts literature.
To this end, the case examined shows how actors strive to make more appropriate the
representations they produce by making room for other ways of seeing, yet without challenging
the overriding and externally imposed visibilities.
Additionally, the vignette illustrates the concerns for the wellbeing, dignity, and perspectives of
modern slavery survivors at SurvivorCare. Advocates at SurvivorCare voice their concerns that
the “actual lives of survivors” are largely hidden from the regulatory eye. It is important, they argue,
for advocates to “really listen to survivors”, to “build a relationship with them” and to make sure
that survivors are “okay” when they leave the service. Together, these concerns result in a need
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The term ‘vulnerable people’ is used in this paper to describe those in precarious situations, those suffering, and those
who are often unrepresented. The term is used somewhat in parallel with alternatives used in the literature such as ‘the
other’, the marginalised, and beneficiaries.
4

By programmes, this paper means “idealised schema for the ordering of social and economic life” (Miller and Rose
1990, 14), broadly in line with the accounting notions of ‘programmes and technologies’ (Miller 2008; Miller, Kurunmäki,
and O’Leary 2008; Kurunmäki 2004; Kurunmäki and Miller 2011; 2008; Miller and Rose 1990; Miller and O’Leary 2007).
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for tailored care focused on the individual outcomes of survivors. The advocates’ concerns for
survivors go beyond the contracted care delivery, and indicate an ambition to “dignify” the
representations of survivors, to ensure the appropriateness of such representations in their highly
specific and localised material and discursive settings.
Modern slavery is a serious and brutal crime in which people are treated as commodities and
exploited for criminal gain. Such exploitation takes several forms, including human trafficking,
sexual exploitation, forced manual labour, and domestic servitude (Cooper et al. 2017;
Bebbington, Channuntapipat, and McVey 2021). Accounting research has recently begun to
grapple with the phenomena of modern slavery, by exploring related disclosure and supply chain
concerns (Islam and van Staden 2018; Islam, Deegan, and Haque 2021), as well as employment
practices (Yang, Dumay, and Tweedie 2020; Christ, Burritt, and Schaltegger 2020; Killian 2015).
Further studies have explored how accounting practices and regulation might be involved in
tackling modern slavery (Christ and Burritt 2021; Bebbington, Channuntapipat, and McVey 2021).
While these studies have undoubtedly made important contributions, current research has largely
overlooked the journey of survivors after they have been ‘freed’. However, it is in this context that
accounting becomes of particular importance as the lives of the vulnerable come to be
represented in multiple modes and mechanisms of reporting, regardless of the extent to which
such representations “dignify” such lives and voices (Butler 2016b).
Furthermore, the setting for modern slavery survivor care arguably involves less standardised,
and less procedural care than, for example, healthcare, even if reporting requirements for survivor
care seek to formalise and standardise. While tensions and variations are well-documented in the
accounting literature on (health) care (Kurunmäki and Miller 2006; Llewellyn and Northcott 2005;
Malmmose and Kure 2021; Le Theule, Lambert, and Morales 2020; 2021; Fischer and Ferlie
2013), modern slavery survivor care provides a more extreme case at the margins (Flyvbjerg
2006; Miller 1998). Here, it is possible to empirically explore the different strategies 5 employed by
staff aimed at representing vulnerable people within formal accounting frameworks, as they seek
to give voice to the expressions of the vulnerable themselves.
This research covers a four-month project in which SurvivorCare constructed a new framework
for assessing, monitoring, and reporting on the quality of services via the expressed experiences
of survivors. The framework is imbued with the organisation’s hope that it will address some of
the shortcomings illustrated in the vignette. The author accompanied this project in an
ethnographic study as a participant-observer (Moeran 2014; Neyland 2009b) in order to gain an
in-depth understanding of the attitudes, strategies, and actions that manifested themselves within
the organisation. Based on observations, experiential data, interviews, meetings, documents, and
interactions with staff and survivors, this paper explores the following research questions: How
does the construction of an accounting framework enable the representation of vulnerable people
in situations of multiple and, at times, conflicting demands? What strategies are employed for
‘dignifying representations’ of vulnerable people in the accounting framework? Put differently, how
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The term ‘strategies’ implies more or less purposeful actions by staff, involving other people, material artefacts, and
processes, directed towards the goal of dignifying representations. Strategies are embedded in the emotional and
cognitive perceptions held by staff of their social, material, and organisational context.
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can we explore the linkages between voice, vulnerability and representation through the
expressions of the vulnerable themselves?
To deploy the notion of dignifying representations, this paper draws on selected works of Butler
(2021; 2016a) and Rancìere (2007). The notion captures an aspirational open-ended process,
accomplished through ongoing contingent struggle, one that aims at establishing representations
which are considered appropriate according to local programmes within specific material and
discursive contexts. Approaching the theme of representation in this way sidesteps the question
of whether human experience holds unique ‘inherent characteristics’ which are, or are not,
representable. It focuses instead on the inherent (in)dignity of representations (Rancière 2007).
Rancière thereby reframes the notion of the ‘impossibility’ or ‘unrepresentability’ of human
experience by highlighting the (in)appropriateness of representations that take place in light of
local programmes that constrain representations to function as resemblances (Rancière 2007).
Based on this, the analysis focuses on tensions between local programmes, such as survivorcentric and trauma-informed care, and the Home Office Modern Slavery Victim Care Contract
(MSVCC) framework, to illustrate the struggle of introducing the perspectives of survivors into
SurvivorCare’s formal framework. In this particular setting, advocates draw on local programmes
in order to centre survivors’ voices and align the standards and indicators with the lived
experiences of people in the service.
Various ‘dignifying’ strategies of actors are highlighted below, as part of the construction process
of the new framework. At SurvivorCare, existing best-practice standards were reframed to seek
to align the perspective of survivors with the reporting requirements. Consultations were
conducted to directly elicit and integrate the voices of survivors, and (frontline) staff were involved
in making the framework viable given the resource constraints. Thus, staff attempted to make
room for different ways of making visible and representing survivors within the confines of the
contract, rather than simply resisting the imposed formal quantified accounting framework as
indicated by the opening vignette. This implies that concerns surrounding accounting
representations are about discourses of what is thinkable and appropriate, rather than simply
questions of accuracy. The notion of dignifying representations captures these attempts and
aspirations on the part of staff to represent individual journeys of survivors in ways they deem
appropriate, rather than accurate. Lastly, by drawing attention to the programmes in light of which
representations are sought to be made appropriate (Butler 2016a; 2021; Rancière 2007), the
notion of dignifying representations hopefully facilitates a better understanding of scepticism in
the field towards formal accounting representations.
The rest of the paper is structured as follows: in section two, relevant literatures are presented,
followed by the development of the notion of dignifying representations based on Butler and
Rancìere in section three. In section four, the case and methods are introduced, first by briefly
characterising the sector of modern slavery care in the UK, and second by presenting the
organisational ethnography, data collection, and analysis. Next, the empirical analysis is broken
down into subsections following the chronological phases of the project: first problematisation;
second, standard development through best practice integration, survivor consultation, and staff
involvement; and third, indicator development. The paper concludes with a discussion of the
5

Dignifying Representations: Constructing an Accounting Framework for a Care Service for Survivors of Modern Slavery

empirical material against the backdrop of the theoretical framework. This highlights the relevant
insights for accounting theory and practice, and is followed by a concluding section.

2. Literature
A core feature of accounting is that it represents some selected aspects, thereby drawing attention
to certain things while leaving out others and, therefore, creating particular patterns of visibility
(Burchell et al. 1980; Hines 1988; Roberts and Scapens 1985). How specific visibility in
representations comes about can be further developed by conceptualising the relationship
between formal accounting frameworks6 and the underpinning world (Dambrin and Robson 2011;
Power 2021; Busco and Quattrone 2018). The following model conceptualises, and simplifies,
this relationship in three levels (Figure 1): first, the individually perceived world, which includes
the lived experiences of survivors; second, the referentiality, which includes the case records and
the act of monitoring service activities; and third, the accounting representation, such as key
performance indicators. This model suggests that the representational ability of accounting
frameworks is based on the relation between lived experience and the corresponding accounting
representation. A relation which is constructed through references or traces may be intrinsically
unstable, incomplete, and ambiguous (Busco and Quattrone 2018). This conceptualisation of
accounting representations emphasises how representations come about, i.e., how traces are
created with or without the input of survivors, and draws attention to the constructed nature of the
relations between individuals’ experiences and their representation.

Figure 1: Accounting Model

6

To be consistent with the language in this paper, the term framework is used rather than ‘infrastructure’, which some of
the referenced literature employs.
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Focusing attention on the struggle to create frameworks for representation brings to the
foreground tensions between local contexts of lived experience in which representations are
created by reducing information into comparable forms, and the abstracted accounting
representations (Robson 1992; Roberts and Scapens 1985; Power 2021). Importantly, as
previous research has established, the specific discursive and material settings, such as local
discourses, tacit knowledge, and the physical context of individuals’ experiences, do not - at least,
not necessarily - travel with the representations beyond their context of production (Robson 1992;
Chua 1995; Dambrin and Robson 2011). At the same time, representations do not travel without
any frame of interpretation either, rather, by including and excluding aspects, is it already
determined what will count – an act of delimitation which structures possible interpretations (Butler
2016a). Indeed, the selective visibilities of representations have constitutive and performative
effects on the world they represent and intervene in (Miller and Rose 1990; Mennicken and Miller
2012; Burchell, Gordon, and Miller 1991; Hacking 1986). For example, when survivors’
experiences are captured through specific healthcare KPIs, not only do healthcare concerns
become constituted as an object to be governed (Pflueger 2016), but survivors also come to be
viewed through this particular lens, at the expense of other aspects which might be relevant. Thus,
accounting ‘objectifies’ or ‘makes visible’ the elliptic and subjective aspects which are at stake in
representations (Pflueger 2016; Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020). Further, the manner in which
such representations of service quality and survivors are constructed might influence how people
who are removed from the specific context judge the represented ‘object’ as it is presumed to
reflect the world (Roberts and Scapens 1985).
This conceptual basis enables a ‘zooming-in’ (Nicolini 2009) in the empirical case analysis on the
referentiality between lived experiences and formal accounting representation. It raises questions
around relations between the people whose lived experiences are accounted for and the services
constructing their representation within the accounting framework, and draws attention to the
uneasy interplay between individuals, visibility, and formal representation. To further position the
arguments of this ethnographic study on voice, vulnerability, and representation, three literature
streams are presented: first, studies which share the setting of vulnerability and are concerned
with the expressive dimensions of accounting; second, studies which have explored the
construction of accounting frameworks in social care and not-for-profit settings; and third, studies
which are concerned with the emancipatory, moral, and political aspects of accounting, in
particular counter-accounting.
First, studies in settings where vulnerable people such as mental health patients, the elderly, or
the marginalised are accounted for have observed that staff perceive tensions between the rigidity
of formal accounting and the realities of care delivery (Neu and Heincke 2004; Chenhall, Hall, and
Smith 2017; Kraus, Kennergren, and von Unge 2017). In particular, formalised quantified
representations have been challenged by staff because they seemingly imply a reduction in
emotional intimacy in care work (Amslem and Gendron 2019) and have the potential to shift
relational approaches to mental health support (Fischer and Ferlie 2013). Indeed, such studies
have found that actors are critically aware of the implications of selective and partial visibility
which the accounting literature elaborates on (Roberts and Scapens 1985; Robson 1992; Miller
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and O’Leary 1987). In particular, staff are apprehensive of scoring based on commensuration,
standardisation, and quantification because this obscures meaningful understanding (Chenhall,
Hall, and Smith 2017; Everett and Friesen 2010), and collaborative customised care work clashes
with such logic (Bracci and Llewellyn 2012).
Nonetheless, at SurvivorCare and in other settings, external demands for standardised and
commensurable care quality are unequivocal, and measurements, indicators, and quality
standards are considered useful tools of governance in the organisation (Chenhall, Hall, and
Smith 2013; 2017; Amslem and Gendron 2019; Bracci and Llewellyn 2012). Studies have traced
a shift in how service quality is assessed, from looking at service activities, inputs, and outputs
towards an assessment of service quality through survivors’ experiences and outcomes. In
particular, a series of accounting field studies have linked such a shift to the implementation of
user-centric programmes by accounting tools in the health and social care sector (Pflueger 2016;
Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020; Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017). These studies have highlighted
that user-focus is linked with other organisational and managerial ambitions, such as staff
engagement (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017) and quality management (Pflueger 2016; Reilley,
Balep, and Huber 2020). In accounting for users, individual viewpoints often become abstracted
and transformed into quantified accounts, such as satisfaction scores (Reilley, Balep, and Huber
2020; Pflueger 2016).
Studies have traced that staff are worried that involving users might become a ‘sham ritual’, as
vulnerable users are often unable to participate due to a lack of literacy, access, and mental
capacity (Kingston et al. 2020). In particular, studies have found that the ways in which users are
able to participate in their representations are shaped by managerialist frameworks (Reilley,
Balep, and Huber 2020), accounting logics such as productivity and effectiveness (Malmmose
and Kure 2021), or are silenced by powerful organisational actors who impose their views of
quality (O’Dwyer 2005). One notable study by Chenhall, Hall, and Smith (2017) examined staff
scepticism of formal accounting as an object of interest in its own right. The authors explored how
a mental health organisation reconstructed its performance measurement system in recognition
of such tensions, enabling staff to express their emotions and beliefs about the people they cared
for.7 While such studies have demonstrated challenges related to accuracy and concerns about
representations with user-focus, they have not explored how vulnerability and representation
interact.
Second, the literature on the construction of accounting frameworks in social care and not-for
profit settings has developed in recent years (Sargiacomo, Ianni, and Everett 2014; Walker 2014;
Power 2015; Martinez and Cooper 2019), particularly with respect to studying the implications of
multiple, at times competing, demands placed on representations (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith
2017; Crvelin and Becker 2020; Everett and Friesen 2010; Cooper, Graham, and Himick 2016;
Cooper 2015). Here, studies have found that spaces for dissention are created to keep
programmes spatially and procedurally apart (Wällstedt 2020), for example by leaving space for
qualitative narratives to exist alongside quantified information (Amslem and Gendron 2019;
7

