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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to gather insights on the underlying social factors behind the current 

state of controller roles in a multinational enterprise. Additionally, the thesis explores the 

possibility of managing perceptions and expectations of controller roles, in accordance to 

corporate business objectives. In order to do this, theoretical concepts of Role Theory, 

Boundary Spanning and Identity Control were utilized. This paper has a qualitative research 

design and is based on an embedded single-case study. Due to the exploratory nature of the 

research, the study is based on the method of „systematic combining‟. The objectives of the 

company were to establish both local and regional controllers as business partners. Findings 

indicate that the regional controller could focus on business advisory tasks to a large extent 

due to a formally appointed role, whereas the local controllers were restricted by their role 

and expectations to focus more on scorekeeping and managerial duties. The term „business 

partner‟ was spread throughout the organization. By ascribing this label to controllers, other 

expectations on the role were induced, which also infers a higher hierarchical positioning. 

Future research could go more in depth on the process of internalizing values. 
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All the world‟s a stage 

And all the men and women merely players; 

They have their exits and their entrances; 

And one man in his time plays many parts. 

Banton 
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1. Introduction 

Numerous of scholars have stressed the importance of the controller in our contemporary 

business environment, although in different roles, e.g. financial controllers (Graham et al., 

2012), business unit controllers (Rouwelaar et al., 2008) corporate controllers (Zoni and 

Merchant, 2007). As early as in the 1970s, Crampton states that the controller will become an 

even more important role in the future. By referring to executives‟ future predictions at that 

time, the role would be characterized by being a “proficient technician, a capable organizer, 

a dynamic leader, a persuasive communicator, an impartial coordinator, a skilled analyst, ad 

a reasonably accurate prognosticator.” (Crampton, 1970, p. 8). Almost 30 years later, 

predictions for future change were still expressed. Findings in Russel et al. (1999) anticipates 

that the controller role will take a strategic and consultancy approach. Due to IT 

advancements, less time will be spent on mechanical issues and more time analyzing and 

interpreting information (Russel et al., 1999). Similarly Lindvall (2009), in his book 

concerning the new role of the controller, discusses that integrative IT-systems have enabled 

changes in organizational roles. Furthermore, the controllers are highly important in the 

development of organizations and therefore the need for modifications of their role is clearly 

evident – to have an increasingly future oriented and business supportive approach. (Lindvall, 

2009) 

Desai (2008) argues that the finance function will be facing challenges due to globalization. 

For instance, challenges concerns communicating financial information internally and across 

business units. According to Russel et al. (1999), changes in the work activities of 

management accounting professionals correlates with the changes in the finance function. 

Granlund and Lukka (1998) research shows signs of Finnish controllers being increasingly 

important role in organizational decision-making. Similarly, controllers‟ involvement in 

management decision processes has shown positive correlation on performance (Zoni and 

Merchant, 2007). However, research has also shown contradictory findings, that controller 

involvement in decision making is not beneficial in all contexts (Indjejikian and Matějka, 

2006). Graham et al. (2012) research on financial controllers has shown that the role has not 

transformed, rather enlarged in terms of activities and positioning. Albeit, the authors state 

that the anticipated shift into more value added work-tasks, as previously stated by Russel 

(1999) and Siegel et al., (2003), has not seemed to occur. (Graham et al., 2012) 

Whether the change have occurred or not seems to still be a subject of importance. However, 

current research have highlighted the importance of factors behind the current role shift 



 6 

(Ramdeen and Fried, 2003; Yazdifar and Tsamenyi, 2005; Järvenpää, 2007) More explicitly, 

Järvenpää (2007) state that a future field of focus is to investigate what organizational „micro-

processes‟ and individual aspirations lies behind role shifts in the controller role. Similarly, 

Yazdifar and Tsamenyi (2005) research on change in the roles of controllers recognize 

„institutional forces‟ as possible effects on the development of controller perceptions. The 

authors also suggest „institutional factors‟ as future research. Lastly, Ramdeen and Fried 

(2003) in their study on casino controllers, purposes future studies to explore what factors 

impact the activities of controllers. All of these previously mentioned authors indicate an 

interest in issues concerning the social organization. Consequently, this leads to our first 

research question. 

RQ 1: What are the social conditions that underlie the current state of the controller roles in 

a large multinational enterprise? 

William (2000) discusses different personalities of controllers, i.e. ranging from introvert to 

extrovert, from number oriented to skilled communicators. Previous research have highlighted 

that the controllers have too much emphasis on figures (William, 2000; Colton, 2001; Siegel 

et al, 2003; Yazdifar and Tsamenyi, 2005). When discussing the more contemporary role of 

controllers and the finance function, a relatively common term is Business partner. (Russel et 

al., 1999; GEO, 2000; Colton, 2001; Siegel et al., 2003; Graham et al., 2012) For instance, a 

change of focus for the finance function, from the more paper oriented role as a cleric, to a 

more advisory role as a business partner attaining to strategy and analytics. (GEO, 2000) 

Business partner is usually referred to focusing on strategic tasks (GEO, 2000; Colton, 2001; 

Graham, 2012) and having great interpersonal skills as well as being a negotiator, listener, 

and persuader (Siegel et al., 2003). Moreover, building trust is crucial for becoming a 

business partner, together with an understanding of the business, being approachable, 

changing the image and be seen as someone that adds value (Siegel et al., 2003).  

The literature regarding the controller role visualizes that there seems to be a shift in what is 

required and valued of these individuals. On the other hand, Graham et al. (2012) claimed the 

expected role shift had not occurred, and one of the reasons for this was said to be that 

individual controllers themselves could affect the disposition of their own role. As previously 

stated, Järvenpää (2007) points to that individual aspirations could be an important influence 

on the „role shift‟ towards increased business orientation. Siegel et al. (2003) stress 
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management initiatives as a way that could enable the role shift. This leads to our second 

research question. 

RQ 2: How could management in a MNE control and affect the expectations of the controller 

roles, in order to be- come a value added business advisor?  

1.1 Purpose 

The aim of this paper is to gather insights on the underlying social factors behind the current 

state of controller roles in a multinational enterprise. Additionally, we explore the possibility 

of managing the perceptions and expectations of controller roles, in accordance to their 

business objectives.  

2. Theory 

 

In this section we introduce theoretical concepts that are used to investigate our purpose. These are 

Role Theory, Boundary Spanning Roles and Identity Control. In the overview section below, the 

connections between the theories are briefly discussed. After the overview, each concept will be 

elaborated on in the follow order: Theories of Roles (Role Theory and Boundary Spanning Role), the 

connection between Role and Identity, and Identity Control. 

 

2.1 Theory Overview  

Theories of Roles include Role Theory, which is applicable to roles in general, and Boundary 

Spanning Roles that are connected to a more specific theoretical context of roles. These theories 

are used to examine to gather insights on underlying social factors concerning the controller 

role. Moreover, a related concept to role is identity. In contemporary research, identity has been 

seen as a more viable substitute to role due to a more dynamic perspective, therefore applicable 

to today’s complex environment (Simpson and Carrol, 2008). However, the authors still view 

role as central concept to construct identities, as it legitimize action in social settings and 

strengthens meanings (Simpson and Carrol, 2008). Further explanations of the relation of 

these concepts will be elaborated on in the section Connection between Role and Identity. 

For our purpose coupled to the control aspect, the theoretical concept of identity control will 

be utilized. Alvesson and Willmott (2002) deliberate on the topic of identity regulation, i.e. 

managing the insides of employees, as a contemporary form of organizational control. 
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2.2 Theories of Roles 

2.2.1 An Introduction to Theories of Roles 

Within role theory there are several authors with some distinctions in their definitions. 

Banton‟s (1965) definition on role refers to T.H Newcomb, viewing all members of a society 

as holding a position, which in turn is taking part in a particular group and incorporates the 

rules that have to be considered when interacting with others. Further, the author states that 

companies are trying to construct fixed roles in order to escape any future conflict between 

individuals‟ privileges and responsibilities (Banton, 1965). Moreover, Svenningsson and 

Alvesson (2003); Stryker (2007) defines roles as expectations of behavior coupled to 

positions and communicated in a social setting. Katz and Kahn (1966) defines role as “one or 

more recurrent activities out of a total patterns of interdependent activities which in 

combination produce the organizational output.” (Katz et al., 1966 p. 179). These authors 

took an important part in the development of role theory and are often referred to by current 

and previous scholars within the context of role aspects (Rizzo et al., 1970; Ford et al., 1975; 

Pandey and Kumar, 1997; Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Simpson and Carrol, 2008), where Byrne 

and Pierce (2007) discussed controller roles. 

Whereas role theory is applicable for roles in general, the theoretical concept of boundary 

spanning roles highlights a particular type of role. A common approach to boundary-spanning 

research has been to view roles that work across boundaries, between organizations and their 

external environment (Aldrich and Herker, 1977; Henderson and Cockburn, 1994; Robertson, 

1995). Boundaries similarly exist within an organization and such internal boundary-spanning 

has also been accounted for in the literature by for instance Tushman and Scanland (1981) on 

informational boundary-spanning in R&D, Rosenkopf and Nerkar (2001) on knowledge 

transfer, Balogun et al., (2005) on change agents, and Nochur and Allen (1992) on technology 

transfer. Tushman and Scanland (1981) research view boundary-spanning roles as individuals 

who gather information and ideas outside of a boundary, in order to transfer and disseminate 

it back into the depicted boundary. Due to the nature of differentiated functions of an 

organization, language and cognizance is distinctive to certain units in order to facilitate 

information transfer more efficiently within a particular unit. As a consequence, it creates 

communication barriers between such boundaries in organizations. For information to be 

transferred it must also be translated across communication barriers, and boundary-spanning 

roles must be attentive to information that relates to contexts both inside and outside of the 
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boundary. Similarly, Nochur and Allen (1992) claim that boundary-spanning roles are highly 

important in the integration of differentiated functions or departments. 

2.2.2 Role Theory 

Katz and Kahn (1966) utilize a theoretical model of factors involved in the taking of 

organizational roles in order to simplify the reasoning behind role, i.e. role episode. The 

model is divided into two different parts, i.e. role-sending (role sender
1
) and role-receiving 

(focal person
2
) which in turn consist of a subset of two concepts.  The former one consist of 

role expectations, which basically is the behavior that is expected from an individual who 

carries a specific role (occupying an office
3
 or position) and sent role stems from the 

interaction between the focal person and individuals within the role set, with the aim of 

influencing the focal person. The latter, role-receiving, is partly constituted of received role, 

which also stems from interaction between the focal person and individuals within the role 

set, however it represents the focal persons‟ perception of the overall role-sending (role 

expectations and sent role). The second concept of received role is role behavior, i.e. the focal 

persons behavior based upon the information s/he obtain from the individuals within the role-

set
4
. Banton (1965) described that, the way in which individuals translate their expected 

behavior into action, was a general accepted definition of role behavior. A person that is 

expected to have a particular behavior will also act accordingly, e.g. the possibility of an 

individual who is expected to be a leader will most probably take initiatives and lead the 

dialogue. Even though, in order for the focal person to behave as a leader, it comes to how the 

other person responds to the behavior. Further, the authors explain that role has to be viewed 

upon from an interactional perspective, were both parts affect each other. (Tracey et al., 1981) 

Katz and Kahn (1966) stress that the extent to which sent role is congruent with received role 

depends on the context, i.e. each focal person and the role senders within his/her role set.  

