
https://doi.org/10.1177/01708406241233175

Organization Studies
 1 –26

© The Author(s) 2024

Article reuse guidelines:  
sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/01708406241233175
www.egosnet.org/os

What We Do in the Shadows: How 
expert workers reclaim control 
in digitalized and centralized 
organizations through ‘stealth work’

Peter Kalum Schou
BI Norwegian Business School, Norway

Torstein Nesheim
Centre for Applied Research at NHH, Norway

Abstract
Organizations often depend on experts to carry out complex tasks that require specialized or tacit 
knowledge. Yet, organizations often want to increase their control over how tasks are performed and thus 
reduce the autonomy of experts. In the past, scholars have argued that experts had the ability to rebuff 
organizational attempts to control them. However, in an era with increased digitalization and centralization 
in organizations, experts risk losing control. How experts react when facing this increased centralization 
and digitalization is not well understood. Thus, this study seeks to improve knowledge on how experts 
react as organizations digitalize and centralize control over tasks. To do so, we studied a large energy 
company, which sought to increase its control over tasks and reduce the autonomy of its expert engineers 
by implementing an organizational change that included centralization and digital control. Using in-depth 
interviews, we portray how the expert workers reclaimed control using three micro-level tactics – strategic 
compliance and workaround, using legacy to reclaim control and concealing expert control. Based on these 
findings, our paper makes three contributions to the literature on experts and control. First, we provide the 
concept of ‘stealth work’, outlining how experts can reclaim control when centralization and digitalization 
have otherwise stripped them of status and power. Second, we highlight how expert control may be nested 
in organizations as a legacy, which experts can use when facing centralization and digitalization, and finally, 
we highlight how experts can engage in small hacks that curb the usefulness of digital control systems.
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There is an off-the-records agreement over who is actually responsible for technical stuff. There is an illicit 
list in the drawer showing who is actually in charge. (interview with engineer and union representative in 
‘North Energy’)
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Introduction

Organizations often depend on experts such as lawyers, doctors, engineers or scientists, who pos-
sess specialized and often tacit knowledge that the organization needs for certain tasks to be 
accomplished (Bechky, 2021; Huising, 2014, 2015; Noordegraaf, 2020; Waring & Currie, 2009). 
Although organizations need the experts to carry out key tasks, like a hospital needs its doctors to 
perform surgeries and other key tasks (Currie, Lockett, Finn, Martin, & Waring, 2012), organiza-
tions often want managers and not frontline experts to be in control so that the managers may 
decide procedures, processes and order of tasks to be completed (Burawoy, 1979; Huising, 2014). 
This is because the managers represent organizational interests whereas experts may represent 
their own or their profession’s interests (Kellogg, 2019; Muzio & Kirkpatrick, 2011; Noordegraaf, 
2020). An example of this struggle is Waring and Currie’s (2009) study where they highlight how 
risk managers sought to wrestle away control from doctors with regard to patient safety in the 
hospital, thus pushing managerial control into the technical core of the organization. Experts often 
fight back when organizations try to take away their jurisdictional control – decision-making with 
regard to tasks and activities – and give it to managers (Huising, 2014; Waring & Currie, 2009), 
sometimes just simply by ignoring commands and policies (Kellogg, 2009). Typically, researchers 
have argued that the ‘balance of power’ favours the experts, suggesting that initiatives designed to 
transfer control to managers were largely ineffective (Alvesson, 2004; Vallas, 2006). For large 
parts of the 20th century, experts enjoyed a significant degree of autonomy and could control tasks 
within their jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988; Muzio & Kirkpatrick, 2011). However, two factors may be 
tipping the balance of power towards organizations and managers. First, scholars note a cultural 
shift towards managerial dominance in modern organizations. For example, Bromley and Meyer 
(2021) note the rise of ‘hyper management’, where abstract thinking and leadership skills outweigh 
expertise, while Muzio and Kirkpatrick (2011, p. 394) note a shift towards the ‘managerial profes-
sional business’ where bureaucracy and formalization regulate expertise. Thus, organizations are 
increasingly moving towards centralized control regimes where managers focus on controlling and 
explicating processes and knowledge (Brivot, 2011; Suddaby, Bévort, & Strandgaard Pedersen, 
2019). As a result, Bechky (2021, p. 176) argues that experts are ‘captured’ inside modern organi-
zations, referring to the fact that experts are being increasingly put under the yoke of managers, 
who seek to survey the experts and dictate their work (Bechky, 2021; Kellogg, 2019; Paton, 
Hodgson, & Muzio, 2013). Second, new technologies have further empowered managers and 
organizations. For instance, algorithmic management control systems have been found to disem-
power experts and empower organizations (Bucher, Schou, & Waldkirch, 2021; Kellogg, Valentine, 
& Christin, 2020). At the same time, new technologies may erode expertise (Beane, 2019) or 
change the profession’s status in the organization (Goto, 2021). As a result of these trends, experts 
have lost standing in their traditional functional hierarchy and now face managers, who find new 
and innovative ways of undermining expert control (Huising, 2014; Kellogg, 2019; Noordegraaf, 
2020). The question then becomes whether experts can reclaim control in modern organizations 
where control is centralized and digitally managed (Bechky, 2021). Will experts find new tactics to 
reclaim control and avoid being ‘captured’ by managers? To investigate this, we ask: How can 
experts reclaim control in a modern organization characterized by a shift towards top-down deci-
sion-making and digital control?

We examined this through an in-depth qualitative study of expert engineers working on oil plat-
forms in a large multinational energy company, which was undergoing organizational change. 
Through this organizational change, the energy company sought to centralize control over tasks 
and take away control from individual expert engineers, who had operated with a large degree of 
individual authority out on the oil platforms. Furthermore, the company implemented a digital tool 
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that created a central overview of all tasks, which was to further disempower the expert engineers. 
Yet, we found that the expert engineers had found new tactics to reclaim control. We found that 
they used strategic compliance and working around the new control regime, that they used legacy 
to reclaim control and that they concealed expert control. These tactics provided them with control 
over tasks, which were supposed to be centrally and digitally managed. We conceptualize these 
tactics using the term ‘stealth work’, which delineates tactics that covertly and subtly undermine 
managerial control and provide experts with unofficial jurisdiction.

Our study makes three contributions to the growing literature on the interplay between experts 
and managerial control (Baylon & Barros, 2023; Brivot, 2011; Currie et al., 2012; Huising, 2014, 
2015; Kellogg, 2019; Waring & Currie, 2009). First, we add a new set of stealthy and subtle tactics 
that experts use to reclaim control, which we conceptualize as ‘stealth work’. We suggest that these 
tactics are especially prevalent and useful in cases where experts have lost status and power, and 
thus are unable to maintain boundaries and institutions as before. Second, our paper illustrates that 
despite the cultural shift towards managerial dominance, legacies of expert control may be nested 
inside organizations. These legacies can assist experts in reclaiming control. Third, our study high-
lights how experts may exploit the gap between their knowledge and digital representation to 
‘hack’ digital systems, and thus curtail their efficiency.

Theoretical Background

The negotiation of expert control in modern organizations

By their very nature, for-profit organizations desire control over the labour process (Burawoy, 
1979), meaning that they want managers to control what workers are doing and how they are doing 
it. On the other hand, experts desire autonomy and control, meaning that the experts want freedom 
from managerial supervision, and they want to control the tasks and activities in functions pertain-
ing to their expertise, their jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988). For example, doctors want control over 
medical procedures (Waring & Currie, 2009), lawyers over matters of the law (Zald & Lounsbury, 
2010) and engineers over their field (Bechky, 2003). In his seminal work, Abbott (1988) details 
how experts carved out specialties ranging from medicine to law to engineering by creating profes-
sional associations that regulated who was an expert, what experts did and how they worked. For 
example, the American Society of Mechanical Engineers pushed for the formalization of engineer-
ing work during the late 19th century (Abbott, 1988, p. 230).