Here, staff scepticism is explicitly addressed in so far as it is related to staff’s working habits, and somewhat implicitly
in Amslem and Gendron (2019) and Fischer and Ferlie (2013).
8

Dignifying Representations: Constructing an Accounting Framework for a Care Service for Survivors of Modern Slavery

Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020). Existing literature has observed various strategies in the
construction of new frameworks, and has emphasised the ‘patchwork of interventions’ (Martinez
and Cooper 2019) or the ‘trial and error processes’ (Amslem and Gendron 2019) of introducing
or updating performance measurements in development and social work organisations. For
example, while distinct methods of accounting are deployed across different types of
organisations (Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020), several studies have found that support from
(Amslem and Gendron 2019) or ideological control by (Kraus, Kennergren, and von Unge 2017)
senior management towards new frameworks helped to limit resistance from staff. Furthermore,
engaging more receptive groups of staff (Amslem and Gendron 2019) and drawing on the
experiences and ideas of staff in the development of indicators (Kingston et al. 2020; Chenhall,
Hall, and Smith 2017) were identified as organisational strategies for the construction of new
frameworks.
A set of studies have presented several important insights on actors’ strategic actions to modify
existing accounting frameworks in the context of the development of a new performance
measurement system in a mental health care charity (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017; 2013):
They found that accessibility, in terms of simplified and less onerous recording, and playfulness,
in terms of imbuing hope in the new performance management system, are two core features
which facilitate engagement of staff with the development of frameworks and which might lead to
integrating staffs’ values into the framework (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017). Other factors which
the authors identified as important in indicator development are the type of record, resource
limitations to obtain long-term outcome data, and the involvement of users (Chenhall, Hall, and
Smith 2017; 2013). Additionally, an in-depth case study of a local government care function
investigated how conflicting programmes are operationalised simultaneously using technologies
in a provider of elderly care (Wällstedt 2020). This recent ethnographic study found that tensions
between programmes in their non-local discursive form and their localised operationalisation,
reflected in technologies and practices, are not always resolved but, at times, are purposively
maintained by actors through accounting frameworks (Wällstedt 2020). Such literature, which
notes the strategies and challenges commonly observed in the construction of accounting
frameworks in similar settings, serves to contextualise observations at SurvivorCare and identify
how far the case might support previous research findings and what might be unusual or
interesting, thus enabling a better understanding of representations of vulnerable people. In
addition, previous studies have drawn attention to broader conditions of possibility for the
acceptance of new performance management tools, such as neoliberal contexts and institutional
pressures (Amslem and Gendron 2019), and service types which are amenable to standardised
service delivery (Bracci and Llewellyn 2012).
Third, previous studies have observed that staff perceive a tension between standardisation and
respecting the uniqueness of what is to be represented (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2013; Bracci
2014), which draws attention to the ways in which accounting provides representations of, in
particular, marginalised communities by means of calculative practices. Within this, much of the

9

Dignifying Representations: Constructing an Accounting Framework for a Care Service for Survivors of Modern Slavery

‘emancipatory’ literature8 problematises, at least implicitly, how accounting struggles to reflect
‘what matters’ and therefore ‘erases human meaning’ (Sargiacomo, Ianni, and Everett 2014;
Lehman, Hammond, and Agyemang 2018; Shearer 2002). For example, Everett and Friesen note
that “there are no measures that would seem to capture the suffering of the victims of calamity
and disaster” (Everett and Friesen 2010, 477). In response to such perceived shortcomings of
formalised, standardised, quantified accounting, counter-accounts are proposed which “make
visible otherwise neglected stories and reports of lived experience” (Perkiss and Moerman 2020,
3), and more broadly outline the potential for accounting outside of formalised accounts in order
to render the marginalised other visible (Frey-Heger and Barrett 2021; Lehman, Hammond, and
Agyemang 2018). Recent years have seen a proliferation of counter-accounting studies which
deal with accounting practices outside the formal organisational accounting framework and are
proposed “as a way of making visible and audible the needs of marginalized constituencies”
(Vinnari and Laine 2017, 3). For example, counter-accounts have been constructed in the spaces
of humanitarian crisis (Perkiss and Moerman 2020; Sargiacomo, Ianni, and Everett 2014), racial
justice (Lehman, Hammond, and Agyemang 2018) and animal rights (Vinnari and Vinnari 2022;
Vinnari and Laine 2017). Further, accounts constructed by social movement organisations in
response to official state and corporate accounts have been analysed (Islam and van Staden
2018; Islam, Deegan, and Haque 2021). Many counter-accounting studies have been based on
a criticism of formal accounting frameworks and an endorsement of alternative representations
as being better able to present vulnerable individuals, while some studies have explored conduct
and counter-conduct (Boomsma and O’Dwyer 2019; O’Leary and Smith 2020). On the whole,
there is a tendency in the counter-accounts literature to presume a dualism between compliant
and resistant accounts and actors. Some studies challenge the – somewhat hyperbolically
presented – dualism between compliance and resistance by focusing on both ‘emancipatory and
repressive’ elements of organisational responses to external formal evaluations (Gallhofer and
Haslam 2019), for example by increasing eligibility for funding (Cazenave and Morales 2021) or
by providing monitoring information in more flexible and engaged manners (O’Leary and Smith
2020).

3. Theoretical Framework: Dignifying Representations
In the context of modern slavery, representations are particularly important as survivors are often
overlooked, and go unrepresented and unnoticed (University of Nottingham Rights Lab 2019).
This paper – like many other accounting studies (McKinlay 2010; Grisard, Annisette, and Graham
2020; Roberts 2021; 2009) – is inspired by Judith Butler who emphasises that representations,
particularly of those considered vulnerable, matter because they can affirm or deny the
recognition of common humanness and dignity. This invites an exploration of how actors strive
towards dignifying representations of vulnerable people. To develop the notion of ‘dignifying
representations’, this paper draws on Rancière’s essay ‘Are Some Things Unrepresentable’
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See the following literature overviews for characterisations of ‘emancipatory’ accounting (Gallhofer and Haslam 2019),
and related literature fields of ‘social and environmental’ accounting (J. Brown and Tregidga 2017; J. Brown and Dillard
2013), and ‘dialogic’ accounting (Manetti, Bellucci, and Oliva 2021)
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(Rancière 2007) and on Butler’s work on political representation of marginalised individuals
(Butler 2016a; 2021). Both texts are concerned with discourses which make representations (not)
thinkable: Butler is interested in the discourses that set out who and what is worthy of
representation, while Rancière begins with the question of who, or what, is deemed possible of
representation.
In a short book on art and egalitarian politics, Rancìere (2007) dedicates one essay to the
question of whether, how, and under what conditions all spheres of experience can be
represented (univocally). Similar to Butler, Rancière draws on Foucault to argue that conditions
of representation are tied to discourses which make certain things unthinkable and
unrepresentable (compare to Galloway 2011). In this essay, Rancière further explores the claim
that some things, like “entities, events, or situations” are “unrepresentable” (2007, 109).
‘Unrepresentable’ according to Rancière can be understood to mean that there is an “internal
impossibility of representation” (2007, 111) due to the supposed “essential character of the thing
in question” (2007, 109–10), implying that there is no commensurate representation, or, in other
words, that no resemblance can be created between the representation of the thing and the thing
itself (Rancière 2007). Instead, he argues that such claims are rather about discomfort with
representation, stemming from discourses which designate some representations as notthinkable. To make this argument, Rancière draws on, amongst other art forms, literary writing
about concentration camps and slavery. Such writing about suffering demonstrates, according to
Rancière, that conveying lived incomparable experiences is feasible in established modes of
representation, given that language with its syntax and grammar exists. Thus, rather than
unrepresentable, “the problem is in fact rather the reverse. The language that conveys this
experience is in no way specific to it” (Rancière 2007, 126; this is also emphasised in Galloway
2011).
Rancière posits that some representations are perceived as undignified because people do not
like that violence and experiences of suffering can be easily represented by conventional textual,
visual (and numerical) means (Rancière 2007). When one moves beyond such discomfort and
discourses, Rancière argues, one finds that “nothing is unrepresentable as a property of the
event. There are simply choices” (2007, 129). Thus, the claim of “impossibility of experience told
in its own appropriate language” (Rancière 2007, 126) needs to be challenged by paying attention
to prevalent programmes, discourses, and norms which designate some things as (un)thinkable
and thus (un)representable. Thus, Rancière reconceptualises a claim to ‘impossibility’ or
‘unrepresentability’ to refer to the ‘indignity’ of representation which is about (in)appropriateness
of representations in light of local programmes which place them under constraints in their
function as resemblances (Rancière 2007). Approaching the theme of representation in this way
sidesteps the question of whether human experience holds unique ‘inherent characteristics’ which
are, or are not, representable, as it focuses on (in)dignity of representations. It shifts the concern
around accounting representations towards discourses of what is (un)thinkable, away from simple
questions of accuracy. Accuracy is considered a feature of resemblances which are identifiably
and measurably ‘correct’ reliably enough for the organisational purpose at hand. Instead, the
focus becomes a concern of appropriateness of relations between the lived experience of
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individuals and the (formal) ‘representation’ in light of the local programmes which set out what
such relations between the origin and the representation ought to be like (Rancière 2007). Thus,
Rancière enables this paper to shift the focus from the difficulties of representing – such as
inevitable ambiguities in survivors’ trauma and outcomes, flaws in data, and indispensable
interpretive work (Bracci 2014) – towards questions of dignifying representations, that is, what is
thinkable and appropriate within specific (discursive) contexts.
Moreover, Butler highlights that it matters how representations are done, beyond questions of
resemblance or accuracy. In her recent work on moral philosophy, she argues that the question
of who is worthy of representation and recognition is affected by the possibilities of emergence
for legible representation (Butler 2021; 2016b; 2014). These possibilities depend on historical,
social, and geopolitical factors which guide, shape, frame, and determine the possible modes of
representation in a specific setting (Butler 2016a). Importantly, this means that tensions are
inherent in all forms of representation, albeit some may exhibit less tensions than others, and may
be more or less readily stabilised and achieve acceptance in prevalent discourses and
programmes to differing degrees. Butler argues that, upon temporary stabilisation,
representations become a structuring tool for interpretation, organising perception and thinking
by affecting ‘what counts’ (2016b). Indeed, all representations are ‘partially eclipsed and partially
marked’ (Butler 2016b, 75), even though it can appear as if a representation has an immediate
incontestable relation to reality. This means that to approach the question of (in)dignity of
representation, one must not only consider individual representations but also understand how
they are shaped by the context and programmes from which they emerge – a fundamental
concern shared by Rancière.
One property of (more) dignified representations is that references to their ‘origin’ are underdetermined, which means that making-visible is always under-determined and thus necessarily
incomplete (Butler 2005). A dignified representation, Rancière proposes, “attest(s) to the
unpresentability of the initial shock” (2007, 134) and embeds “the affirmation of the irreducible
singularity of certain events” (2007, 137) in the representation itself. In contrast, the relationship
to the origin becomes uncomfortable when the mode of representation demonstrates a generic
aspect while the origin is rooted in political violence or generally aspects of the human experience
considered unrepresentable (Rancière 2007). Further, ‘origin’ also captures who the creator of a
representation is, and in particular what their relation to the object of representation is, i.e., direct
experience, witness, or commentator, thus making representations more or less dignified. This
goes beyond a consideration of the personal characteristics (i.e., gender, race, disability) and
situations (i.e., access to money, education, networks) implicating the degree to which vulnerable
people (do not) have a voice. Rather, the question of representation relates to power structures
which delineate possibilities for the emergence of legible representation in specific discursive and
material contexts (Butler 2006; 2021; 2016a). Importantly, ‘dignified’ is a difficult condition for
representations to be in, and this applies particularly to enigmatic and ambiguous notions such
as suffering and vulnerability. This is not to say that dignity, or indeed ‘appropriateness’ of
representation, are binary concerns, rather it is likely that human experiences and humans are
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always and necessarily partially eclipsed and partially marked, indicating an instability and an
openness for contestation of representations (Butler 2016b).
This paper understands ‘dignifying representations’ as an aspirational open-ended process,
accomplished through ongoing contingent struggle, that aims at establishing representations
which are considered appropriate according to local programmes within specific material and
discursive context. The notion of dignifying representations corresponds, in part, to the basic idea
of struggling and striving to adjust a representation to make it more dignified in its specific
contexts. But the notion also encompasses the more abstract requirements of dignifying, a
concept that conveys something of an idea of making representations more human, enabling
political action, and opening up space, as opposed to, for instance, aspiring to a fixed external
notion of morality or dignity. Siding with a Butlerian blend of political philosophy that has inspired
political aspects of emancipatory accounting (cf. (Grisard, Annisette, and Graham 2020; McKinlay
2010; Gallhofer and Haslam 2019)), this paper considers ‘dignifying’ not quite in the sense of the
deployment of some abstract ‘dignity’ that is already there, implicit, waiting to be clarified.
Dignifying is not exactly about the presentation of the prefigured, the application of programmes,
or the realisation of potential. Dignifying is rather about the aspiration to create dignified
representations: that is, tackling the questions of representation as they relate to programmes
which delineate possibilities for the emergence of legible representation in specific discursive and
material contexts (Butler 2006; 2021; 2016a; Rancière 2007). Based on Rancière and Butler, this
paper posits that the processes of dignifying representations rarely translate into the
unproblematic unfolding of a single programme, rather, they often translate into controversies
about what exactly is to be represented and how.
Accounting, such as performance management systems with quantitative quality measurements,
in the context of vulnerability is an area in which ‘dignifying’ can perhaps be best observed, as
the links between the lived experiences and their representation are particularly contested not
(only) based on their accuracy but also on their appropriateness.9 In such settings, accounting is
extended and stretched, and undergoes transformations and adjustments at the margin
(Kurunmäki and Miller 2008; Miller 1998). The specific context of this case is a resource-scarce
social care organisation which supports survivors of modern slavery in precarious living situations.
The accounting framework in question, through its descriptive standards and indicators, provides
a viewpoint into the service, and thereby, more or less explicitly represents vulnerable people in
the service. The notion of dignifying representations serves the purpose of capturing struggles
and tensions on the aspirational pathway of staff to seeking to make accounting representations
appropriate. In this case, actors engage not only in technical discussions about the accuracy of
standards and indicators which would allow for quality tracking and internal and external reporting,
but also consider the appropriateness of representations of the vulnerable people they care for.
Thus, this study draws attention to how actors employ different strategies in order to adjust the

