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Abstract 
 

The concept of the business Controller, which in its present form is related to financial 
and economic responsibilities within companies, is an American concept that was 
introduced in the late 19th century. The concept has since conquered the world and is by 
now a well-known appointment. Still there is no universal definition attributed to it and 
this causes serious confusion concerning what a Controller is actually supposed to do. 
We have therefore chosen to try to identify the role of the business Controller in 
American companies and compare this to the role of the Swedish Controller and finally, 
explain any differences as well as the nature of the origin of these differences. The 
research was based on an earlier study made on large Swedish companies, from which 
we constructed a questionnaire that was presented to representatives for large American 
companies. Next, we undertook a series of interviews with knowledgeable Swedish 
Controllers in order to obtain a deeper understanding of the differences identified, as 
well as to ensure that our findings were accurate. Through our questionnaire we learned 
that American Controllers regard internal and external accounting, budgeting and 
reporting as important tasks. Swedish Controllers on the other hand, regard reporting as 
an important area. This does not imply that any of the areas investigated are 
unimportant. It merely suggests that the importance of the areas are prioritized 
differently. Nevertheless, all areas identified as important could be considered as quite 
traditional accounting tasks, something we found somewhat contradictory to much of the 
current literature on the subject which instead advocates the view of a more strategic role 
associated to the business Controller. Furthermore, we found differences concerning 
desirable traits held by Swedish and American Controllers. For instance, creativity and 
flexibility were considered as important traits in Sweden whilst they were almost 
regarded as undesirable in USA. At the same time, Americans ranked leadership highly 
whilst Swedes did not. However, it also became clear that Controllers in both countries 
have to be able to process and analyse economic information and, perhaps even more 
importantly, be able to communicate this information throughout the organisation. Thus, 
it has been clearly shown that, as well as there are similarities, there are indeed also 
significant differences between the roles of Swedish and American Controllers. To a 
great extent this can be explained by differences in national- and corporate cultures, 
which is also the very reason why a consistent and international definition to attribute to 
the business Controller is hard to identify.  
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1. Introduction 
 
In this part of the thesis, the concept of a corporate Controller will be presented along 
with the historic aspects of the concept. At first a historic background will be provided to 
better describe the nature of the problem we seek to study. The background will be 
followed by a discussion around current problems concerning the concept, following in 
the passage “The role of the Controller”. 
 

1.1 Background 
 
According to Källström (1990 p.23) the origins of the concept Controller can be found in 
18th century England, at this time the term used was comptroller. This word is first 
recorded in the 15th century as an alternate spelling for Controller, the first syllable of 
which had become associated with the etymologically unrelated word count and its 
variant compt. This spelling is the result of its French origin from the term “counter-
roullour”. According to Anthony & Govidarajan (2001 p.71) the term comptroller is the 
product of an error in translating the term from French to English in the 18th century. 
The erroneous translation has become embedded in dozens of federal American statues 
and still persists. Comptroller is pronounced Controller, and this makes at least one of 
the terms abundant. In the year 1778 a comptroller was appointed at the continental 
congress in America. Only one year later the financial department in Washington got 
their own comptroller, after which the concept became a very common appointment 
within American public service. It was not until the late 19th century though that the term 
turned up in corporations. Mattsson (1987 p.28) claims that the term Controller did not 
show up in corporate America until the early 1880´s. The American railroad 
corporations are considered the first users of the concept Controller, at that time 
associated with accounting duties and asset responsibility. 
 
Frenckner (1980 p. 7-9) states that there was a “drastic change” within the Controller 
function in the early 1930´s, coinciding with the founding of “Controllers Institute of 
America” (CIA). The preponderating importance of the appointment was shifted from a 
passive accounting role of the Controller towards a more thorough role. Partially this 
new role was a product of the crash of the financial markets in Europe and the United 
states at the time. A greater demand for accurate information arose from the stakeholders 
involved with the large corporations. The Controller in today’s American corporations 
are usually subordinated the vice president of finance or the chief financial officer 
(CFO), and in charge of collection and assessment of economic information within the 
corporation. The responsibility usually covers areas other than the traditional accounting, 
budgeting and planning (Frenckner, 1980). Mattsson (1987 p.31) asserts that the term 
Controller in Sweden can be traced back to the early 1960´s, and the wave of 
decentralisation that swept the country’s industrial corporations. The first Swedish 
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corporate Controller according to Mattsson would be Rune Brandinger within the 
Swedish insurance corporation Skandia, and he was appointed in the early 1970´s. 
Källström (1990 p.24) claims that it was not until the late 1970´s that the concept of the 
Controller became a more widespread concept in Sweden as well as the other parts of 
Europe.  
 
Källström (1990 p.11) points out the fact that there has not been a conclusive definition 
of the term Controller in Sweden. The use of foreign terms and titles to enrich the 
Swedish language has a long tradition, and the concept of the corporate Controller is one 
such example. The use of foreign definitions on foreign terms is associated with some 
uncertainty, it is unlikely that the Swedish use of an alien concept would mean the same 
thing in the Swedish corporate culture. Furthermore Mattsson (1987 p.31) argues that the 
American definitions of the concept often resulted in an over-emphasis of the word 
control when interpreted into Swedish. This can, according to Mattsson, be one of the 
main explanations to the reluctance felt in Swedish corporations concerning the 
implementation of the appointment. 
 

1.2 The role of the Controller 
 
As a consequence of the decentralization that took place in the early twentieth century, 
the role of the Controller became more important for the large corporations in America. 
In early studies made on the subject there seems to be a high level of uncertainty 
concerning the position of the Controller. It seems however that the uncertainty of the 
role of the Controller remains at a high level even in our days. This confusion is not just 
something experienced in Swedish companies, but also a problem in corporate America.  
The role of the Controller has developed from being purely in the line of accounting, to a 
more strategic significant role. As of today the Controller is seen as an active part of the 
long term strategic planning and a part of the corporate management. Several authors 
claim that the role of the Controller has not yet reached maturity, i.e. the role of the 
Controller will be properly defined when a certain practice has been established. 
(Källström, 1990 p.9ff) 
 
In their article, ”The new Controller – with five redefined chores”, Willson & Colford 
(1991 p.22) state that “One of the more frequent requests is for a clear description of the 
job of the Controller, maybe because the Controller can wear so many bats, depending 
on the size of the corporation and the attitude of the person in the Controller seat.” 
 
The results of a survey conducted in 1996 by the Institute of Management Accountants’ 
(IMA), Member Interest Groups (MIG), Controllers Council (CC) and Cost 
Management Group (CMG) are discussed by Dan Hrisak (1996 p.48) in the article “The 
Controller as a business strategist”. He claims “Controllers are transcending their 
conventional accounting role as mere number crunchers. They are going beyond 
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functional lines to contribute in such areas as minimizing cost, improving efficiency and 
consequently adding value to the organizations”. To support Hrisk, Granlund and Malmi 
(2002 p.311ff) also testify to the fact that the role of management accountants and 
Controllers are changing in line with the notion “From bean-counters to business 
analysts”. They suggest that new technique will alter the job description of Controllers 
as business systems get more and more automated, thus taking over many of the duties 
associated with the Controller. The Controller has to evolve towards a more analyzing 
role as the techniques and systems are growing more complex and strategic information 
is valued higher. 
 
Horngren, Sundem & Stratton (1999 p.16) argues that the role of the Controller varies 
from company to company. The authors state, “In some firms the Controller is confined 
to compiling data, primarily for external reporting purposes. In others such as the 
General Electric, the Controller is a key executive who adds managerial planning and 
control throughout the corporation’s subdivisions”. Horngren further points out the fact 
that most Controllers have a status between these two extremes.   
 
Despite the broad role of the Controller, Jon Scheumann suggests an even more 
extensive role. Scheumann (1992 p.32) He claims in his article, “Why isn’t the 
Controller having more impact”, that many Controllers focus merely on the finance 
function. Scheumann suggests that the Controller has to look upon him- or herself as a 
business partner, “become a business partner or become irrelevant”. 
 
Baldvinsdóttir (2001 p.57) claims that the role of the management accountant today is 
more proactive than the former more reactive role. This is indicated directly by the 
participation of accountants in a corporation’s strategic decision-making process. 
Traditionally the role of the Controller was merely as a provider of information that 
supported the decision-making processes. New technology and information systems 
have simplified the task of the accountant, thus changing the role towards a more 
managerial appointment. Information technology is cited as the dominant factor in 
underpinning changes in the role of management accountants. Lewandowski (CMA 
Management vol.74, 2000) wrote in an article that management accountants spend less 
time in preparing and more time analyzing and interpreting information. Lewandowski 
also predicts that the Controller of the new millennia will be more of a team worker, 
interacting personally at all levels of the organization. 
 
In 2001, Ronnesjö & Barkstedt undertook a survey in large Swedish companies, setting 
out to identify significant features in role of the Swedish Controller. An important 
finding was that that the role of the Swedish Controller is actually similar to that of a 
traditional accountant, as opposed to the more strategic role that much literature 
suggests. Thus, there appears to be some confusion about what the term actually 
represents, at least in Sweden. Ronnesjö & Barkstedt further recommends continued 
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research on this matter, in particular in the US in order to find out if there is ambiguity 
concerning the use of the term there as well.  
 
According to Hofstede (1991) different countries have different cultures, a fact which 
implies that differences in duties within companies may be explained by national 
culture. While many companies of today are multinational, different cultures can result 
in different duties within a single company from country to country. The divergence in 
cultures is a factor that can explain differences in corporate management, for instance 
the American way of management with tight financial controls and focus on financial 
measurements. While Japanese managers are known for their lifelong commitment to the 
company, seeing the workforce as a part of a big family. (Geneen 1984) Since the 
concept of the Controller originated in America, the survey will be conducted there in 
order to better understand the concept and the duties associated with the appointment.  
 

1.3 Purpose 
 
The purpose of this thesis is twofold. First, we seek to identify the role of the Controller 
in large American companies. Second, we seek to compare our findings with those of an 
earlier Swedish survey, identifying the role of the Controller in large Swedish companies 
and if possible, try to explain any differences identified between the two countries. 
 

1.4 Disposition 
 
Chapter 1: Here a brief introduction to the problem is given, along with the historic 
background to the Controller concept. We exemplify some of the different definitions 
concerning the concept, and finally give a description of the purpose of this study. 
 
Chapter 2: In this chapter the theories concerning Controllers and their appointment 
will be discussed more extensively. By investigating American and Swedish literature on 
the subject, a wider description concerning the concept will be presented. 
 
Chapter 3: In this chapter the chosen research method will be reviewed and evaluated 
along with some alternative methods of research. We will explain how the data will be 
collected and how the research is performed practically. The chapter ends with a 
discussion concerning the two concepts reliability and validity, which are used to 
increase the quality of the research. 
 
Chapter 4: In this chapter the empirical data collected through the questionnaire will be 
presented and compared with the data collected in Sweden in 2001 by Ronnesjö & 
Barkstedt. 
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The result from the three personal interviews conducted in Sweden will also be 
presented in this chapter. 
 
Chapter 5: This chapter will be committed to an analysis of the findings from Chapter 4 
and reference will be made to relevant theories presented in Chapter 2.  
 
Chapter 6: In this chapter, a final discussion on the findings will be held and 
conclusions will be presented alongside suggestions of future research possibilities.  
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2. Theory 
 
“Controllership has undergone dynamic changes in recent years. Changes in reporting 
requirements, personal liabilities, long-term impact of capital expenditures, and sources 
of funding are redefining the role of the Controller. Controllers are being called upon to 
become proactive team players and active corporate decision-makers.” (University of 
Minnesota) 
 
This undergoing change can be illustrated by looking at different descriptions of what 
the same Controller is supposed to do, but from different times. In 1984 Flemming 
describes some of the most important duties of the Controller as: 
  

1 Design, installation and operation of accounting systems.  
2 Preparation of financial statements, tax returns and financial reports the 

government agencies. 
3 Design, installation and operation of programming and budgeting systems. 
4 Preparation and analysis of performance reports. 

 
Some years later, in 1991, Willson & Colford simply describes the task as follows: A 
Controller’s job involve four tasks; planning, reporting, accounting and managing other 
primary responsibilities. Finally in 1999, Horngren et al, claims that the duties which 
goes along with Controllership are: 
 

1 Planning 
2 Reporting and interpreting 
3 Evaluating and consulting 
4 Tax administration 
5 Government reporting 
6 Protection of assets 
7 Economic appraisal  

 
As we can see quite clearly by the examples given, the descriptions of what the 
Controller is supposed to do has changed over the years. 
 