Scholars have pointed to two main ways that experts negotiate control in organizations. First, 
they have pointed to institutional work, which encapsulates how experts legitimize and protect 
practices, processes and norms, thus fashioning institutions that provide them with control 
(Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013; Micelotta & Washington, 2013). For example, Currie et al. 
(2012) illustrate how doctors sought to protect medical professionalism as an institution by rein-
forcing norms and practices through different forms of institutional work. According to this per-
spective, experts can negotiate control by legitimizing their status, jurisdiction and practices in an 
organizational field, such as medicine (Currie et al., 2012; Micelotta & Washington, 2013). While 
the institutional work can occur from the micro to the macro level (that is, being driven by indi-
vidual actors), this form is precarious (Tracey, 2016). Therefore, for experts to maintain institu-
tions, they often need support from other members of their profession (Currie et al., 2012), or a 
professional association (Abbott, 1988; Micelotta & Washington, 2013), meaning that institu-
tional work is often meso level to macro level. Second, experts can engage in boundary work, 
defined as how they create, maintain or disrupt boundaries inside their organization (Langley 
et al., 2019). An example is Bechky’s (2003) study of how engineers and technicians use mastery 
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of material objects, such as drawings and machines, to claim authority and legitimacy. In this 
perspective, experts negotiate control by drawing social and symbolic boundaries around tasks 
and decision-making authority, that is, their jurisdiction. Usually, this happens on the micro level 
inside the organization (e.g. Bechky, 2003). These two forms of work are connected and essen-
tially centre around the same thing, that experts seek to make it recognized and accepted that they 
are in charge of a certain area (Abbott, 1988; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). In the past, scholars 
have argued that experts have been able to succeed in this and have argued that organizational 
attempts at taking control over experts’ work were mostly futile (Alvesson, 2004; Huising, 2014, 
p. 1633; Vallas, 2006).

The return of managerial control

However, trends in society and technology have caused the pendulum to swing back in favour of 
managerial control. The first of these trends is the cultural shift towards managerial dominance in 
organizations. Scholars point to different reasons for this shift. Critical management scholars refer 
to the dominance of neoliberalism (Picard, Durocher, & Gendron, 2021; Sanson & Courpasson, 
2022), while sociologists point to the ascent of ‘hyper management’ (Bromley & Meyer, 2021). 
These terms largely describe the same phenomenon,. namely, a trend where organizations imple-
ment new knowledge management systems that aim to codify expert knowledge and create surveil-
lance practices (Bechky, 2021; Brivot, 2011; Muzio & Kirkpatrick, 2011). Organizational design 
and managerial tactics are constantly developed to take control out of the hands of experts (Bechky, 
2021; Muzio & Kirkpatrick, 2011). For example, Huising (2014) demonstrates how organizations 
may initiate certain censure episodes, where managers construct expert practices as being at odds 
with organizational goals and therefore in need of adjustment. Doing so, organizations and manag-
ers deliberately seek to delegitimize expert control (Huising, 2014). This cultural shift means that 
experts struggle to maintain their institutions and jurisdictions inside organizations (Bromley & 
Meyer, 2021; Heimstädt, Koljonen, & Elmholdt, 2023; Sandholtz, Chung, & Waisberg, 2019; 
Wright, Irving, & Selvan Thevatas, 2021).

The second trend is the rise of new digital technologies of control (Bailey, 2022; De Vaujany, 
Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, Munro, Nama, & Holt, 2021). These technologies can affect experts in 
two ways. They can alter expertise in organizations as the technologies are being used to augment 
or replace expert knowledge (Beane, 2019; Lebovitz, Lifshitz-Assaf, & Levina, 2022; Pachidi, 
Berends, Faraj, & Huysman, 2021; van den Broek, Sergeeva, & Huysman, 2021). For example, 
van den Broek et al. (2021) show how organizations may try to replace experts with machine 
learning in hiring, although the outcome of this is mixed. Similarly, Pachidi et al. (2021) show 
how sales expertise is replaced with data analytics in a large company. In Pachidi et al.’s (2021) 
case, experts’ symbolic resistance increased the tendency towards their judgement being replaced 
by algorithms. Then, technological advances in digital tools and the big-data revolution have 
facilitated fine-grained, high-frequency, low-cost measurement of individuals’ work (Ranganathan 
& Benson, 2020, p. 573). A predominant example of such new technologies is the use of algo-
rithms to survey, track and measure work (Kellogg et al., 2020). While algorithmic management 
has so far mostly been found in the gig economy (Bucher et al., 2021; Rahman, 2021; Waldkirch, 
Bucher, Schou, & Grünwald, 2021), it is increasingly sneaking into traditional organizations 
(Kolb, Dery, Huysman, & Metiu, 2020). Using these technologies, organizations are able possibly 
to measure and predict the expertise of their workers (Kellogg et al., 2020, p. 379), thus allowing 
for stricter managerial control.

Due to these two trends, scholars talk of experts increasingly being ‘captured’ by organizations 
(Bechky, 2021; Stice-Lusvardi, Hinds, & Valentine, 2023). They argue that experts are losing 
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autonomy, having their expertise questioned, and that control is shifted to managers (Bechky, 
2021; Wright et al., 2021). As a result, scholars have started to identify new ways that experts react 
when their expertise is questioned and they lose status. For example, Chan and Hedden (2023) 
show that when facing powerful stakeholders, experts strategically modulate how, and to what 
degree, they display their values, while van Wieringen, Groenewegen and Broese van Groenou 
(2017) find that experts engage in covert tactics to protect their jurisdiction, and Huising (2015) 
shows that they engage in menial work to try to reclaim control over their jurisdiction. While such 
studies have extended our knowledge of alternative ways that experts react to managerial encroach-
ment, some crucial gaps remain. First, while these studies show that experts generally lose their 
official status and position (e.g. Bechky, 2021), they hint at the possibility that experts find subtle 
and covert ways of reclaiming control (e.g. Huising, 2015; van Wieringen et al., 2017). But, at 
present, it is unclear how subtle and covert expert tactics may accomplish this (Heimstädt et al., 
2023). Moreover, while this form of work relates to institutional work and boundary work, it is 
unclear how. Institutional work and boundary work more clearly lead to either resistance or change 
in the profession, but this other form of work seems to blur such lines (Chan & Hedden, 2023). For 
example, it is apparently more covert than institutional work and boundary work, as experts may 
conceal how they are actually working (e.g. van Wieringen et al., 2017).

Second, there is a debate on how much control digital systems may afford organizations. Some 
take a dim view and note that virtually all workers will be surveilled and controlled by ‘bossware’ 
(Bailey, 2022), even noting that ‘resistance is futile’ and will lead to even more surveillance 
(Anteby & Chan, 2018). Others are slightly more optimistic. Pakarinen and Huising (2023) argue 
that expertise is not just abstract, but relational and generated in interactions with other actors and 
with objects. Similarly, Newlands (2021) argues that digital systems struggle to capture important 
details and nuances, leaving an ‘epistemological gap’ between workers’ physical reality and the 
digital reality in the system. In other words, digital systems may struggle to capture some elements 
of workers’ expertise, thus leaving them with leeway to avoid digital control (Newlands, 2021; 
Pakarinen & Huising, 2023). Yet, there is limited knowledge regarding how experts may exploit 
the space left by the epistemological gap to resist digital control (Pakarinen & Huising, 2023). 
Moreover, there are questions as to whether this form of resistance is impactful or whether it is 
mostly symbolic (Newlands, 2021). Indeed, research on how experts handle the rise of new digital 
technologies of control is in its infancy (Benbya, Pachidi, & Jarvenpaa, 2021). Thus, we end up 
with the question: How can experts reclaim control in a modern organization characterized by a 
shift towards top-down decision-making and digital control?