9

Appropriate relations between the representation and its origin are particularly contested in this setting because of the
vulnerability and suffering of the people being represented. While parallel debates on suffering are acknowledged
(Nussbaum 2009; Musikawong 2014; Coddington 2017; Butler 2016a; 2006), the focus of this paper is on vulnerability
because SurvivorCare itself is more concerned with embracing voices of survivors whose vulnerability is implicated with
experiences of suffering rather than suffering per se.
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accounting framework to the local programmes of survivor-centric and trauma-informed care. In
the analysis of these struggles and tensions, various ‘dignifying’ strategies of actors within the
construction process of the new framework are highlighted. The case shows that organisational
actors seek to construct a framework which, they hope, will result in different representations of
survivors which are more appropriate because of their alignment with programmes of survivorcentric and trauma-informed care which actors ascribe to and which penetrate the setting. This
enables the concrete actions of actors to be linked with the larger programmes which place
representations under criteria of appropriateness (Rancière 2007; Butler 2016b).

4. Case and Methods
4.1) Case Context
The precise definition of modern slavery is contested (Bebbington, Channuntapipat, and McVey
2021; Christ and Burritt 2021; Merry 2016), but for the purposes of this paper, the Home Office’s
definition is adopted. This states that modern slavery is a serious and brutal crime in which people
are treated as commodities and exploited for criminal gain; such exploitation takes several forms,
including human trafficking, sexual exploitation, forced manual labour, and domestic servitude
(Cooper et al. 2017). The true extent of modern slavery in the UK is unknown (Merry 2016), but
estimates range from 10,613 survivors in 2020 as calculated by the Home Office (Home Office
Statistical Bulletin 2021) to 136,000 survivors in 2018 as evaluated by NGOs (Walk Free
Foundation 2018, 94). In the UK, most survivors are British, Albanian, or Vietnamese nationals
(Home Office Statistical Bulletin 2021).
The Modern Slavery Act 2015 was proposed by the UK government as “the first of its kind in
Europe, and one of the first in the world, to specifically address slavery and trafficking in the 21st
century”10. The Act is largely focused on the prevention and criminalisation of modern slavery,
and introduced reporting and disclosure requirements such as mandatory statements by
companies about their own activities and supply chains (HM Government 2015). While the
Modern Slavery Act has been analysed by accounting researchers with regards to disclosures
(Bebbington, Channuntapipat, and McVey 2021; Christ and Burritt 2021), the Act’s provisions for
support of survivors (HM Government 2015 Part 5) have thus far been unexplored. The
government organises its responsibilities of identifying, supporting, and assisting victims through
the National Referral Mechanism (HM Government 2014; Home Office 2021). Through this
safeguarding and signposting framework, survivors can access support such as safe housing,
legal advice, health care including alcohol/drug rehabilitation and counselling, educational
opportunities, and repatriation assistance (HM Government 2014; Home Office Statistical Bulletin
2021; Bales, Hedwards, and Silverman 2017; Home Office 2021). The Act has been criticised by
the sector as being enforcement-based rather than victim-based and as potentially criminalising
survivors, while the support provisions for survivors have been condemned for lacking specialist

10

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/historic-law-to-end-modern-slavery-passed [Accessed: 16th February 2022]
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long-term, survivor-centric, and trauma-informed care standards (Bales, Hedwards, and
Silverman 2017; Anti-Slavery International et al. 2020).
The statutory support for survivors is largely discharged to the Third Sector (Home Office 2021).
More specifically, the delivery of support and care for survivors of modern slavery is
commissioned by the Home Office under the Modern Slavery Victim Care Contract (MSVCC) (HM
Government 2014; Home Office 2021). SurvivorCare has been commissioned through the
MSVCC to support survivors since 2011 and delivers survivor support through safe houses and
outreach services for over 1,000 survivors a year. The MSVCC sets out the contractual
obligations, expressed as a narrative description of the desired service and a list of 17 KPIs,
against which providers need to demonstrate their service quality to the Home Office.11 Failure to
successfully comply with the KPIs results in financial sanctions for the care provider. In response
to critique from the sector, the Home Office announced that “the new contract will allow for more
specialised services to meet those needs, including varied accommodation and improved support
for those with complex requirements”.12
SurvivorCare has developed its own approach to guide all activities within the organisation. In
their work under the MSVCC, advocates help survivors to build their case for support and work
together with survivors towards each individual’s ongoing recovery needs, as indicated in the
opening vignette. The organisational handbook, which is a core component of staff induction and
professional training, outlines:
At SurvivorCare, we believe in the value of all human beings and believe that true
recovery can only happen when this inherent value is engaged with and encouraged, so
that it thrives. (...) Every individual on a recovery journey has their own unique idea of
what recovery looks like for them. (SurvivorCare Handbook, 2020)

This approach informs how actors within the organisation articulate their vision of high-quality
care. It reflects that for SurvivorCare, the support is about trying to repair a sense of dignity in
survivors. It emphasises that social care work is a function of the individually specific relationships
between advocates and survivors, and is thus typical of social care organisations (Amslem and
Gendron 2019; Bracci 2014; Bracci and Llewellyn 2012; K. Brown 2011; Duffy 2013; Ferguson
2012). Such formalised vision contextualises the perspective from which managers and
advocates come to both problematise the MSVCC as well as formulate their hopes for a new
framework. At the same time, the services that can be delivered to survivors by advocates are
restricted by the limited resources provided to the organisation by the MSVCC. Indeed,
management is concerned about staff workloads and seeks internal buy-in from advocates who
make operable any frameworks in the service – a concern which has also been reflected in
previous studies (Wällstedt 2020; Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017).
The Modern Slavery Service Standard (MSSS) project was initiated by the director of Modern
Slavery services in May 2021 and took place between June and September 2021 under the

11

The details of the MSVCC are confidential and cannot be further disclosed at this point.

12

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-contract-to-deliver-improved-support-for-modern-slavery-victims
[Accessed: 16th February 2022]
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leadership of the ‘project manager’ (Appendix 1). The steering group was composed of three core
people, the project manager, the contract manager and the author, and an additional group of
people consisting of approximately five managers, ten advocates and sixty survivors was involved
in the project (Figure 2).

Figure 2: SurvivorCare organigram of the MSSS project team overview

The director described the goal of the project as follows:
The aim of this project is to (A) Identify what constitutes an effective modern slavery
support service, (B) Identify the indicators to measure (A), and (C) Create a framework.
[Director, 14 May, email]

The project workplan outlined detailed deliverables and scheduled meetings with the steering
group across seven phases (Figure 3). First, a comprehensive service standard and outcome list
were identified by combining existing best practice documents and modern slavery care
standards. These were then reviewed by managers, and an updated version was created.
Second, consultations with survivors were conducted to understand what survivors need from
their modern slavery support service. This consultation was a bottom-up process aimed at
developing a survivor-focused understanding of high-quality care. Third, insights from the
consultation were combined with the standards and outcomes from the literature and refined.
Fourth, the resulting list of outcomes was brought into a second round of consultations with
survivors to further refine it. Fifth, the framework was further developed and integrated with the
MSVCC. After the development of the quality standards and outcomes, matching indicators and
measurement scales were developed in phase six. This involved reviews and amendments by a
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range of middle and senior managers. Finally, the framework of standards, outcomes, and
indicators was ratified by the trustee board, and supplementary guidance for implementation was
created in phase seven.

Figure 3: MSSS project workplan (recreated)
The output of the MSSS project is a framework for representation of the service and its survivors,
composed of quality standards, survivor outcomes, experiences, and corresponding indicators.
The MSSS is not an entirely new framework, rather, its construction involved a reworking of
existing systems such as previous standards, data collection systems, and indicators. The
framework is modelled on a log-frame of the service (Martinez and Cooper 2019; Everett and
Friesen 2010). A one-page summary of the MSSS project presents high-level themes and their
categories (Appendix 2). In the subsequent pages of the standard, details of each category are
broken down into aspects and examples. This is supplemented by an excel file which maps
indicators to the standard.