According to the “occupational outlook handbook”(OOH 20/4 2002), found on the 
internet, a Controllers duties includes preparations of financial reports that summarize 
and forecast the organization’s financial position. This work includes income statements, 
balance sheets, and analyses of future earnings and expenses. The handbook also states 
that Controllers are in charge of preparing special reports required by regulatory 
authorities. The Controller often oversees the accounting, audit, and budget departments.  
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The OOH also describes the role of Controllers as changing, due to the development of 
computer technologies that have helped minimizing the time spent on composing 
financial reports. The Controller spends more time on analyzing data, thus being able to 
offer senior managers better ideas on how to maximize profits. Moreover the handbook 
states that interpersonal skills are increasingly important for Controllers since the job of 
Controllers involve managing people and working as a part of a team. 
 

2.1 Definitions 
 
The term Controller has many different definitions, especially in Sweden different 
definitions are being used. The definitions presented here however, are the American 
definitions of the concept. According to the Internet page Xrefer (15/4 2002) the 
Controller is “an organization's chief accounting officer, who is responsible for 
establishing and maintaining the organization's accounting system.” Merriam-Webster 
online (15/4 2002) dictionary defines a Controller as “the chief accounting officer of a 
business enterprise or an institution”. According to Anthony & Govindarajan (2001 
p.71) the Controller usually designs and operates information and control systems within 
corporations. Controllers also prepare financial statements and financial reports for 
shareholders and other external parties (Ibid). Drake & Dingler (2001) present a perhaps 
more practical and narrow definition: “The Controller has a four year degree, and is 
usually a Certified Public Accountant (CPA) or a certified management accountant 
(CMA). In large companies he or she may have had public accounting experience. In all 
companies the Controller is responsible for all of the financial statements. The 
Controller is an officer of the company and usually reports to the chief financial officer 
(Drake & Dingler 2001 p.10). 
 
According to Anthony & Govidarajan (2001 p.72 ff) the Controllership function is a 
staff function, and in charge of collection and presentation of economic information. The 
use of the information presented, however, is the responsibility of the managers. The 
authors also claim that the work with the strategic planning and budgeting is the 
responsibility of the Controller. This course of actions makes the Controller somewhat 
of a line manager, responsible for a division or business unit. The Controller however 
has always a senior manager to whom he is responsible. The senior manager can always 
overrule the decisions made by the Controller subordinating the Controller in the 
organization. 
 

2.1.1 Controller vs. Treasurer 
 
While the term Controller is used differently in Sweden than in America, there is reason 
for a clear explanation of the differences between a Controller and a treasurer. The fact 
that a Controller in Sweden has a broader role than the Controller in America can be 
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explained largely by the function of the treasurer that has duties overlapping those of the 
Swedish Controller. (Mattsson 1987, Källström 1990) Van Horne and Wachowicz 
(1998) describe the financial function of a typical manufacturing American company as 
illustrated below. From this figure we can see a clear distinction between the roles of the 
Controller and the treasurer. The authors point out that within a well functioning firm, 
the information will flow easily back and forth between both branches. The authors 
chose to place the board of directors at the top of the financial function, they do however 
argue the fact that shareholders increasing concern in companies may place the 
stakeholders above the board of directors. See Fig. 1. 
 
 

Board of Directors 
  
 

President  
       (Chief Executive Officer) 

 
             Vice President Finance              
    Vice President Operations         (Chief Financial Officer)      Vice President Marketing
                        
       
 
 
                        Treasurer                                 Controller 
 

• Capital budgeting  
• Cash management  
• Commercial banking and  
      investment banking  
      relationships  
• Credit management  
• Dividend disbursement  
• Financial analysis and  
• Planning  
• Investor relations  
• Pensions management  
• Insurance / risk management 
• Tax analysis and planning 

• Cost accounting 
• Cost management  
• Data processing 
• General ledger (payroll,  
      accounts receivable / payable) 
• Government reporting (IRS, SEC)  
• Internal control  
• Preparing financial statements 
• Preparing budgets 
• Preparing forecasts 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1 Differences between the treasurer and the Controller (Van Horne & Wachovicz 1998 p.7) 
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As the head of the three major functional areas of the firm, the vice-president of finance 
(or CFO) generally reports directly to the president (or CEO). In large firms, the 
financial operations overseen by the CFO will be split into two branches, with one 
headed by the treasurer and the other by the Controller. The Controller’s responsibilities 
are primarily accounting in nature. Cost accounting as well as budgets and forecasts 
concerning internal consumption, lies within the area of the Controller. External 
financial reporting is provided the IRS (Internal Revenue Service, authors remark), the 
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), and the stockholders. (Van Horne & 
Wachovicz 1998) 
 
The treasurer’s responsibilities fall into the decision areas most commonly associated 
with financial management: investment (capital budgeting, pension management), 
financing (commercial banking and investment banking relationships, investor relations, 
dividend disbursement), and asset management (cash management, credit management). 
The organization chart may give you the false impression that a clear split exists 
between treasurer and Controller responsibilities. In a well-functioning firm, information 
will flow easily back and forth between both branches. In small firms the treasurer and 
Controller functions may be combined into one position with a resulting commingling of 
activities. (Van Horne & Wachovicz 1998) 
 
According to Olve (1988 p.23) the treasurer’s responsibilities are; cash management, 
bank and investment contacts, payment supervision, and investment and insurance 
issues. Olve also states that the responsibilities of the Controller are; planning, reporting, 
analysis of business data, consulting, and management accounting. Horowitz (1980) 
claims, in accordance with Van Horne and Wachowicz, that the Controller function 
often only consists of a handful of people and that the Controller function is 
subordinated the Chief Financial Officer (CFO). Olve (1988) concedes that the role of an 
American Controller can be deducted as follows; 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
  
Figure 2 The differences between Swedish and American Controllers. (Olve 1988 p.10) 
 
This interpretation of the differences between Swedish and American Controllers shows 
us that the American Controller has a larger responsibility when it comes to accounting 
and this mainly refers to the external accounting reports. When it comes to responsibility 

A Swedish Controller 
+ Responsibility for accounting information 

- Responsibility for strategic management issues 
= An American Controller 
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for strategic issues, the American Controller has slightly less responsibilities according 
to this model. (Olve 1988 p.10) 
 

2.1.2 Business unit Controller vs. Corporate Controller 
 
A business unit is a part of a corporation with profit responsibility to the corporate 
headquarters. The business unit is also called division, and often responsible for all the 
functions involved in producing and marketing a certain product line. Although business 
unit managers act almost as if their units were separate companies, the headquarters 
reserves certain key prerogatives. (Anthony & Govindarajan 2001) 
 
Anthony & Govindarajan (2001) further claims that the loyalties of business unit (BU) 
Controllers are inevitably divided. Whereas they owe some allegiance to the corporate 
Controller, who is presumably responsible for the overall operation of the control 
system, they also owe allegiance to the business unit managers for whom they provide 
staff assistance. Especially within multinational companies with offices in many 
different countries, the loyalties of the BU Controller lie with the BU managers in the 
actual country (Geneen 1984). In some corporations the Controller reports to the 
business unit manager, and has what is called a “dotted line relationship” with the 
corporate Controller. In other corporations, business unit Controllers report directly to 
the corporate Controller. (See Fig. 3) 
 
    Dotted line                                                                 Solid line 
 
 
                                                                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3  Alternative Controller relationships (Anthony & Govindarajan 2001 p.73) 
 

Corporate 
Controller 

Business unit 
Controller 

Business unit 
Manager 

Corporate 
Controller 

Business unit 
Controller 

Business unit 
Manager 
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2.2 The Controller function 
 
In the following text the responsibilities and duties of the Controller will be discussed at 
greater length, describing the role of the Controller from a textbook point of view. 
Simon, Kozmetsky, Guetzkow and Tyndall (1978) describe the Controller function as 
being a part of a company’s decision-making process. Further they argue that the 
Controller(s) has an overall responsibility for the internal accounting functions. This 
implies that the Controller is a supplier of information, which will be used by 
management officials in the decision-making processes in companies. These facts points 
towards a more strategic role for American Controllers than is conceded by Olve (1988), 
where the American Controller is described mainly as a provider of external accounting 
information. According to Simon et al. (1978) the Controller department personnel assist 
other departments in analyzing and interpreting accounting, statistical and operating 
data.  
 

2.2.1 The traditional role 
 
Traditionally the role of the Controller has been that of a number cruncher, computing 
financial data in order to prepare reports. The preparation of budgets and reports for the 
managerial staff of the organization has been imperative in the development of the 
Controller role. As Olve (1988) argues “…the traditional business accountant has 
generally been trained at focusing on details and being good at structuring and 
sorting…to evaluate actions and to soberly and objectively identify optima.” The 
assignments associated with the Controller role are in no way set in stone, different 
organizations have different duties attached to the Controller. Samuelson (2001) argues 
that the variety and diversity of companies and the increasing need for decentralization 
is creating new demands on the financial function of the company. The traditional role 
of the Controller is still a predominant part of the Controller’s everyday work. This 
means that the work assignments are still to a large degree made up of planning – or 
budgeting, reporting – both internally and externally, and assisting in preparing product-
costing calculations Samuelson (2001). Simon et al. (1978) also stress the importance of 
historical values on physical products in terms of measurability. Units produced in terms 
of tons of steel or cases of canned goods for instance were considered imperative when it 
came to measuring costs and in increases in sales and profits. The role of the Controller 
as a collector of such information has grown more important as the complexity of the 
companies has increased. A good organization of the Controller’s department is 
according to Simon et al. (1978) a quite multifaceted question. Nevertheless they suggest 
that a Controller’s department is effective to the extent that it; 
 
 -Provides informational services of high quality 
 -Performs these services at a minimum cost. 
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-Facilitates the long-range development of competent accounting and operating             
 executives. 

 
The final statement, where the Controller should be seen as a long-range developer of 
executives, hints at a prominent role when it comes to developing human resources 
within organizations. In order for the Controller’s department to become developers of 
accounting and operating executives they have to have an intimate relation to the 
personnel of the organization.  
 
Samuelsson (2001) expresses a concern regarding the lack of interest for employee 
development issues within the Controller function. He argues that companies ought to 
allocate more time and resources to a organizations human resources. Since the human 
resources is not a part of an organizations balance sheet it seems to loose its importance. 
Samuelsson would like to see an increase in the time spent on personnel issues, since it 
often is considered to be a large investment within an organization 
 
Sathe (1982) argues that the measurement of a Controller department’s effectiveness is 
not entirely achieved through providing qualitative information and analysis in a timely 
fashion. Sathe describes this as an oversimplification of the duties of a Controller. He 
argues that in order for the Controller to be an effective part of an organization he/she 
has to be an active part in the business decision-making process. This is according to 
Sathe (1982) achieved by recommending courses of action and by challenging the plans 
and actions of operating executives – to ensure that specialist knowledge and expertise 
get proper consideration when business decisions and actions are taken.  
 

2.2.2 The Controller and Management control 
 
When it comes to management control systems, the primary responsibility of the 
Controller is to make sure that the company has an effective system for management 
control. This means that the Controller has to make sure that the management control 
systems and the formalized control of the organization is sufficient in it’s current 
situation and satisfies the needs of the organization at any given time. The Controller is 
also responsible for the continuous processes that make up the management control 
systems. In order to make these assessments, the Controller has to have a good view of 
the organizations financial business ratios, both current and historical values. 
(Samuelson 2001 p.57) The fact that the Controller has a primary responsibility for the 
maintenance and efficiency of the management control systems implies that the 
Controller needs to have an encompassing knowledge of the organizations budgets, 
plans, and financial forecasts as well as the market situation. Olve (1988) argues that the 
Controller of today does not only consider financial ratios when supplying management 
with decision-making information. With the development of non-financial control 
systems such as the Balanced Scorecard, the attention of the Controller has shifted 
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towards ratios such as market share, customer satisfaction, and customer duration. Olve 
(1988 p.11) considers the role of the Controller as becoming even more focused on 
management control, where analysis of financial as well as non-financial ratios are a 
natural part of the Controller’s responsibilities. 
 