                                                             
1 Role sender – Member of a role-set (Katz and Kahn, 1966).  

2 Focal person – The term focal person is referred to the person which is considered in the analysis and which in 

turn constitute the office (Katz and Kahn, 1966). 

3 Office – An office is basically defined by the relationships coupled to a particular position (Katz and Kahn, 

1966). 

4 Role-set – all members of an organization have a relatively close network of people of which they have 

recurrent activities with. This network consist of the individuals working with the member, i.e superiors and 

colleagues within/outside the departmental sphere, which subsequently constitute the role-set (Merton, 1957; 

Banton, 1965; Katz and Kahn, 1966). 
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Bentz (1968), analyze the role consensus among ministers in order to ascertain whether there 

are differences between role expectations and role behavior. Role expectations were by the 

author set out as normative prescriptions and the latter as actual role behavior. An important 

aspect in the context is that there was no distinction between neither, what Katz and Kahn 

(1966) describe as role expectations and sent role, nor between received role and role 

behavior (Bentz, 1968).  

Moreover, Katz and Kahn (1966) include three additional factors that could influence the state 

of the role, i.e. organizational factors, attributes of the person and interpersonal factors. There 

are causal relationships that exist between organizational factors and role expectations, for 

instance size and reported role conflicts. Attributes of the person refer to the characteristics of 

the person within the existing role that are coupled to the motivators of why s/he acts in a 

certain way. The third and last factor, interpersonal relations, implies that it influence the 

expectations sent to the focal role and depends on the quality of the relationship. The 

attributes of the person affect the role in several ways according to Katz and Kahn (1966). 

Within this paper, we will concentrate on the fact that “…some traits of the person tend to 

evoke of facilitate certain evaluations and behaviors from his role senders” (Katz and Kahn, 

1966, p. 188) and that organizational factors could affect the role outcome. Furthermore, it is 

stressed that multiple roles could exist within a single office; meaning that a focal person 

carries out several different activities which imply that the role structure could vary to a great 

extent and be highly complex. For instance, a first-line supervisor incorporates two different 

roles, the managerial role as well as being a member of the staff. (Katz and Kahn, 1966) 

Katz and Kahn (1966) state that roles are constantly evolving and it is evident that individuals 

already assigned to one or more particular roles limits a recombination of them. In order to 

move from one role to another, the individual have to know the responsibilities that the new 

role encompasses and alter behavior in accordance. It is not only the person itself that has to 

change, other individuals within the role-set also need to adapt to these changes (Banton, 

1965). Reconciling with new roles, has for instance been discussed within the book “On to 

become a manager” (Hill, 1992). A descriptive and prescriptive exposition about changing 

roles, from handling activities coupled of being a producer to later become an organizer and 

taking a managerial role.  

Role Conflicts 

If a role is structured solely on one single role sender with consistent expectations, or a group 

of senders coherent in their approach to the focal person, there would be no such implications 
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as conflicts. However, reality enlightens the contrary and as a consequence different types of 

conflicts emerge. Role conflict is by Katz and Kahn (1966) defined as “…the simultaneous 

occurrence of two (or more) role sendings such that compliance with one would make more 

difficult compliance with the other. In the extreme case, compliance with one expectation as 

sent would exclude completely the possibility of compliance with the other; the two 

expectations are mutually contradictory” (Katz and Kahn, 1966, p. 184). Rizzo et al. (1970) 

defined it from the elements of `congruence-incongruency´ or `compability-incompability´ in 

the conditions of the role. Furthermore, they described conflict as determined with regards to 

these elements and the relation to the preconditions of the role, subsequently also the role 

performance.  

Katz and Kahn (1966) describe four different classifications of role conflicts, intersender 

conflict, intrasender conflict, interrole conflict and person-role conflict. Only the first one will 

be analyzed within this paper, as it covers conflicts stemming from one particular role in 

accordance to our purpose. Intersender conflict, described as contradicting message sent from 

several senders to the focal person (Katz and Kahn, 1966). Pandey and Kumar (1997) slightly 

revise their definition of intersender conflict to clarify that it solely incorporates the work role 

(intrarole) and not between roles (interrole), i.e. including only one role-set. This often 

implies role overload, as it requires different or conflicting behaviors from the focal person 

(Rizzo et al., 1970; Katz and Kahn, 1966).  

2.2.3 Boundary Spanning Roles 

According to Tushman and Scanland (1981) individuals in an organization are affected by 

their work setting, i.e. the social and physical characteristics which encompass an individual‟s 

work and experiences in the organization. These comprise of factors such as the structure, 

reward systems, social aspects of culture, technology characteristics and work design. These 

factors in the work setting will regulate the behavior of its members, as they direct what 

behavior is suitable and reasonable in the organization. Also, organizations can compile of 

various professions or functions, which consequently may have aims and beliefs that are not 

entirely in alignment with the organization as a whole. (Tushman and Scanland, 1981) 

Informational boundary-spanning between units or areas is a process containing of several 

steps. In order to accomplish such activities, the individuals must have a strong connection to 

both the internal and external context. As such, they need to have developed competences 

particular to the internal unit, in order to be perceived as a source of information for members 
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of the unit as an internal consultant. In addition, they are also required to have competences in 

the external area where they are supposed to gain and transfer information from, in order to 

successfully understand both sides of the boundary. Furthermore, boundary-spanning roles 

must have the adequate network access both externally and internally, to be able to transfer 

and disseminate information. (Tushman and Scanland, 1981) Similarly, Nochur and Allen 

(1992) also stresses that recognized competence is more important for an effective boundary-

spanning role than a formal position. It is competence, rather than having an appointed role, 

that is the main determinant whether or not other people will seek consultation on 

organizational matters, as these „internal stars‟ are perceived to have the necessary 

information. (Nochur and Allen, 1992) However, individuals with recognized competence 

may be more likely to be promoted to a formal status, and the formal role might help them 

facilitate boundary-spanning activities (Tushman and Scanland, 1981). Yet, formally 

assigning individuals to fill a boundary-spanning role will not per se create efficient 

boundary-spanning. Access to both formal and informal communication network is developed 

over time, and does not arise automatically due to the formal role. (Nochur and Allen, 1992) 

Tushman and Scanland (1981) claim that it is highly important for future research to 

distinguish between informational and representational boundary-spanning. The former is a 

two-step information flow, with the role gaining information externally and disseminating 

internally, whereas the latter is a one-step flow focused at transmitting (significant) 

information to external units. Representational boundary-spanning have extensive 

communication over functional boundaries, however they do not mediate critical resources, or 

may not be structured as a linkage mechanism of information for parts in the organization. 

Unlike the informational one, this role is not informally influential in terms of e.g. individuals 

seeking consultation in an informal manner due to perceived strong competence internally. 

Therefore the representational role is more routine and formally defined.  

The research found that corporate communication to different units e.g. marketing and 

manufacturing were more constrained to formal channels. Communication stars in this area 

were inclined to be „supervisors‟ and their link in the organization was primarily formal, e.g. 

budgets and costs can efficiently be communicated through the formal structure. In contrast 

communication amongst professionals was more informally dependent, as having the required 

work competence or expertise was a highly important factor. Both perceived competence and 

formal position affected being an internal communication star, however the former being a 

more important factor. For the external communication stars, there was no relation with 
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perceived competence, as internal competence, dissemination and consultancy seeking 

aspects are not of focus. (Tushman and Scanland, 1981) 

2.3 Relation between Roles and Identities 

Simpson and Carrol (2008) describe within their exposition and `re-view´ of role theory, that 

it has been substituted by identity research. Identity is a more dynamic view on organizing. 

Roles are perceived as too rigid, however roles still play an important part in constructing 

identities as it strengthen new and present meanings e.g. by legitimizing action in social 

settings. (Simpson and Carrol, 2008) Identity is often recognized from an internal perspective, 

from the individual itself, described by Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) as the 

“…(conscious) struggle to respond to the question „who am I?...‟“ (Sveningsson and 

Alvesson, 2003, p. 1168). Gioia (1998) define identity as a self-understanding shaped and 

maintained through interaction with others. Symbolic interactionism in social theory is 

connected to both role and identity theory. Stryker developed the framework titled structural 

symbolic interactionism in 1980 and claims that the relation between identity and role can 

offer an explanation regarding the choice an individual make when different options of role-

related actions are available. (Stryker, 2007) 

Stryker perceives the „self‟ as a person‟s self-conceptions, i.e. the self-images or internalized 

meanings individuals tie to themselves. „Identities‟ are then the cognitive features of „selves‟ 

that are tied to roles, e.g. occupational roles, (Stryker, 2007; Kleine et al., 2006; Simpson and 

Carrol, 2008). Identity is therefore the “internalized role expectations attached to positions in 

organized sets of social relationships.” (Stryker, 2007, p.2) Moreover, Simpson and Carrol 

(2008) argue that the hierarchal approach simplify the composition of an analysis, due to the 

more or less clearly stated subsets of the identities and roles. 

2.4 Identity Control 

Alvesson and Willmott (2002) elaborate on the concept of identity regulation as a 

contemporary form of organizational control within the field of management studies. 

Managing the insides of employees, e.g. their expectations, doubts, ambitions and 

identifications, have reached increased managerial attention as indicative from for instance 

knowledge based work, as well as service and quality management. Furthermore, their 

research is concerned with how employees may be inspired by managerial discourses, i.e. 

statements, language and meaning regarding work or the organization. Such control and the 

moulding or positioning of individuals may make employees more or less identified and 



 14 

devoted. Moreover, it is possible to affect individuals instead of managing the behavior in a 

direct way. The employees can be seen to have a work identity that gets affected by different 

management discourses, which prompt the employee to incorporate these into accounts of 

self-identity. Typically, for employees to adopt certain corporate notions, a process of 

repeated introduction, training and education could influence and guide the construction of 

identity through identity regulation. (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002) However, the above 

authors discards that management is the supreme power in defining the identity of its 

employees. Employees are not passive recipients of organizational regulation of identity 

(Ashford and Mael, 1996); rather it is a contested process that can render counter-productive 

responses and outcomes, such as resistance (Ezzamel et al., 2001). (Alvesson and Willmott, 

2002) 

Social identity theory on individuals expresses that people conceptualize themselves through 

having a set of key characteristics they perceive is necessary in defining their self-concepts. 