4.2) Data Collection and Analysis
The author was an ethnographic participant-observer (Moeran 2014) in the MSSS project team
in the summer of 2021, and in that role engaged in discussions with staff members, conducted
consultations with survivors (Appendix 3), and assisted in the development of the MSSS
framework. In order to explore day-to-day activities and practices and gain an insider view of the
organisation, this study relies on organisational ethnography (Ybema et al. 2014; Neyland 2009a;
Watson 2012). More specifically, to explore the work which goes into constructing an accounting
framework for representation of vulnerable people in a particular organisational and social context
(Hopwood 1983; Cordery, De Loo, and Letiche 2021; Bamber and Tekathen 2022), this
organisational ethnography investigated people, objects, norms, discourses, programmes,
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processes, practices, technologies, structures, and their interactions (O’Doherty and Neyland
2019; Czarniawska 2017).
The specific project analysed in this paper emerged out of an ongoing organisational ethnographic
research project in the social care sector, and the MSSS project was thus less actively selected
and more a matter of luck, instinct, and opportunity (Neyland 2009a; Ybema et al. 2014; Van
Maanen 1988). The author entered the field site with an interest in researching how an
organisation accounts for vulnerable people, while the more specific focus of dignifying
representations emerged primarily from the empirical material (Neyland 2009a). The setting of
modern slavery might be considered an ‘extreme case’ (Flyvbjerg 2006) which has the potential
to be ‘unusually revelatory’ as it allows one to develop insights which may be less visible in other
settings (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Siggelkow 2007). Prior to commencing the study, ethical
approval for this research was granted by the author’s university, consent procedures were
discussed with the organisation’s management, and non-disclosure agreements were signed to
protect survivors and the organisation.
Throughout the ethnographic research, different types of data were collected (Spradley 1979;
Van Maanen 1988): primary observations were captured by detailed notes; secondary
observations were collected through interviews; and experiential data like gut feelings and
personal perceptions were captured in a reflective journal. Lastly, pre-existing documentary data
about the organisation and sector was compiled. Throughout the project, the author was available
to the organisation four days a week and conducted over 250 hours of fieldwork (Figure 4). Over
250 documents were examined by the author as part of the MSSS project, of which around 150
files were internal to SurvivorCare (Appendix 4) and 125 were external files (Appendix 5). This
large variety of data enables the author to address the research questions on the construction of
the framework, and to develop a detailed understanding of strategies employed to dignify
representations of vulnerable people.

Figure 4: Organisational ethnography time breakdown
Throughout the fieldwork and supplementary data collection process, the author continuously
collected emergent data and insights in order to identify and understand the dilemmas faced by
organisational members (for an overview of data see Appendix 6). Over time, the account of how
survivors’ perspectives are integrated into the MSSS was refined by drawing on additional
observations in an attempt to capture the different perspectives held by members on specific
issues. By analysing observations, recordings, and documents, the author also took inventory of
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the tactics used by advocates and managers to manage the emergent tensions between the
Home Office contract and organisational ambitions. Once an initial argument took shape, the data
was more systematically considered. The analysis then shifted from first order concepts, which
are the more descriptive of the empirical observations, to developing second order concepts,
which are theoretically informed and are thus “relevant primarily to the culture of the researcher,
not the researched” (Van Maanen 1979, 541).
Throughout this process, the coding was continuously reworked, and multiple streams of literature
which were perceived as relevant at various points were consulted. This means that an eclectic
set of theoretical angles and frameworks were used to give prominence to particular aspects of
the case – a process of “sequential selective re-positioning” (Nicolini 2009, 1396). For example,
an initial interest in empathy was reworked into questions of ‘technical accuracy and political
appropriateness’, and finally reframed with the perspective of dignifying representations. As such,
the analysis is neither grounded theory nor thematic analysis, but is better described as a more
convoluted process which aims to find a fit between the research interest, data, theory, and
literature (Suddaby 2006; Ahrens and Chapman 2006; Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). The goal
has been to create a compelling, logically rigorous, theoretically informed, and empirically rich
storyline which allows readers to gain a holistic understanding of the fieldwork(Flyvbjerg 2006;
Ciuk, Koning, and Kostera 2018; Watson 2012; Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Van Maanen
1988).
Where possible, the insights were ‘triangulated’ to gain a better understanding of the organisation
and to mitigate the challenges associated with individual data collection methods (Bryman and
Bell 2015; Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Ahrens and Chapman 2006). For example, some Care
Quality Commission (CQC) inspection reports on SurvivorCare were consulted to contextualise
the managements’ statements regarding quality and problems in the service. Such comparisons
highlighted that the management was more critical of their service than the Home Office. This
impression was further validated by the programmatic ideal of care quality and approaches to
care recommended in the organisation’s handbook, direct experiences in safe houses, and
observations at a sector conference. Such triangulation also helped to tease out differences
between presentational and operational data; that is, “operational data deals with observed
activity (behaviours per se) and presentational data deals with the appearances put forth by
informants as these activities are talked about and otherwise symbolically projected within the
research setting” (Van Maanen 1979, 542). Often this was identifiable in the fieldwork notes, but
where it was more difficult to distinguish between ‘fact and fiction’, the author attempted to spot
inconsistencies, verify information, compare what people said against what they did (Van Maanen
1979). It became clear that some information, especially that of the discrediting type, was shielded
from the author in conscious or unconscious ways (Van Maanen 1979). For example, a careful
reading of the Home Office contract served to compare the letter of the contract, the author’s own
interpretation, and the staff’s commentary. This helped to identify that the core issues for the
organisation were not necessarily the (many) quantified quality aspects in the contract but rather
only those quantifications which clashed with trauma-informed care were seen as problematic.
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The author attempted to practice reflexivity throughout the analysis as no methods of data
analysis are simply neutral but rather carry epistemological, ontological, and theoretical
assumptions (Mauthner and Doucet 2003). In ethnographic work and more generally qualitative
research, reflexivity is understood to enhance trustworthiness and quality of research (Ciuk,
Koning, and Kostera 2018; Lincoln and Guba 1986). Reflections about the ethnographic
experience, particularly the author's developed intuitions from membership in the organisation
and enhanced intellectual and emotional understanding of the struggles in the sector, became
informative of analysis. The author kept a personal reflective journal which was not part of any
formalised coding but provided a deeply personal space for reflection. In particular, it helped to
navigate the participant-observer boundaries (Moeran 2014; Neyland 2009b). Further, it
facilitated a post-fieldwork overview of how the researcher role evolved, and provided space for
attempts to make sense of the stark inequalities which underpin society. Modern slavery is
gruesome and far removed from the comforts of academic research; the vignettes of interactions
with survivors aim to provide an insight into the experiences of interacting with them (Appendix 7,

Appendix 8). The staff at SurvivorCare had an invaluable influence on this journey, as they shared
the doubts, frustrations, and joys of their work and welcomed the author as a team member. As
well as exercising empathy and paying constant attention to what was important to participants,
the author needed to be accepted as a valuable volunteer and legitimate researcher by the
organisational members. As advised by ethnographic accounting researchers, this involved
“slowing down from the pace of (…) usual life, becoming empathetic and vulnerable” (Le Theule,
Lambert, and Morales 2021).

5. Findings
In the analysis, various ‘dignifying’ strategies of actors are highlighted within the construction
process of the new framework for representations of vulnerable people. The ambitions for the
new framework emerge out of a problematisation in which the Home Office contract and its
corresponding accounting framework are interpreted, new issues and concerns are identified, and
controversies about what exactly is to be represented and how are at stake (Power 2015; Miller
and Rose 1990). The analysis shows how actors seek to ‘dignify’ the representations they need
to deliver by making room for other ways of seeing, without challenging the externally imposed
way of viewing the service. In this dignifying process, actors draw on various resources, such as
their lived experiences, survivor voices, and best-practice discourses, to make sense of the
accounting framework they are constructing. Lastly, the struggles and tensions of dignifying
representations by amending and constructing indicators in the framework are highlighted.
Each section of the analysis begins with a brief outline of the activities that took place as part of
the MSSS project at SurvivorCare. The sections focus on a few examples which deal in a quite
telling manner with the process of dignifying representations in the construction process. The
appendix presents, for each section, some of the most illustrative quotes and scenes (Appendix
6). In the ensuing discussion in Section 6, the struggles and aspirations of actors seeking to
produce appropriate representations are distilled to answer the research questions: How does
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the construction of an accounting framework enable the representation of vulnerable people in
situations of multiple, at times conflicting, demands? What strategies are employed for dignifying
representations of ‘the other’ in the accounting framework?

5.1) Problematisation
In the first phase, the construction of a new framework is pre-shadowed by a problematisation of
the Home Office contract as resulting in undignified representations due to formalised,
standardised, quantified contract specifications (Butler 2016a). Staffs’ experiences allow them to
identify inconsistencies between the lived experiences of service delivery and the service as it is
represented by the MSVCC, and to ascertain areas in which the current framework is unhelpful
in governing service activities. Indeed, the corresponding internal accounting framework is also
considered insufficient because it does not provide management with insights they value. To
challenge the representations of service and survivors which the Home Office contract brings
about, staff mobilise insights and experiences of working with traumatised survivors.
By drawing on knowledge of and experience with trauma-informed practice (Witkin and Robjant
2018; Joint Civil Society Report 2020), it is possible for the actors to articulate disagreement with
the way outcomes are conceptualised in the MSVCC. The best practice documents and the
SurvivorCare Approach handbook emphasise that trauma carries into the experiences people
have of the service, as suffering is protracted from the context in which it was caused into the
body and psyche of the traumatised individual. This means that past experiences of suffering and
current experiences of the service are inextricably linked, i.e., outcomes are dependent on both
experiences of survivors in the service and on their trauma resulting from past experience (Bracci
2014; Amslem and Gendron 2019). While modern slavery is typically imagined as physically
violent crime gangs chaining vulnerable individuals, the realities of it are much more complex.
The levels of coercion and abilities to consent differ across individuals, as does the trauma which
results out of the modern slavery experience.13 Indeed, the outcomes for survivors of modern
slavery are as varied as the survivors themselves. The project manager explains in an interview
that the MSSS project is about “creating a kind of system that captures, given people’s
vulnerabilities, that what they’ve achieved is good for them”. The standardisation of outcomes of
care for these survivors fits uneasily with the complexities of life and the suffering which underpins
their individual stories (Rancière 2007). This tension is identified as a problem with indignity of
representations (Rancière 2007; Butler 2016b) which needs to be resolved, or at least made
manageable, in the construction of the MSSS.
The core quotes (Appendix 6) indicate that the director and project manager consider the preexisting indicators as insufficient for capturing what individuals need (Bracci 2014; Chenhall, Hall,
and Smith 2013; Neu and Heincke 2004). In the view of the project manager and the director, the

13

For example, a woman who agreed to travel to London for a job in marketing but ended up working in a brothel while
her passport was held by those who promised her a better life might have very different trauma than a man who was
lured into forced labour in agriculture with the promise of housing and drug supply, or a person who was sold as a young
child into domestic servitude by destitute parents.
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MSVCC monitoring and reporting framework does not help them to establish if they are ‘doing a
good job’:
How do we know that service users, when they leave, they’re going to be okay, they’re
not going to be trafficked? It’s giving us the tools to measure a different kind of
performance, which is more important performance than have you done risk
assessments, have you done this, have you done that? It’s a more important performance
for us. (Project manager, Interview, 22 June 2021)
I want to know what we are doing wrong. No, I don’t want to use that word. Where the
gap is (…) It is about stripping it back: How do people feel supported? (Director, Meeting,
7 July 2021)

Thus, the project manager and director explain that this framework is insufficient for the
organisation’s ambitions. Instead, they desire to capture “more important” dimensions of quality
in the updated MSSS. Across the project meetings, managers clarify that for the MSSS to result
in an effective framework, it should not only focus on ‘what is being done’ but also on ‘how things
are done’. At the same time, the management insists on keeping abreast of what is happening in
the service; they speak to staff and survivors daily, keep a small number of their own clients to
stay grounded in the frontline, and hold regular quality improvement meetings with advocates.
Nonetheless, they express a desire for more formal data on service performance in addition to
their personal insights, as these can travel beyond the context of the interactions between
advocates and survivors (Robson 1992; Roberts and Scapens 1985; Chua 1995). Thus, the
framework is constructed to collect and compile performance data in order to assess quality
internally by generating insights into the survivor’s experiences with the service.
The current framework is largely determined by and aligned with the MSVCC, as the organisation
is legally required to use Home Office controlled databases and reporting structures for most
modern slavery data. The example below illustrates how contract compliance is reported on
(Figure 5). The reporting takes place on the service level and can be broken down per advocate,
i.e., to track the number of survivors for whom they completed the required assessments,
expressed as a percentage of contract performance met.

Figure 5: Example of a statistical table (performance reporting)
The supplementary internal accounting ‘Monthly Service Performance Report’ is based on the
formalised quantified contract KPIs and further organisational KPIs around staffing (e.g., sick
days, supervision sessions, complaints), finances (e.g., arrears, rent, and utilisation rates), and
completion rates of assessments (e.g., risk, support plans). Commenting on the organisation’s
reporting, the Care Quality Commission inspector noted:
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There were clear structures in place for operational and governance oversight within the
outreach service. An annual business plan and monthly operations performance report
measured and tracked the organisation’s progress at service and organisational level
against key challenges and performance indicators. (Inspection report, 17 February
2021).