2.2.3 Performance measurement 
 
When discussing management control systems one must mention performance 
measurement. According to Anthony & Govindarajan (2001) a performance 
measurement system attempts to address the needs of the different stakeholders of the 
organization by creating a blend of strategic measures. These being outcome and driver 
measures, financial and non-financial measures and internal and external measures. The 
performance measurement system is supposed to provide a mechanism for linking 
strategy to action. Since the primary role of management controls is to help execute 
chosen strategies, performance measurement is vital to company management. Further 
Anthony & Govindarajan 2001 refer to the person who is responsible for designing and 
operating the management control system as the Controller, but points out the fact that 
many organizations also uses the title “chief financial officer (CFO). The authors 
strongly points out the fact that the performance measurement system should be 
developed and evaluated by the company’s Controller or by the CFO, since the 
measurement system is reliant on accurate economic information.    
 

2.2.4 From Bean counter to Change agent 
 
Traditionally the responsibility of the Controller has involved the collection and 
supplying of accounting information to the users of such information, rather than in fact 
participating in the analysis of the information. Today there is an increased need of 
financial awareness in organizations, and to meet these new needs a new type of 
Controller is required. In order to take a bigger part in an improved use of accounting 
information, a more pro-active accountant is needed, who will step out of the critical and 
objective role and start cooperating with others. A Controller that works as an integrated 
part of the company, and who helps management focus on the right things instead of 
hitting them with monthly reports, is needed in order to make a better use of the 
company’s accounting information. Budgeting, Cost management, and Performance 
measurement tend to be routine tasks, and here the Controller has an important role. 
While the Controller is responsible of preparing budgets, measure results, and produce 
financial reports on in a timely fashion, according to legible rules and procedures. 
(Baldvinsdottir 2001) 
 
Friedman & Lyne (1997 p.20) claims that the Controller often has been titled a “Bean 
counter”, which is defined according to the authors;  
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“An accountant who produces financial information which is regarded as of little use in 
efficiently running the business and, as a result, its production has become an end in 
itself.” 
 
This definition of Friedman & Lyne describes the Controller, or bean counter, as a rather 
inefficient character with questionable value to a company or organization. In their study 
Friedman & Lyne (1997 p.20) found that the traditional bean counters have been 
regarded by their peers as ´stunningly boring´, ´unable to understand the tasks of 
operational managers´, and producer of information that was ´rubbish´, though in resent 
years the image of the “bean counter” has improved significantly.  
 
Baldvinsdottir (2001) also argues that there in resent years has been discussed that the 
role of the Controller as a bean counter is undergoing a major change and that the 
“boring bean counter” is more or less extinct, being replaced by a more dynamic and 
popular role within organizations. The traditional responsibilities of “bean counters” are 
shifting from routine transactions and reporting duties into a more involved and central 
role at management level. They are becoming more involved in the strategic decision-
making processes, instead of just providing the information needed. New computerized 
technology has been a contributing factor in changing the duties of the Controller, while 
less time has to be spent on gathering information (Baldvinsdottir 2001 p. 56). Pekka 
Pihlanto (2000) describes a new business Controller, which has responsibilities outside 
the accounting department. According to Pihlanto the new business Controller are 
involved with the company’s business units and even its customers. The author also 
argues that the new role, which exceeds the functional borders of the organization, offers 
the economic viewpoint for the decision making process of the business managers. 
Pihlanto also states that the new Controller acts as a change agent and as an active 
member of management groups.  
 
According to Anastas (1997) the future role of the Controller will probably be more of 
an internal consultant within companies, somebody with great curiosity, flexibility, and 
motivation and a propensity to change. As internal consultants they will act as value 
generators when it comes to helping the organization to become profitable, and in 
keeping the company one step ahead of its competitors. As an alternative to focusing on 
historical data, the Controller as an internal consult will formulate strategies and guide 
management in its decision-making. Thus the Controller will be more of a change agent 
and salesman, rather than a reporter.  
 

2.3 Management styles 
 
Because of the difference in cultural beliefs and values, management accounting and 
control systems may differ between countries. To develop a global standard for 
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management and implement it interculturally can create problems. Important values for a 
Swedish manager may not be as important to an American or Japanese manager. At the 
same time globalization of companies demands a certain synchronization of 
management between countries. (Tollgerdt-Andersson 1996) This makes it important to 
further investigate the management styles that exist in American companies in order to 
be able to draw conclusions on any results found in the questionnaire. Quoting Lane 
(1989);  
 
“Although different countries are being confronted with similar problems and 
opportunities, management and labor continue to interact in nationally distinctive ways 
to cope with these challenges, disproving the long-standing idea of an international 
convergence of managerial practices.”  
 

2.3.1 Swedish management  
 
When Porter (1980) described the Swedish industry, he pointed out the fact that Sweden 
is a country with a remarkable number of large, global companies for such a small 
country. However, there has always been a lack of large companies producing consumer 
goods, while the industry has mainly focused on natural resources, such as metals and 
forestry. A group of companies has grown up around these traditional industries, 
enabling the Swedish companies to focus on a certain type of products. Many of the 
larger “trend-setting” companies have less than 10% of their sales or production in 
Sweden. The flow of impressions from abroad has always been great, and the fact that 
large Swedish companies have been dependent upon niche strategies in foreign 
industrial markets for several generations of managers indicates a sensitivity and 
flexibility towards other cultures. (Bhimani 1996)  
 
Furusten and Kinch (1992) points out the fact that Swedish management is more like 
American management than European or Japanese. Something that, according to the 
authors, stems from the fact that Swedes are well schooled in the English language, and 
that Swedish managers in large companies, often has worked in the U.S or within 
American companies in Sweden. Further the authors argue that there is no such thing as 
a refined Swedish management. Mainly Swedish managers have seen the American way 
to manage companies as the ideal form of management.   
 
In a study made by Jönsson (1995 p.320) Swedish management is described as; “unclear 
and imprecise, internationally oriented, to work as a team, and objectiveness”. What 
Jönsson means with unclear and imprecise is that informal leadership, which at times 
can be seen as unclear in terms of mission and objectives, characterizes Swedish 
management. In certain cultures it is expected that executives should clearly demonstrate 
what they want done. Therefore Swedish management may seem frustrating with all its 
discussing and weighing of alternatives. A real manager or executive should clearly state 
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“I want you to do this, and you have got this much time to do it in…” the Swedish way 
of management is more like “See what you can do about it” (Jönsson 1995). In cultures 
with a strong authoritarian leadership, for instance Germany, France and the U.S, this 
type of management is seen as a weakness. To ask for advice is a sign of weakness in 
authoritarian cultures. According to Jönsson (1995) Swedish management is not all 
negative in managerial terms; it lifts the employees to a higher level of creativity and 
responsibility enabling the employees to come up with new ideas and solutions to 
problems. This type of management may be a result of the fact that Sweden is a 
“feminine” and “individualistic” country.  
 
Jönsson (1995) also argues the fact that Swedish management is about getting all the 
employees involved. There is little talk about systems and analyzing, and more 
discussions in order to persuade and involve everyone in an organization. Another trait 
in Swedish management is that there is a great sense of loyalty within the companies, 
which is based on the tradition that different parties listen to each other and negotiate 
before a decision is taken. Finally one can say that Swedish management is characterized 
by informal teamwork and trust in informal rules and norms. According to Bhimani 
(1996) there is a slow accept rate for new management ideas within Swedish companies, 
for instance ABC costing is just now getting a wider breakthrough within organizations 
in Sweden. The author also argues that new Japanese management theories such as 
Target Costing and Functional Analysis etc. will be placed highly on the Swedish cost-
management in the near future. Slowness in accepting new management ideals is 
explained by Furusten and Kinch (1992) as being due to the reshaping of theories that 
occur when they are implemented in Sweden.   
 

2.3.2 American management 
 
American management has always been in the forefront when it comes to the leadership 
of companies and organizations. A strong corporate culture and a strong capitalism have 
impelled a development in this area, and management has been seen as a competitive 
advantage.  
 
With Frederick Winslow Taylor at the fore, American management turned scientific at 
the beginning of the 20th century. The idea of “scientific” management was that all the 
various situations in a production line should be timed, measured and analyzed in order 
for management to decide how work was most efficiently carried out. Taylor also 
pioneered standard cost accounting to replace “historical costs”, and devised budgeting 
techniques. As managers implemented Taylor’s ideas in all kinds of organizations, the 
line and staff hierarchy that still persists was created. According to Locke (1996) this 
emphasis on specialization and mass production required managerial accountants who 
could oversee money flows through the various corporate divisions because this 
information grew more vital to decision-making in a multifaceted strategic setting. 
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Especially since an emphasis on ROI at headquarters requires accurate financial 
reporting from the engineers below, who were quite technocratic and ignorant of 
financial measures. Thus a need for more physical measures became important, and the 
era of the comptroller and the financial officers was entered (Locke 1996). The 
comptroller and the accountants of the organization were to focus on the economic 
information, while the engineers on the workshop floor could concentrate mainly on 
specific quantities, and the problems involved in production.  
 
A new approach to management was born as the Hawthorne studies at Western Electric 
drove home the point of human psychology as a part of managing the firm. A dimension 
of human relations was added to the American management, compelling the managers to 
consider the physical and psychological needs of the individuals in the workforce. 
(Locke 1996) In the last century American companies has focused mainly on mass 
production, with the automobile industry as their flagship. Ironically this industry has 
taken the most damage from international competition, with the Japanese industry taking 
a large share of the world market. Hence the American management science has turned 
its focus towards the Japanese way of management. As Locke (1996) argues, the 
American way of management has always worked – why change it? However the author 
does point out the fact that this way of managing has been seen as a mystique and that it 
has been wrongfully worshiped for far to long, it is time for something new. The fact 
nevertheless remains that many American companies are still managed with strict top-
down hierarchies, with a focus on specialization.  
 

2.4 Culture 
 
When investigating a concept such as the Controller, which is effectively an 
appointment in both American and Swedish companies, national culture has to be 
considered as a factor that may explain differences between countries.  
 
More than twenty ears ago, the Dutch researcher Hofstede undertook a major study on 
corporate and national culture based on an inquiry on employees from IBM in 53 
different countries. As mentioned, the study is now old but still, his findings help to 
illustrate the fact that different cultures have different values concerning management 
and duties.  
 
The study described national culture through the following four dimensions: power 
distance, masculinity vs. femininity, individualism vs. collectivism and uncertainty 
avoidance. When comparing the rankings of Sweden and US there are in particular two 
dimensions where the two countries show significant differences. These dimensions are 
individualism vs. collectivism and femininity vs. masculinity. 
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2.4.1 Individualism vs. Collectivism 
 
In this dimension, Hofstede discusses the differences between the concepts of 
individualism vs. collectivism. Hofstede defines this dimension as; 
 
Individualism: “defines societies in which the ties between the individuals are loose.  

Each citizen is expected to care for himself or herself and his or her  
closest family.” 

 
Collectivism:    “defines societies in which individuals are integrated into strong,  

solidary In-groups from birth, which throughout the rest of the 
individuals’ life continues to protect him or her in exchange for 
unyielding loyalty.” 

 
Hofstede (1991 p.69) argues that an argument which further strengthen the polarization 
between the concepts would be that individualistic countries usually is quite wealthy 
while collectivistic countries usually are poor. In the ranking of the individualism points 
between the countries, USA got the highest score being the most individualistic of the 
countries studied. Sweden ranked sixteenth in the index something that indicates a 
strong individualism within the country, however significantly less than the US. 
 
In an individualistic culture employees are expected to act in accordance with their own 
interests, and the work should be organized so that their own interests coincide with the 
interests of the employer. People are thus expected to act as individuals with needs of 
their own either psychological, economic or both. In a collectivistic culture on the other 
hand an employer never recruits just an individual but rather a person that belongs to an 
in-group. The employee acts in accordance with the interests of the in-group, which not 
always coincides with the personal interests of the individual. In individualistic societies 
the relation between employer and employee is mainly professional, “a strict interaction 
between actors on a labor market”. (Hofstede 1991 p.83) 
 

2.4.2 Femininity vs. Masculinity  
 
According to Hofstede (1991) some societies allow both men and women to take on 
many different roles. Others insist that people behave according to rigid sex roles 
(Robbins 1997). Robbins also criticizes Hofstede’s choice of terms concerning this 
dimension, while he asserts it as being too sexist. Hofstede claims that men take more 
assertive and dominant roles and women the more service oriented and caring roles. A 
statement that does not ring all that true in a country like Sweden, were men within 
organizations are encouraged to take paternity leave to take care of newborn children, 
something that would be defined as feminine according to Hofstedes’ definition. Under 
the category of masculinity he puts societies that emphasize assertiveness and the 
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acquisition of money and material things, while de-emphasizing caring for others. Under 
the category of femininity he puts societies that emphasize relationships, concern for 
others and the overall quality of life. Where femininity dominates, members put human 
relationships before money and are concerned with the quality of life, preserving the 
environment and helping others. 
 