Methods

Research context

The setting for our study is a unit in a large energy company undergoing companywide change. The 
firm, ‘North Energy’, decided to undergo this change in response to the oil price shock in 2014, 
where the oil price dropped 44% in the span of a few months, representing one of the most dra-
matic drops in history. As the lion’s share of the revenue for North Energy came from oil explora-
tion, production and refining, this hit the company hard. Furthermore, North Energy faced 
increasing demands to move away from oil exploration and production and towards renewable 
energy. These demands created an overall impetus to reorganize oil exploration and production 
across the company. This reorganization included our unit, ‘Platform Maintenance’, which was 
responsible for maintaining the oil platforms.
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‘Platform Maintenance’ had been organized in a particular way. Historically, the engineers had 
been hired to work on single oil fields and felt a special attachment to them, even feeling a stronger 
attachment to the platforms than to the organization itself. Out there on the platforms, engineers 
would take care of maintenance tasks as they arose. Through working with Operations, which was 
an independent unit, engineers in Platform Maintenance would be alerted to problems and solve 
them. They were essentially individual platform mechanics. As a result, engineers had a large degree 
of autonomy and could do pretty much what they wanted. One middle manager described his first 
days in North Energy as an ordinary engineer after coming from a competitor this way: ‘it was like 
coming to engineering heaven. No one asked how much things cost. If you wanted to do something, 
if you needed a long weekend, if you wished to travel offshore. You controlled everything yourself. 
It was absolutely amazing’ (middle manager, I 12). A common reference was that engineers were 
operating like ‘small kings’ out on the platforms, not taking orders from anybody. In sum, the engi-
neers had had near full autonomy and jurisdiction over tasks, meaning they defined the nature and 
content of the work and how tasks were to be solved (Abbott, 1988). The reason for this large degree 
of autonomy and control over tasks was that the engineers were experts, possessing specialized and 
tacit knowledge over their domain (Abbott, 1988). The engineers were often highly trained, some 
even possessed doctorates in engineering, and often had decades of experience, meaning that they 
possessed deep and tacit knowledge of the quirks that platforms had developed over time.

Yet, management now saw this form of ‘expert rule’ over tasks to be inefficient. Thus, the reor-
ganization sought to shift the control over tasks to managers, thereby facilitating ‘economies of 
scale’. As one manager described it: ‘it is a bit like an assembly line approach: if you do things over 
and over again you get good at them’ (manager, I 3). The reorganization in Platform Maintenance 
consisted of three elements: (1) the experts were reorganized from working on individual platforms 
to working in units based on specialization; (2) jurisdiction over tasks was taken away from the 
experts and given to frontline managers; and (3) tasks were now to be registered in a digital tool, 
managed by the frontline managers. Figure 1 outlines the change process over time:

In practice, these three elements represented a drastic change from how Platform Maintenance 
had been organized previously. Now, the engineers no longer had the authority to solve tasks on 
their own. Instead of simply picking up the phone and doing the job when someone called with an 
issue, they now had to wait for a manager to delegate the tasks. Thus, the expert engineers could 
no longer be sure that they got their preferred tasks or be sure that they could solve the tasks the 

2016

Management decides 
to unit different 
fields into bigger 
units

Downsizing of the 
organization

2017:

Further change in the 
organizational 
structure towards 
more centralization

2018: 
Implementation of 
task management 
tool

Removing 
jurisdiction from 
expert workers

2019:

Clarifying roles

Enforcing the 
jurisdiction of 
frontline managers

Figure 1. Outline of the change process in ‘North Energy’.



Schou and Nesheim 7

way they wanted to. The engineers were no longer in charge out on the platforms, but instead were 
reduced to a liaison, reporting problems and tasks into a digital tool and then waiting for the man-
agers to make the decisions. This tool also created a sense of surveillance because it made the 
experts’ work visible to their superiors, who could rank the experts, review how they solved the 
tasks and even suggest how they should solve them. In Figure 2, we illustrate what the change 
meant in practice for the expert engineers.

Old organiza�on

Organiza�onal Change

The responsible engineer locates 
problem and either solves the problem 
themselves or contact another engineer 
to solve it. Engineers have jurisdic�on

Management is no�fied 
when the responsible 
engineers cannot solve the 
problem, but does not have 
an overview of tasks or 
problems

Engineers locate 
problem and registers 
the task in the system

Frontline managers
control tasks and 

workloads using the 
digital system. Frontline 

managers have 
jurisdic�on

Expert engineers are
responsible for a specialty 
and/or pla�orms

Frontline
managers

Frontline 
managers

Expert engineers serve as 
contact between the pla�orm 
and management

Line managers gain an overview 
of the tasks using the digital 

system and then decide on task 
alloca�on

Strong link 

Weak Link

Link weakened

Strong link

Figure 2. Outline of how the organizational change redistributed jurisdiction over tasks for Platform 
Maintenance.
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This change in jurisdiction was met with fierce resistance from the engineering corps. Managers 
trying to enforce the change noted that engineers openly referred to them as dictators and they 
noted that some engineers would sit and sulk in meetings. HR noted that they experienced ‘unac-
ceptable behaviour’ from some senior engineers. The engineers themselves felt that they had had 
their authority and jurisdiction ‘pulverized’, as one engineer noted.

However, all of the managers now described how they had successfully overcome resistance to 
change. Managers talked about the implementation in the past tense. Instead, they highlighted that 
the resistance had subsided, and they had managed to implement the change. ‘They are accepting 
the change. They understand it. I think the enthusiasm is a little bit divided, but it has become much 
better’ (middle manager, I 13) and ‘My impression is that the new organization of projects is a suc-
cess with respect to achieving economy of scale and streamlining’ (middle manager, I 11).

Yet, we then found the experts, in this case the engineers who went out and worked on the plat-
forms, describing how they had reclaimed control: ‘it takes a couple of years and then it is back to 
how it worked previously. It always happens. It is a law and I bet that it will not take long before it 
is back to normal here again’ (lead project engineer, I 33). Across the organization we found 
employees, lead project engineers and several frontline managers noting that there had been a 
‘return to normal’, or ‘going back to the old way’. In other words, the expert engineers reported 
that in their eyes they had reclaimed control and were now back ‘being kings’ out on the 
platform.

This made North Energy an interesting case to understand how experts, in this case platform 
engineers, could reclaim control in an organization that was shifting towards a centralized and digi-
talized control system, where the managers felt they had taken control.

Data collection

We initiated contact with management in mid-2019. At the end of 2019, we negotiated access and 
conducted pilot interviews with management and HR. From March 2020 to August 2020, we col-
lected data. To collect our data, we conducted in-depth interviews. We relied on purposeful sam-
pling where we interviewed informants from across the organization and from multiple levels 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We chose informants by engaging in constant comparison where we 
compared data across informants, analysed the data and then sought new informants based on this 
(Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010). For example, if we talked to a line manager who noted 
certain issues with implementing the change, then we would seek to interview the expert engineers 
working under this line manager. Overall, we ensured a wide array of informants that covered 
levels from top management to engineers on the front line. We also took care to cover different 
units in the organization.

Interviews were done in person or over videophone during the Covid-19 pandemic. Interviews 
focused on the informant’s role, experience, perception of the changes made since 2016, resist-
ance to change and activities to implement change. We took care to take a historical perspective 
(Maclean, Harvey, & Clegg, 2016), by having informants go through their history in the organiza-
tion, starting with their background, moving up to the period before the change and then during 
the change. Interviews lasted on average 55 minutes. In total, we collected 48 semi-structured 
interviews, which all were recorded and transcribed except one. We also took notes for every 
interview. In addition to the interviews, we also gathered strategy documents outlining the change, 
and the reasoning behind it, as well as the unions’ response.

Seventeen of our interviews were with engineers who fit our definition of experts. We define 
experts in our study as workers who possess superior knowledge, such as tacit knowledge of the 
platforms, but who do not have managerial responsibilities or authority. The expert engineers we 
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focus on reported directly to a frontline manager and had their performance evaluated by this man-
ager. Another 14 interviews were with these frontline managers, who usually also were engineers 
and understood the field, but who now managed a small team of engineers and were supposed to 
take over control from the engineers. However, they lacked specific knowledge of the platforms. 
The rest of the interviews were with higher level managers and support personnel. Table 1 provides 
an overview of informants and interviews.

Data analysis

Our data analysis was conducted in three main steps following the Gioia model of coding, where 
we gradually move from informant-centric codes to theory-centric codes (Gioia, Corley, & 
Hamilton, 2013). First, we openly coded interviews and interview notes using MaxQDA. This 
resulted in a large number of open codes, yet we noted that the most frequent codes centred 
around the organizational change and how the experts reacted to it. Second, we coded these open 
codes together into second-order themes (Locke, Feldman, & Golden-Biddle, 2022). Doing so, 
we noted that during implemention of change to increase efficiency, recurring codes were: experts 
feeling they lost freedom, resistance to the change and tactics in dealing with the change. During 
this coding, we coded statements together into patterns, creating a chronology of the change pro-
cess in Platform Maintenance (see Figure 1). Based on this chronology, we then investigated how 
the change process had unfolded and how it had affected the experts. It was here that we noted a 
tension in the data. While management and HR described how they had successfully implemented 
the change, had reduced resistance and secured jurisdiction over tasks, the expert workers told a 

Table 1. Overview of informants and interviews.