However, the managers criticize the imposed framework through which the service and survivors
are represented, which is based on measuring “limited outcomes” of the service on “tick-boxing
and financial” terms. Indeed, the MSVCC pre-determines a list of 26 goals from which the
advocates have to choose which ones might be applicable to a survivor. This is reflective of a
more standardised approach to survivor’s recovery journeys in which service activities are
quantified and tracked. This impression is corroborated by the government’s openly publicised
KPIs for the MSVCC14 which reflect the reliance on such measurable precise output; for example
Provision of initial needs-based assessment with the service user within 3 hours of
referral, or as soon as is reasonable if there are delays outside of the control of the
contractor.
Accommodation allocated within 3 hours.

Such a view of survivors and their journeys reflects the tensions between the trauma-informed,
survivor-centric recovery approach of the organisation and the MSVCC requirements with their
corresponding monitoring and reporting frameworks. The MSVCC reporting is conceptualised by
the Home Office as a quality control tool, while SurvivorCare considers the representation of
survivors within the reporting as part of the process of repairing their sense of dignity. Based on
the perception of such multiple, at times conflicting, demands, the managers problematise the
(pre-existing) organisational practices and performance management systems.
In an interview, the project manager explains her interpretation of the contract and what it means
for the organisation. She views the Home Office MSVCC contract as both enabling, in terms of it
providing funding, and as restrictive, because standardised service delivery needs to be followed.
Upon further prompting, she elaborates on what she perceives as constrictive:
It puts so much stress on us, the providers and the support workers, to meet the deadline
just to tick the box because if not, we’re fined. Actually, therefore, we’re not providing it
holistically, we’re not talking to that individual and saying, what do you need as an
individual. (Project manager, Interview, 22 June 2021)

Similarly, some advocates explain on a lunch break that in practice, those aspects on which the
organisation is formally assessed by KPIs are completed before support is tailored to the survivor.
So while survivor-centric support, or in the project manager’s words, ‘holistic’ and ‘individualistic’
support is promoted by the MSVCC, the reporting requirements and funding restrictions of the
MSVCC in effect prioritise standardised cost-effective support (Amslem and Gendron 2019;
Bracci and Llewellyn 2012). Thus, inconsistent and conflicting demands emerge between high-

14

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-performance-indicators-kpis-for-governments-most-importantcontracts [Accessed: 28th January 2022]
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quality survivor-centric care that the Home Office is nominally requesting, and the implications of
the requirements of the MSVCC on provision of care.
The problematisations outlined here reflect the organisational concerns of whether and how
diverse experiences and outcomes of survivors can be systematically represented so that their
individual journeys of vulnerability might not only be captured in accurate ways, but rather that
problematisations address concerns of appropriateness of representations. At SurvivorCare, the
MSVCC is interpreted as inconsistent because it requires reporting on standardised output and
service-focused KPIs while its narrative outlines survivor-centric care. Furthermore, the managers
problematise their existing performance management system as inadequate for capturing
vulnerable lives in ways meaningful for the organisation. In other words, the pre-existing
standardised, fragmented, and largely quantified approach to representations by the Home Office
is considered inappropriate by the organisation. At the same time, actors acknowledge that the
system is able to track and assess the delivered care quality according to the KPIs (Crvelin and
Becker 2020; Ahrens and Chapman 2007). This problematisation is entangled with the
management’s desire to have better insights into the quality of the service. Thus, the new system
emerged as a solution to a range of disparate and somehow separate issues in the organisation
(Pflueger 2016; Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020), namely compliance with the Home Office
MSVCC and more insightful internal quality management. These ambitions are underpinned by a
desire to capture the service from the survivors’ perspective, which implicates both the ways in
which standards are written, that is how staff are instructed to act and deliver the service, and the
ways in which care activities are measured in order to make visible in formal ways what is going
on ‘on the ground’. The analysis turns to those aspects next.

5.2) Standard Development
Once the MSSS project and envisioned (updated) framework were established, the core project
work began in June 2021. In phase two, a best-practice review, survivor consultations, and staff
involvement were utilised to create survivor-centric care standards and measurements which are
in compliance with the MSVCC, while also providing management with the desired insights into
quality. This section demonstrates how difficulties with capturing lived experiences of survivors
and staff were tackled in the construction process when actors aimed at dignifying
representations. Throughout the construction process, multiple, at times conflicting, demands
towards the framework (such as being survivor centric, trauma-informed, and resource-efficient)
required actors to navigate conflicting programmes of quality. Organisational actors strive to
construct a framework which, they hope, enables the representation of the lived experiences of
those engaged in the service in ways which are considered appropriate within the specific material
context of the MSVCC and discursive context of survivor-centric and trauma-informed care.

Best-practice Review
At the beginning of the MSSS project, the author was asked by the steering group to conduct a
literature review of practitioner-based best-practice documents. The instructions emphasised that:
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There are two main documents that should underpin the work – the Survivor Care
Standards, created by a group of NGOs, and the CQC Inspection Framework, which sits
alongside the contract. (Director, Email, 14 May 2021)
The objective was for the organisation to create standards drawn from insights of high care quality
and demonstrating conformity with the sector’s ideals. In the end, a wide range of documents
were analysed and compiled in order to avoid overlooking any aspect of service provision which
other organisations had identified as important. In particular, the sector-wide celebrated “Slavery
and Trafficking Survivor Care Standards” (Human Trafficking Foundation 2018) were consulted.
One overarching principle described in these standards is a ‘holistic and victim-centred approach’
(Human Trafficking Foundation 2018, sec. 1.1.3) which has been, at least nominally, adopted in
the 2021 MSVCC and in the CQC inspection framework. A second core document in the sector
is the “Trauma-Informed Code of Conduct” of the Helen Bamber Foundation (Witkin and Robjant
2018), which provides guidance for services and staff supporting those living with trauma. This
code of conduct was viewed as supplementary instructions for the implementation of the
standards, as a trauma-informed approach ought to underpin any activities within survivor care
services.
From the literature review, a first draft of a log-frame (Figure 6) of service provision was created
by the author to serve as a structure for the further development of the MSSS (Martinez and
Cooper 2019; Everett and Friesen 2010). In the process of integrating sectoral best-practice into
the updated framework, previous standards were re-categorised so as to align them with the
perceived perspective of survivors and to de-centre administrative or organisational issues, such
as GDPR, logistics, and staff training. For example, the Trauma-Informed Code of Conduct
(Witkin and Robjant 2018) was reworked into characteristics of what survivor interactions with
staff should look like, i.e., “Survivors feel cared for and taken serious in their needs” and “Survivors
experience front-line workers as 'friendly professionals'”. Thus, the perspective of survivors, that
is, the survivors’ way of seeing the organisation, is foregrounded in the framework.
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Figure 6: Example of work in progress log-frame overview (working document)
In the sector, one trend within best-practice is an interest in demonstrating outcomes. The
Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner noted the “need to have an outcome-focused support
system in place which is dependent upon victim need” (2017, 1). This demonstrates how an
interest in outcomes is linked with ambitions for survivor-centric support and broader quality
concerns. For example, a ‘Modern Slavery Core Outcome Set’ project 15 advertises that “this
standardised set of core outcomes will improve survivors’ recovery and reintegration” (MSCOS,
email, 27th August). The sector desires but currently lacks standardised outcomes, which opens
space for organisations to propose their own way of measuring and tracking service quality and
survivor outcomes. This indicates that standardised outcomes per se are not in tension with
survivor-centric and trauma-informed care, rather, it is the manner in which (without survivor
involvement) the Home Office formulates (generic, inaccessible language) outcomes and the kind
of outcomes they generate(static, abstract) that are considered inappropriate by the sector
(Rancière 2007). The sector’s push for outcomes provides the context from which to understand
the organisation’s additional ambitions behind constructing the MSSS. In an interview, the project
manager explains:
I think it’s again a tool for us, to make us in a really good position to retain the contract,
to really establish ourselves as the leaders, the expert in this. In our bid we could say,
look, we’ve got this. So, yes, we’re compliant with all the areas of the contract, but on top
of all of that, we do this, we measure how our service users are doing. (Project manager,
Interview, 22 June 2021)

15

https://www.mscos.co.uk/ [Accessed: 29th January 2022]
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The quote reflects the hope imbued in the MSSS that it will position the organisation as an ‘expert’
in the sector. To achieve expert status, the organisation wants to create – with the involvement
of survivors – measurable, tailored, relative, adjustable outcomes based on survivor terminology
which are embedded within the Home Office contract and which demonstrate conformity with the
sector’s understanding of quality. Further, the project manager suggests that outcome-based
quality measurement enables an organisation to submit better bids which might help win future
funding contracts for survivor care, thus enhancing its financial support. This mirrors insights from
previous studies which noted that a focus on users is mobilised for various organisational
purposes simultaneously (Pflueger 2016; Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020; Chenhall, Hall, and
Smith 2017). Overall, the organisation’s ambition to “measure how survivors are doing” indicates
an effort to capture survivors’ experiences and outcomes in the MSSS beyond compliance
towards the contract.

Survivor Consultation
A consultation with survivors was designed to be at the core of the MSSS construction process.
Such consultation was hoped to have two effects: first, the consultation itself would be evidence
that SurvivorCare is a survivor-centric organisation, and second, that the consultation would lend
credibility to the framework. The consultation was arranged by a group of advocates, the contract
manager, and the project manager at SurvivorCare, and took place via in-person16 focus groups
and individual phone calls across two rounds in July and August (Appendix 3). The first round
covered the outcomes survivors would like to achieve, and discussed what a good service looks
like from their perspectives. Questions were fluid and loosely structured around a range of openended prompts about outcomes and service characteristics. A list of suggestions for specific
service aspects was provided in a few cases where survivors required more prompting. The
consultation was carefully designed in the hope that it would not become a ‘sham ritual’ (Kingston
et al. 2020) or simply reproduce pre-existing notions of what a good service looks like (Malmmose
and Kure 2021; Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020; Bracci and Llewellyn 2012).
The role of the author was to analyse the consultation insights. For this, the consultation notes
were read, and concise, powerful quotes were highlighted. While reading, the author compiled
lists of outcomes and service characteristics and began to construct initial links between different
service activities and survivor outcomes. Meanwhile, a separate sheet was prepared with
impressions, so as to not lose sight of what seemed important to the survivors in order to
contextualise the service provision within the situation and perspective of the survivors.
Importantly, reflexivity of the author was required to go beyond the most devastating statements,
such as those of survivors feeling unsafe in asylum housing which was meant to protect them, or
being kept like ‘an unloved pet’ in the pantries of mansions across London. The staff hoped that
the consultation would provide the organisation with insights into what survivors required,

16

In-person meetings took place in different safe houses across England and in offices of SurvivorCare. The author
was accompanied by advocates to all in-person meetings; in particular safe houses require constant supervision by a
professional due to their protected addresses and adherence to strict safety protocols.
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expected, and hoped for from a care service. Thus, the notes of the consultation were analysed
for both explicit wishes and needs of survivors and for implicitly voiced ones, such as identifying
advocate character traits which survivors consider important based on the stories survivors tell
(Figure 7).

Figure 7: Example of notes in consultation round one (photos)
The log-frame which was constructed from the best-practice literature review was simplified into
four themes which survivors used to talk about their experiences with SurvivorCare, namely
impact, outcomes, experience, and service. Impact provides a picture of what survivors want their
life to look like in the long-term. Outcomes describe what survivors care about and want to achieve
while they are in the service and when they exit the service. Survivor-centric outcomes are
deemed particularly important by the organisation, as they provide a counterpoint to outcomes
which are assumed by the Home Office to be relevant for survivors. Experience captures how
survivors experience the service, in terms of specific survivor-facing activities and staff
interactions. Service describes further background activities like policies, procedures, and
monitoring as well as service characteristics which enhance survivors’ experiences, such as multiagency linkages, staff skills, and internal leadership.
In order to tailor the framework to insights on what matters to survivors, categories of the bestpractice standard draft were reworked, with some new ones being created while others were
dropped. For example, the initial standard did not specify what type of support survivors received
in interactions with advocates and how they received it, but based on insights from the
consultation, the ‘experience’ dimension was differentiated into emotional and practical support
(Figure 8). Furthermore, based on the experiences survivors shared during the consultation,
categories in the standard were refined to have more nuance; for example, ‘emotional support’
provided by the service was broken down into the aspects ‘feel stimulated’, ‘feel not alone’, ‘feel
empowered’, and ‘feel taken seriously’. Such nuance emerged from the lists of outcomes and
details compiled in the consultation analysis. Importantly, this is not a claim that survivors were
able to freely create their own representations (Reilley, Balep, and Huber 2020; Malmmose and
28

Dignifying Representations: Constructing an Accounting Framework for a Care Service for Survivors of Modern Slavery

Kure 2021), but rather that insights from the consultation were mobilised to embed their
perspective into the standards of the MSSS framework.