In the Hofstede’s study (1991 p.109) USA ranked well over average, 15th place, in 
masculinity, while Sweden was the country to get the absolute lowest score being the 
most “feminine” country in the survey. According to Robbins (1997 p.28) its no surprise 
that USA got so high masculinity considering that capitalism, which values 
aggressiveness and materialism, is consistent with the American way of life.  
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3. Research method 
 
In this section the research method will be evaluated and commented and the 
characteristics of the study will be discussed. The focus of the discussion will be on the 
method chosen in our research study. Alternative methods will also be discussed as a 
point of reference. The chapter will by summed up by a discussion on reliability and 
validity of the research instrument. 
 

3.1 The question of quality or quantity?  
 
There are essentially two ways by which a study can be made, either qualitatively or 
quantitatively. Our goal was to be able to make generalizations on the problem we had 
chosen to study. Since our main approach to the research object was through a 
questionnaire, the coherent method used was quantitative. 
 
However, out of necessity in order to ensure the validity of the conclusions from our 
survey, we also undertook three personal interviews. Therefore our research method is 
also qualitative. 
 

3.2 Research strategy 
 
As described we decided to use a quantitative approach and developed a strategy in 
order to obtain our research goal. During the course of the work we realized that we 
needed to expand our investigation in order to obtain sufficient information. When 
deciding to expand our investigation concerning the role of the Controller, we came to 
the conclusion that interviews would suit our purposes best.  
 

3.2.1 Research strategy - Questionnaire 
 
Quantitative research holds numbers as the central unit of analysis where the analysis 
should be done through statistical methods. Quantitative research is associated with large 
scaled approaches where the larger number of units included provides a higher 
probability of obtaining generalized results with a high reliability. (Denscombe, 2000)  
 
Denscombe (1998 p.7) claims that a survey as a way of research is a research strategy, 
not a research method. Furthermore he argues that a researcher who has chosen a survey 
can take their pick when it comes to method: questionnaires, interviews, written sources 
and observations. The characteristics of a survey as a “research strategy” are its 
combination of a commitment to a breadth of study, a focus on the snapshot at a given 
point in time and a dependence on empirical data. 
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The strategy used to collect research data was mainly by means of a survey. Surveying 
techniques rely on questioning individuals to elicit particular information to look for 
patterns among facts, values, behaviors, and so on to make generalizations about a 
population from which only some individuals are surveyed (Simsek & Veiga 2001).  
 
Our survey was based on another survey conducted in large Swedish companies by 
Ronnesjö & Barkstedt in 2001. This survey had a quantitative approach and therefore it 
was logical to use the same approach in our survey in order to obtain comparable data. 
Since we decided to base our survey on an already existing questionnaire, the analysis 
thereof will naturally be based on numbers and hence the approach is quantitative. We 
will try to establish relations, cause and effect and therefore we will apply an analytical 
analysis of the data collected, on basis of the theoretical framework described in chapter 
2. When using an analytical approach in this way, the reality can be considered to be 
objective and measurable. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 1994) 
 

3.2.2 Research strategy – Personal interviews 
 
An interview as a method of investigation is considered to be a qualitative approach to 
the object chosen for the research. A qualitative approach is associated with closeness to 
the research object, something that helps the researcher to get the answers that he or she 
seeks (Holme & Solvang 1997). The researcher will mainly have the opportunity to ask 
complementary questions in order to develop the subject. In order for us to draw more 
valid conclusions from our questionnaire, interviews would be the best way to clarify 
our previous findings. The interviews give us the opportunity to dig deeper into the role 
of the Controller 
 

3.3 Research design 
 
Individual designs for the quantitative and qualitative approaches were set up based on 
the chosen research strategies. 
 

3.3.1 Research design - Questionnaire 
 
The best way to present quantitative research material, according to Holme & Solvang 
(1997), is through statistic means. Therefore, we have constructed an instrument with 
structured questions and fixed answering alternatives to be able to make statistical 
computations. In this type of research the goal, more often than not, is to be able to make 
generalizations of a studied phenomenon or situation. By describing a phenomenon in 
numbers, one can be misled and make the mistake of taking them for an objective truth. 
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The ease with which one can manipulate statistic information can be an invitation to 
abuse of the research material according to Holme & Solvang (1997 p.150). 
 
Further, Holme & Solvang (1997), claims that when it comes to questionnaires, one is 
dependent on the respondents’ benevolence in order to be able to collect the information 
sought. This suggests that a great deal of time has to be spent on developing the 
questionnaire so that it looks inviting to the responder. If the questionnaire is too 
extensive, if the structure is unclear or if it seems slovenly, the probability of relevant 
answers will diminish quite considerably, adding uncertainty to the result. An important 
part of the questionnaire is therefore to motivate the respondents to take the time 
required to answer the questions, thus minimizing the decline. Keeping the interest of 
the respondents any longer period of time is a considerable difficulty, especially when 
using a questionnaire that can be seen as quite impersonal. If a questionnaire is too 
extensive the chance of half-hearted and uninspired answers increase notably. 
 
In 2001, Ronnesjö & Barkstedt undertook a survey among Controllers in large Swedish 
companies, setting out to identify significant features of the role of the Swedish 
Controller. The result from their survey was quite encouraging and it will serve as the 
point of comparison in our survey in order to identify differences between Controllers in 
the two countries. The approach and results from the Swedish survey were presented in a 
numerical, quantitative way. In order to allow a correct comparison between the two 
surveys, the preferable approach of our survey was to use an approach with the same 
character, i.e. a quantitative approach. 
 
To ensure a correct comparison between the two surveys, we used the same questions as 
in the Swedish survey however, based on recommendations from faculty members at 
University of Colorado at Denver, the questionnaire was somewhat modified to suit the 
US-respondents. This is coherent with the idea of creating tools that facilitate the process 
of obtaining comparable results between Swedish and US-respondents.  
 
The translation and modification of the questionnaire has been very thorough so as not to 
change the context of the questions. In order to ensure that the context of the questions 
would not be changed in the process of translating the questionnaire, a neutral party, 
fluent in both English and Swedish, back translated it into English. Secondly, faculty 
members at the University of Colorado at Denver reviewed the questionnaire and all 
material sent out to potential respondents at several occasions. Finally, parts of the 
original Swedish questionnaire were omitted because of their lack of relevance to 
American Controllers, contrary to their Swedish colleagues, but also since they largely 
had little statistical value in the Swedish study.  
 
The final questionnaire consisted of 88 questions spread over 12 sets of questions 
concerning specific areas related to accounting such as budgeting, internal and external 
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accounting, reporting, product costing etc. as discussed by Olve (2001), Van Horne and 
Wachowicz (1980) and others. The survey also highlights more general areas such as 
strategic planning, business development, performance measurement etc. as discussed by 
Anthony & Govindarajan (2001), Samulesson (2001) and others. Finally, the area 
relating to specific traits of the role of the Controller as discussed by Anastas (1997) will 
also be highlighted in the survey. See Chapter 2 for theoretical reference and appendix 
one for questionnaire.  
 

3.3.2 Research design – Personal interviews 
 
In this section of our research we have interviewed a number of respondents who all 
have different backgrounds. Since we have focused on their conceptions of the questions 
presented, our point of view would be the “agents” according to Arbnor & Bjerke 
(1994). Yin (2003) describes two different approaches to the object which is to be 
studied, namely induction and deduction. The inductive approach is usually used when 
there are few established theories existing in the area of research, and when the 
researcher aims to produce new theories. The deductive approach is used when the 
researcher uses already established literature and theories as a foundation for the 
research. When the researcher is finished with the observations they are compared with 
the literature and already existing theories. (Yin 2003) Our approach would then 
according to Yin’s terminology be deductive, since there exist theories on the subject we 
seek to study. 
 
For the interviews we developed an interview guide in order to obtain semi-structured 
answers. The guide however is to be seen as a tool that aids the researcher in asking the 
right questions, rather than being a means to draw general conclusions. (Denscombe 
2000) The interview guide has not been used strictly on the three respondents, but rather 
they have been given a free rein when it comes to explaining their experiences 
concerning the role of the Controller.  
 
Since the answers from the respondents should be fairly open, but still with a basic 
structure, a semi-structured interview would serve us best. According to Holme & 
Solvang (1997) a semi-structured interview has a quantitative segment, namely the 
interview guide. The quantitative segment gives the interview some structure so that a 
number of respondents can be compared, and thus creating a stronger validity in the 
obtained data. The conclusions from the interviews cannot be taken for an objective 
truth, but may describe the general opinion in large Swedish companies. (Denscombe 
2000) The interview guide can be found in appendix two. 
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3.4 Data collection process 
 
According to Lundahl & Skärvad (1992 p.78) there are mainly two kinds of data, 
primary data and secondary data. The primary data consists of information collected by 
the researcher(s), while secondary data is material or information collected by others 
than the researcher, for instance other researchers’ findings. The following paragraphs 
will describe the methods used in collecting the primary and secondary data. 
 

3.4.1 Secondary data 
 
The data collected through the aforementioned survey, undertaken in Sweden in 2001 by 
Ronnesjö & Barkstedt, will serve as the point of comparison for the data we aim to 
collect. 
 
The thesis further builds on studies of Swedish and North American literature on the 
topic assessed in our research. When collecting the literature needed we searched the 
database at the library at Luleå University of Technology as well as that of University of 
Colorado at Denver. We also searched the web online in order to find full text scientific 
articles containing information on the subject we have chosen to study. In the database 
search we used keywords such as; Controller, Comptroller, Accounting, Management 
Accounting, Internal Accounting, External Accounting, Management Control Systems, 
Management and Corporate Culture.  
 

3.4.2 Primary data 
 
The primary data was mainly collected through the questionnaire, which was distributed 
in a class of MBA students at University of Colorado in Denver. It is important to point 
out that all responses used from the survey came from students who were considered to 
have good or even very good knowledge of the area studied. They were all, or had 
recently been working for large American companies, i.e. more than 500 employees in 
relevant financial positions. 
 
When choosing the respondents for our interviews we had a few criteria that had to be 
fulfilled, in order for us to obtain valid information. The first criterion was that the 
respondent had the title of Controller or CFO, secondly the respondents’ company had to 
be large, i.e. 500 or more employees. We also tried to contact mainly local companies 
with an office in Luleå, since time and resources made it hard to contact companies in 
other cities. The companies we chose for our interviews fulfill the criteria that were 
postulated for the selection process. One exception is the American company with a 
subsidiary company in Sheffield, UK, which is not a local company. The opportunity to 
interview Smith was presented since he as of now works two days a week in Luleå.  
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Further, all three interviews were undertaken with multinational companies, for instance 
both Vattenfall and SSAB act on the European and North American markets 
(www.vattenfall.com), (www.ssab.com). Both these companies have their headquarters 
in Sweden and this is also where the consolidated accounts are prepared. This implies 
that the interviewees have considerable exposure and knowledge of different GAAP, as 
well as ways of working in practical terms, in different countries and therefore they are 
likely to hold a valid opinion on the role of the Controller in different countries.  
 

3.5 Methodological problems 
 
The process of collecting primary data through the questionnaire proved to be a very 
hard and complicated task. Three attempts with three different approaches to collect the 
primary data were conducted before obtaining a satisfactory number of valid responses. 
The nature of the research problems were such that they cannot be easily discarded from 
and will therefore be explained in order to provide the reader with a better image of the 
difficulty in completing this study. 
 
The first and perhaps most obvious problem was that of being Swedish students from a, 
in corporate North America, little recognized Swedish university. This would clearly be 
a threat to the research and the outcome thereof. Therefore, a senior facultative member 
at the division of Accounting and Health Administration with the University of Colorado 
at Denver (hereafter CUD) was contacted and asked to consult and advice in all matters 
concerning the process of collecting the primary data.  
 
A special permission to use the name of University of Colorado at Denver (CUD) for the 
purpose of the survey was issued by the Human Subjects Research Committee at 
University of Colorado at Denver on the 18th of April 2002. The cooperation with CUD 
allowed for a better understanding of the American corporate culture.  
 