Role Interview

HRM/Support
5 interviews in total

I 1, I 7, I 8, I 10, I 25

Management
6 interviews in total

I 2 to I 6, I 9

Middle management
6 interviews in total

I 11 to I 14, I 27, I 30

Frontline management
14 interviews in total

I 15 to I 24, I 26, I 28, I 29, I 38

Lead project engineers (non-managerial, expert position)
Lead platform engineers (non-managerial, expert position)
Expert workers/Union representatives
17 interviews in total

I 31 (lead platform engineer)
I 32 (lead project engineer
I 33 (lead project engineer)
I 34 (lead project engineer)
I 35 (Union)
I 36 (lead platform engineer)
I 37 (lead platform engineer)
I 39 (lead project engineer)
I 40 (lead project engineer)
I 41 (Union)
I 42 (Union)
I 43 (lead project engineer)
I 44 (lead project engineer)
I 45 to I 48

Interviews in total: 48
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different story of how they had reclaimed control. By now, our story was transforming from a 
simple organizational change story and into a story of how experts had reclaimed control despite 
the organizational change towards centralized, digitalized control of tasks and workers. Third, we 
started to code for how experts reclaimed control. To do so, we especially relied on statements 
from the engineers themselves and their frontline managers. We did so because the locus of con-
trol was between engineers (old organizational model) and frontline managers (new organiza-
tional model). Hence, if we wanted to understand who had control and why, we needed to 
understand the perspective of both sides. Moreover, evidence from the frontline managers was 
crucial because the engineers typically worked in isolation on the platforms, and therefore could 
not always inform us about what other engineers in their unit did. The frontline managers could, 
and thereby they verified statements from individual engineers and gave us a more holistic pic-
ture. As we identified certain patterns, we engaged in more theoretical coding where we con-
nected our patterns to theory. It was at this point that we started connecting our emergent findings 
with theory, such as theory on brokerage (Kellogg, 2014). In doing so, we identified three tactics 
in our data that workers used to reclaim control: strategic compliance and workaround, using 
legacy to reclaim control and concealing expert control. We summarize this in our data structure 
in Figure 3 with ‘proof quotes’ in Table 2.

To ensure the trustworthiness of our findings (Pratt, Kaplan, & Whittington, 2020), we con-
ducted two checks. First, we applied investigator triangulation, where the second author indepen-
dently read and analysed the data to form their own opinion and challenge the first author. Second, 

The experts describe how their union 
efforts were ineffective and that open 
resistance has not worked. Instead, they 
talk about how they seek control through 
engaging with frontline managers.

Experts partially comply 
with strategy

Switching to 
Strategic compliance

In interviews, top and middle managers 
note how resistance has gone from being 
belligerent to being unnoticeable. 
Engineers report that they “live” with 
some of the changes.

Experts cease open 
resistance and instead seek 

to influence frontline 
managers  

Experts note that they do not want to or 
do not use the digital system as intended, 
e.g. by using different systems. Frontline 
managers note that the system does not 
work as intended.

Experts describe how they possess tacit 
knowledge that makes it impossible to 
aggregate decision making. Frontline 
managers report that they have to rely on 
the experts when making decisions.

Experts note how things are “returning to 
normal”. Frontline managers report how 
experts “bypass” the new organization 
and do things the “old way”. 

Utilizing frontline manager 
dependencies

Experts use small hacks to 
avoid or limit control by 

the task management 
system

Finding 
Workarounds

Experts note that they take unofficial 
control, sometimes even covering up 
who has control. Frontline managers 
report that experts use the new role as a 
cover for continuing “business as usual”

Return to imprinted roles

Experts obscure situations 
where they are in charge  

Using legacy to 
reclaim control and 
concealing expert 

control

First order Codes Second order Themes Aggregate Dimensions

Figure 3. Data Structure.
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Table 2. Second-order themes and first-order codes and representative quotes.

Second-order themes First-order codes and representative quotes

Experts partially comply with 
strategy

Managers report that resistance has dropped
‘In the beginning we probably had 10% of the employees 
with us. But now we have come much further, now it is 
probably 10% who are resisting.’ (manager, I 3)
Experts accept changes that they find useful and 
unintrusive
‘In the department that I am manager of, I have noticed 
that they have seen the usefulness and are working in the 
right direction. . .I feel like, we are not in total agreement 
but we roll up our sleeves, so it is going great.’ (lead 
project engineer, I 34)

Experts cease open resistance and 
instead seek to influence frontline 
managers

Experts stop directly opposing the change
‘I felt at the time it was a demotion in some ways. But now 
it is in the past.’ (engineer, I 48)
Experts focus more on frontline managers in their bid to 
secure control
‘It is important to do a lot of lobbying towards your 
managers. First and foremost, I lobby my lead project 
engineer. . .I lobby by saying I need these persons if you want 
the project to be a success.’ (lead project engineer, I 40)

Utilizing frontline manager 
dependencies

Experts exploit having crucial tacit knowledge when 
negotiating with managers and that managers are often 
overloaded
‘But it is the team that prioritizes the tasks. It is important 
to highlight this. There is no chance that a leader will be 
able to make this prioritization alone, he has to have the 
team with him. The model [organizational change] would 
collapse if the team does not do this. It is not possible for 
a frontline manager to have platform-specific competence 
enough to make these decisions alone. He or she must 
trust fully and firmly what the team comes up with, the 
priorities that the team sets.’ (engineer/union rep, I 42)

Experts use small hacks to avoid 
or limit control by the task 
management system

The experts do not input all tasks into the system
‘Platform managers and those offshore do not use the tool. 
They use Microsoft Planner instead.’ (engineer, I 47)
Experts undermine and bypass the digital system
‘I could be checkmated by every single engineer who 
would have shown me that: “I have way too much to do, I 
am over a 100% in the system”.’ (frontline manager, I 19)

Return to imprinted roles Use connections to reclaim control
‘When I changed to the contact role, I experienced that the 
whole discussion about multi-disciplinarity continued, but it 
happened based on old knowhow and relations, it was not 
the new organization that made it happen.’ (lead project 
engineer, I 44)
Rely on imprinted behaviours and roles to reclaim control
‘In principle the change is just in name. . .I am really 
trying. . .but I realize that people have important jobs. It 
does not work to try to highlight the change in roles. So, I 
just try business as usual, in many ways doing it like we used 
to.’ (frontline manager, I 28)

(Continued)
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we did member checks with our case organization to secure fidelity between our interpretations 
and the informants’ experience.

Prelude

As we entered the organization, the first part of the battle for jurisdiction was already over. When 
the change had first been announced, the engineers had reacted by fighting this change through 
their union. This is a typical strategy for professions to protect themselves against unwanted reform 
(Micelotta & Washington, 2013). Yet, this attempt at buttressing the strategic change evidently 
failed: ‘We saw it as that the company had already decided on the strategy. There was not a single 
adjustment in their strategy based on suggestions from employees. Not one’ (employee, union 
representative, I 35). Instead, management reported that they had won the battle over who had 
jurisdiction over tasks, the repair work and projects out on the platform: ‘we have been on a long 
change journey, and now most workers have a broader set of tasks’ (middle manager, I 11).

However, then we noted that the experts reported that they had reclaimed control. This was 
surprising because the experts’ union had been ‘captured’, its traditional role in securing the 
experts’ jurisdiction being overruled (Paton et al., 2013, p. 230). Thus, we sought to unpack the 
paradox where management reported having won the jurisdictional battle, while the engineers 
noted how they had reclaimed control.

Our findings point to a crucial switch in tactics by the experts from using their union and openly 
resisting the change to more quietly seeking to work around the change. We refer to this as stealth 
work, which is the different tactics used by experts to subtly undermine the jurisdiction of manag-
ers and bypass the reorganization, thus allowing the experts to reclaim their jurisdiction. We out-
line three tactics that make up this concept in the findings.