Individuals are also participating in behavior and interpretations that sustains such self-

concepts over time and space. As a comparison between individual and organizational 

identity, the former is more steady and endurable. Even though both is more or less alterable, 

the author out “what is core about organizational identity can change at a much more rapid 

pace than individuals can reinvent themselves.” (Gioia in Whetten and Godfrey, 1998, p.22). 

Organizational identity is more apt and positioned to cope with its dynamic environment, 

which demands flexibility. Individual identity on the other hand is more focused on 

maintaining stability, even though it is not either immune to such trends. (Gioia, 1998)  

According to Pratt (1998), identification is essentially identity in relation to something else, 

e.g. an organization. The author expresses that most conceptions of identification regards an 

individual perceiving oneself as being conclusive to another entity, e.g. person, team or 

object. (Pratt, 1998) Similarly, Cheney (1983) define identification as “an active process by 

which individuals link themselves to elements in the social scene”. Moreover, identification is 

a process that is significant for e.g. sense making, decision making and categorizing of 

different thoughts. In relation to communication it permits individuals to be influenced or to 

influence. (Cheney, 1983) Barker (1998) discusses the topic „managing identification‟. To get 

employees to conduct work that benefits the company by accomplishing goals, objectives and 

values, the company must get its employees to identify with these. As such identification is 

needed in organizations, and companies will therefore actively attempt to construct the 

identity of its employees in congruence with the values and goals of the organization. Still, 
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there are many questions amongst researchers to how organizations actually can manage 

identification (Barker, 1998) and that the exact link between identity, strategy and behavior is 

not clear (Ashforth and Mael, 1996). 

The organization can measure e.g. behavioral and performance indicators of employees to 

assess whether or not such goals, values and objectives of the organization are in 

correspondence with behavior of its employees. However as Barker (1998) discusses, it does 

not mean per se that the employee has a strong identification. The behavior of an employee 

can be „artificial‟, for instance values might not be internalized and the presented appropriate 

behavior might instead come from extrinsic motivation. With that said, the employee has 

nevertheless chosen to act in accordance to what is perceived to be beneficial to the 

organization. Perhaps what is most important for companies is what is shown through suitable 

decision-making, support, and behavior for organizational purposes. However, differences 

between organizations can be deduced out of that argument. Barker (1998) argues that 

employee identification with the company, as well as companies‟ attentiveness of this 

identification process becomes more important in „participative organizations‟. Such 

organizations are more self-managed and individuals must agree upon, and identify with, 

certain values, goals and rules (Barker, 1993). (Barker, 1998) 

There is a difference between ‟actual selves‟ and ‟ideal selves‟. The former term is obviously 

directed at the current state, whereas the latter can be seen as an encouraged future state. The 

ideal self can serve as an aspiring factor that can motivate or benchmark encouraged behavior 

for an individual. Symbolic management, i.e. how managers can portray meaning, can be used 

to convey advisable values and meanings in contexts of e.g. ambiguity and complexity. Also, 

compose these into a ‟distinctive persona‟ for the organization. (Ashforth and Mael, 1996) 

From the perspective of the employee, the choices over a range of decisions can be reduced 

by certain options being matched with the organizational identification. Also, from a 

management standpoint such identification has the potential to be more effective as 

organizational control than those constructed on external incentives, as it for instance can be 

bestowed as a less obtrusive form of control. (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Barker, 1998) In 

contemporary management, control and the regulation work activities is becoming more 

indirect. It can take forms such as local empowerment and participation through enabling 

decision-making on the employee level to affect the organization. Management can control 

and affect employee behavior by using communication and exemplify core values that they 
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want their employees to identify with. (Barker, 1998) Albert et al (2000) recognize identity as 

the definition of an organization, group or individual and that it affects how and what are 

valued, believed or done in organizations. The identity of a group or organization can be 

internalized as part of an individual‟s self-definition, where it can instill motivation and 

provide a sense of meaning and connection. As such it partly counts for how individuals act 

upon the behalf of the organization, e.g. the direction and persistence. (Albert et al, 2000) 

The work of Alvesson and Willmott (2002) discuss different targets of identity regulation 

which are supposed to illuminate “specific means, targets and media of control through 

which the regulation of identity is accomplished.” (p.628)  

In the upcoming section four of them are described. 

„Defining the person directly‟: The first target concerns making explicit references to features 

that differentiate one person from others and that have some substance over time. These 

features imply expectations of the person and the defined social space s/he occupies. As an 

example, an individual addressed as a middle manager implies managing with directions from 

higher up in the hierarchy. „Defining a person by defining others‟: By referring to the features 

of others, an individual or group may be implicitly identified in reference. For instance, 

referring to e.g. competitors as being amateurs or deceitful, can create the impression that in 

your company people are professional and trustworthy without necessarily being explicitly 

stated. „Knowledge and skills‟: These are two factors that encompass groups or individuals 

and define who someone is. They are important for identity regulation and frame the 

capabilities and expectations of the individuals. Professional identification and education are 

strong mediums of the construction of identity. It can steer what competences are important 

and facilitate self-images of these individuals or groups. For instance, programs for 

management education in organizations can facilitate an identity as a manager. Professional 

identification as „business manager‟ can promote multifaceted skills rather than specialized. 

„Hierarchical location‟: The relative value between different groups or individuals is 

typically represented in the organizational positioning.  This is marked by distinctions 

between people, and as such one‟s self-understanding is in comparison to others, e.g. in terms 

of supervisor and subordinate. Moreover, various informal rankings or differences in social 

status between functions or groups in organizations can also be significant for identity 

regulation. (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002) 
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3. Method 
 

In this section we explain the paper‟s research design and the complete process of the study, from 

gathering of the data to data analysis. It covers the following subsections: Single Case Study, Case 

Selection, Data Collection and Data Analysis. 

We want to investigate the role of controllers by gathering insights on the underlying social 

factors behind the current state. In addition, we want to look into the possibilities of managing 

perceptions and expectations of the controller roles. A literature review was conducted in 

order to get an understanding of the controller role. Furthermore, the paper has a qualitative 

research design based on an instrumental single case study, in order to examine and gain 

insights into a phenomenon by using a particular case (Punch, 1998). This was done in order 

to be able to distinguish between different social conditions that underlie the current state. As 

the paper has an exploratory perspective, we wanted to be opened for new insights and 

directions and subsequently a flexible approach was suitable for our purpose. Accordingly, we 

based our research method on „systematic combining‟. This concept regards: “a process 

where theoretical framework, empirical fieldwork, and case analysis evolves simultaneously.” 

(Dubois and Gadde, 2002, p. 554). 

We also used another data collection technique, as a triangulation, in order to sufficiently 

increase the validity of the data (Saunders et al., 2007). This was done simultaneously with 

the interviews and involved the gathering of documents from the case company, both internal 

ones and via their home web page.  

3.1 Single Case Study 

A single case study design was chosen, in order to capture the embedded nature of the case to 

a fuller extent. A single case made it possible to study different levels of the controller role in 

the organization. Therefore different characteristics and contexts that encompass the roles and 

relationships could be investigated. The aim of the study is not to compare multiple 

contextual cases or find out if the result is replicated elsewhere (Yin, 2003) rather to go in-

depth in a representative case (Yin, 2003). Thus directing more resources into exploring the 

different contexts included in this single case. For instance, Ford et al. (1975) state that the 

work of Katz and Kahn (1966) in regards to role theory has shortcomings. It necessitates 

information about each focal person‟s connected role senders and subsequently interviews 

with these individuals. In turn, these would be exceedingly time-consuming and therefore 
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affecting the sample of focal persons. Ford et al. (1975) solves this by focusing on the focal 

person, whereas this paper still includes parts of a role set, i.e. for local financial controllers. 

In turn, the extensive nature of role theory analysis has led us to dig deeper into a one 

particular case instead of doing multiple case studies. As expressed by (Dubois and Gadde, 

2002), a single case study is beneficial when there are many interdependent factors such as in 

this case.  

3.2 Case Selection  

The case company was selected through a judgmental sampling technique, based on three 

preferences, a large-cap global company with clearly differentiated units and several 

controllers as well as having controllers on different levels within the organization. 

The individuals within the company were sampled through a judgmental/purposive self-

selected sampling technique (Saunders et al., 2007). The individuals that participated in the 

study were selected based on the fact that the research is focused on the controller‟s 

relationship structure, i.e. those that had a work relation to the controller or had the profession 

as a controller. It is evident that controllers working in global centralized companies 

communicate over national borders and with headquarters to a great extent. This underpins 

the reason of selecting individuals from the headquarters in Brussels. In other words, to 

exclude these individuals would mitigate the accuracy of the study. The respondents were the 

ones that had the desire of participating in the interview in accordance to the self-selected 

sampling technique. 

3.3 Data Collection 

Data were collected through 10 interviews; four in Brussels (Belgium), one in Rotterdam 

(Netherlands), three in Stockholm and an additional two by telephone/Skype, the average 

length of the interviews were 45 minutes. The first contact with the interviewees was via 

email and consisted of a brief description and general view of the research focus. In some 

cases additional phone calls were made to speed up the communication in order to reach a 

final interview. The interviews were conducted in English with exception from the interviews 

with the local controller and the local accountant leader. 

It is evident that qualitative, non-standardized research is deficient in terms of future 

replications of the research due to the dynamic and complexity of it (Saunders et al., 2007). In 

regards to this we will explain the data collection in detail, in order to establish the most 

accurate description possible. All respondents were informed in advance that the interview 
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was strictly confidential, in order to make the respondents feel more comfortable and open to 

discuss the topic (Saunders et al., 2007). Simultaneously, respondents were asked if the 

interview could be recorded, this was done in order to mitigate the risk of taking content out 

of its context and ensure a reliable interpretation of the collected data. An advantage of audio-

recording is that non-verbal signals and language can be measured (Saunders et al., 

2007).  All but one of the interviews was recorded. Eight out of 10 interviews were conducted 

face-to-face, one by telephone and one by Skype due to the geographical distance.  

Saunders et al. (2007) stress the importance of establishing personal contact before 

conducting telephone/internet-mediated interviews. Email conversations were instigated with 

these two individuals before the final interview was conducted, as well as description of the 

research focus over the phone. Another aspect that differs between internet-mediated 

interviews and face-to-face interviews is that they could potentially transmit fewer social cues 

(Saunders et al., 2007). However, the Skype-interview was also video recorded in order to 

enhance the accuracy of the transcripts and sequentially mitigate potential lack of social cues 

(Silverman, 2001). All face-to-face interviews were conducted in the case-company‟s meeting 

rooms. 