Finally, it is important to note that the questionnaire and all other material sent out to 
potential respondents were reviewed by faculty members at the University of Colorado 
at Denver, thus many potential misunderstandings and errors have likely been avoided. 
 
The first attempt to send out the questionnaire was by means of Electronic Survey 
Technique and involved sending the questionnaire to every other company on the 
Forbes500 list, starting from the end of the list. The companies on this list are the most 
successful companies in a multidimensional ranking of America’s largest corporations 
by four different standards; sale, profits, assets and market value. The attempt failed and 
several questions about the surveying technique and the survey sample were raised. 
These issues were all assessed and the conclusion was that the principal source of failure 
was an inadequate sampling frame, e.g. the e-mail addresses were often not 
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personalized, (i.e. investorrelations@..., contact@... etc). This allowed for an early 
filtration of the initial request, probably not even reaching a knowledgeable responder. 
 
According to Simsek & Veiga (2000, p.109), sponsorship might positively influence 
responses to electronic surveying. For example, alumni may respond to a university or 
business school-sponsored survey more readily because of psychological indebtedness. 
In the light of the first failure and the findings of Simsek & Veiga, a second attempt was 
carried out with the permission and supervision of the person responsible for the 
University of Colorado at Denver’s Alumni MBA-students. A list of potential 
responders, holding over 400 names of MBA Alumni students was created. Since all had 
graduated no later than ten years earlier, they all had significant and relevant working 
experience as Controllers or similar in various companies.  
 
The special permission to contact the alumni was granted with the prerequisite that 
contact would be made only once. This, of course ruled out the possibility to send out an 
initial request and a reminder. For some reason the response rate was once again 
extremely low and also the second attempt was a failure. Since a second contact (i.e. a 
reminder) was not possible, the CUD proposed a final and different attempt.  
 
By distributing the questionnaire in a class of MBA students, a potentially low but 
almost guaranteed number of responses could fairly easily be obtained. In the named 
class of 35 students, 15 held positions such as Controller, Assistant Controller, CFO, 
Director of general accounting/processes etc. that directly qualified them for 
participating in the survey. Another eight held positions such as Division Senior Credit 
Manager, Vice President, Vice President Operations, Director etc., which qualified also 
them to participate in the survey. The remaining 12 students did not have sufficient or 
relevant experience and were therefore disqualified. A final number of 23 qualified 
responders were obtained and their responses now make out the foundation of the 
empirical material obtained by quantitative means in this thesis. 
 

3.6 Method of Analysis of results from questionnaire 
 
The results of the Swedish study were presented in aggregated form. The answers were 
presented on a scale from one to seven, also showing the percentage dispersion. 
Comparisons of the answers between Swedish and US Controllers would only be 
possible when they were measured on the same scale. The questionnaire distributed in 
the US used a scale from one to five (on recommendation from staff from the University 
in Denver), thus one of the two scales had to be transformed in order to provide 
comparable data. The scale we used in ranged from “not significant” to “crucial to 
survival”. The scale had been numbered from one to five in order to be able to calculate 
the mean. Thus the alternative “not significant” is the equivalent of one and “crucial to 
survival” is the equivalent of five. 
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Comparable data were obtained by merging the numbers two and three on the Swedish 
scale into the number two in the US scale. The number four in the Swedish scale became 
equivalent to number three on the US scale, and finally the numbers five and six on the 
Swedish scale merged and resulted in number four on the US scale. The results of this 
transformation are presented below in Table 1.  
 

Swedish  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
American 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Table 3.1 Transformation of the Swedish questionnaire.  
 
When analyzing the empirical results, the means of the two studies were in focus, 
allowing a proper comparison in order to see which questions were answered similarly 
or differently in the Swedish and the American study. Besides displaying the means of 
the two samples, the number of American respondents who chose a certain alternative 
was also displayed. 
 

3.6.1 Treatment of empirical results from the questionnaire 
 
The data collected through the survey is presented in tables containing each individual 
respondents answer and also the sample mean that was generated from the answers. The 
sample mean from the American survey is presented in the second to last column. The 
last column in the table display the sample means from the earlier Swedish survey 
undertaken by Ronnesjö & Barkstedt in 2001 however, the sample means from the 
Swedish survey was converted to our scale according to Table 1. The respondents who 
answered “not responsible”, presented in the first column, did not proceeded to answer 
the following questions regarding the level of significance related to each task. The 
outcome from our survey was assessed accordingly; 
 
Responsibility 
 
This table classifies the average number of responders from the American survey, who 
are actually responsible for the category of questions they are responding to. This gives a 
first and important indication of how important the category is to American Controllers. 
 

Less than 15 Low 
15 – 17.5 Medium  
17.5 – 20 High 
More than 20 Very high 

 
Table 3.2 Responsibility 
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Sample mean 
 
This table categorizes the sample means so that they can be assessed and compared in an 
orderly fashion. The sample means from both countries have been assessed in the same 
way. A low sample mean indicate that the question is of relatively little importance to 
the responders on the average. A high value indicates that the question is of relatively 
high importance etc. 
 

0 – 1.5 Not important 
1.6 – 2.5 Somewhat important 
2.5 – 3.5 Important 
3.5 – 5 Very important 

 
Table 3.3 Sample mean 
 
Dispersion 
 
This table measures the dispersion between sample means within a question set. It is not 
to be confused with the statistical term Standard Deviation, nevertheless it shows how 
far apart the answers within one question set are, i.e. if some questions are more or less 
important than others. A high value indicates that there, for some reason is a large 
difference between the individual questions. 
 

Less than 0.5 Low 
0.5 – 1 Medium 
More than 1 High 

 
Table 3.4 Dispersion 
 
Average difference between US and Swedish sample means 
 
These values are obtained by computing the average difference between the US and the 
Swedish sample means. The value gives a good indication of how close the sample 
means from the two countries are on the average, i.e. whether the US and Swedish 
Controllers agree or not on the matter. A high value indicates that there is a large 
discrepancy between how the American and the Swedish responders rank the area 
concerned. A low value indicates that the Controllers from both countries more or less 
agree upon the importance (or lack of importance) of the concerned area etc. 



 32 
 

 
Less than 0.5 Low 
0.5 – 1 Medium 
More than 1 High 

 
Table 3. 5 Average difference between sample means 
 
Average sample mean 
 
A fifth and final tool is dedicated to the average sample means. This value provides an 
important indication of how important the question set is on the average among those 
who answered. A high value indicates high importance and logically, a low value 
indicates little importance etc. 
 

Less than 2.5 Low 
2.5 – 3.5 Medium 
3.5 – 5 High 

 
Table 3.6 Average sample mean 
 
It must be emphasized that the tables above are quite arbitrary but with the consistency 
in which they were applied, they were useful tools for analyzing the obtained data.  
 
Further, it is important to keep in mind that the result from one tool alone does not 
necessarily provide sufficient and reliable information. It is only when combined with 
other tools that a justifiable conclusion can finally be drawn. 
 

3.7 Reliability and validity 
 
In this section we will discuss the reliability and validity of our research. When using 
quantitative research methods it is particularly important that the researchers has truly 
measured the variables that were intended to be measured, and that the collected data is 
reliable (Holme & Solvang 1997). Ejvegård (1996 p.67) means that without reliable and 
valid methods, research instruments, and measurements the research results will lack any 
scientific value. 
 

3.7.1 Reliability 
 
The reliability in a research paper means the reliability and usability of a research 
instrument, for example a questionnaire. If the same result is not achieved when 
replicating the study, there is a lack of reliability in the research instrument. As a 
researcher one has to be observant of the reliability of the research instrument. While the 
researcher is most often the one constructing the instrument, in our case the 



 33 
 

questionnaire, there is a risk that the reliability will be low due to the bias of the 
researchers (Ejvegård 1996).  
 
Since we have mainly used a questionnaire in our research, the reliability has to be 
considered. In our research we have used a questionnaire that was originally constructed 
by Ronnesjö & Barkstedt (2001), revising it to suit the respondents in America. To 
obtain a satisfactory degree of reliability in the questionnaire used, we have had the 
questions reviewed and revised on several occasions. At an early stage of the research, 
the questionnaire was presented to MBA students at CUD. This proved very rewarding 
since several modifications and corrections were made to increase the reliability of the 
questionnaire. 
 

3.7.2 Validity 
 
For a researcher validity means that one measures that which is intended to be measured. 
If the measurement and measuring methods are unambiguous the research is valid. The 
main point is to know what the measurements stands for and use it consistently. 
(Ejvegård 1996 p.69ff) The research method in this thesis was mainly a survey that 
according to Denscombe (1998) is the best research strategy when it comes to 
illustrating a phenomenon in a broader view. Since validity is about choosing the right 
method for the right data the questionnaire was the most valid method in our research 
while our main goal was to be able to draw general conclusions concerning the role of 
the Controller. The personal interviews were a means to validate the findings of our 
survey. 
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4. Empirical data 
 
In this section the data collected through the questionnaire and the personal interviews 
will be presented. The information from the two approaches will be presented separately. 
 

4.1 Empirical data collected by means of questionnaire 
 
The data obtained is here presented and significant findings are highlighted. Further, the 
individual sample means from the US survey are compared with the corresponding 
sample means from the Swedish survey so that significant differences can be identified.  
 
For an explanation of how the treatment of the empirical results from the survey was 
done, refer to chapter 3.6.1 “Treatment of empirical results from the questionnaire”. 
 

4.1.1 Strategic planning and business development 
 
The first thing that became evident when assessing the outcome from the question set 
concerning Strategic Planning and Business Development was that only a Medium 
number of the US responders were responsible for these questions. Also, only three out 
of thirteen questions were considered to be Very Important by the American responders, 
the rest of the questions were considered to be Important. By the Swedish responders, 
not one question was considered to be Very Important. Six questions were considered 
Important and the rest, seven, were considered only Somewhat Important to the Swedes. 
 
US responders ranked Company analysis as the most important question in this battery 
of questions, it was considered to be Very Important. Also, Investing in equipment and 
Financing decisions were considered to be Very Important. The most important question 
for the Swedish responders appeared to be Strategic Analysis, even though it was “only” 
considered to be Important.  
 
When assessing the dispersion within the question set, one could observe that the US 
obtained a Medium value, whilst the dispersion was greater for the Swedish responders. 
The Swedish value was actually one of the highest dispersion values in the survey. In 
this case it highlights the fact that there were some questions, such as Shareholder 
decisions that were considered much less important than other questions in the same set. 
 
Out of the thirteen questions, nine were considered to be Important and the rest were 
considered to be only Somewhat important. The average Swedish sample mean was 
Medium. 
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Even though it was easy to see that the US values, in general were higher than the 
Swedish ones, they were in fact not particularly high. The average value of the US 
sample means was actually the lowest in the survey, which categorizes it as Medium. 
Strategic Planning and Business development was also the battery where we found the 
lowest single US sample mean in the survey. It was generated from the question 
Outsourcing analysis and had a sample mean of 2.71. Out of the thirteen questions, three 
were Very important and the rest were Important. 
 
Strategic Planning and Business Development is thus an area that, somewhat to our 
surprise, does not appear to be very important in the work of Controllers today. This 
observation however seems to be more the case for Sweden than for the US, despite 
some extremely low US values.  
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Strategy development 7 16 1 4 7 3 1 2,94 3,09 

Strategic analysis 10 13 0 2 6 2 3 3,46 3,1 

Company analysis (strenghts / weaknesses) 7 16 0 1 6 7 2 3,63 3,04 

Competitor analysis 10 13 0 3 8 1 1 3 2,53 

Outsourcing analysis 9 14 1 4 7 2 0 2,71 2,58 

Terminating or downsizing – facilities or procucts 9 14 1 4 6 2 1 2,86 2,8 

Analyzing and selecting new products 10 13 1 3 6 2 1 2,92 2,5 

Acquiring companies 8 15 0 2 9 2 2 3,27 2,15 

Divesting subsidiary companies 7 16 0 3 7 5 1 3,25 2,08 

Investing in equipment 5 18 0 2 6 8 2 3,56 2,66 

Financing decisions 6 17 0 3 6 4 4 3,53 2,69 

Shareholder decisions  8 15 1 1 10 1 2 3,13 2 

Analyzing compensation issues 6 17 2 2 7 4 2 3,12 2,07 

Average  15,15  Average sample mean 3,18 2,56 

  Sample mean difference 0,62 

  Dispersion 0,92 1,10 

 
Table 4.1 Strategic planning and business development 

 

4.1.2 Budgeting 
 
The section of the questionnaire that referred to budgeting got high response frequencies 
on the whole. There were a High number of Responsible people who answered the 
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questions and this was actually the second highest average value of Responsible in the 
survey. What draws down the average is Develop and adapt budget process which only 
had a Medium individual value whilst Assist in preparing budgets within company and 
Prepare own budget for division were both questions where Very high individual values 
were observed. 
 