Figure 8: Example of the structure of the MSSS (recreated)
The consultation insights were not only mobilised to integrate survivors’ ways of seeing into the
framework, but can be understood more broadly as a strategy aimed at dignifying representations
by embedding the lived experiences of survivors into the content of the MSSS framework. One
strategy was to use the language and terminology of survivors in the MSSS to create a more
explicit alignment with their lived experiences. For instance, the rather abstract notion of ‘agency’
is explained with survivors’ own articulation of what agency means to them (Figure 9). The
examples introduce themes such as “safety” and “responsibility”, which are linked to agency
according to the survivors. With this, the standard provides a different way of seeing in the
organisation, one which adopts the perspective of survivors as the lens through which to
appreciate different aspects of the service quality. The decision to include quotes as examples
might be reflective of a hope that this would enable better tracing of activities, thereby relieving
some of the tensions between formal standardised accounting and the complexities of care for
survivors (Neu and Heincke 2004; Kraus, Kennergren, and von Unge 2017; Chenhall, Hall, and
Smith 2017).

Figure 9: Example of the description ‘agency’ (MSSS)
The goal of the second consultation round was to prioritise aspects within the framework. At face
value, such prioritisation was requested by the director and project manager; they were concerned
with the complexity and scope of the MSSS, and saw a need to build in a mechanism to adjust
the complexity downwards. Thus, in consultation round two, survivors were asked over the phone
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to prioritise different aspects of the service they receive and rank the various outcomes they want
to achieve. The collected information was then aggregated and ranked according to importance
to survivors. For example, in terms of survivor experiences, survivors found it less important to
“stay busy and occupied” and instead preferred to “be provided options and opportunities”,
because they desired choices about activities which are meaningful and tailored to (Figure 10).
The motivation of the organisation behind engaging in such a resource-intensive second
consultation round can be seen as an aspiration to dignify representations. By eliciting priority
rankings from survivors, the organisation was able to order the framework according to the
survivors’ views of the service. This places survivors at the origin of not only the content, but also
of the form that the framework takes and the guidance for its implementation.

Figure 10: Example of numerical analysis of consultation round two (working document)
Overall, the consultations provided an understanding of what survivors need from their modern
slavery support service, i.e., from interactions with staff, advocacy, and other activities, and
resulted in a prioritised list of desirable survivor-centric outcomes of the care service. The
consultations thus aided the development of survivor-centric views on service delivery quality,
and were imbued with the hope of capturing ‘what matters’ (Sargiacomo, Ianni, and Everett 2014;
Everett and Friesen 2010; Vinnari and Vinnari 2022). The consultations allowed survivors to
express their experiences in their own words, which were then integrated into the framework in
the form of quotes, categories, and terminologies. These strategies aimed at dignifying
representations are embedded in the programmes of survivor-centrism which provide the
possibilities for representations to emerge as appropriate (Rancière 2007; Butler 2016b). More
specifically, integrating the consultation into the framework provided the organisation with a
different way to view the service, and resulted in different representations of survivors which align
with programmes of survivor-centric and trauma-informed care.
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Staff Involvement
SurvivorCare aims to create a framework that sets out achievable care standards which are
possible to monitor and report on given the available resources. In this context, the steering group
decided to involve other managers and advocates in the construction of the new framework
(Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017; Amslem and Gendron 2019; Kingston et al. 2020). The director
expressed caution about the potential additional work stemming from implementing the MSSS
because “if the volume is so high, it will be hard to sell the indicators to advocates” (Director,
Meeting, 23 August 2021), while the contract manager emphasised that the MSSS needs to
gather internal buy-in from staff, as it is advocates who make it operable and “are going to be
using it” – a concern which has also been reflected in previous studies (Wällstedt 2020; Chenhall,
Hall, and Smith 2017). In response, the standards were shared with advocates, managers, and
the director of the Modern Slavery division in August. Thus, across different meetings, feedback
was collected about the standards in order to involve advocates in the framework and to benefit
from their insights. Throughout this process, content was adjusted, complexities were
acknowledged, and the MSSS was aligned with the lived experiences of staff working with
survivors.
In a team manager feedback meeting, several changes to the MSSS were requested based on
formal and tacit knowledge of the staff. For example, management explained that the leadership
are an essential component of the service whose role goes beyond monitoring and evaluation
procedures, and requested to add the aspect “Management and leadership ensure a well-run
service” as a background service activity. Furthermore, advocates and managers challenged
vague descriptions such as “principles”, “logistical support”, and “essential things” and
subsequently replaced them, as they did not evoke associations and were thus deemed unhelpful
for staff who would refer to the MSSS framework in the future.
While the previous section gave the impression of a somewhat smooth integration of survivor
perspective into the new framework, this was not always the case. At times, the consultation
insights into the lived experiences of survivors stood in tension with the trauma-informed practices
which staff adhered to. One particularly insightful discussion around the term “normal life”
illustrates this. Two managers challenged the use of ‘normal’ in the framework draft as an empty,
if not misleading, phrase. In response, the author clarified that “normal life” was the term survivors
used when they tried to communicate that they want to live “like everyone else” and be “ordinary”.
To support this argument, the author presented managers with verbatim quotes from the
consultation:
I just hope that I will have a normal life. Just like ordinary people. (Survivor, consultation)
I just want a simple job, and some friends, and a coffee in the morning. I am a simple
person and don’t want much. (Survivor, consultation)

Thereupon, service managers suggested the use of quotation marks and extensive use of quotes
from survivors in the framework to indicate that ‘normal life’ is survivor terminology (Figure 11).
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Figure 11: Example of the aspect 'normal life (MSSS)
This is not a mundane change of wording, but reflects how representations are assessed with
regards to the programmes which set out what is considered appropriate (Rancière 2007; Butler
2016b). The managers were familiar with trauma-informed principles and knew that referring to
‘normality’ is not good practice (Witkin and Robjant 2018; Human Trafficking Foundation 2018).
Indeed, they wanted to avoid giving the impression that there is an objective set of criteria – like
the middle-class cliché of family, house, car, dog, and garden – for normality, or even that normal
was to be striven for, and were thus reluctant to embed such ideas into the framework. However,
because managers had committed to following a survivor-centric approach, they felt compelled
to integrate the insights from survivors. As a consequence of this tension, managers decided to
use quotation marks and indicate terminology as directly originating from survivors rather than
defining and listing characteristics of what survivors understand “a normal life” to be.
Furthermore, the involvement of staff meant that the framework was aligned with the lived
experience of advocates and managers. For example, while previous standards and guidelines
on modern slavery support work formally considered assessment and planning as separate
service activities, advocates explained that in practice these are the same. More concretely, risk
assessments include plans to mitigate risk and needs-based assessments often necessitate a
direct plan of how to address needs such as a lack of clothes. One advocate reveals, while tidying
up after a survivor meeting, that a typical conversation covers “What have we done, where are
we at, what or where do we want to be at, how do we keep everyone safe, what do we do now?”
(Team leader, Informal chat, 1 July 2021). In an attempt to integrate the lived experiences of staff
and survivors in the service, assessments and journey planning are joined together in the updated
framework.
In an advocate team meeting, the interlinkages of survivor outcomes and experiences which
emerged in the consultations became problematised as an issue. One advocate commented that
the standards make a lot of sense, but that she was curious about how the service was broken
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up into different aspects because “Outcomes have many different layers in tangent and are
connected; they intertwine and have connections among them.” (Advocate, Team meeting, 17
August 2021). In response, the following caveat was added to the standard overview:
These standards give a simplified illustration of the relations between provided care
service and potential survivor long-term impacts. This is not a linear causal process;
elements interlink in multiple ways. Nonetheless, this is an attempt to represent the nature
and logic of the recovery and care process. (MSSS framework, overview page)

Throughout the MSSS project, it transpired that actors in the organisation were acutely aware of
the difficulty, opaqueness, and complexity of what they were trying to achieve. Thus, they did not
articulate desires to capture things perfectly or get things right or be accurate. Instead, they
seemed to work with the assumption that the MSSS just needed to ‘make sense’ and be helpful
for the organisational purposes ascribed to it(Ahrens and Chapman 2007; Crvelin and Becker
2020).
A tension between ideal survivor-centric services encompassing good housing and the
restrictions of the MSVCC emerged in a discussion with managers in which a change in wording
was proposed in the standard (Figure 12). SurvivorCare depends on the Home Office to provide
housing for survivors, so managers know that SurvivorCare cannot ensure stable accommodation
during survivors’ time in the service and also cannot guarantee permanent suitable homes for all
survivors afterwards. Thus, managers did not want to be held accountable through the framework
for survivors having a ‘permanent suitable home’ or ‘privacy’. At the same time, managers did not
feel comfortable dismissing accommodation in the standard, perhaps because it was one of the
most frequently and intensively mentioned things in the consultation. Moreover, staff have
experienced how unsuitable housing has harmed the survivors they care for, or, in the contract
manager’s words, how accommodation “Would have huge impact on their recovery, and when
they exit, how they feel” (Contract manager, Indicator meeting, 2 September 2021). Ultimately,
the vague terms ‘safe’ and ‘stable’ were used as they are both within the MSVCC and could point
to some of the outcomes which survivors desire. For example, the term ‘safe’ as interpreted from
a survivor-centric and trauma-informed perspective evokes the dimensions of emotionally
welcoming, comfortable and physically secure, while ‘safe’ interpreted within the MSVCC
stipulation means ‘not rough sleeping’ but could for example include sleeping on friends’
couches.17

Figure 12: Example of language change (recreated working document)

17

Within broader government policy, the term homelessness includes “people staying temporarily with family and
friends (‘sofa surfing’)” https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-rough-sleeping/health-mattersrough-sleeping [Accessed: 18th March 2022]
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5.3) Indicator Development
In this phase of the project, indicators and measurement scales were developed for the MSSS.
Indicators are an important aspect of the developed framework, as they operationalise ideals of
the standard through a system for data collection and reporting which make them realisable (Miller
and Rose 1990). Indicators include both qualitative information on the nature and impact of
survivor support in light of inevitable ambiguities in survivors’ trauma and outcomes, flaws in data,
and indispensable interpretive work, as well as quantitative information which can create certainty
in spaces of ambiguity and thus gain credibility, especially through repetition (Wällstedt 2020;
Amslem and Gendron 2019). Thus, indicators provide links between the lived experiences of
those involved in the service and their representation. The indicator development proceeded as
follows: consolidation of indicators in light of resource constraints, prioritisation of data collection
which balances tensions between resource-constraints and survivor-centric data collection, and
construction of indicators which capture the complexities of and variations in the delivered service.
At the beginning of the indicator development process, the author was asked to compile a set of
possible indicators by drawing on different resources: pre-existing organisational reporting and
databases for existing performance data and indicators; the 17 KPIs in the MSVCC by the Home
Office and their corresponding internal system for producing them; and the CQC inspection
regime indicators and measures. The resulting list encompassed 250 pre-existing indicators, and
upon mapping them onto the new standard, many were identified as overlapping, in that they
exemplified similar dimensions. This illustrates that the pre-existing framework was able to
accurately capture various dimensions of the service, albeit in ways considered inappropriate by
actors due to their generic and formulaic approaches (Rancière 2007). When presented with the
full list of indicators allocated across different aspects of the standard, the director and project
manager noted that a trade-off would be required between indicator detail and precision and the
organisation’s capacity for handling large amounts of data, both in terms of collection and
analysis. Thus, the steering group chose to evidence categories rather than individual aspects
with two or three indicators each, thereby reducing the data collection and analysis burden. In this
consolidation process from over 250 to 68 indicators, the external contract and inspection
requirements were considered non-negotiable indicators which would have to be part and parcel
of the framework in order to remain compliant with the contractual requirements.
The majority of the discussion and the amending of the remaining indicators to match the updated
standard took place in a meeting with the project and contract managers. In this meeting,
discussions about some indicators were uncontroversial and proceeded swiftly because they
were deemed easy to do and in line with the larger objectives and concerns of the organisation
and its day-to-day operations. In other instances, indicators were removed because the aspect to
be evidenced was not considered uniquely important. For example, an indicator on the number
and percentage of survivors “receiving a certificate or qualification while in the service” was
deleted because the data collection for it involved too many resources for an aspect which was
not considered a priority. Instead, an indicator on ‘offer and enrolment in education’ which was
already collected was deemed adequate to measure a similar dimension. In some instances, the
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managers agreed with the proposed indicator but suggested alternative ways to collect data,
either because the proposed method was deemed inappropriate to capture the desired
information or because more resource efficient ways were required.
Regarding the former, several indicators were aimed at capturing things ‘in between the lines’,
including tacit insights into what survivors are doing, feeling, and saying. For this, the framework
needed to create space for personal interactions between survivors and staff which were deemed
essential for creating narratives which reflect such perceptions (Amslem and Gendron 2019;
Wällstedt 2020). The following scene illustrates this:
Project Manager:
’Service users are in control of their journey plan.’ This is one that I think we need
to discuss, because I don’t think case file audits would say that. The case file is
staff writing down what’s happened, whether they were involved in this
discussion. I think for service users to identify whether they feel in control of
what’s going on, will have to be free spot check calls. What do you think?
Contract Manager:
Yes, I agree. This is a bit of a tricky one because they don’t necessarily have
control over their journey plans. They can tell them what their needs are and their
advocate will fill that in. But feeling in control, I don’t think we’ll be able to get that
from the case management document.
(Indicator meeting, Online meeting, 2 September 2021)