The face-to-face interviews were conducted without any disturbance of outside sounds and 

were a comfortable and convenient location for the respondents (Saunders et al., 2007). 

Before conducting the interviews the dress code was identified at the office, in order to use a 

similar style to strengthened trustworthiness and gain confidence with the interviewee, an 

important factor according to Saunders et al. (2007). One of us was assigned to manage the 

interview and go through the prepared questions while the other took notes. It facilitated our 

interview processes, where each interviewer could be more focused on one particular task and 

enabled the latter one to listen even more carefully and identify new questions during the 

process. 

The interviews were divided into two different parts. The first stage was more focused on the 

financial function including interviews conducted in Brussels and Rotterdam, i.e. an 

exploratory stage (Saunders et al., 2007). The second part consisted of the interviews 

conducted in Stockholm as well as the telephone/Skype-interviews. The latter part of the 

interview section was slightly more focused then the first part of the data collection. The 

interview method in the second part altered to some extent, since more insight was brought to 

the surface by the already conducted interviews and that the theory section evolved as the 
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empirical data were collected. More specifically, the questions were more focused and 

determined in advanced. The interviews were based upon prescribed themes, which in turn 

were based upon theories regarding communication, role, identity and management control 

that was reviewed in order to facilitate the generation of questions for the case study (see 

Appendix, table 4). It was important to have these concepts from theory, as they helped 

organize our questions and highlight the different directions. The concepts from theory were 

not necessarily meant to be a complete theoretical framework, rather to guide interview 

questions. Each interview had different research focus, depending on the individual 

participating on the interview. The questions were carefully examined in order to reduce any 

risk of affecting the answers from the respondents (Saunders et al., 2007). Preventive action 

was taken by letting the respondents speak without too much moderation in the beginning of 

the interview, in accordance to what Saunders et al. (2007) refer to as respondent interviews. 

During the first phase of the interviews, our aim was not to focus on the theoretical concept 

identity control and analyze the term business partner specifically. However, due to the 

prevalence of the respondents‟ use of the term, our second research question emerged.  

The interviews were conducted in an open-ended nature (semi-structured) to attain different 

facts and opinions of matters (Yin, 2003), and took a feminine approach (Punch, 1998). Punch 

(1998) describes the feminine perspective on interviewing as creating less status differences 

between the respondent and interviewer, establishing more equal relationship between the 

two, which in the end increases the possibility of gaining new insight. We also wanted to 

reduce potential defensiveness from respondents by stating the questions in a responsive way 

so that they would not be perceived as threatening. Included in that approach was for instance 

to ask how questions instead of less direct why (Yin, 2003).  

The interviews started out with simple questions regarding the respondents‟ own role within 

the company, in order to build trust as well as getting an overview of the situational context. 

This approach was initiated in order to get more accurate answers later during the interview 

when questions with a more sensitive nature were asked to the respondents (Saunders et al., 

2007). The questions were determined with three different aspects in mind; clearly phrased, 

not consist of too many theoretical expressions, and make clear that there were not several 

different questions within one specific question (Saunders et al., 2007). When the respondents 

were not controllers, the second stage was for them to explain their work relationship with the 

controller. If the respondent was a controller, the person was asked to describe what the role 

entailed and its closest work relationship.  



 21 

Table 1. Interviews in chronological order 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

Previous to the data analysis, the collected data was transcribed, which was accomplished 

with audio-transcription software. Secondly, transcribed interviews were categorized 

(Saunders et al., 2007) and thereafter independently revised into written language and further 

integrated to the empirical data. The data analysis started with categorization and selection of 

the relevant information linked to each specific theory (Dey, 1993). The study has an 

embedded format (Yin, 2003), where different units of analysis were chosen in order to get a 

deeper analysis and examine potential differences and similarities between contexts, roles, 

and individuals. The three different unit distinctions are: 

1. Controllers as an aggregated group in the organization 

2. Different types of controllers, i.e. regional and local controllers 

3. The individual level 

The analysis section, i.e. Role Theory, Boundary Spanning and Identity Control, has been 

analyzed from different respondents due to the distinctions of the theories. Table 2 in the 

Appendix highlights these differences as well as which unit of analysis that has been included 

in each section. 

Role Theory is based on the concept of role expectations, determined by the role-senders 

within a focal person‟s role-set (Katz and Kahn, 1966). Local financial controllers‟ role-set 

was investigated and sampled not in regards to a particular local financial controller, rather as 

an aggregated group within the case company. Therefore, direct work-relationships are not 
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considered within this paper. This subsequently could have a potential impact on the outcome, 

due to differences between local financial controllers work activities and personal skill-set. 

Our analysis for Boundary Spanning Roles is only based on the regional business controller‟s 

perceptions on how he conducts work across boundaries. His colleagues on the „opposing‟ 

side of the boundaries were not included in that analysis. As these work activities are 

interactive, there are in reality several perceptions on this relationship and only focusing on 

one side does not cover the full complexities of such activities.  

The level of analysis is focused and limited to the different roles within the case company, 

rather than involving differences between culture and nations. Saunders et al. (2007) argue 

that the role of a manager is a socially constructed idea, different depending on national or 

organizational culture. We are aware of these cultural differences among the respondents, 

which subsequently could imply different views upon the controller.  

4. Empirical data 
 

In this section we visualize the collected empirical data from the examined case company. It is ordered 

in the following disposition: Controllers‟ Relations and Work activities, Financial Restructuring and 

ERP-System Implementation and Description of controllers‟.  

4.1 Introduction to the Case Company 

The case company is a manufacturing company working globally. The company structure is a 

functional matrix at the regional level with a president for the region. The persons reporting to 

the President are the CFO and the Vice Presidents for several functions: Engineering, 

Marketing, Sales IT, HR and Manufacturing. Moreover, there are regional controllers linked 

to these functions. The regional business controller (henceforth: regional controller) in this 

paper is linked to the engineering and marketing functions in the organization. He has been 

working for the case company for seven years. Additionally there are local financial 

controllers that are operating on a local level, i.e. local country offices. 
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4.2 Controllers’ Relations and Work Activities 

Regional Business Controller’s Closest Contacts 

The figure 1 visualizes the closest contacts to the regional controller and the most important 

ones are further described below. 

 

 

Figure 1. Regional Business Controller‟s Closest Contacts 

 

CFO/Local Controllers: The regional controller‟s main contact in finance is the CFO, which 

he is directly reporting to on a daily basis. Moreover, the communication with local 

controllers are usually not that formal and are basically requests from the regional controller 

to attain more details and insights from the local context. The communication is partly 

coupled to where they stand currently, but also if they require information regarding regional 

matters. A formal meeting is also scheduled with all the controllers as well as the CFO, in 

order to enlighten issues that could affect everyone. 

Engineering and Marketing functions: First and foremost the contact with the Regional Vice 

Presidents for the functions regards spent control, e.g. exploring budget deviations or 

standings. For instance, regarding issues such as whether costs should exist or if potential 

costs could be removed. The regional controller describes his role as both a close friend, as 

support for the functions, but also states that he is their “enemy” sometimes.  

The regional controller is also in contact with local and functional engineer/marketing 

managers. He identifies himself as their financial support and stresses that he will have a 
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difficulties understanding some functional specifics, e.g. engineers‟ drawings of new 

products, however he can always try to support them on financial issues when there is a new 

project. A new product could for instance be more cost-efficient due of a variety of new 

components. In that case, the individuals from the engineering function will communicate 

benefits of this new product and the regional controller will help them build a business case 

for that new product by assessing and computing the financial implications. This creates an 

understanding on e.g. what type of costs are involved, potential revenues it can trigger, what 

margins will be, investments required and potential return on investments. From the 

marketing side, the regional controller must understand the type of costs generated from 

different marketing and communication activities and how it can trigger sales. 

Other aspects are cost control and trying to understand potential variances. It can include 

monthly control of budget and targets, if there are deviations, then the regional controller 

communicates back to engineers and local controllers, what happened in an account versus 

the budget, and they send him details back. 

Local Financial Controllers’ Closest Contacts 

The figure 2 visualizes the closest contacts to the Local Financial Controller and the most 

important ones are further described below. 

 

Figure 2. Local Financial Controllers‟ closest contacts 
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Managers: The communication from the first local financial controller we interviewed 

(Henceforth: LF-C1) is mainly focusing on reporting the numbers to managers and 

incorporates a monthly meeting associated to the closing of each month. The meeting is 

intended to enlighten discrepancies such as the ones coupled to sales costs. The second local 

financial controller we interviewed (Henceforth: LF-C2) has been working within the 

company for 14 years. He has been on more or less the same position since he started in the 

company, beginning with the role as both a controller and a chief accountant, which he 

explains was very difficult. The closest work relationships to the LF-C2, is the local 

management team, which consists of 4-5 individuals, i.e. the head of each local department. 

The general manager of the office is also included within this team. His superior on the 

financial side is located in UK, and is managing all controllers within Europe. In this context 

he is responsible for monthly forecasting and reporting of sales figures to the management. 

The LF-C2 is making decision to a certain degree, there is a particular document, called 

limitation of authority, which basically tells him what he is able to decide by himself and 

when he is required to consult with his superior. The HR-manager´s relation with the local 

controllers is mostly based on headcount reporting to management teams. Additionally, it 

includes activities coupled to the development of correct financial metrics and figures in 

regards to bonus and compensation schemes. 

Local finance team: Secondly, LF-C2 is in contact with the local finance team, which is 

working directly under him and assists him in the majority of these activities. The work 

activities incorporate activities such as internal and external auditing as well as tax and 

compliance issues. 

Headquarters: A central part of the LF-C1‟s work includes reporting to the headquarters 

regarding internal control, such as taxes and treasury. An important point when he 

communicates with the headquarters is to confirm that the right figures are included in their 

system and that the ledgers are aligned. Internal reporting is important and enables the 

organization to do follow-ups on different functions and check the profitability. The Senior 

Audit Consultant identifies risk management and implementation of internal control 

regulations as important aspects. Further, the senior auditor explains that they often are 

communicating when he is required to notify the controller regarding internal control issues,  

“We tell him, this needs to be implemented”. However, the relation was also described as 

reciprocal, as the local controllers reported back to compliance regarding their work routines 

and gave them advices on improvements.  
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4.3 Restructuring of the Financial Function 

Currently, there are two major changes for the finance functions that affect controllers, i.e. 

unified ERP-system and shared service center. 

One Standardized ERP-System  

Some aspects of the ERP-system have been implemented to create efficient and more unified 

processes. According to the compliance-leader the implementation involves new modules. 

The overall project is still under implementation and some offices are still experiencing 

working with different systems. Moreover, the finance-manager explains that different 

systems force the controllers‟ to explain why there are variances between different figures. 

This is a challenge for the controllers‟ that work within offices that have different systems. 