Findings

Switching to strategic compliance and workaround

The first of these ‘stealth work’ tactics we call strategic compliance and workaround. This tactic 
consists of experts sending signals of compliance to middle and top management while finding 

Table 2. (Continued)

Second-order themes First-order codes and representative quotes

Concealing expert control New role is shaped so that it is like the old role
‘The background is. . .we have called the role “special 
platform contact”. They get the tasks in from Operations. 
They are really close with Operations. They were 
supposed to sit down and write down the task, so it can be 
distributed. But they are not doing that. They are doing the 
tasks themselves.’ (middle manager, I 13)
Employees discreetly bypass the change and conceal 
activities
‘Somebody just takes tasks and put their own name on them 
[in the task management system], and they just put them as 
work-in-progress. That means that the tasks do not pop up 
in our meetings. They are scared that we will see the tasks 
and give them to someone else.’ (frontline manager, I 21)
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ways to work around the change in jurisdiction out on the front line, using gaps in the system and 
frontline manager weaknesses. We summarize this tactic and its elements in Table 3.

A key element of this tactic was that the engineers overall stopped openly contesting that man-
agement now had formal jurisdiction over tasks. Instead, engineers complied with the notion that 
they no longer had formal jurisdiction and they – at least symbolically – adopted the task manage-
ment tool by registering tasks, especially larger ones, into this digital system. This led management 
to believe that the change was going well: ‘We are not quite there yet, but we have come much, 
much further than when we started’ (manager, I 3).

Table 3. Stealth work tactics: Strategic compliance and finding workarounds.

Elements of tactic Quotes

Reducing open resistance and sending 
signals of compliance to top management

‘I would not use the term “giving up” exactly, but they 
have found their place with the reorganization and are 
doing are a good job’ (lead project engineer, I 33)
‘The engineers who have been working in the 
department for 10–15 years were a bit displeased with 
the change and said so. But they did not stew on it for a 
long time. It was something that happened, some agreed 
and some disagreed, but what is done is done and now 
we get on with it.’ (frontline manager, I 28)

Using frontline manager dependencies on 
expertise, e.g. semiotic knowledge about 
platforms

Interviewer: ‘So how it works in practice is that while 
the frontline manager formally has responsibility, it is his 
or her employees that take the decisions based on their 
[own] expertise?’
Informant: ‘Yes, we have meetings once a week and 
then we walk through the tasks and discuss as a team. 
Then, it is hopefully apparent who has the expertise 
and then we make the decision based on solid expert 
advice. Then the manager has to acknowledge our 
expertise and prioritize accordingly.’ (engineer/union 
rep, I 42)
‘Earlier we had a “resource pool” with people who had 
experience with the platforms, who were experts and 
who knew what they were doing. Now it is more the 
first available guy. Whether that person actually has 
the expertise, the frontline manager does not know, 
so often we [engineers] have to step in and change 
the allocation because the manager cannot do the job.’ 
(lead project engineer, I 33)

Using small hacks in the digital control 
system, such as not reporting tasks, 
‘forgetting’ to update on progress or 
changing the workload assigned to each 
task

‘In my experience, we use meetings to hand out tasks 
rather than the tool. The tool is more just an overview 
and it is not used very actively in the different tasks. 
If I am progressing on a task, then it is very limited 
how much I update or make changes in the system.’ 
(engineer, I 47)
‘When you are a special platform contact you get to 
10% [of work time] in the system. . .My platform is 
10%, and that is no joke, so I have turned it up to 30% 
[of working time] because it does not work with 10%. It 
is just not enough.’ (engineer/union rep, I 41)
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This led to the second element. Instead of focusing on engaging with top management through 
the unions, the experts now focused on the frontline managers and utilizing their dependence on 
the experts’ knowledge. The engineers found certain ‘pressure points’, for example, they found 
areas where frontline managers technically had the authority to make the engineers do something, 
but the frontline managers often lacked knowledge of single platforms, making them dependent on 
the engineers who possessed crucial tacit knowledge about the platforms. As one engineer noted: 
‘I feel that management wants to believe that every single platform is the same. But they are not at 
all. They have very different equipment and different requirements for documentation. . .they are 
very different’ (engineer, I 45). Therefore, in day-to-day work, frontline managers often had to 
delegate task management to the engineers because the frontline managers were too far removed 
from the platforms and did not know how to solve the problem.

Finally, the experts employed ‘small hacks’ in the digital control system. For example, experts 
would refrain from inputting all the tasks into the system or use their own preferred system instead: 
‘It is like people are driving left and right at the same time. . .some transfer the tasks to SAP. . . 
there are too many “Kingdoms” that are allowed to work on their own’ (engineer/union rep, I 42).

We found that the experts tended to work around the system, usually with the excuse that the 
system did not improve their work and that they might as well just send a direct email: ‘It is the 
same tasks that must be done. If you get them on email or through the tool, that does not really 
matter to the people doing the job’ (engineer, I 46). The small hacks to the system were not obstruc-
tive to the work, but they hindered managers from directly surveying who was doing what or how 
much each engineer was doing. As the frontline managers mostly focused on getting tasks done, 
they usually accepted that the tool would be compromised in practice: ‘I can’t be too focused on 
the rules on this type of allocation [in the tool], I have to keep it flexible and just get a kind of aver-
age representation [of tasks]’ (frontline manager, I 19).

We also found that the experts would sometimes employ more devious ways to hack the system, 
such as overloading the task descriptions with long, irrelevant copy-and-pasted texts that the man-
ager then had to deal with:

the challenge in relation to the tasks is that in principle we should make simple descriptions of the tasks. . .
but then people start copy and pasting texts and they use more information than needed. . .and the poor 
sucker who must manage all the tasks, he has to read all the description and there is a lot of text that is just 
irrelevant. (frontline manager, I 15)

Across our interviews, we found mentions of these small hacks used by the engineers and we 
found evidence that this behaviour undermined the system as the small, individual transgressions 
were systematic: ‘There are so many who do not use the tool or who use it in their own way’ (engi-
neer/union rep, I 41). The result was that the system did not work as intended and frontline manag-
ers would express displeasure with the system with one noting: ‘I see there is a large number of 
tasks that are not registered in the system. . .Instead, there is a lot of mails and chats, and that 
makes the tasks hard to manage’ (frontline manager, I 15). Another simply stated that: ‘to us the 
task management tool is just rubbish’ (frontline manager, I 22), and that to him the tool made no 
difference at all.

Overall, this first tactic is the foundation of stealth work as experts switch their strategy from 
open to stealthy resistance, and alter their target from top and middle management to frontline 
managers, against whom they start to employ workarounds. This tactic is useful for three reasons. 
First, strategic compliance signals acceptance to top management, who had been accustomed to 
fierce resistance and even abuse: ‘They compared “Tim” [a manager] to Stalin, me to Hitler and 
“Mary” [a manager] was compared to the Chinese leadership. . .in the beginning we had like 10% 
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of the engineers with us’ (manager, I 3). Hence, when the engineers stopped calling management 
into meetings to sling abuse at them, and instead started going to work, management felt the change 
had started to work.

Second, while the frontline managers represented management’s desire to implement the 
change, they also had the responsibility to ensure that tasks were being completed. Here, they 
relied on the expert engineers’ ‘semiotic knowledge’, contextual knowledge about subtle differ-
ences in materials and machines (Barley, 1996, p. 425). The engineers had specific semiotic knowl-
edge of the platforms, which often had unique characteristics courtesy of having been maintained 
at sea for decades. When shifting towards focusing on the frontline managers, the experts utilized 
the fact that while frontline managers had formal authority, in reality they relied on the experts’ 
semiotic knowledge for the completion of tasks out on the platforms. Hence, frontline managers 
often accepted that experts had jurisdiction and were the authority when it came to deciding on 
tasks. Our findings show that holding this semiotic knowledge was key for engineers to reclaim 
control. Engineers with long tenure on the same platforms were much more likely to report having 
taken back control, whereas engineers who were new in the position were less likely to. Our find-
ings suggest that the reason for this was that these less experienced or recently transferred engi-
neers did not have superior semiotic knowledge and therefore could not pressure frontline managers 
to the same degree.