All questions had sample means that indicated that these questions were Very important 
to the Americans. The most important question according to the sample mean was 
Budget review. This was further supported by a high number of responders who regarded 
the question per se as Highly significant. Actually, for all questions in this set, many of 
the responders thought that they were Highly significant.  
 
Among the American responses one could also observe the highest average sample mean 
in the survey, which categorizes it as High. What could be further noticed concerning the 
US responses was the Low dispersion between the US sample means, meaning that there 
was no single question regarded as much more or much less important than any other 
question in the set.  
 
The Swedish responders showed a somewhat similar picture. It is true that the dispersion 
between the Swedish sample means was greater but this was almost exclusively due to 
the relatively low sample mean observed for the question Prepare own budget for 
division. It was still considered Important but at the same time it was the lowest value in 
the set. The highest sample mean value in the set among the Swedish answers was 
observed for the question Development of budgeting procedures. All Swedish values 
indicated that the questions were considered either Important or Very important. The 
Swedish average sample mean could be categorized as a high Medium. 
 
Another interesting observation in this set was that it had the second lowest average 
difference between Swedish and US sample means. This enforces the high importance of 
Budgeting for Controllers in the US as well as in Sweden. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 37 
 

  

N
ot 

R
esponsible 

R
esponsible 

N
ot 

significant 

Som
ew

hat 
significant 

Significant 

H
ighly 

significant 

C
rucial to 

survival 

U
S sam

ple 
m

ean 

SW
E

 sam
ple 

m
ean 

Development of budgeting procedures 3 20 1 0 7 9 3 3,65 3,73 

Budget process coordination 3 20 1 1 6 10 2 3,55 3,53 

Assist in preparing budgets within company 2 21 1 0 9 9 2 3,52 3,21 

Prepare own budget for division  2 21 2 1 4 8 6 3,71 2,77 

Budget review 3 20 1 0 5 10 4 3,8 3,68 

Develop and adapt budget process 6 17 1 3 1 10 2 3,53 3,47 

Average  19,83  Average sample mean 3,63 3,40 

    Sample mean difference 0,23 

    Dispersion 0,28 0,96 

 
Table 4.2 Budgeting 
 

4.1.3 Internal Accounting  
 
The set of questions concerning Internal Accounting was quite small, only three 
questions. Nevertheless, it was the set that had the highest average number of 
responsible responders in the entire survey. It was even Very High. 
 
There were significant differences between the American and the Swedish responses 
however and this became obvious when analyzing the sample means. Two out of three 
American responses had sample means that indicated that the questions were considered 
to be Very important, with the most important question according to the sample means 
being Update and adapt accounting reports. The third question, Update and adapt chart 
of accounts was considered to be “only” Important. It was also the question with the 
lowest actual number of responders observed.  
 
Yet another interesting remark was that among 21 US responders, eight think that 
Develop directions and routines for Internal Accounting was Highly Significant. The 
average American sample mean was High. 
 
The Swedish responses were similar to the American ones. Both the US and Sweden 
considered Update and adapt accounting reports to be the most important question and 
Update and adjust chart of accounts to be the least important question when it came to 
Internal Accounting. Further, the value of the Swedish average sample mean could be 
classified as being of Medium importance. 
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Due to the low number, and fairly homogenous character of these questions, the 
dispersion values were quite low for both countries. For the US it was Medium and for 
Sweden it was Low. 
 
Finally, one could observe a rather high Medium value for the average difference 
between Swedish and US sample means. This does not indicate that Internal Accounting 
is not important for Swedish Controllers (it is actually rather the contrary) but it can be 
considered to be even more important to American Controllers than to Swedish ones.  
 
The low to medium dispersion values further show the fact there were small 
discrepancies among the answers. 
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Develop direction and routines for internal 
accounting 

2 21 1 1 6 8 5 3,71 2,68 

Update and adjust chart of accounts 4 19 2 4 5 7 1 3,05 2,65 

Update and adapt accounting reports 2 21 0 2 6 6 7 3,86 3,11 

Average  20,33  Average sample mean 3,54 2,81 

    Sample mean difference 0,73 

    Dispersion 0,81 0,46 

 
Table 4.3 Internal Accounting 
 

4.1.4 External Accounting 
 
Once again we observed a High number of American responders who were responsible 
for the tasks concerning external accounting.  
Even though more than half of the American responders answered that both Analyze 
profit and loss account and Analyze balance sheet accounts was Highly Significant, 
neither of these questions had the highest US sample mean. This is on the other hand 
was the case for the Swedish responders. Actually, all Swedish sample means fell under 
the category Important. The value of the Swedish average sample mean was Medium. 
The US responders considered four out of seven questions to be even Very Important. 
The highest sample mean among the US responses was that of Update and adapt 
accounting reports, e.g. meet GAAP requirements. The sample mean for this question 
indicated that it was Very Important and 50% of the responders agreed on that this was 
even Crucial to Survival. The US average sample mean was High. 
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The average difference between American and Swedish sample means as Medium, as 
were the dispersion figures. Thus External Accounting seem to be yet another area that 
was important for Controllers in both countries, but perhaps even more so for the 
American ones. 
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Develop directions, routines for external accounting. 6 17 1 1 8 6 1 3,29 2,26 

Update and adjust chart of accounts. 6 17 1 4 5 6 1 3,12 2,3 

Analyze profit and loss account 4 19 0 1 6 8 4 3,79 3,09 

Analyze balance sheet accounts  4 19 1 1 4 8 5 3,79 2,88 

“Closing the books” e.g. inventory, account control 6 17 1 2 5 5 4 3,53 2,71 

Review tax issues –tax returns 6 17 0 4 5 5 3 3,41 2,82 

Update and adapt accounting reports, e.g. meet 
GAAP requirements 

5 18 0 3 4 2 9 3,94 2,82 

Average  17,71  Average sample mean 3,55 2,70 

    Sample mean difference 0,86 

    Dispersion 0,82 0,79 
 
Table 4.4 External Accounting 

 

4.1.5 Product Costing 
 
Product costing was an area that only had a Medium number of responsible American 
responders. A second observation was that the question showing the highest actual 
number of responsible responders Assist in product cost calculation, also had the lowest 
US sample mean. However, the dispersion within the US question set was Low, meaning 
that the question with the highest sample mean Set up product cost calculations had as 
many as 17 responders who claimed that they were responsible for this question. All 
questions were considered to be Important by the American responders, no more and no 
less. It was also interesting to notice that not one of the responders thought that there 
was a single question in the set that was Not Significant. The US average sample means 
was Medium. 
 
The Swedish responders seemed to agree with the American responders in general. The 
question Assist in product cost calculation was the least important in the set. The sample 
mean indicated that the question was only Somewhat Important. The rest of the 
questions were, according to the Swedish sample means, Important, with Develop 
directions, methods and procedures for product costing being held as the most important 



 40 
 

ones. As was the case with the American average sample mean, also the Swedish 
average sample mean was of Medium importance. Product Costing was an area of 
slightly less interest to Controllers in Sweden as well as in the US. The fairly Low value 
of average difference between US and Swedish sample means further supported the fact 
that both countries share this opinion. 
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Develop directions, methods and procedures for 
product costing 

6 17 0 4 8 2 3 3,24 3,09 

“Set up” cost calculations for pricing – and product 
selection decisions. 

6 17 0 1 11 3 2 3,35 3 

“Set up” cost calculations for follow-up decisions. 6 17 0 2 10 3 2 3,29 2,96 

“Set up” product cost calculations.  6 17 0 1 10 4 2 3,41 3,04 

Assist in product cost calculations 5 18 0 5 9 2 2 3,06 2,41 

Develop and adapt product cost calculations, e.g. 
evaluate or improve current costing methods. 

8 15 0 2 9 3 1 3,2 2,76 

Average  16,83  Average sample mean 3,26 2,88 

    Sample mean difference 0,38 

    Dispersion 0,35 0,68 

 
Table 4.5 Product Costing 

 

4.1.6 Performance Measurement 
 
Once again, this was a set of questions that had a High number of responsible American 
responders. About eighty percent of them were responsible. However, the US sample 
means showed that only two of the six questions were considered Very Important. The 
question with the highest sample mean was Analyze and interpret performance 
measurement. This was also a question that had a large actual number of responders 
regarding it as Highly Significant, nine out of nineteen responders shared this point of 
view. Selecting performance goals, compensations and incentives was the least 
important question for the Americans. The value of the American sample mean was 
Medium. 
 
The Swedish responders agreed with the US ones on that Analyze and interpret 
performance measurement is the most important question, however finally it could be 
classified as only Important by the Swedes. The Swedish responders did however not 
agree with the Americans on what was the least important question. For the Swedes, 
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Develop and adapt performance measurement processes was the least important 
question. The value of the Swedish average sample mean was Medium. Since most 
questions were considered “only” to be Important, the dispersion values within the 
question sets were Low, both for Sweden and the US. A Low value for the average 
difference between US and Swedish sample means, and a fairly high number of 
responsible American responders makes one believe that Performance Measurement was 
important and that the Swedes agree with this. However, it was not necessarily very 
important to Controllers in both countries.  
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Develop directions, methods and routines for 
performance measurement 

5 18 0 3 6 7 2 3,44 3,26 

Selecting performance measures 6 17 1 3 5 6 2 3,29 2,96 

Selecting performance goals, compensations and 
incentives. 

5 18 2 2 6 6 2 3,22 2,96 

Coordinating performance measurement processes. 5 18 1 3 6 6 2 3,28 2,92 

Analyze and interpret performance measurement 4 19 0 2 6 9 2 3,58 3,27 

Develop and adapt performance measurement 
processes. 

6 17 0 3 5 6 3 3,53 2,86 

Average  17,83  Average sample mean 3,39 3,04 

    Sample mean difference 0,35 

    Dispersion 0,36 0,41 

 
Table 4.6 Performance Measurement 

 

4.1.7 Employee Development Issues 
 
Employee development issues was a question set that on the average had a Medium 
number of responders claiming that they were responsible for this type of questions. The 
one extreme exception from this was the question Your own development and education. 
A High number of individual responders, 19, claimed that they themselves were 
responsible for this and eight out of the 19 claimed that the question was even Crucial to 
Survival. Yet another six claimed that it was Highly Significant. This fact was also 
reflected in the highest sample mean observed in the entire survey.  
The question Staff development, e.g. education and/or training was considered to be 
Very important based on the American sample mean. However, the number of 
responders that were responsible for this question was only 14 out of 23. The rest of the 
questions were considered to be “only” Important. Due to the extreme US sample mean 
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for the question Your own development and education, this question set also had the 
highest dispersion observed in the survey, obviously this categorized it as High. The 
value of the average American sample mean was thus Medium. 
 
The Swedish sample mean indicate that Your own development and education was the 
most important question in the set also for the Swedes, even though the sample mean 
was much lower it was still Important. The dispersion in the Swedish set was Medium 
and the sample mean for the question with the lowest value indicates that it was only 
Somewhat significant. This concerns the question Personnel recruitment. Half of the 
Swedish questions had sample means that categorize them as Important and the other 
half fell under the category Somewhat important. The Swedish average sample mean 
was only just enough to categorize Employee Development Issues as of Medium 
importance to the Swedish responders. 
 
In general one can say that Employee development issues seem to have a fairly low 
relevance to Controllers in both countries, except when it comes to own personal 
development and education. This was on the contrary even extremely important, 
particularly to the US responders. 
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Salary related issues 7 16 0 4 9 3 0 2,94 2,53 

Personnel recruitment. 10 13 1 5 4 2 1 2,77 2,22 

Personnel growth and development. 8 15 1 2 5 5 2 3,33 2,78 

Staff development e.g. education and/or training.  9 14 0 1 7 4 2 3,5 2,6 

Your own development and education 4 19 1 1 3 6 8 4 2,97 

Specific personnel issues e.g. lay-offs or 
retirements. 