The HR-manager claims ERP-system implementation is too slow and using different systems 

is complicating the role of the controller. The HR-manager points out that the controller can 

never really act as a business partner. The regional controller explains the same difficulties 

that change is highly difficult for people to cope with and that fully functional ERP-systems 

would free up a lot of time for the controllers. Today, the systems are still highly manual, 

which is diminishing the accuracy of data and takes a lot of effort. With more time, the 

regional controller would spend more time on analysis, to get a deeper understanding of the 

figures, put more time on business cases and projects coupled to the marketing and 

engineering function and communicate even more interesting figures to the leadership.  

Centralized Activities in a Shared Service Center 

According to the finance-manager, where one „One Standardized ERP-System’ has got to do 

with systems, „Centralized Activities in a Shared Service Center’ has got to with the employees. 

It concerns giving people within the organization local empowerment so they can make more 

decisions themselves. The aim is to standardize the company‟s procedures and processes to 

make them more efficient by unification and centralization of certain functions.  

According to the finance-manager, some previous responsibility areas are moving away from 

controllers due to the Shared Service Center: The finance-manager claims that this is done to 

free up time for the controllers to become more of a business partner to all of the other 

functions. 

The compliance-leader explains that, the controllers were basically doing everything before, 

including the activities as accounting managers, controllers and financial planning & analysis 

managers. To consolidate activities into a larger office was uncomplicated but not for the 
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small offices, due to that the division of labour is more limited. The Compensation and 

Benefits Officer clarifies that in some countries the local controller has contact with local 

share representatives, where in others they still have all the accounting activities locally. The 

local controllers are described by the finance-manager as having a very extensive 

responsibility of the local office.  

Local Restructuring 

When the LF-C1 elaborates on the subject of being a business partner, he explains that his 

unit in the past was family owned with other rules and values. Therefore, it is possible that 

since 2005, when the current owner bought the company, employees on lower level do not 

really know what it takes to be a controller in terms of a business partner.  

The local controller working closest to the country-manager was described as his counterpart 

in the business and his financial conscious. This local controller was also described as 

managing a group of finance people within the organization. Last year‟s restructuring, from a 

matrix organization into a business with a full country leader role, have given the country-

manager full responsibility and also the power to make decisions in order to reach targets. 

This has subsequently changed the role of the local controller, one year ago he was the „king 

book-keeper‟ and now the country-manager wants him to take a step up. Cooperation between 

the local controller and the country-manager has grown the recent year, which means that the 

country-manager discusses issues regarding the business more with the local controller 

instead of the total community. Basically it is about going from managing historical facts into 

being a business counterpart. Based on financial metrics, they together, analyze how the 

organization seems to run and calculate on future expectations if there were no change and 

were they need to drive change in order to meet the plan. 

Country-manager: “[the controller] at that moment gives me much more in the "cockpit" than 

only the history so that we can define decisions and changes of the organization or changes of 

activities together in order to reach plan” 

According to the country-manager, the local controllers are at the moment still feeding the 

decision-making as the new constellation and structure of the financial controllers was 

implemented recently. The final decisions are taken by the country-manager in cooperation 

with his superiors. 

The local accountant has experienced that certain work-activities are less time-consuming 

then before the local restructuring. The country-manager has from recently been included 



 28 

within email conversations between the local accountant and the local controller, which she 

state is one of the factors behind efficiency and less time-consuming work-activities. The 

local accountant perceives that also the local controller has experienced a more beneficial 

structure, due to the fact that decision-making process has been simplified, as local controller 

now is working closer to country-manager. 

4.4 Description of Controllers 

Others’ Perceptions 

The finance-manager describes the role of the controller with reference to the term business 

partner. The finance-manager explains that this term is quite used within the company and it 

even transcends some to his responsibilities within internal controls, because it affects all 

functions.  

Finance-manager: “we have our ways of dealing with that and that‟s really through 

partnering I would say. So it‟s helping the other people to let‟s say change the process, it is 

giving them advice… …if not then we need to change certain things that would be through 

training, that would be through changing and the way they work, providing them information, 

awareness” 

The changes that the finance-manager has seen are that previously there was a controller for 

an entity, e.g. a manufacturing plant, which covered everything. According to the finance-

manager, in today‟s environment the controller functions are becoming more specialized 

functions. For instance, some controllers became responsible for the manufacturing function 

exclusively and not for the sales or purchase. Previously, the plant purchased its own material 

and had its own sales organization.  

The local accountant leader, stress the importance of the local controller assisting her. The 

local controller is required to be available in order for her to proceed with some of her work-

activities, e.g. particular transfers that only he is able to confirm and authorize. Moreover, the 

local accountant explains that the local controller is her superior and the main contact if an 

issue emerges. The concept of „business partner‟ has not been communicated to the local 

accountant. Further, she stresses the importance of the local controller knowing more of the 

business as s/he deals with crucial decisions that need to be accurate, e.g. complaints and 

warranties.  

According to the compliance-leader, the changes of the controller role is still in progress, but 

the main idea on where the company is trying to head towards is to get the controller role to 

be more strategic, a business partner to e.g. sales people. Moreover, the compliance-leader 
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explains that if you divide the controllers into two different roles, regional and local 

controllers, the former are already doing the business partner related work task whereas the 

local controllers are still doing everything.  

The business partner focus is not something the HR-manager perceives as recently addressed 

in the organization, rather it is a tendency over a longer period of time (he has worked two 

years within the case company).  According to the HR-manager, the company now wants a 

controller who understands what a decision maker is going through, as well as the complexity 

of the organization and its products and services they deliver. This requires increased work 

related contact with decision-makers and the management team. The HR-manager expects the 

controller to have a more generalist approach and being able to rely with confidence upon the 

data being supplied to him by the more specialized role of the accountants. This evolution of 

the controller role is something the HR-managers perceives have been in motion a while and 

that it is something that will take several years before it becomes natural for controllers.  

HR-manager: “Changes are not just made like that, they need time to evolve and grow. It is 

not part of the standard controller function, where you decided today and act tomorrow.”  

The expectations from the management team are for the controller function to make a shift 

from a more historical view of numbers towards making the operational figures into 

suggestions for future implications and to make the business more profitable. The HR-

manager stresses that the evolving controller role affects what the company is looking for in 

that role. It is also an area where controllers in general have a tough time adjusting. They have 

to recommend the management team what to do to increase productivity and revenues, 

explore and make forecasts on what products work and which do not, which is a completely 

different set of behavior and competences than simply handing in data in time. 

When it comes to adapting to this role, the HR-manager says there are some different groups 

of individuals in finance generally. Some really have problems dealing with ambiguity and 

they rather want the well-known data work that they have, as it is complex and challenging to 

actually bring figures to life. On the other hand some are on the completely other way of the 

extreme, pulling a lot of decision-making authority to themselves, as they are the business 

partners and must therefore be involved in every decision-making themselves.  

The country-manager express that a lot of changes have been done recently due to bad 

conditions of the organization, especially the division in Holland. The level of information 
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given to employees within the organization has been managed in order to let the individuals 

within the service or sales function to focus on their core. All groups have been through a lot 

of changes recently and they are still digesting to those changes.   

Country-manager: “At the moment it would not give additional knowledge and information to 

the team if I would tell them that the controller and me are working together in a different 

way” 

The country-manager stress that the company has their own internal educational system, 

where the controllers are currently are trained and educated in thinking more from a holistic 

point of view. Additionally, there is a compensation scheme consisting of an end-of-year 

appraisal from management, which partly consist of a personal matrix and is supposed to rate 

how the activities were accomplished, e.g. behavior and how a person interacts with peers and 

clients. The country-manager and the HR-manager stress that the compensations to some 

extent are in line with what they require from the controller as a business partner. The 

country-manager explains on the concept of productivity and work efficiency.  

Country-manager:  “…they do not want to take people out, we want people to be most effective in what 

they are doing… …last but not least we want people to fit well in their role” 

Recruitment: The finance-manager elaborates on the requirements when recruiting new 

controllers. Due to the fact that the role itself changes, it would also mean that the profile for 

the candidates would also change. Business partnering is according to him an important 

aspect and would mean that they require individuals that are more communicative because 

that becomes highly important. However, the more traditional work tasks that the controller 

carries would still require an analytical skill set. Moreover, the technical skill set always 

remains important and would not change that much except that local controllers now are more 

specialized.  

When the regional controller is involved in the hiring process of e.g. financial analysts, the 

first skill he looks for in people is communication, because that is the key element.  

Regional controller “otherwise you will never get what you need and if people have some pre-

concept about yourself and they just don„t like you… …you will never get what you want. So 

that can make things very difficult so that‟s why you really need to be a good negotiator in the 

end.”  

Individuals within finance could be divided into two extremes according to The HR-manager, 

the ones who prefer well-known data and the other that want to bring the business forward. 

The preference from a recruiting point of view is according to the HR-manager to find 
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individuals in between those extremes, however there are a lot of people in the company from 

both sides of the scale. 

The Regional Controller’s Perception  

The controller function is evolving year after year, shifting towards less of accountant issues 

and becoming more of a business partner. The regional controller expresses that there are a lot 

of challenges coupled to that, e.g. getting accurate numbers, details on product and functional 

level. It requires proper systems, and it is even more of a challenge as the company includes 

different countries and levels of the organization that uses different systems. However, the 

changes in focus make sense to the regional controller, to have more focus on reporting which 

strives to reach a clearer understanding of what is behind the figures, to get a deeper analysis 

that can truly help leadership and decision makers. Moreover, the regional controller claims 

that it is good for motivation as it is more interesting than e.g. handling month closings. 

On working across functions, the regional controller expresses that in order to gain credibility 

as a finance person, it is important to show involvement into issues in marketing and 

engineering, in order to also understand what activities they are doing and understand impacts 

of those activities. The same goes for his counterpart outside of the finance function; they 

must understand what the figures show, to be able to use them with credibility internally. 

The regional controller would try to gain such knowledge and understanding naturally as he is 

inherently interested in that as a person. Also it is important to give credible inputs to projects 

that the functions present. For activities with marketing and engineering, building 

relationships are important according to the regional controller. It always starts as formal 

contacts/relationships and usually when trust is established, then the informal pieces come 

naturally. According to the regional controller it is usually through this informal 

communication and interaction that your network gets cultivated. Casual talk over the coffee 

machine for instance helps building and maintaining good relationships. When asked what 

perceptions others had on the regional controller, he believed that he was seen as trustworthy, 

empathic, and having good understanding of others‟ issues. 

However, when the regional controller were asked about others‟ perceptions of controllers, 

the answer was clearly different: “you‟re the enemy, your other functions would not like us 

much just because we‟re in finance we‟re the accountants. So I guess we don‟t know anything 

else than numbers.”  
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Local Controllers’ Perceptions 

The LF-C1 claims that it is evident that individuals working on corporate level know what the 

controller is actually doing, and the majority of the LF-C1‟s closest contacts are also well 

aware. Generally, the LF-C2 sense that individuals within the organization perceive 

controllers as very number oriented people.  