In the discussion, the project manager further suggested to “reword the description a little bit,
saying something along the lines of ‘service user needs and priorities are represented in their
journey plan’” (Project manager, Indicator meeting, 2 September 2021) rather than survivors
being ‘in control’. With this rephrasing, they adjusted the indicator to what the service currently
delivers while signalling that the wishes of survivors regarding journey planning are taken into
account – in line with what survivor-centric care would stipulate - and simultaneously complying
with the MVSCC. Thus, the organisation strives to find indicators which enable holding these
quality notions in parallel (compare to Wällstedt 2020). This conversation further illustrates that to
indicate “whether they feel in control”, individual calls with survivors to gather insights into their
experiences are a better suited data collection avenue than existing case management
documentation. A brief instruction for data collection was added to the suggested indicator which
emphasised that the goal was “a conversation covering different themes without explicitly asking
about the indicator” (Indicator overview, Document, 10 September 2021) in the hope that this
would encourage open-ended conversations allowing survivors to express their experiences in
their own voice. This was further motivated by the idea that giving individuals space to talk about
their experiences in their own words could support their recovery.
However, the preference for such time-intensive feedback collection calls and conversations
needed to be balanced against the resource constraints within which the framework would have
to operate. Thus, the contract manager suggested that existing supervisor calls to survivors could
be somewhat standardised to cover the required dimensions. The project manager agreed as this
would provide an opportunity to capture data through personal interaction without requiring
expansive resources:
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And at the minute, this is a very loose conversation. Just how’s it going with your
advocate? Are you receiving the support you want? Are you meeting often? Are you
meeting in a place that’s convenient for you at a time that’s convenient for you? Or we
could very quickly standardise that, these conversations, by creating a little guidance
document with these questions. Are you feeling supported? Are you feeling alone? Are
you finding that your advocates are friendly and professional? And then just for us, we
can create, maybe [administrative staff] could be instrumental in this, a tool where we just
record all the data. So, that will be fine. (Project manager, Indicator meeting, 2 September
2021)

This quote provides insight into a range of aspects in the standard which might be useful to
evidence through recorded personal calls. The instructions for the phone call data collection
advised staff that “the questions draw on both [survivor] responses and staff impression of the
[survivor]" (Indicator overview, Document, 10 September 2021). This indicates that both staff’s
tacit knowledge and direct survivor-involvement are considered to provide valuable insights,
aimed in particular at capturing dimensions of perception and feeling. Direct interactions with
survivors are framed in contrast to ‘simply’ checking whether something on a list was done which
could be evidenced and captured by less personalised ways of gathering data, such as case file
audits involving checking whether journey plans are done on time or have certain properties. This
differentiation between the data collection methods that are considered appropriate for various
aspects reflects the actors’ desire to dignify the representations of survivors’ experiences by
creating a close link with ‘the origin’.
In some instances, managers introduced further nuance into indicators in order to capture aspects
which are deemed important by SurvivorCare. In particular, managers wanted to produce traces
that show the various activities of advocates, including those which might not lead to recorded
outcomes but are still considered important. For example, the project manager wanted to capture
the act of offering mental healthcare in addition to a successful referral to counselling:
Having a tag that’s ‘offer of mental health’, and then actual ‘receiving (mental health
support)’, because they’re different things (…) it’s still important for us to know and to
measure that we offered it, even if we don’t pick it up yet. (Project manager, Indicator
meeting, 2 September 2021)

Such an indicator would produce numbers which demonstrate active and caring staff, and at the
same time implicitly encourage advocates to offer rather than push referrals to mental healthcare
as the offer itself is evidenced regardless of whether or not it is accepted. Thus, managers
displayed concern over the potential effects of selective visibility of advocates’ activities, which
aligns with the literature’s understanding of performance effects of selective visibility on the
underpinning world (Miller and Rose 1990; Mennicken and Miller 2012; Burchell, Gordon, and
Miller 1991; Hacking 1986). Furthermore, the project manager explains that many other important
activities, in particular referrals, are not appropriately captured by the current MSVCC reporting.
This quest for more nuanced indicators to capture additional service dimensions is linked to a
wider concern at SurvivorCare that much of their important work is not visible to the Home Office
as it does not directly lead to easily quantifiable or traceable outcomes (Everett and Friesen 2010;
Frey-Heger and Barrett 2021; Sargiacomo, Ianni, and Everett 2014). In conversations with
advocates, it became apparent that they felt like their work was more difficult and demanding than
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the MSVCC made it look. On a shared train ride, two advocates kindly created for the author a
list of governmental, charitable, and educational services with which they engage on a regular
basis, i.e., charity shops, churches, universities, local libraries, baby classes, local gyms, food
banks, language schools, mentoring schemes, translators, social services, immigration, and legal
aid.18 In the advocates’ experience, needs of survivors went beyond the offerings of the MSVCC,
and thus advocates often had to do things which were not made visible within the contract
reporting framework (Everett and Friesen 2010; Frey-Heger and Barrett 2021). The advocates
hoped that the new framework would better reflect their experiences of the service and thus
include their perspective of the service and ensure that the framework would be more legible
within the organisation (Butler 2016a; also see Scott 1998).
Overall, indicators became based on qualitative information for the nature and impact of survivor
support, but also on quantitative information. These are intended to create certainty in spaces of
ambiguity which exist due to differences in survivors’ trauma and outcomes, flaws in data, and
unavoidable interpretive work. Indeed, survivors’ experiences in the service and their recovery
outcomes were seen as integral for indicators which serve to measure and assess service delivery
quality. Thus, when service quality is to be assessed from a user-experience perspective, such
interlinkages pose challenges to the accounting, which is based on commensuration,
standardisation, and quantification (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017; Everett and Friesen 2010;
Bracci and Llewellyn 2012). At SurvivorCare, indicators were created which objectify activities
and individuals in the service. At the same time, the staff considered a focus on subjectivity and
the individual more appropriate. This means that in the indicator development process, staff
addressed the tension of having to move away from the individual without losing sight of the
individual. Such concrete struggles of dignifying representations enable an appreciation of the
links between origin and representation.

5.4) Epilogue
A few weeks after the MSSS project was completed, the trustee board of SurvivorCare approved
the framework. Importantly, at this stage it is too early to evaluate the outcomes and
consequences of the standards, or even to speak about how this framework is applied. The author
officially left the organisation as a researcher when the project was completed, but stayed
available for SurvivorCare in a private advisory capacity (Watson 2012; Blomberg and Karasti
2012; Shah 2017). Throughout 2022, the organisation has planned to collect data on the
framework in order to establish a benchmark for quality before a full roll-out.

6. Discussion
“There are ways of framing that will bring the human into view in its frailty and
precariousness, that will allow us to stand for the value and dignity of human life, to react

18

The large network of different organisations that are involved in caring for survivors of modern slavery is also
recognised as a challenge in the sector, with initiatives campaigning for different structures to address this, for an
example see: https://justiceandcare.org/uk-victim-navigator-pilot/ [Accessed: 5th February 2022]
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with outrage when lives are degraded or eviscerated without regard for their value as
lives” (Butler 2016b, 77)
The analysis illustrates that the framework created particular patterns of visibility (Burchell et al.
1980; Hines 1988; Roberts and Scapens 1985) and thereby provided, more or less explicitly, a
window into the service and people in the service through its descriptive standards and indicators.
Indeed, specific aspects of the service were in- or excluded, categorised, and phrased so that
they became linked to various organisational concerns regarding internal quality management,
compliance with the Home Office, and conformity with the sector (Pflueger 2016; Reilley, Balep,
and Huber 2020; Malmmose and Kure 2021; Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017). With such
strategies, actors determined what counts and thereby predetermined possible interpretations of
the framework beyond the context of its emergence (Butler 2016b). The accounting model (Figure
1) sketched the relations between the ‘origin’ and the ‘representation’. It provided the scaffolding
in which to further understand how staff at SurvivorCare make room for survivors’ perspectives in
an attempt to dignify representations within the contract that sets out the discursive and material
context in which representations can emerge (Rancière 2007; Butler 2016a; 2021). Importantly,
such construction process does not necessarily result in dignified representations, but rather
emphasises the continual possibility for dignifying representations of survivors.
Previous studies have traced the tensions between accounting representations and the voices
and experiences of vulnerable people (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017; Fischer and Ferlie 2013;
Ahrens and Chapman 2007; Frey-Heger and Barrett 2021; Amslem and Gendron 2019; Vinnari
and Vinnari 2022). Yet, whilst acknowledging the effects accounting can have on the dignity of
those represented, none (to the author’s knowledge) have focused on the concern of
appropriateness of representations of vulnerable people, or evoked a notion of dignifying
representations to capture the strategic actions of actors. This paper contributes towards a better
understanding of reflective actors grappling with the tensions between accounting and complex
lived experiences. To this end, the struggles and tensions on the aspirational pathway to
constructing (dignified) accounting representations were noted across the analysis of the case.
As expected, based on insights from previous studies, this case is filled with tensions between
the standardised, service-focused approaches of the externally imposed MSVCC framework and
the realities of care delivery (Bracci 2014; Bracci and Llewellyn 2012; Kraus, Kennergren, and
von Unge 2017) and ideals in care services (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017; Kingston et al. 2020;
Amslem and Gendron 2019). Thus, not unlike previous studies dealing with the representation of
marginalised communities, a constant struggle between complexity of the origin and what
representations can encompass is observed (Sargiacomo, Ianni, and Everett 2014; Lehman,
Hammond, and Agyemang 2018; Vinnari and Vinnari 2022; Shearer 2002).
Going beyond previous studies, the analysis showed that actors took issue with the previously
existing representations because they did not seem appropriate according to the local
programmes (Rancière 2007). Indeed, this paper argues that actors’ expressions and actions,
supposed hesitance, scepticism, or dislike of accounting can be reframed as a concern with
dignity from the perspective of Rancíere. It means that staff perceive the accounting framework
as undignified because they do not consider that violence and experiences of suffering can be
easily represented by conventional textual, visual (and numerical) means (Rancière 2007). Thus,
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in the specific context of SurvivorCare, trauma-informed and survivor-centric ideals of care
delineate the possibilities for the representations which are created (Rancière 2007; Butler
2016b).
The remainder of this paper further theorises how actors respond to their perceived challenges
of representing vulnerability in formalised, quantified, standardised accounting (Figure 13). This
addresses the research question regarding the strategies employed for representing vulnerable
people in accounting frameworks. To this end, this paper shows how tensions between the
survivor perspective and the MSVCC are navigated by referencing survivors as the origin. The
paper complements studies which illuminate the expressive roles of accounting for staff
(Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017) by illustrating how room is made for integrating survivors’
perspectives into the framework. Furthermore, by explaining how such perspectives provide
multiple alternative frames of interpretation, this study sheds light on how reflective spaces are
constructed within frameworks for representing vulnerable people. This adds to the literature on
the construction of accounting frameworks (Wällstedt 2020; Amslem and Gendron 2019; Fischer
and Ferlie 2013). Moreover, by explaining how such reflective spaces facilitate the staff’s
ambitions to dignify representations within formalised accounting, the paper challenges the
dualism underpinning much of the counter-accounting literature (Islam, Deegan, and Haque 2021;
Vinnari and Laine 2017; Perkiss and Moerman 2020). Finally, the paper draws on the sensitivities
of the notion of dignifying representations to emphasise what is at stake in representations of
vulnerable people.