Third, we found that the small hacks undermined the use of the digital system, because they 
allowed experts to control tasks, but were not severe enough to cause frontline management to alert 
top management. Top management and HR imagined that the system could ‘streamline’ workflows 
and the way tasks were solved. Given the tool’s machine learning capability, it was also possible 
that they wanted the tool to learn to manage tasks over time. But when the engineers did not feed 
the system correctly, this limited the system. Instead, frontline management used it more as an 
‘overview’ for further discussion. Thus, we see, similar to Lebovitz et al. (2022), that systems fail 
to work properly in practice. The difference is that in our study, the reason that the system did not 
work properly was that engineers found small, apparently innocent ways of curbing the usefulness 
of the system. Our findings indicate that the engineers could perform these small hacks because of 
the epistemological gap between the experts’ semiotic knowledge and the digital representation in 
the system. In particular, we noticed a time gap between experts and managers. Experts knew 
quickly how a task was to be solved and who should solve it, and they would often arrange that 
before managers could. Thus, experts could present the frontline managers with a fait accompli that 
got the job done efficiently, but which did not really involve the system. While some engineers did 
seem to use the system faithfully, we found many instances across our interviews where engineers 
and managers described how they came to use the system more as an overview, rather than a task 
controlling tool, as was intended.

Using legacy to reclaim control

Having found that the expert engineers were shifting overall tactics from open resistance to ‘stealth 
work’, we sought to further our understanding of the tactics included in this form of work. Doing 
so, we identified additional tactics that were used by the engineers. Another of these tactics were 
using legacy to reclaim control.

Using legacy to reclaim control worked by experts utilizing customs, scripts and traditions that 
were embedded into the organization (Suddaby & Foster, 2017). A frontline manager summarized 
this in the following way: ‘It [the reorganization] is a deep cultural change on top of an organiza-
tion that was there previously, and which has been allowed to dwell in many years, more or less 
consciously working against the change’ (frontline manager, I 38).
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The legacy of the previous organization would come to the fore when the engineers were col-
laborating across the organization. The other elements of the organization, such as Operations, 
were used to that it was the engineers who had jurisdiction over tasks and still acted as if the engi-
neers were in charge. This allowed engineers to take back jurisdiction over tasks, especially when 
the pressure was high. A frontline manager described his problems with the imprinted roles:

He who had the technical system responsibility. . .he still has it today. But he does not have the formal title 
of technical system responsible anymore. . .But in our daily work, we experience that it is the engineers 
that have the same responsibility as before. . .and all that the people [in Operations] that we have 
collaborated with during the years, they see that it is really the engineers that have the responsibility. 
(frontline manager, I 17)

Using these imprinted roles, engineers could bypass management as the other parts of the organ-
ization saw the engineers as having legitimate jurisdiction. The other parts of the organization did 
not understand why the engineers, who they saw as being very capable, had to ask managers, who 
they did not see as capable, for permission. Hence, they worked as allies who pressured managers 
into letting the engineers fix the problems quickly out on the platforms.

Another related way that engineers would use legacy was by arguing that their ingrained habits 
were faster than the new managerial route. This was particularly effective because the organization 
had been downsized and managers were under pressure to perform. Frontline managers would 
often not seek to start a conflict given the time pressure and simply let the engineers go along the 
unofficial route: ‘They acquire resources directly and carry out the tasks, they do not go the mana-
gerial route. They are bypassing the whole organizational change to finish the tasks, often with the 
argument that they do not have time’ (frontline manager, I 38). Similarly, an engineer noted how he 
wanted to bypass the centralized system because it was too slow and generic:

Management sets up a group centrally that takes forever to work on it, 1–2 years, and they come up with a 
solution. Then, we say that this does not fit. . .You cannot have a generic solution that fits everyone. We 
are not McDonalds. We need individual solutions. (lead platform engineer, I 37)

Finally, engineers would rely on old connections within Platform Maintenance to make sure that 
they worked with the same people as before and that things to a large degree stayed the same:

I try to affect it as much as possible. I have a regular team that nearly always have with me. Yet, the idea 
was that we should use this tool to request resources and then it would be random. But I believe that this 
works very, very poorly. (lead project engineer, I 40)

Engineers were able to affect team allocation because they had more knowledge about the plat-
form and the people working on it. In contrast, the managers often did not quite know what team 
constellations would work, forcing them to rely on the engineers and their old connections. We 
summarize the using legacy to reclaim control in Table 4.

Overall, we found that this tactic of using legacy to reclaim control was effective for three rea-
sons. First, using imprinted roles can be effective when collaborating with other parts of the organi-
zation that are unaware of the change in jurisdiction. In our case, the employees in other parts of 
the organization, mainly Operations, still saw the engineers as having jurisdiction and were against 
management taking over jurisdiction. This put the managers in a tight spot where they could choose 
between on the one hand pushing through the reorganization and annoying their clients in the other 
parts of the organization, or else they could ignore the reorganization and get on with solving tasks. 
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Often, the managers chose the latter option. Second, using old habits can be effective under time 
pressure because they are seen as safe and quick, therefore frontline managers would often not 
enforce a change in these habits. Third, it is well established that strong social ties provide informal 
power in organizations (Coleman, 1988). In this case, these ties provided engineers with more 
knowledge on who could solve tasks, so when they suggested people for tasks, frontline managers 
would usually rely on that knowledge. This form of presenting solutions to other groups is known 
as ‘buffering’ (Kellogg, 2014). Similar to Kellogg (2014), we find that by buffering information, 
experts can claim control over tasks. As with using semiotic knowledge, being able to use legacy 
is strongly dependent on experience in a role. Engineers with long tenure in the same position 
would report that they ‘knew everybody’ and that frontline managers had to rely on them to ensure 
correct staffing and solution of tasks. In contrast, engineers who had recently been moved or 
employed could not engage this legacy of expert control and would be more likely to either accept 
managerial control or bemoan the lack of own control.

Concealing expert control

The final stealth work tactic concerned how engineers concealed expert control from the eyes of 
top management. This tactic consisted of employees concealing old roles under the cover of a new 
role, concealing how they actually did things in their daily work and getting tacit frontline manager 
acceptance of the engineers reclaiming control. Officially, the engineers had lost jurisdiction over 
tasks and were now just responsible for liaising between ‘clients’, other parts of the organization 
reporting a problem on the platforms, and the managers. This new role was called ‘special platform 
contact’. It was seen as a downgrading as engineers before had been responsible for their own 
engineering specialty or a technical system.

Table 4. Stealth work tactics: Using legacy to reclaim control.

Elements of tactic Quotes

Using the fact that old roles are imprinted 
and accepted across the organization

‘It has been the history. The people who collaborated 
with operations before we were reorganized, they have 
just continued in that role.’ (frontline manager, I 17)
‘Yes, we are returning to the old role. Same as before.’ 
(engineer/union rep, I 41)

Insisting on old habits that allow for 
more speed but less control by frontline 
managers

‘The attitude is always no, that takes too long. It might 
just take two minutes [to delegate tasks], but they 
have already made up their mind. They say “I hear what 
you are saying, but I am not going to do it”.’ (frontline 
manager, I 21)
‘The challenge is that offshore the “train just has 
to leave the platform on time”. I think this a huge 
challenge that we are so bureaucratic and use time on 
allocating tasks. We just have to go. And then it will 
be without you [frontline managers].’ (lead project 
engineer, I 31)

Using old connections to affect delegation ‘It is the same old faces that show up. It is great for 
me.’ (lead project engineer, I 37)
‘For us who have been in the company a long time, we 
have our own networks. We work across this poor 
organizational model and make it work ourselves. This 
happens quite often.’ (lead project engineer, I 33)
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Yet, our data highlighted that for many engineers this new role had become the same as the old 
role. Engineers had managed to boost the new role, so it included a lot of the same power as the 
old. An engineer described it as follows: ‘Yes, earlier it was called technical system or specialty 
responsible. Now it is called special platform contact. . .But you feel the same responsibility as 
before. . .You do the same as you did before. . .’ (engineer, I 46).

While this layering in the old role into the new role covered up how well the change had been 
implemented, the engineers also took other measures to conceal that they were taking back control. 
One employee noted that out on the platforms: ‘there is an off-the-records agreement over who is 
actually responsible for technical stuff. There is an illicit list in the drawer showing who is actually 
in charge’ (engineer/union rep, I 41). Such concealment was not necessarily done with bad inten-
tions, but with the intention of allowing the engineers to do their job. It was also done because 
sometimes regulations enforced jurisdiction going to the engineers and not to the managers. For 
this reason, frontline managers would often ‘silently accept’ that engineers had taken back control. 
Another reason for this was that several frontline managers had not felt included in the change 
process and therefore did not take ownership. An employee explained why: ‘My take is that they 
[frontline managers] were just as surprised as the unions [with respect to the change] and that some 
were a bit scared over the responsibility that they had been given’ (engineer/union rep, I 42). In 
Table 5, we outline the elements of concealment.