LF-C2: “I would say nobody likes controllers, they are limiting others in the business, 

because nobody likes to be controlled too much, also they might think of controllers [as] 

number oriented, rather than people oriented”  

The LF-C2‟s discussions with superiors have mainly been concerning how to escape the 

perceptions that others have on finance people, into having an approach of being more 

communicative. During these meetings, his superior has also stressed that he and other local 

controllers should work more as a business partner. However, this is also an important aspect 

for himself and one of his main objectives. 

LF-C2: “It was my intention for me also, not to only be responsible for the PNL [profit & 

loss] and balance sheet etc, ledger … …but indeed be a business partner, make business more 

successful.” 

The LF-C1 describes that he works as business partner to some extent, in terms of assisting 

other functions, e.g. service. He is then in contact with the workgroup manager and explains 

productivity issues. The LF-C1 describes that he do not feel that managers are stressing and 

communicating that he should work more as a business partner. According to LF-C1 and 2, it 

is clear that individuals participating on staff meetings, and also the management team, know 

exactly what they are working with as business partners. However, the LF-C1 states that it 

could beneficial to clarify the role to warehouse personnel. Similarly, the LF-C2 explains that 

his subordinates within finance are maybe not aware of this to the same extent. They still 

want him to assist and guide them regarding finance issues on a daily basis, and he would 

prefer to see them work more independently. Further, he believes that there is a contradiction 

between being involved in the daily routines and on the other hand working as a business 

partner. The solution, according to him is to delegate more work tasks to his local finance 

team.  

In regards to specific traits and skills, the LF-C2 describes that in our contemporary business 

environment it is important for the financial controller to be open-minded and communicate 

with others as a supportive function. The LF-C2 also says that he needs to work on these 

issues in order to be more efficient. Furthermore, The LF-C1 emphasize that his part of the 
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case company is too small to have a separate marketing function. He explains that he does not 

really work as a broker between his and other departments in the sense that the work 

incorporates tasks where he needs to translate information from one unit to his own.  

5. Analysis 

 

In this section we apply the theoretical concepts from theory on the collected empirical data. Its 

structure is based upon the Theory section‟s disposition, i.e. Role Theory, Boundary Spanning and 

Identity Control. 

 

Acknowledged within the empirical data is the role-set of the two different roles, i.e. regional 

controller and local controller, see figure 1 and figure 2 in empirics. The overall role 

investigated, is the controller, however we identified three main groups of activities. These 

three groups of activities have been categorized into Advisor, Manager and Scorekeeper. The 

analysis of these activities is visualized within table 3 below. It is important to be aware of 

that these subset of activities should be viewed upon as dynamic and not strictly separated.  

 

Table 3. Subset of role activities
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5.1 Role Theory 

Katz and Kahn (1966) describe role expectations as the behavior that is anticipated from an 

individual who carries a specific role. It is evident within the empirics that the local 

controllers‟ role senders also have related role expectations upon the local controllers, at least 

the part that s/he should be a business partner. The local accountant is an exception here and 

expects the local controller to work with scorekeeper-activities and as a manager.  

The HR-manager is also stressing that he expects the local controllers to have a more 

generalist approach. Moreover, there is also an internal education system, which is meant to 

educate the local controllers into taking a more holistic approach on their work. The HR-

manager and the country-manager communicate the importance of activities coupled to the 

business partner role to a great extent. For instance, these managers are sending him these 

signals trough the compensation scheme and the personal matrix that incorporates behavior 

and interaction with others, described as to some extent in line with the business partner role.  

When discussing sent role and what actually is communicated out to the focal person (Katz 

and Kahn, 1966), we are able to discern that all respondents have the same sent role as they 

have role expectations, with exception from compliance. The compliance function partially 

expects that local controllers should work as „business partners‟, i.e. tasks mainly outside the 

scorekeeper category. However, their interrelated work tasks with local controllers do almost 

exclusively include scorekeeper activities, therefore, what they expect and what they send out 

is not completely congruent. Instead they send information regarding internal control issues, 

the senior audit explains, ”We tell him, this needs to be implemented”. Similarly, the local 

accountant communicated out issues strictly connected to guidance of accounting and to the 

local controller‟s activities coupled to managerial-activities. However, the local accountant 

was not aware of the idea of business partnership, nevertheless still aware of the local 

controller working as an advisor to managers. 

According to Katz and Kahn (1966) a causal relationship exists between organizational 

factors and role expectations, e.g. size and reported role conflicts. From the country-

manager‟s perspective the local restructuring i.e. from having a matrix organization to a more 

functional structure, has altered the role expectations. The country-manager explains that he at 

the moment is in contact to a great extent with the local controller, due to this change. Their 

relationship is now reciprocal and more strategically oriented, where they together try to drive 

changes in the business. Further, the local accountant has experienced that certain work-
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activities are less time-consuming then before the local restructuring. The local accountant 

perceives that also the local controller has experienced a more beneficial structure, due to the 

fact that decision-making process has been simplified, as local controller now is working 

closer to country-manager.  

Received role stems from interaction between the focal person and individuals within the role-

set, it represents the focal persons‟ perception of the role senders sent expectations (Katz and 

Kahn, 1966). The regional controller believes that individuals within other functions perceive 

controllers as blocking them. This is not explicitly communicated to him by the role senders, 

however he still perceive them as having this impression of the controller, as a individual who 

is mostly covering scorekeeper-activities. Similarly, the LF-C1 and LF-C2 sense that they are 

perceived as number oriented people. However, the LF-C2 explains that his superior discusses 

issues of how to escape these perceptions and it is evident that his received role is in line with 

the country-manager‟s sent role. Regarding the received role, the regional controller explains 

that he works close to the engineers concerning ideas of new and more cost-efficient products. 

Further, he is then expected to calculate on these issues and communicate back whether or not 

it is worth executing the project. In this case he truly perceives himself, and believe others 

within marketing and engineering perceive him, as a financial support in terms of a business 

partner that actually bring value to the business.  

The role behavior concerns what the focal persons actually do. The behaviors are influenced 

by information stemming from role senders, and resistance to this information can potentially 

be shown through the behaviors of the focal persons. (Katz and Kahn, 1966; Banton, 1965) 

All controllers are involved in the process of merging the right numbers together, an issue that 

according to the regional controller and the LF-C2 have been a great challenge and an effect 

from the ERP-restructuring. Such activities could, according to the regional and local 

controllers, potentially affect the actual work carried by the controller and restrain them acting 

as business partner. This is subsequently affecting the role behavior, which incorporates this 

relatively new segment of scorekeeping activities.  

According to Terence et al. (1981) a person that is expected to have a particular behavior will 

also act accordingly. Sent expectations from the role senders would therefore potentially alter 

the regional controller‟s and local controllers‟ behavior. The current activities that are 

embedded within the local controllers‟ role, is focused on scorekeeping and managerial 

activities and could potentially reduce the possibility of the role to change completely, due to 
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the fact that that a person acts as an effect of the expected behavior. The LF-C1 and LF-C2 

describe that individuals participating on staff meetings and also the management team know 

exactly what the controller is working with. Further, they advice that it could definitely be 

beneficial to clarify the role as a business partner, not on management level, rather to 

subordinates. An organizational factor highlights this issue, i.e. that the LF-C1‟s unit 

previously was a family company. According to LF-C1, he have felt that people working on 

lower levels within the case company do not really know what it takes to be a controller in his 

new position. Expectations on the local controllers are slowly changing in accordance to the 

new position of the local controller, however the LF-C1 acknowledges that his subordinates 

may not have realized these changes. Further, Terence et al. (1981) also argue that both role 

sender and focal person affect each other. Similarly, Banton (1965) argue that in order to 

transform a role, the focal person has to change behavior into what the new role encompasses. 

It appears that the local controllers are not able to act in accordance to what they would 

prefer. Previous research have been discussing that role behavior correlates to the overall 

personality (Katz and Kahn, 1966; Banton, 1965), meaning that you become what you do, that 

the attributes alter in accordance with the work activities. This could imply that local 

controllers that are assigned to activities related to the chief accountant role (more coupled to 

the scorekeeper and manager type of role) could have difficulties changing into more advisory 

related activities.  

Katz and Kahn (1966) state that attributes of the focal person potentially influence the role. 

The HR-manager described that the individuals within the financial department, including 

controllers, have various personal skills. Some individuals have problems dealing with 

ambiguity and would rather prefer to work with the figures per se and not bringing them to 

life. Katz and Kahn (1966) state that role behavior could evoke a particular reaction of the 

role sender and affect their behavior. Meaning that, role behavior of controllers will 

subsequently affect the behavior of those individuals in their proximity. These individuals‟ 

behavior could therefore create a sort of image of the controllers in general and evoke a 

reaction coupled to a highly number oriented role. This could potentially affect the role-

senders to perceive controllers as even more into numbers, than they actually are. However, 

the regional controller stress that some personal traits are important when working as a 

controller, especially to be trustworthy which he also perceive is one of his traits. Further, a 

LF-C2 describe that, in our contemporary business environment it almost impossible to be 

successful without the necessary support. He explains that in order to be a supportive function 
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it is important to be open-minded and communicative. These are certain skills that he 

perceives both him and other „financial controllers‟ need to improve. With this in mind, it 

confirms the argument above that some are numbers persons and could affect the role-

senders‟ views. However, the regional controller saw himself as trustworthy, understanding 

and empathic, which in turn could communicate the opposed image of controllers. 

5.2 Role Conflict 

The country-manager explains that case company wants employees within the organization to 

be aligned with predetermined roles. Banton (1965) stated that fixed roles are constructed 

within companies to escape future conflict between individuals‟ privileges and 

responsibilities. It is evident that the case company stress the importance of different roles, 

however there are still certain conflicts that are visualized within the case company. 

The intersender conflict is defined as contradicting messages from different role senders to 

the focal person, messages that are coupled to only one particular role (Pandey and Kumar, 

1997). As highlighted within the part of sent role there are definitely contradicting messages, 

much because of the multifaceted role of the controller. As a result, this type of conflict often 

implies role overload (Katz and Kahn, 1966; Rizzo et al., 1970), which is more evident within 

the role of the local controllers then the regional controller. The case company has actually 

reduced this conflict among several fields, e.g. according to the compensation officer and 

finance-manager, local share representatives have been assigned and responsible for 

accounting and benefits. This was partially accomplished by the implementation of the 

unified ERP-system and the aligned processes. It is evident that these organizational factors 

have changed the controllers‟ work-activities and subsequently also the role expectations. Due 

to the change, they are no longer typing in all the numbers, however they are still expected to 

be aware of them. The compliance-leader as well as the finance manager explain that there are 

still some local controllers‟ that have responsibility over, e.g. accounting, although this have 

been assigned to local share representatives in some other cases. However, this has not 

changed for the entire company or all local controllers. We could still notice that both local 

controllers deals with accounting to a great extent.  