Figure 13: Model of the dignifying strategies

39

Dignifying Representations: Constructing an Accounting Framework for a Care Service for Survivors of Modern Slavery

Integrating survivor perspectives and referencing the ‘origin’
The analysis showed that SurvivorCare adopted different strategies in order to introduce a way
of seeing the world through the eyes of survivors and to provide a lens through which to interpret
the different aspects of the standard. In other words, at SurvivorCare, actors aspired towards
dignifying the framework and its representations by aligning the representation with local
programmes of survivor-centric trauma-informed care (Butler 2016a; Rancière 2007). One
strategy was to bring in the perspective of survivors in the updated data collection methods for
indicators. For example, SurvivorCare gathered data through phone calls and focus groups with
survivors which directly drew on and expressed their perspectives. In particular, actors preferred
to directly involve survivors in the creation of referentiality between origin and representation when
dimensions of perceptions and feelings were to be captured. Furthermore, by extending which
activities in the service are captured in the framework, the frontline delivery of the service could
be ‘better’ (in the staff’s view) represented through the constructed traces. These instances point
to the apparent ‘singularity’ of survivors’ perceptions and experiences in the service whose
representations are implicated in concerns about dignity of representations (Rancière 2007).
Thus, the ambition of dignifying representations includes the wish to embrace a wider range of
data sources in the reporting and to make visible more aspects of the care work.
Similarly, one strategy to interconnect the origin and the representation more closely was to
integrate quotes of survivors into the framework in order to illustrate individual aspects of the
standard. More precisely, this meant that although categories of the framework were in line with
the MSVCC, through the detailed examples of aspects, survivors were positioned as the origin of
the standard. At the same time, the quotes were not selected to be representative of all survivor
experiences but rather as a reflection of various ‘fragments of reality’, which evoke a “certain
effect mixed with beauty and fright” (Foucault 1979, 78). The quotes that present the survivors’
own words are partially eclipsed, and make the survivors come alive on the pages (Butler 2016b).
In the aspirational struggle to make room for different ways of seeing and making visible,
managers used quotes and quotation marks in order to indicate that terminology directly
emanated from survivors. With this, survivor voices could be mobilised to justify the framework.
Similarly, managers asked survivors which things were most important to them in the second
round of the consultation in order to prioritise standards. Thus, if management were to be
challenged on the framework, they seemingly did not decide what aspects of the standard are
more important than others. Overall, drawing attention to activities such as integrating the
perspective of survivors and referencing the origin for dignifying representations adds to and
inflects studies of the expressive roles of accounting (Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2017) by
illustrating how accounting frameworks can provide room for expressions of the voices of those
to be represented beyond staff values.

Alternative multiple frames of interpretation
Embedding perspectives of survivors into the framework in these specific ways not only uses the
survivor voice to legitimise the framework, but also prompts readers to consider the standard from
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the perspective of the survivor rather than from the perspective of efficiency. Thus, management
integrated a frame of interpretation which they consider appropriate in the context of the
organisation (Butler 2016a). But such a process of bringing in survivor perspectives to dignify
representations was not always without tension with other demands of the framework. One
instance in which a tension between survivor perspective and best-practice surfaced was the
debate around the term ‘normal’, where managers wanted to embed survivors lived experiences
and current desires into the framework without violating the programme of trauma-informed care.
The discussion indicated that different alternative reference points to assess appropriateness
were available to draw on in the construction process (Rancière 2007; Butler 2016b). Such
multiplicity allows for the voices of vulnerable people to be represented. Thus, different
interpretations became simultaneously embedded in the framework and its representations.
The analysis showed that staff used under-determined terminology in the text of the standard to
introduce ambiguity. For example, when accommodation was discussed, the terms ‘safe’ and
‘stable’ accommodation were decided on after careful consideration. This rather vague language
had the benefit of being in line with the contract’s stipulations for accommodation whilst still
including traces of the wishes of survivors for accommodation they can call home. Similarly, in
using phrases such as ‘needs and priorities of survivors’, staff were provided with space to
interpret this to refer to control. This is because those phrases are embedded in local traumainformed and survivor-centric programmes of care which suggest interpreting needs and priorities
in terms of control (Butler 2016b; Rancière 2007). Thus, the indicator phrasing provided flexibility
for staff to strive to comply with the Home Office contract whilst also going beyond it to make
room for the perspectives of survivors in the framework. The ambiguity here means that when
staff interpret the standards, or when actors outside the organisation refer to the standards, the
standards and indicators can evoke multiple pictures of survivors. As such, ambiguity opens
space for different frames of interpretation which can aid dignifying representations (Butler 2016b;
Rancière 2007). Thus, the detailed empirical case illustrates different strategies employed to
embed different frames of interpretation within an accounting framework. This adds to the
literature on the construction of accounting frameworks (Wällstedt 2020; Amslem and Gendron
2019; Fischer and Ferlie 2013).

Reflective Spaces for Resistance
At SurvivorCare, actors made room for different ways of seeing the service and survivors within
the externally imposed care contact. The empirical details showed that staff neither rejected
accounting nor the contract reporting requirements (Bracci and Llewellyn 2012; Amslem and
Gendron 2019; Sargiacomo 2014; Everett and Friesen 2010; Frey-Heger and Barrett 2021).
Rather, the ambitions for dignifying representations in the case study frame the struggles of actors
not as opposition or resistance, but as a continual struggle and aspiration for dignified
representations within organisational frameworks. This challenges the dualism underpinning
much of the counter-accounting literature (Islam, Deegan, and Haque 2021; Vinnari and Laine
2017; Perkiss and Moerman 2020). The analysis foregrounds those aspirational but sometimes
failing actions in a construction process that modifies frameworks ‘from within’ in order to dignify
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representations; that is (to attempt) to make room for different ways of seeing things within a
framework which staff have to operate within. More specifically, by integrating alternative frames
and multiple perspectives, tensions between programmes and interpretations are maintained
(Chenhall, Hall, and Smith 2013; Wällstedt 2020; Fischer and Ferlie 2013). This in turn maintains
reflective spaces within the framework. With that, this paper complements studies which indicate
that tensions can lead to productive and constructive discussions in organisations (Chenhall, Hall,
and Smith 2013). This paper furthers the literature by arguing that such spaces for reflection mean
that there is a possibility for dignifying representations, as people can chose between alternative
interpretation frameworks and diverse ways to make different things visible, as the debate on
‘safe accommodation’ illustrated. The case demonstrated the continual struggles and aspirations
of actors attempting to dignify representations. Thereby the paper argues that the dualism
between compliance and resistance, which is commonly presumed in the counter-accounts
literature, might be an unhelpful simplification failing to fully consider the reflexive strategic
capacities of actors.

Dignified representation matters
Finally, the paper draws on the sensitivities of the notion of dignifying representations to
emphasise what is at stake in representations of vulnerable people. The tensions in the
construction process illustrated that concerns go beyond contract compliance. Rather, they are
about the value of human lives, of who is worth being represented and in what ways (Butler
2016a). Butler emphasises that the representation of vulnerable people in particular matters
(Butler 2006, 2016a, 2021). In the context of modern slavery, what is made visible in
representations is particularly important, as survivors are often overlooked and go unrepresented
and unnoticed, and there are not a lot of alternative representations circulating. This also holds
for other marginalised groups, such as asylum seekers, homeless people, or prisoners. Drawing
on Butler, this paper tentatively argues that accounting can have a role in the representation of
human experiences of suffering and vulnerability as a political act of resistance (Butler 2016,
2021). Indeed, the analysis illustrates that actors make room for seeing different accounts of lived
experiences of marginalised and vulnerable people (Perkiss and Moerman 2020; Frey-Heger and
Barrett 2021). In that sense, this study contributes to the ambitions of the literature on
emancipatory accounting (Lehman, Hammond, and Agyemang 2018; Yang, Dumay, and Tweedie
2020; Gallhofer and Haslam 2019), as the case investigated the interplays of voice, vulnerability,
and representation. This study provides a perspective on representations of vulnerable people by
exploring how such representations are negotiated and constructed within specific discursive and
material settings. More specifically, this study examines how accounting represents individuals
by drawing attention to the concern of appropriateness. This shifts the understanding of actors,
in so far that the notion of appropriateness helps understand the struggles and aspirations which
actors face when they aspire to make room for different ways of seeing and interpreting the world.
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7. Conclusion
This paper demonstrates strategies of dignifying representations with particular consideration of
the different programmes which regulate the possibilities of representation (Rancière 2007; Butler
2016b). Indeed, actors struggled and aspired to adjust the accounting framework to the local
programmes of survivor-centric and trauma-informed care which place representations under
criteria of appropriateness (Rancière 2007; Butler 2016b). The observed active engagement with
and strategic use of accounting illustrates that actors use different strategies to make accounting
not only technically possible and compliant with contractual obligations, but equally importantly
palatable, acceptable, and appropriate for their own staff and the voices they seek to represent.
Thus, actors attempted to make room for different ways of seeing without disturbing the system.
Following the model of representation introduced earlier (Figure 1), the focus was placed on
referentiality between lived experiences and formal accounting representation in order to further
explore how actors construct an accounting framework with the goal of representing vulnerable
people and their expressions.
This paper is based on empirical insights from an ethnographic study in a sector in which
accounting is tasked with capturing vulnerable lives in precarious situations, under different, at
times competing, demands. Here, accounting is not only used strategically and purposefully by
actors in the organisation in response to internal demands to track and manage the quality of care
activities, but also in response to external demands for compliance with the Home Office and to
demonstrate alignment with the quality notions applied to the modern slavery sector. The setting
of modern slavery enables a contribution to academic research concerning accounting at the
margins (Miller 1998). Observing the construction process of a framework representing, amongst
other things, the experiences of survivors of modern slavery provided insights into how accounting
evolves in organisational contexts characterised by vulnerability (Miller 1998). It focuses on the
relation between the lived experiences of people involved in the service and accounting
representations, and it places an explicit concern with dignity on the agenda. The case provides
an opportunity to reflect on the representation of vulnerable people, particularly the construction
processes leading to new frameworks for representation. Rancière and Butler were mobilised to
develop ideas underpinning dignifying representations which emphasise the struggles and
tensions of making room for different perspectives within a formal accounting framework. Actors
work towards dignifying representations, that is, they strive for appropriate representations in
accordance with local programmes (Rancière 2007) so that representations serve as a frame for
interpretation beyond the context of their emergence (Butler 2016a).
The government has extended accounting into more ”intimate spaces represented by quality and
the non-financial” (Pflueger 2016, 30), and increasingly into areas in which users are vulnerable
(K. Brown 2015; K. Brown, Ecclestone, and Emmel 2017; Cooper, Graham, and Himick 2016).
With that, this study may be of relevance to policy makers. Insights derived in the context of
modern slavery might also hold for other marginalised vulnerable communities, such as asylum
seekers, survivors of domestic abuse, refugees, or prisoners. The study allows, however
modestly, a glimpse of the practices of dignifying representations of vulnerable people by
foregrounding the reflective capacity of actors when they encounter potentially reductive qualities
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of accounting. The case sheds light on how actors reflexively and strategically tackle potentially
unintended effects of extending standardised and quantified ideals of service quality into settings
of extreme vulnerability. Future studies may seek to explore more directly how formalised
accounting interacts with counter accounts in regards to how representations of vulnerable people
emerge in practice. The notion of dignifying representations brings into the foreground important
questions about ways in which vulnerable people are accounted for, particularly when external
demands involved standardised and quantified performance measurement. How can
representations be both emancipatory and dominating (Gallhofer and Haslam 2019)? How can
formalised standardised representations make space for marginalised voices (Everett and
Friesen 2010; Frey-Heger and Barrett 2021; Lehman, Hammond, and Agyemang 2018)? How
can quantification be mobilised for dignifying representations of vulnerable people (Mennicken
and Espeland 2019)? How do accounting frameworks carry interpretive frames across contexts?
Overall, this paper provides an empirically rich case of a construction process of an accounting
framework at the margins of accounting (Miller, 1998), and thereby draws attention to the
dimension of dignity in the representation of vulnerable people in accounting frameworks.
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Appendix
1) Project Overview

Appendix 1: MSSS project summary submission to the trustee board (recreated)
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Appendix 2: MSSS project summary submission to the trustee board

53

Dignifying Representations: Constructing an Accounting Framework for a Care Service for Survivors of Modern Slavery

2) Data Overview

Appendix 3: MSSS project survivor consultation overview

Appendix 4: Organisational ethnography internal material overview

Appendix 5: Organisational ethnography external material overview
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3) Additional Data Table
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Appendix 6: Additional data for the analysis phases
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4) Vignettes

Appendix 7: Vignette of a consultation in-person interview interaction
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Appendix 8: Vignette of a consultation focus group interaction
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