9 14 0 5 7 2 0 2,79 2,25 

Average  15,17  Average sample mean 3,22 2,56 

    Sample mean difference 0,66 

    Dispersion 1,23 0,75 

 
Table 4.7 Employee Development Issues 
 

4.1.8 Improvement of company processes and activities 
 
A High average number of responders were responsible for the questions concerning 
Improvement of company processes and activities. The highest number of responsible 
responders was observed for the question Develop directions, methods and policies for 
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improving company policies and activities. However, this was not the question with the 
highest US sample mean.  
 
Develop directions, methods and policies for improving company policies and activities 
was on the other hand the question with the highest Swedish sample mean. The highest 
US sample mean was observed for the question Investigate opportunities for improving 
processes and activities. The question with the lowest number of responsible American 
responders, Coordinate improvement of company processes and activities was also the 
question where both the American and the Swedish responders showed low interest 
according to the sample means which can be classified as Important for the US and only 
as Somewhat Important for Sweden. 
 
Both the American and the Swedish sample means were on the average of Medium 
importance. An interesting difference between the US and Swedish response rates in this 
set was that all six questions were considered Important by the Americans whilst one 
question was considered Very important, two barely Important and the rest only 
Somewhat important by the Swedish responders. The effect of this is that the dispersion 
within the Swedish question set is High and as such, actually even the second highest in 
the survey whilst the American dispersion was only Medium. 
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Develop directions, methods and policies for 
improving company processes and activities. 

4 19 0 6 5 5 3 3,26 3,47 

Investigate opportunities for improving processes 
and activities. 

5 18 0 3 7 5 3 3,44 2,67 

Improve implementation of company processes and 
activities. 

5 18 2 1 8 5 2 3,22 2,48 

Coordinate improvement of company processes and 
activities.  

8 15 1 3 8 2 1 2,93 2,35 

Follow up on new company processes and activities. 5 18 0 6 4 4 4 3,33 2,67 

Update and adapt improvements of company 
processes and activities. 

6 17 1 3 7 4 2 3,18 2,37 

Average  17,50  Average sample mean 3,23 2,67 

    Sample mean difference 0,56 

    Dispersion 0,57 1,12 

 
Table 4.8 Improvement of company processes and activities  
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4.1.9 Reporting 
 
Reporting is a set of questions that showed high values on basically all levels, for the 
American as well as for the Swedes.  
 
A High number of responsible responders, 87%, and a Medium average sample mean 
was observed for the American responses. In combination with a Medium dispersion this 
indicate that it was a fairly important area for the American Controllers. The individual 
questions showed sample means that support this. All questions but one had sample 
means that indicated that they were Important. One question, Analyze and interpret 
report results, i.e. what the reports show was considered to be Very important.  
 
The aforementioned question, Analyze and interpret report results, i.e. what the reports 
show was considered to be Very important and was also the question that the Swedes 
ranked as most important, not only in the set but in the entire survey. This naturally 
ranked the question as Very important among the Swedish responses. It was however the 
only question that the Swedes ranked this high, the rest of the questions was considered 
to be Important. Reporting was also the set where one could observe the highest average 
sample mean among all the Swedish responses, still this only categorized it as Medium. 
 
Furthermore, it is interesting to note that this was one of few question sets in the survey 
where almost all of the Swedish sample means were higher than the American ones. 
However, one must bare in mind that the average difference between the American and 
the Swedish sample means was Low, actually the lowest in the survey, which indicate 
that the American responses were not much lower than the Swedish ones, i.e. the 
responses from both countries indicate that they agreed upon this.  
 
Reporting seems to be an area that, on the whole, makes out a significant part of the 
work of Controllers in both countries. There were several values that indicated this.  
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Develop directions, methods and routines for 
reporting. 

3 20 1 2 10 5 2 3,25 3,35 

Select reporting variables, i.e. what should be 
reported. 

3 20 2 0 11 6 1 3,2 3,12 

Coordinate reporting processes. 3 20 2 0 13 4 1 3,1 3,33 

Analyze and interpret report results, i.e. what the 
reports “show”.  

4 19 0 3 5 7 4 3,63 3,85 

Average  19,75  Average sample mean 3,30 3,41 

    Sample mean difference 0,12 

    Dispersion 0,53 0,73

 
Table 4.9 Reporting 
 

4.1.10 Standard costs 
 
Standard costs made out another relatively small battery of questions. Given the nature 
of the questions, the set was perhaps not as general as for the other question sets. This 
may also have been one reason explaining the fairly low average number of responders 
who stated that they were responsible for this type of questions. An average number of 
responsible American responders of 16.5 place the set in the Low category.  
 
When assessing the American sample means it was easy to see that all question were 
considered Important except for Standard cost analysis, e.g. interpreting deviations from 
standards which was ranked as Very important. However, this was also the question 
with the lowest number of actual American responders, only 15. Paradoxically, the 
question with the highest actual number of responders, 18 was also the question with 
lowest US sample mean. The question concerned was Develop directions, methods and 
routines for setting standard and using standard costs. For the American average sample 
mean a Medium value was observed. 
 
The Swedish Controllers agreed with the Americans on that Standard cost analysis, e.g. 
interpreting deviations from standards was the most important question in the set. The 
Swedish sample mean was however only Somewhat important. Further, with the lowest 
single Swedish sample mean in the survey, 1.93 for the question Set standard costs, e.g. 
costing methods or calculations, also the dispersion between the Swedish sample means 
was Low. Yet another extreme value was that of the average Swedish sample mean. The 
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value 2.15 classified it as Low and it was at the same time also the lowest average 
sample mean in the survey. 
 
A final remark must be made on the average difference between American and Swedish 
sample means, concerning the fact that in this section we found the highest value, 1.16 in 
the survey i.e. the biggest difference between Swedish and American Controllers. This 
of course indicate that Standard costs was much more important (or much less 
unimportant) to the American Controllers than to the Swedish ones. 
 

  

N
ot 

R
esponsible 

R
esponsible 

N
ot 

significant 

Som
ew

hat 
significant 

Significant 

H
ighly 

significant 

C
rucial to 

survival 

U
S sam

ple 
m

ean 

SW
E

 sam
ple 

m
ean 

Develop directions, methods and routines for setting 
and using standard costs. 

5 18 1 4 9 1 3 3,06 2,25 

Select standards (e.g. labor, material, time, 
quantity.) 

6 17 0 3 9 2 3 3,29 2,12 

Set standard costs e.g. costing methods or 
calculations. 

7 16 1 2 8 3 2 3,19 1,93 

Standard cost analysis, e.g. interpreting deviations 
form standards.  

8 15 0 1 7 3 4 3,67 2,31 

Average  16,50  Average sample mean 3,30 2,15 

    Sample mean difference 1,15 

    Dispersion 0,61 0,38 

 
Table 4.10 Standard costs 
 

4.1.11 Internal pricing 
 
Internal pricing was alongside Internal accounting the smallest question set in the 
survey, only three questions. As Internal accounting was the question set with the 
highest average number of responsible American responders, Internal pricing was the 
question set with the lowest in the survey. 
 
Among the US responders, the general opinion seems to be that all questions in the set 
were Important. Considering the fact that the dispersion between the sample means was 
Low, actually even the lowest in the survey, all the questions could almost be regarded 
as equally important. The average value of the sample means was Medium. Further, 
there was a not one single American responder that found any of the questions as Not 
Significant. 
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For the Swedish Controllers, the relationship was more or less the same. The big 
exception was that the majority of the questions were only considered to be Somewhat 
important. One question, Develop directions, methods and routines for internal 
accounting could only just be classified as Important. The lowest sample mean among 
the Swedish responses, as among the American responses, was related to the question 
Set internal prices (for internal products and services). The dispersion between the 
Swedish questions was the lowest observed among the Swedish responses, as was the 
case with the dispersion between the American sample means. The Swedish average 
sample mean was once again Medium. 
 
Internal pricing thus seems to be of relatively low importance to both Swedish and US 
Controllers. 
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Develop directions, methods and routines for 
internal pricing.  

9 14 0 2 7 3 2 3,36 2,6 

Select cost objects for internal pricing models. 9 14 0 3 5 5 1 3,29 2,56 

Set internal prices (for internal products or services.) 8 15 0 3 6 5 1 3,27 2,48 

Average  14,33  Average sample mean 3,31 2,55 

    Sample mean difference 0,76 

    Dispersion 0,09 0,12

 
Table 4.11 Internal pricing 
 

4.1.12 Traits of the Controller 
 
In this section the respondents ranked the importance of thirteen traits on a one-to-five 
scale, ranging from “not significant” to “crucial to survival”.  
 
What was fist noticed was that all 23 responders addressed all traits, except for 
Decisiveness, where only 12 responders chose to answer for some reason. 
 
On the average, the Swedish sample means were higher than the American ones, but 
only just. Traits that more than half of the American responders ranked as Highly 
significant were: Analytical ability, Ability to solve problems, Thoroughness and Able to 
take appropriate initiative. More than half of the US responders also ranked Ability to 
communicate as Crucial to survival. Ability to communicate was also the trait that 
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showed the highest sample mean among the American responses, followed by Ability to 
solve problems. 
 
The highest Swedish sample mean was observed for the trait Analytical ability followed 
by Ability to see the whole picture.  
 
It is further very interesting to note that the Swedes not at all considered the least 
important traits according to the American responders, Creativity and Flexibility the 
same way. The responses actually indicated that the Swedes ranked these traits highly. 
The least important traits according to the Swedish responses were Ability to negotiate 
with colleagues, competitors or customers and Leadership. Nor the American responses 
indicated that Ability to negotiate with colleagues, competitors or customers was very 
important. Leadership on the other hand was considered to be quite important. 
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Analytical ability 23 0 0 2 14 7 4,22 4,64 

Creativity 23 1 4 7 8 3 3,35 4,08 

Ability to solve problems 23 0 0 0 13 10 4,43 4,11 

Ability to communicate 23 0 0 1 10 12 4,48 4,43 

Ability to work in teams or groups 23 1 1 5 7 9 3,96 4,14 

Flexibility 23 1 1 10 8 3 3,48 4,22 

Thoroughness (able to complete all necessary phases of a 
project or task.) 

23 0 2 2 13 6 4 3,97 

Ability to see the “whole picture” 23 0 0 2 10 11 4,39 4,62 

Able to take initiative as appropriate 23 0 0 4 16 3 3,96 4,29 

Able to negotiate with colleagues, competitors or customers. 23 0 0 13 6 4 3,61 3,3 

Leadership 23 0 0 5 11 7 4,09 3,59 

Critical thinking 23 0 1 3 11 8 4,13 4,16 

Decisiveness 12 0 1 0 7 4 4,17 4,17 

   Average sample mean 4,02 4,13 

   Sample mean difference 0,11 

   Dispersion 1,13 1,34 

 
Table 4.12 Traits of the Controller 



 49 
 

4.2 Personal interviews 
  
Three interviews were conducted in order to ensure that the findings from our survey 
were not misstated. The interviews also provided an opportunity to get a more profound 
understanding of certain differences found between Swedish and American Controllers.  
 
To ensure that we did not deviate from the subject and asked the same questions to all 
responders, we designed an interview guide (see Appendix 2). The interview guide 
outlined questions in the following areas; 
 
• To whom the Controller reports 
• The responders’ view on the role and the most important tasks of the corporate 

Controller? 
• The responders’ view on the importance of a number of areas (namely the four areas 

identified as most important and the two areas identified as least important in the 
survey). 

• What traits are important for a Controller. 
• The responders’ view on the importance of a number of traits (namely the four areas 

identified as most important and another four areas were there was disagreement 
between Swedish and American Controllers). 

• The responders’ opinion on differences between the role of the Controller in Sweden 
as compared to the US. 

• The responders opinion on if, why and how the role of the Controller has changed 
the past ten years, but also the responders opinion on the future role of the 
Controller. 

 
Despite the nature of personal interviews, there were no major deviations were made 
from the interview guide during the course of the interviews. 
 

4.2.1 First interview 
 
The first interview took place at SSAB (Swedish Steel Incorporated) in Luleå, where we 
interviewed Controllers Erik Önneskog and Gunilla Eriksson. SSAB is a large company 
numbering some four thousand employees, specializing in high performance steel for the 
commercial steel market. The company has sales offices all over the world, for instance 
south America, Asia, and Australia. This interview took place on the eleventh of 
December 2003 at the financial headquarters of SSAB in Luleå. 
 