5.3 Boundary Spanning 

The regional controller‟s work is a formally appointed role that is focused on being a financial 

business partner to Marketing and Engineering. These activities clearly demands moving back 

and forth over functional boundaries, a partnership that requires insight into marketing and 
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engineering issues respectively. Tushman and Scanland (1981) as well as Nochur and Allen 

(1992) research points to that recognized competence is more important for effective spanning 

across boundaries than the formal position by itself. However, the main point in their research 

is for the context of information getting disseminated into the boundary-spanning role‟s focal 

point, in this case the finance function. Where people would be seeking consultation, and thus 

information transferring, from individuals they identify as technical competent in the matter.  

However, the boundary-spanning role of the regional controller is focused on communication 

to marketing and engineering as a financial supporter, rather than a complete „informational 

boundary spanner‟ which would require him to transfer and translate information back to 

finance employees. According to Tushman and Scanland (1981) perceived competence is not 

an important variable when such internal dissemination is not necessary. Deduced by this 

argument is that marketing and engineering does not evaluate the technical competence, i.e. 

financial competence of the regional controller. The knowledge gained from marketing and 

engineering is mostly used for the regional controller himself, in order to make good 

decisions and calculating the proper performance indicators for the business cases that he is 

building together with those functions. Also he needs to assist those functions to understand 

the finance point of view, and formally link the financial aspects of the business cases to the 

leadership team. Therefore making the role and reporting channels formal in its nature when it 

comes to transferring gained knowledge and information from the marketing and engineering 

functions. These relations are more inline of what Tushman and Scanland (1981) means with 

corporate communication e.g. budget and reporting, and according to the researchers this is 

most efficiently communicated formally. 

Furthermore, effective boundary-spanning requires attentiveness to information that relates to 

the context of external functions, and to develop the required competences (Tushman and 

Scanland, 1981). This is important in order to integrate differentiated functions (Nochur and 

Allen, 1992). The regional controller emphasizes that in order for him to be a business partner 

to the company, he needs to understand and get closer to the business situations in his 

functional responsibilities. It is important for him to understand the activities of those function 

and what implications they might have in the company. Also showing involvement into issues 

in marketing and engineering is important for gaining knowledge of those areas, what is 

behind the figures in various contexts enhances their value and building credibility as 

someone coming from the perspective of another function, i.e. finance. For the regional 
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controller this interest in other areas is connected to who he is as a person and comes 

naturally. 

Moreover on the point of simply assigning someone to the formal role, Nochur and Allen 

(1992) stresses that the establishment of the necessary formal and informal communication 

channels does not occur automatically, rather the network is built up and developed over time. 

According to the regional controller activities across functional boundaries indeed requires 

building relationships. He explains it as it always starts in a formal relation, but that trust gets 

established over time and then the informal aspects also cultivates. The regional controller 

further adds that it is usually through this informal communication and interaction that the 

network gets established. The casual talk e.g. over the coffee machine facilitates cultivation of 

relationships. Trust is according to the regional controller an important feature in his role with 

other functions. Even though the informal feature was not considered important for external 

communication in accordance to arguments by Tushman and Scanland (1981), the regional 

controller believes trust is important to gain credibility in his supportive and collaborative 

relations with marketing and engineering. 

Furthermore, Tushman and Scanland (1981) as well as Nochur and Allen (1992) also points 

out that individuals appointed to a formal boundary-spanning role are more likely to have 

been perceived as technically competent, as well as the formal role can assist the individual in 

such boundary-spanning activities. We can see in the case company that the expectations are 

for the regional controller to work across boundaries and that the formal communication 

structure has been established. He has also worked in the company for around 7 years in 

different positions and he has built a relationship network area. His competences can be 

expected to have been acknowledged by management as he has been formally assigned for 

these purposes. 

The boundary-spanning role of the regional controller is clearly distinguished from the LF-Cs 

roles. The LF-Cs are not a supporting role for other functions specifically, as on the local 

level there are no separate functions for e.g. marketing or engineering due to its size and 

structure. They do indeed have contact with managers from different areas, and to some 

extent work with sales, however as LF-C1 expresses, his work activities do not encompass 

translating information or linking other functions to finance. As we see it, the roles therefore 

requires some different competences, where the regional controller in his boundary-spanning 

activities needs to excel at communication, negotiation and building trust. 
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5.4 Identity Control 

Our data collection points to that the controller roles in the case company have been going 

through some changes over the last years. The term business partner is frequently used by 

most of our interview objects to describe the current and a desired state of controllers.  

According to Alvesson and Willmott (2002) managing identity or insides of employees 

should be through management discourses that are coupled with repeated introduction, 

training and education for employees in order for them to adopt corporate notions. The 

country-manager expresses that the case company has their own internal education processes, 

where the controllers have been trained to think holistically and apply their expertise on a 

wider business perspective. Moreover, the finance-manager claims that business partnership is 

their way of dealing with changes in the controller role. The finance-manager expresses that 

training, information and advice are supportive to these changes. These supportive processes 

seem to have infused individuals in the case company to think in terms of the concept of 

business partnership, at least judging from the prevalence of its use during interviews in the 

regional offices and on the local management level. 

Gioia (1998) expresses that self-understanding is formed through interaction with others. In 

addition, through this process people ascribe socially created labels to themselves. It seems 

that, through corporate communication and training, the majority of our respondents have 

assigned the controllers the label of business partner. They have used this label to describe 

activities and competences necessary for the role, as well as the change process. The term 

business partner provides for a seemingly new interpretation of the controller role in the case 

company. The LF-C2 for instance, claims that people do not like to be controlled and that 

others‟ view on controllers can render negative assumptions. The label „controller‟ does 

indeed infer the argument of control or being controlled. So if perceptions of the role should 

move in the direction of a wider and deeper business perspective, strategic partnership, less 

focused on accounting issues, or a clear link to management and decision-makers, as the 

majority of our respondents have stated, then some other term must take presence to highlight 

this movement. We argue that this is in line with Alvesson and Willmott‟s (2002) two means 

of targeting the employee identity by „Defining the person directly‟ and „Defining a person by 

defining others‟. The former is defining a person and making reference to features that 

differentiate the person, which also subsequently sends out expectations to others. The latter 

is implicitly defining an individual by referring to the features of others. (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2002) Furthermore, the term business partner seems to send out signals of e.g. 
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having business insights and a more holistic view, as well as being a supportive function to 

the business. In Addition, many respondents put a boundary on the scope of controllers‟ 

activities, by referring to (chief) accountants or chief-bookkeepers as contrasting definitions. 

In other words they define certain activities of other positions in order to explain what the 

controller should focus on. 

Business partnership could also imply a different standing in the „Hierarchical location‟, 

which also is target of identity according to Alvesson and Willmott (2002). These researchers 

argue that the self-understanding is defined in relation to other individuals, and in 

organizations this relation is usually visualized through hierarchical differences. Business 

partner as a term, we argue, definitely implies being highly valued by the company. 

Moreover, due to the local restructuring, the country-manager got the responsibility to direct 

the local controller-role and wanted the local controller to take a „step up‟ from the old role 

and to become his business counterpart. This movement changed the interaction into being 

more reciprocal where they together analyze and drive change in the organization.  

Ashforth and Mael (1996) draw a distinction between what is current and what is the 

encouraged future state of the self. This latter „ideal self‟ can motivate and clarify desired 

behavior during ambiguity, coupled with symbolic management, meaning and values can be 

portrayed in a ‟distinctive persona‟ for the company (Ashforth and Mael, 1996). The term 

business partner is used to describe what the contemporary controllers in the case company is 

doing, or should be doing, in the light of recent changes. It is a term that seems to be highly 

anchored in the consciousness of most respondents. From the regional controller‟s point of 

view, the term was used to describe the complexities of his role, especially when it came to 

the more new and interactive activities. Also, he claims it has instilled motivation as it is more 

intriguing aspects than handling accounting intricacies. In addition, the LF-C2‟s response to 

the term also seemed positive: “It was my intention for me also, not to only be responsible for 

the PNL [Profit & Loss] and balance sheet etc., ledger… …but indeed be a business partner, 

make business more successful.” 

Our respondents do to a significant degree discuss the term business partner as being a 

preferred state rather than being fully evolved. The HR-manager stresses that coping with 

change take a long time for people and that the process is ambiguity laden for the controllers. 

Gioia (1998) claims that organizational identity in today‟s dynamic environment is 

characteristically equipped to cope with dynamic movements and changes. Therefore an 
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organization‟s identity moves in a more fast pace, whereas individual identity is relatively 

more focused on maintaining stability for the person. The above statement might be one of the 

reasons for change taking time to evolve in the direction of what the case company strives for. 

The identities of controllers, and people in their proximity, might still be based on previous 

experiences, behaviors and expectations. For instance, the regional controller believes that 

others might have the impression of controllers as being the enemy and only knowing the 

figures. Moreover, the regional controller believes that controllers are still perceived as being 

accountants.  

Similarly, the LF-C2 claims people do not like controllers as they limit others in the company 

and that people are seeing them as number oriented rather than people oriented. Given these 

believes on what others think about them, it should affect their self-image. In addition, locally 

the country-manager states that he has not been communicating the business partner term to 

others than the local controllers, as there already have been a lot of changes in the local office 

and that he must manage the level of information he sends out. According to LF-C2, his role 

as a business partner is structured as a link to management, and his subordinates and 

colleagues in finance do not know that he is supposed to work as a business partner. 

Therefore it is highly possible that others in local controllers‟ proximity do not really consider 

the local controller-role as a business partner. For instance, the local accountant confirmed 

this statement.  

The LF-C2 expresses that perceptions such as controllers being number rather than people 

oriented, are true to some degree and that is something his superior has taken up in 

discussions, how to actually try to change that perception. As identity is a self-understanding 

shaped and maintained through interaction with others (Gioia, 1998), perceptions are likely to 

also have been shaped via various interaction forms in the social context. Therefore, it might 

be a belief that is still maintained somewhat of both controllers and other employees. 

Moreover, in LF-C2‟s meetings with his superior, working towards business partner aspects 

has been emphasized and is something the LF-C2 claims is one of his main objectives. 