Table 5. Stealth work tactics: Concealing expert control.

Elements of tactic Quotes

Concealing old role under the cover 
of new role

‘Just today some engineers complained that if they want to 
do a task, then the special platform contact person has to 
approve it, as if he was the superior. It is important to break 
these unofficial roles and say that all tasks and all employees 
are equally important.’ (frontline manager, I 38)
‘In my experience, the role is the same as before the 
change. . .It is me who takes almost all the tasks for the 
platform. Also, tasks that maybe are not technically included 
in my role.’ (engineer, I 45)

Concealing how work is being done ‘We have the task management tool in our unit, where we 
have our own dashboard and overview of the tasks. But I 
experience that it is not used as intended. Tasks that are 
logged by the special platform contact end up with that 
person no matter what.’ (engineer, I 45)
‘We have been told to log tasks over four hours. But we 
also have some general tasks regarding the special platform 
contact role and the job towards the platform. A lot of 
this stuff we get by mail, and we can define under it that 
umbrella. Then we do not log it as a new task.’ (engineer, I 
46)

Getting frontline manager 
acceptance for expert control

‘We have cases where people adapt the model to their 
way of working, so that they more or less reverse to the 
old way of working. And that is accepted. There is silent 
acceptance in multiple ways, which makes it hard to get 
them to change, plain and simple.’ (frontline manager, I 23)
‘I often have meetings with the frontline managers and we 
discuss personnel and talk shop. . .to succeed we need to 
have these negotiations.’ (lead platform engineer, I 37)
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Table 6. Three forms of work that experts use to claim control.

Institutional work Boundary work Stealth work

Definition How experts claim 
control through 
creating or maintaining 
institutions, such as 
practices and norms 
(Lawrence et al., 2013)

How experts claim 
control through creating 
or maintaining boundaries 
(Langley et al., 2019)

How experts claim 
control through stealthy 
activities that provide 
them with control on the 
front line, but which do 
not alert top management

Example Micelotta and 
Washington (2013) 
show how professional 
associations may 
engage in repair work 
to hinder change 
to institutionalized 
professions

Bechky (2003) show how 
experts, in this case engineers 
and technicians, use artefacts 
to claim jurisdictional 
control over tasks. For 
example, engineers would 
claim jurisdiction over how 
machines were produced by 
demanding that they be ‘built 
to the print’, i.e. the drawings 
made by the engineers 
(Bechky, 2003, p. 734)

This study

Method of 
claiming 
control

Experts legitimize their 
status, and seek to 
establish recognition 
and acceptance of 
practices, which provide 
them with control and 
jurisdiction over tasks 
and decisions (Micelotta 
& Washington, 2013; 
Zietsma & Lawrence, 
2010)

Experts set up boundaries, 
‘jurisdictions’ around 
tasks and decision-making 
authority, as exemplified by 
the engineers in Bechky’s 
(2003) study

Experts put pressure on 
gaps in the managerial 
control system, exert 
pressure and negotiate 
with frontline managers, 
use organizational legacy 
to bypass the changes 
and seek to conceal the 
amount of control they 
have in the eyes of top 
management

Characteristics 
of control

Experts seek to 
legitimize their control 
in the organization’s 
field, thus legitimizing 
jurisdictions and 
practices

Experts create boundaries 
around tasks and decision-
making, in which they claim 
to have superior knowledge 
and authority, e.g. engineering 
(Bechky, 2003)

The control of the 
experts is not officially 
recognized. They have 
no formal claim to their 
jurisdiction, but through 
their tacit knowledge and 
stealth work, they possess 
informal control

Level Micro to macro, yet 
often institutional 
work is meso-level, 
as it is driven by 
associations (Micelotta 
& Washington, 2013) 
or organizational elites 
(Currie et al., 2012)

Micro to meso, from 
individual or group to 
organizational level

Micro to micro, 
stealth work is intra-
organizational and 
between experts and 
frontline managers

Requirement 
for claiming 
control

Recognition of status, 
norms and practices

Recognition of boundaries Historical legacy of expert 
control, need for tacit, 
semiotic knowledge in the 
organization, and experts’ 
ability to subtly manipulate 
frontline managers



20 Organization Studies 00(0)

Our findings point out that concealing expert control is effective in reclaiming control because 
it cloaks the true state of affairs to top management. Management may have performance indica-
tors and a formal overview of the organization, but it is hard for them to see how things are being 
done in the day-to-day work. When employees conceal how they are really working, meaning that 
they intentionally or unintentionally cover up informal ways of working under formal directives, 
then it is difficult for managers at higher levels to see it. Concealment may be particularly impor-
tant. Recent work has shown that when managers are made aware that employees are trying to 
escape surveillance, then they tend to increase surveillance (Anteby & Chan, 2018). Hence, con-
cealment is a key part of stealth work. It may protect experts from alerting top management and 
inspiring them to increase surveillance.

Discussion and Conclusions

In our findings, we outline how expert engineers responded to the loss of formal jurisdiction over 
oil platform maintenance tasks by finding more subtle and stealthy tactics to reclaim control over 
those tasks. We find three different tactics, which we overall label ‘stealth work’. We find that this 
stealth work enables experts to reclaim control from the frontline managers, who had been given 
responsibility over tasks from the engineers during the organizational change. Overall, our study 
thus provides new insights into how experts may reclaim control when facing centralization and 
digitalization in their organizations. We pose that stealth work represents an alternate form of work 
that experts are using to claim control. This form of work is characterized by being on the intra-
organizational level between experts and frontline managers, and it both contrasts and compares 
with previously studied forms of work, in particular boundary work and institutional work. In 
Table 6, we compare stealth work to institutional work and boundary work, which have been the 
dominant concepts in understanding how experts negotiate control in organizations so far. 
Consequently, we discuss three main contributions from the paper.

Conceptualizing ‘stealth work’ as a new form of expert work

In recent years, scholars have paid more attention to the more menial (Huising, 2015), relational 
(DiBenigno, 2020) and stealthy tactics (van Wieringen et al., 2017) by which experts may claim 
control. However, there has not an overarching understanding of this type of work, and scholars 
have not answered how the tactics reclaim control. We do so by conceptualizing stealth work as 
multiple sets of activities, which include strategic workarounds, using relations (DiBenigno, 2020) 
and concealment (Chan & Hedden, 2023; van Wieringen et al., 2017), that allow experts to claim 
control in organizations that are centralizing and digitalizing. The related prior work has mostly 
focused on how experts placate and work around stakeholders, such as clients (e.g. Chan & Hedden, 
2023; van Wieringen et al., 2017), and we extend this work by showing how similar tactics can be 
used to negate the enforcement of managerial control. We point to three reasons why stealth work 
may succeed. First, when experts use stealth work, they are not advertising that they are claiming 
control over tasks. They may take over tasks in their daily work, but they do not signal this to top 
management. In fact, engineers may seek to conceal that they have control. This contrasts with the 
two other forms of work where experts seek to make it known and accepted that they have control 
(Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). Second, when employing stealth work, actors skilfully use organiza-
tional legacy. They utilize scripts, institutionalized ways of doing things, which can be used even 
though these are not officially the way to do things any more. The experts in our case had to work 
around frontline managers and could do so by employing the fact that experts had historically been 
in charge, meaning that other parts of the organization still regarded them as being in charge.
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Third, when employing stealth work, actors subtly avoid the most intrusive aspects of digital 
control. In our case, the engineers did accept elements of the task management tool, mostly in areas 
where they did not feel it violated their jurisdiction and autonomy. Then, they applied the hacks to 
instances and areas where they felt it lowered their jurisdiction and autonomy, such as working on 
their preferred platform or having to account for all the smaller tasks that they were doing. Experts 
could so because frontline managers depended on them and thus, they were open to being swayed 
by experts arguing for why they did not have to use the system. Moreover, experts possessed cru-
cial semiotic knowledge that could not be adequately represented by the system (Newlands, 2021), 
which further limited the system’s effectiveness and frontline managers’ desire to force it through. 
Therefore, engineers and Frontline Managers worked together to find the best way to allocate 
tasks, often relying on physical meetings where the tools played a supporting role. Finally, our 
findings highlight that the success of stealth work is based on a strong historical legacy of expert 
control and semiotic expert knowledge. We show that legacy and semiotic knowledge is especially 
important in convincing frontline managers to silently accept that experts take back control.