Alvesson and Willmott (2002) claim that one mean of targeting the employee identity is 

through „Knowledge and skills‟ and that these two components encompass groups and 

individuals. The authors express that knowledge and skills frame what capabilities and 

expectations surround an individual, therefore, e.g. professional identification, can direct what 

competences are important, as well as it can create self-images of these individuals. (Alvesson 

and Willmott, 2002) We argue that business partnership can induce individuals, such as LF-
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C2, to identify more with being involved closer to decision-making and direct actions in the 

organization in a business advisory manner. A professional identification of being a business 

partner could also support him to become more people oriented and getting others to see him 

from another light. It could be that this is in sharp contrast with identifying with being an 

accountant or number oriented. However, according to Alvesson and Willmott (2002) 

programs and education can facilitate identity changes, e.g. management programs, as well as 

inducing identification as „business manager‟ can facilitate a multifaceted skill set.  

Although, it would be overly simplistic to believe that management can simply regulate 

identity as they please. It must be stressed that employees do not passively absorb and entirely 

take to heart what managers encourage. This is also acknowledged by scholars such as 

Ashford and Mael, (1996); Alvesson and Willmott (2002). Additionally it such managerial 

discourses can have negative implications and encourage resistance Ezzamel et al. (2001). 

The HR-manager acknowledges two different and opposing sides of finance. One side simply 

only wants the numbers to work with, as this is what they are familiar with. These individuals 

have a lot of difficulties to cope with ambiguity and change. Conversely, the other extreme 

are individuals that must be involved in every decision, as they are the business partners and 

want to use their decision-making authority. As such, it seems that there are some differences 

in the degree of identification with the term, and how willing individuals are to undertake 

what business partnership encompasses. The individuals that are most comfortable with being 

number persons, or may solely be motivated and contented to have well defined number 

oriented work tasks, would most likely perceive managerial discourses regarding being a 

business partner as abstruse and inflicting on their current situation. 
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6. Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to gather insights on the underlying social factors behind the 

current state of controller roles. Moreover, we wanted to explore the possibility of managing 

the perceptions and expectations of controller roles, in accordance to their business objectives.  

By applying Role Theory and Boundary Spanning as theoretical concepts, we were able to 

discern e.g. expectations of role senders, formal roles, and attributes that have led to the 

current state of the role in the case company. Findings point to that the regional controller 

could concentrate on business advisory activities to a great extent due to a formally appointed 

role. The local controllers on the other hand were restricted by their role and sent 

expectations, which required them to focus scorekeeping and managerial duties. By 

conducting the analysis on Identity Control, we were able to distinguish that by ascribing 

business partner as a label to controllers, other expectations on the role were induced, which 

also infers a higher hierarchical positioning. 

During the exploratory stage we found out that the case company‟s objectives were to 

establish the controller role, both on a regional and local level, as a business partner mainly to 

the management team. By stressing this term to both the controllers and people in their 

proximity, the term was highly anchored in the consciousness of the individuals in the case 

company. ERP-unifications, process changes and organizational restructuring are some 

corporate antecedents for the social conditions underlying the current state. 

One of the major conditions that underlie the current state of the controller roles are the 

expectations from role senders. The expectations on the local controller role is widely diverse, 

generally management sends expectations to them in regards to working more as a business 

partner. Employees on regional level also expect local controllers to be a business partner, 

however without actually sending these expectations to the local controller; rather they 

communicate their expectations regarding scorekeeper activities. Subordinates on the local 

level are aware of them working as advisors, but sends expectations to them connected to 

managerial and scorekeeper activities. Consequently, these conditions affect the behavior of 

the local controllers in line with what is actually sent out. As long as people in their proximity 

expect them to deal with scorekeeper activities primarily, they will have a difficult time 

adjusting to the objectives of becoming business advisories.  
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As the role of the regional controller is formally appointed, it has enabled him to focus on 

business advisory activities in this current state. Moreover, his role has facilitated the 

adequate formal network and resources for his tasks, to be a financial support for other 

functions in order to build business cases and communicate these to the leadership team. It is 

a consequence of the case company wanting the regional controller to work as a business 

partner. Working across functional boundaries requires specific capabilities as the focal role 

must understand and effectively interact with individuals outside of the finance function. The 

local controller role is more ambiguous as it incorporates a field of different work-activities 

that require him/her to work in a large set of roles, i.e. manager, advisor and scorekeeper. It 

differs from the regional controller even though both roles include activities in all three 

categories. However, the regional controller role is more streamlined around the advisory 

activities.    

The business partner aspects were more stressed on the regional level where its use was 

prevalent, however on the local level it had only reached controllers and the management 

level. In turn, this can slow the process of fully evolving into a business partner. The label 

controller can infer that the role limits and control others. On the contrary labeling the role as 

a business partner can send out signals of being supportive to others as well as implicitly 

having a higher hierarchical rank in the organization. Additionally, ascribing the controllers 

the term business partners can induce other expectations on the role, as well as guide the 

controllers what capabilities are of importance.  
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7. Discussion 
 

In this section we discuss the findings from the analysis and acknowledge some limitations and 

managerial implications. In addition, what previous research has shown in relation to our study. 

There is a problem with identity and the identification process in that it is difficult to properly 

measure it. Consequently, it is highly difficult to assess if respondents are stressing business 

partnership because they (more or less) identify with it, or if it is (more or less) artificial. 

Barker (1998) stresses that a company can essentially measure that behavior of employees do 

correspond with e.g. goals and objectives. However, it does not measure their identification 

per se. Behavior or actions can still be made in line with what is asked for by the company, 

due to that behavior does not necessarily have to be a result of internalized values. (Barker, 

1998) Therefore, it is also difficult to examine the exact impact of the respondents‟ 

identification process with business partnership. As well as how important the degree of 

internalization of these coupled values are in relation to what is actually accomplished 

through behavior. With that said, researchers point to that identification can guide meaning 

and enhance motivation and perseverance (Albert et al., 2000; Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). 

Even if employee behavior corresponds with what is valued by management without 

internalized values, if the case company manages to get employees to more strongly identify 

with e.g. the business partner aspects, the perseverance and direction of the desirable behavior 

should improve.  

Perhaps internalized values are not that important in some organizations, for instance where 

work tasks are highly standardized. External motivation such as the salary might suffice to get 

work done adequately. Moreover, code-of-conduct or work-manuals for instance might 

suffice as directions for employees engaging in the proper work tasks. However, (Barker 

1993; 1998) suggest that mutually ascribed values, goals and objectives are more important in 

participative settings i.e. focused on self-management and cooperation, in order to get work 

done in an effective and appropriate manner. (Barker 1993; 1998) Especially the regional 

controller has highly participative-oriented work tasks. Identification with certain values 

should help reduce the range of decisions they choose from to increase the possibility that 

they are congruent with corporate desires and expectations. The business partner term does 

indeed infer certain important characteristics that can provide meaning and direction through 

this process. Also, it gives people within the controller‟s proximity perceptions and 
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expectations tied to this context. This is important as roles are shaped through others‟ 

expectations (Katz and Khan, 1966), as well as others‟ beliefs should affect the self-image of 

the controller (Gioia, 1998).  

An underlying condition for local controllers not being able to adequately shape into 

becoming a business partner might be that subordinates on the local level are not aware of this 

social position. Therefore their expectations on the local controller remain more or less the 

same and subsequently affect the role in line with Stryker‟s (2007) arguments. These 

expectations on controllers being business partners must be stressed throughout their role-set 

in order to shape the role accordingly.  

Further, it seems that there are deeply embedded social structures that underpin the controller 

role as reserved by number oriented individuals. Similarly, this has been discussed in previous 

research on controllers having too much emphasis on figures (William, 2000; Colton, 2001; 

Siegel et al, 2003; Yazdifar and Tsamenyi, 2005). Our findings visualize and confirm this 

statement, which subsequently leads to the question, if individuals within the case company 

are willing to undertake and think in terms of what the business partnership encompasses. 

Ezzamel et al. (2001) state that managerial discourse could have negative implications and 

encourage resistance. To increase the possibility of the local financial controllers to fully 

evolve in line with the idea of business partnership, managers could initiate a dialogue with 

them. The aim would be to examine which individuals that have the desire of taking this „step 

up‟ to become a business partner and assign these controllers to a more formally attached role. 

For instance, the local controllers stated that they are still exceedingly occupied with 

explaining accounting issues to subordinates as a managerial duty, thus retracting from the 

sought business advisory tasks. One way to mitigate such retracting conditions could be to 

recognize the technical competent individuals within the local accounting functions. 

Accordingly, these „internal stars‟ can be placed into a more formal role as chief accountants, 

which other accountants could consult instead of the local controllers. This might enable the 

local controllers to take a further step up to focus on value-added advisory activities.  

In the case the individual controllers rather would want to remain in their role with a chief-

accountant focus, i.e. scorekeeping and managerial duties, these could be assigned as such 

which would force new recruitment that fits the business partner characteristics. However, 

other issues would emerge through the trade-off between the values of an advisory focus vis-

à-vis the cost of new recruitment. Obviously small local offices would be highly restricted in 

that sense. 
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According to Tracey et al. (1981) and Katz and Kahn (1966) the behavioral outcome depends 

on what is expected of the focal person. This implies that the controller role would become 

what is actually expected of them. As highlighted in analysis, there are still expectations on 

the local controller to act in accordance with scorekeeper and managerial activities. 

Individuals are assigned to predetermined roles that have been constructed within the case 

company, which means that the above is expected of the local controller. However, the focal 

persons are still possible to affect the role themselves (Tracey et al., 1981). If the controller 

changed their own behavior it would affect their own role as well. Graham et al. (2012) stated 

that in order for financial controllers to work as „business partners‟, they had to shape their 

own roles. Due to the formally constructed roles within the case company it is impossible to 

redesign the role completely by themselves. Hill (1992) argues that newly assigned managers 

that have been high producers often have tribulations to anchor into the new role. However, a 

distinction must be made between a formally assigned role (in the case of Hill, 1992) and the 

business partner concept in the case company. The business partner concept constitutes an 

informal element as no contracts are signed and is not coupled to the initial formal duties 

intended for the local financial controller. In other words, it is not completely congruent with 

the formal work activities that the local controllers signed on for. The regional controller on 

the other hand has been assigned to a formal role that incorporates an emphasis on more 

advisory activities, which subsequently facilitate the change of focus that management 

requests.  

8. Future Research 

A future research could utilize a multiple case study or quantitative surveys to be able to 

generalize the findings regarding social factors and expectations in our contemporary business 

environment. Further, it could be interesting to investigate differences between the formal 

work description and actual role-behavior, in order to discern to what degree controllers can 

shape their own roles vis-à-vis the restrictions of their formal setting in the social 

organization.  

Issues of identity control could more deeply be elaborated on by doing longitudinal studies, 

with the help of psychoanalytical surveys, to examine how values internalize in line with 

corporate objectives.  
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Appendix 

Table 2. Applied unit of analysis within each section of the analysis, visualizing the included respondents 
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Table 4. Themes within the two interview sections 

 

 