We pose that stealth work represents a different way by which experts negotiate control. While it 
corresponds to boundary work by focusing on jurisdiction, it stands out by focusing on tacit acknowl-
edgement and blurring lines of power rather establishing clear lines (cf. Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). 
And while stealth work is also similar to institutional work in the sense that it takes the shape of seem-
ingly unimportant day-to-day activities (Currie et al., 2012), it also differs. Whereas institutional 
work focuses on how actors justify their privileged position, for example by educating and policing 
others (Currie et al., 2012), or by moralizing their position (Lawrence et al., 2013), stealth work high-
lights how experts begrudgingly accept loss of a formal position, and instead unofficially reclaim key 
parts of their former position, in particular, control over tasks. Therefore, stealth work focuses more 
on how experts’ semiotic knowledge and their understanding of the organization allows them to 
negotiate with and pressure managers on the front line. For example, it might very well be that organi-
zations want managers on the front line to control how doctors work (Waring & Currie, 2009), but 
doctors may be armed with knowledge that managers do not have, such as how to actually cure 
patients. As managers on the front line also need to ‘get the job done’ to please managers higher up, 
they face a problem: they need the doctors’ help for them to succeed. Hence, in the front line there 
may be a ‘trading zone’ of jurisdiction (Galison, 1997), where frontline managers trade unofficial 
jurisdiction so that experts ‘get on with the work’ and keep the peace. Indeed, this line of thinking fits 
our findings, for we seldom saw conflicts between frontline managers and experts, despite the fact 
that they were wrestling over control. Simply, to frontline managers ‘getting the job done’ was more 
important than stamping down their authority. In illustrating this ‘trading’, our study further high-
lights the creative and agentic behaviour that experts demonstrate when under pressure (e.g. Currie 
et al., 2012). Yet, we also show that this behaviour may become less about demonstrating status and 
values (cf. Chan & Hedden, 2023; Currie et al., 2012), and more about setting up ‘trading zones’, 
where managers and experts may find compromises to ‘get the job done’, despite the plans of top 
management regarding centralizing, streamlining and digitalizing control and processes.

The role of organizational legacy in deciding expert jurisdiction

Typically, researchers have focused on how experts legitimize their control in the organization, 
even when the organization seeks to enforce bureaucratic control (Suddaby et al., 2019). Yet, in our 
study the experts did not do so. Instead, they relied on organizational legacy in the form of embed-
ded scripts and roles, which helped the experts maintain their reputation as the ones who had the 
jurisdiction over certain domains, that is, how to decide on maintenance tasks on the platforms 
(Bechky, 2003). For example, the other parts of the organization, who functioned as Platform 
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Maintenance’s ‘clients’, expected that the engineers were in charge. Thus, we point to the fact that 
organizational legacy may provide an unspoken reputation to experts, which allows them to main-
tain their jurisdiction informally. Simply, the engineers have always been the ones in charge, and 
other parts of the organization perceived them to be, no matter the formal changes.

Our study thereby shows that expert jurisdiction is not just nested in professional associations 
(Abbott, 1988) or knowledge (Kellogg, 2014), but also in organizational legacy. This legacy is 
often deeply embedded into organizations and impervious to change (Heracleous & Bartunek, 
2021). For this reason, it may be more difficult for managers to capture experts than previously 
thought (cf. Bechky, 2021). Managers do not just need formal authority; they also need to rid the 
organization of the legacy of expert control. If other parts of the organization still act in ways that 
enforce expert control, such as in our case where other parts of the organization would ask for the 
expert engineer and not the frontline manager, then it is difficult for managers in the frontline to 
stamp down their authority. This may be similar in other organizations with ingrained expert con-
trol. For example, managers may find themselves unable to claim traditional expert jurisdictions in 
places such as hospitals or universities.

Digital technology and expert autonomy

Our paper also contributes to the discussion around how actors increase agency when facing sur-
veillance and control by new digital technologies (Anteby & Chan, 2018; Bucher et al., 2021; 
Kellogg et al., 2020). First, we explain how actors can avoid surveillance without provoking a 
vicious cycle of increased surveillance (Anteby & Chan, 2018). Actors can do so by accepting ele-
ments of surveillance, only targeting particular instances and areas that are particularly bother-
some, while also securing that tasks are completed efficiently. Doing so, reduces both top managers’ 
and frontline management’s incentives to institute further surveillance. Second, whereas prior 
work has argued that actors may take more control as they get to know the system (Lebovitz et al., 
2022), we find that actors can take control by knowing the human who is on the receiving end of 
the data produced. While the hacks we find can be considered ‘low tech’, an important reason why 
they work is that the engineers engage with their manager. For example, instead of reporting eve-
rything in the tool, they talk directly to the manager and settle it by oral agreement. Hence, the 
engineers know how much they can defy the system, and they provide an alternative route that 
works for the manager. Thus, we show that relational work (DiBenigno, 2020; Huising, 2015) can 
be used by experts to reduce the use of digital control.

Third, our findings indicate that experts can exploit the fact that their semiotic knowledge is 
difficult to capture in a digital system, that is, there is a ‘epistemological gap’ between relational 
expertise and abstract, digital representation (Newlands, 2021; Pakarinen & Huising, 2023). 
Because experts had semiotic knowledge, they could more quickly determine how to solve a task, 
providing them with a distinct advantage compared to the managers, who often had to defer to 
expert judgement. We noted that frontline managers often complained that they had to defer to the 
engineers due to their superior semiotic knowledge. Thus, our findings show how experts actively 
use the ‘epistemological gap’ to construct a way whereby the system is useful for both managers 
and experts in providing an overview of tasks, but limited in the amount of digital control it gives 
to managers. Whereas prior work has found similar ways that workers may undercut digital con-
trol (e.g. Curchod, Patriotta, Cohen, & Neysen, 2020; Newlands, 2021), scholars have expressed 
scepticism regarding the overall effectiveness of these tactics. Yet, we find that they can aggregate 
and undermine the system on a larger level, inducing managers to curtail their overall use of the 
system. This indicates that these small hacks may be more significant than previously thought. 
For example, our findings indicate that without precise data to train on, systems that might other-
wise replace human decision-making cannot develop the right capabilities.
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In conclusion, our study contributes to work on experts and control in three ways. First, our 
concept of stealth work highlights alternative ways that experts seek to seize control in modern 
organizations, in particular showing how experts may reclaim control even when they have lost 
status and position. While prior work has touched upon such tactics, our study is the first to con-
ceptualize them as one form of work. We add detail and knowledge to how they take form, and 
we explain why they work. Second, we illustrate how expert control may be nested inside organi-
zations as organizational legacy, which serves as a reservoir from which experts can draw author-
ity. Third, we show how experts can avoid digital control through small hacks and by engaging 
with the manager responsible for managing the system. Thereby, our study enriches the under-
standing of how experts exploit ‘epistemological gaps’ between their knowledge and digital 
representations.

Limitations and future research

As an inductive qualitative case study, our study comes with the usual caveats concerning general-
izability (Pratt et al., 2020). Findings from our context may not be generalizable to other contexts 
where there is less history of expert control, where expert knowledge is easier to quantify, or where 
managerial control has been enforced for such a long time that expert control has all but evapo-
rated. Therefore, the tactics we identify might not work in all types of organizations, and tactics 
may vary across organizations, leaving a need for future research to investigate the diversity of 
tactics, their efficiency and in general how control may be ‘traded’ in organizations. Besides these 
classic caveats to single case studies, our study is limited by a lack of process data (that is, data 
collected over a longer period), and especially by a lack of ethnographic data (that is, observational 
data obtained through being embedded in the field. Having such data could have bolstered and 
deepened our findings. Yet, the Covid-19 pandemic made it impossible to gather ethnographic 
data. The lack of ethnographic data is critical because we cannot distinguish between the control 
that experts perceive themselves as having and the control they actually have in the organization. 
Finally, the lack of process data hinders us from theorizing on how ‘stealth work’ develops over 
time. Here, future research is needed to understand the evolution of clandestine expert tactics, also 
investigating whether they are sustainable over time. Moreover, studies could also investigate the 
possible interplay between stealth work, boundary work and institutional work, such as studying 
whether stealth work substitutes or complements institutional work and boundary work.
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