On the question to whom within the organization the Controller reports, Önneskog & 
Eriksson considered the Controllers´ primary reporting duty as being to address the 
board of directors. They described the reporting as being somewhat like a customer 
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relationship, where any department in the organization can turn to the financial 
department (i.e. the Controllers department) for information. Something that would 
require a good service mindedness and communication skills in a Controller. 
 
According to Önneskog & Eriksson, the primary role of the Controller is to be able to 
analyze and interpret economic information so that it may be communicated through the 
organization. They underline the fact that the Controller’s got to be able to communicate 
the raw economic data in a comprehensible way to the various units within the 
organization. This is something that requires good internal routines for communication 
and reliable internal processes so that the information is accurate. Both Controllers stress 
the importance of constantly improving and developing the internal processes in order 
for the information to obtain as high quality as possible, while at the same time being 
efficient.  
 
Önneskog & Eriksson describe internal accounting as a crucial task within in the 
Controller function, in terms of interpreting and analyzing economic data for 
communicative purposes. They do not, on the other hand, consider external accounting 
to be quite as important to the Controller. They motivate this by the fact that the 
Controller report mainly to the Chief Financial Officer when it comes to closing the 
books, mostly as a provider of accounting information.  
 
The two Controllers are opposed to the traditional use of budgets within companies. 
They mean that a budget may be counterproductive if it is used in its extreme. Normally 
when a budget is exceeded there is a need to cut costs, but Önneskog & Eriksson argues 
that the exceeding of costs in one unit may increase earnings for another unit. Thus there 
is a need for the Controller department of the company to see “the whole picture”, so 
that the business is not sub-optimized. They do however consider traditional budgeting 
and planning as being a major part of what a Controller is supposed to be working with. 
This is motivated by the fact that there is a tradition of budgeting within most of the 
large companies.  
 
The two Controllers firmly state that the use of standard cost and internal pricing is a 
very small part of the Controllers´ day-to-day work. Only a decade ago the use of 
standard costs and internal pricing was more common within companies and often used 
as management tools. Today, however, the Controllers consider these tasks as being less 
important to the work of the Controller. Önneskog, who has been with the company for 
three decades and a Controller for over fifteen years, points out that when standard costs 
were used – it was the Controllers’ job to calculate the various costs. The Controllers 
argue that this may be tasks that have become out of date as the role of the Controller 
has evolved over time. 
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The traits that a Controller should possess are according to Önneskog & Eriksson, the 
ability to see the whole picture and the ability to communicate this picture to all parts of 
the organization, in a comprehensible manner. This is something that requires flexibility 
and creativity as well as an outgoing and pedagogical personality. Besides these traits 
the two Controllers stress the importance of analytical abilities and the ability to process 
large amounts of information.  
 
The two Controllers do not consider leadership abilities to be a very important trait 
within the Controller office. Mainly they consider all members of the Controller function 
as part of a process where everybody works to maintain and develop this process 
alongside their own personal development. Önneskog & Eriksson indicate that there is 
no formal leadership attached to the Controller, but rather describes it as informal 
interaction between the members of the Controller function. 
 
Önneskog & Eriksson consider the differences between American and Swedish 
Controllers as being mainly made up of cultural differences. They argue that national 
values and beliefs dictate how the Controllers act within organizations. The culture 
within the organizations is based on the national cultures of each country and thus 
influences the employees of organizations into behaving in a certain way. The two 
Controllers believe that American Controllers may be more formal when it comes to the 
interaction within the organization, whereas they consider Swedish Controllers to be 
more informal in their daily communication. The two Controllers does however point 
out that American and Swedish Controllers also may have a lot in common, since the 
economy is becoming increasingly global. The two Controllers argue that the traditional 
financial tasks such as budgeting, reporting and accounting will always be a 
considerable part of the Controllers’ everyday work. They do however concede that the 
time spent on these matters have become less with the evolution of information 
technology, and the ongoing improvement of internal processes. In our questionnaire we 
found that the Swedish respondents spent less time on external and internal accounting 
than the American Controllers, Önneskog & Eriksson would ascribe this difference to 
the highly evolved IT and computer software that is a part of large Swedish companies’ 
internal routines.  
 
In our questionnaire we also found that the two countries differ when it comes to 
desirable traits in a Controller. In Sweden the trait “Creativity” got a mean of 4,08, 
whilst the American mean for the same trait was 3,35. This fact is considered by 
Önneskog & Eriksson as being the product of a more informal management style in 
Sweden. They argue that a Swedish manager more often may encourage an employee in 
to taking own initiatives, whilst an American manger only expects the employee to “do 
his job”. Another trait that was considered to be of different importance between the 
countries was “Leadership”, which was important (4,09) in the USA and less important 
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in Sweden (3,59). The two Controllers consider this difference to be the result of the fact 
that American companies have a greater need for a structured chain of command.  
 
The role of the Controllers has according to Önneskog changed quite dramatically in the 
recent decade, mainly due to the expansion of information technology alongside more 
effective business processes. Further Önneskog describes the former role of the 
Controller as being focused on numbers and calculation, whereas the present Controller 
is more concerned with the “big picture”. Thus the Controller has to be keener on the 
organizational surroundings, in order to obtain all relevant information. In the past the 
Controllers were actively calculating costs and income, but today the Controller is in 
charge of compiling and communicating information, rather than crunching numbers. 
Önneskog sees the role of the Controller as being that of a change agent, he argues that 
new strategies are implemented through the information communicated by the 
Controller.  
 
Önneskog & Eriksson believe that the future Controller will have an even more 
important part in selecting and spreading information through the organization. 
Therefore they consider communication and analytical abilities to be more important as 
the organization develops. They argue that a certain amount of “number-crunching” will 
be necessary even in the future, but that the information technology reduces the need for 
Controllers to personally take a hand in the calculations. The role as a change agent will, 
according to Önneskog & Eriksson, increase the need for information and flexibility in 
the future. 
 

4.2.2 Second interview 
 
The following interview took place at Vattenfall in Luleå on January the 27th. The 
interview was held at the corporate headquarters with IS/IT Manager Börje Glim. The 
respondent works as a business / information technology coordinator at the corporate 
headquarters in Luleå.  
 
Vattenfall was formally a government corporation, with the purpose to supply electric 
energy to the Swedish energy market. The company has become incorporated since the 
deregulation of the energy market in Sweden. The Swedish government still remains the 
largest stockholder in the company, which operates in several European countries. 
Poland and Germany are the company’s main markets, and the company has more than 
35.000 employees throughout northern Europe.  
 
Glim claims that the main role of the Controller is to oversee the company’s overall 
financial and economic situation. He describes the company as an intricate web of 
channels for communication where the Controller should be seen as the spider at its 
center. The Controller has got to be able to put together the information that is processed 
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through the “web”. Therefore the ability to analyze and interpret vast amounts of 
information becomes crucial. This is something he considers to have become easier with 
the expansion of information technology, facilitating the task of gathering information.  
Glim also points out that it is important for the Controller to follow up on the company’s 
accounting, and report the current financial and economic situation to the board of 
directors. Since the board of directors are dependent on accurate information in their 
decision-making, the demands on the Controller increases with the increased amount of 
information. 
 
Glim describes a change in the role of the Controller during the past decade, where 
Controllers have become more commonplace within organizations. Nowadays 
Controllers are common on several appointments within companies. He points out that 
the Controller has more authority but also more responsibilities nowadays, whereas the 
former Controller was subordinated a head executive at each level in the organization. 
The Controller could, according to Glim, in the earlier days be seen as a routine worker 
within the business administration. Today he describes the Controller as being more 
flexible and more independent, -“a support to the company’s management”.  
 
Glim considers an American Controller as being a few steps ahead of a Swedish 
Controller in terms of the role of the Controller. He points out that this mainly is due to 
the fact that the concept of the Controller is something that Swedish companies have 
“imported” from the USA. He argues that American management and corporate 
government are a few steps ahead of Swedish management, at least when it comes to 
efficiency. Glim ventures that this fact would be the result of a greater pressure from the 
stakeholders in American corporate culture. He does not consider the Swedish Controller 
as being an exact replica of earlier American Controllers, but rather an alternation of the 
American Controller. These differences within the role can, according to Glim, be 
ascribed to the differences in corporate culture between the two countries. Glim also 
suggests that the societies at large are quite different and that this may shape the role of 
the Controller according to the values and beliefs that prevails in each society.  
 
Glim considers internal and external accounting as being the two most important areas in 
which the Controller operates within organizations. He argues that the primary goal of 
the Controller is to make sure that the company’s books are in order and in accordance 
with current laws and regulations. Glim describes the Controller as being responsible 
before the board of directors when it comes to each departments accounting, although he 
points out that each corporate office has a Chief Executive Officer who has the ultimate 
responsibility towards the board. On the fact that we in our questionnaire found that 
American Controllers consider internal and external accounting more important than 
Swedish Controllers, Glim believes this to be a result of more efficient accounting 
routines and techniques. In our questionnaire we also found that reporting is more 
important in Sweden than in the US to a Controller. Glim suggests that this fact also may 



 54 
 

be linked to the efficient accounting routines of Swedish companies, where less time is 
spent on gathering accounting information and more time is spent on reporting accurate 
information to the decision makers.  
 
Improvement of the company’s processes and activities is according to Glim a part of 
the Controllers’ everyday tasks, i.e. to improve along the way as needed. The Controller 
may according to Glim be the supervisor of these changes, whilst the staffs of the 
financial departments implement these changes. Therefore he considers the Controller to 
be a facilitator of change within the companies, supporting the financial and economic 
systems. 
 
Glim still considers internal pricing and the use of standard costs as being important to 
the companies daily business, though he argues for a decrease in the time spent on these 
issues with the streamlining of the companies internal processes. As of now he still 
considers internal pricing and the use of standard costs as being a means to manage 
companies daily business. He also considers it to be the Controller’s task to supervise 
the use of standard costs and internal pricing within companies.  
 
Areas that are considered to be less important to Controllers are according to Glim 
employee development issues, product costing and strategic planning. He argues that 
employee issues are managed by the human resources department of the companies, and 
rarely concerns the everyday work of the Controller.  
 
Glim considers product costing as being less important to Controllers, but argues that 
other companies with other products may still use target costing or other models. 
However, he considers this to be an insignificant task to the Controller since product 
costing also has become highly automated through new means of technology.  
 
Strategic planning is something Glim considers to be more the task of the future 
Controller, since he argues that the concept of strategic planning is a long-term 
impression. Glim consider the planning of the Controller as being more in the short term, 
but speculates that in may become increasingly important for Controllers to plan long 
term strategies for the companies.   
 
When it comes to the traits of the Controller there are a few traits that Glim considers to 
be absolutely vital to the Controller. These traits are the ability to see the whole picture, 
the ability to communicate, and being flexible and open to new ideas and possibilities. 
Glim motivates these traits as being crucial since there within the organizations is a need 
for a common goal and homogeneity throughout the various departments. Since the 
organization is to strive for a common goal, the need for harmonization between the 
departments requires broad sightedness as well as the ability to mediate and listen to 
others. On this note Glim also advocates a certain amount of creativity, in order for the 
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companies and their processes to evolve over time. He does however add a philosophical 
note to this statement, being that too much creativity may be counterproductive if 
unleashed since it may cause a shift in the focus of the organization and thus put the 
company astray from its original goals.  
 
Leadership abilities are by Glim considered to be a rather unimportant trait for a 
Controller, he argues that a healthy communication within the organization may obtain 
the same results as leadership. He does believe that leadership and management is 
crucial to the long-term survival of the organization, though it is hardly considered as 
being one of the traits desirable in a company Controller. He makes a reservation that 
future Controllers may need increased leadership abilities as the Controllers planning 
and objectives turn more long term.   
 
The future role of the Controller is described by Glim as a more specialized role, where 
each department’s Controller within a company will have a larger part in managing the 
appointed department. He describes the future Controller as being an executive of sorts, 
where the Controller makes business decisions and manages the department’s resources. 
He considers the future Controller as being closer to the board of directors, and as being 
a part of the long-term decision making of the company. 
 

4.2.3 Third interview 
 
This interview was held with Mr. Charles Smith1 who works for a multi national 
corporation in the steel handling industry. The interview was held on the 20th of 
February 2004, in Luleå. Smith has the appointment of corporate Controller at the 
subsidiary company’s European headquarters in Sheffield, Great Britain, where he is 
responsible for the Scandinavian market and has been so for the past decade.  
 
The company is part of a larger group with approximately 10,000 employees in over 30 
countries, and is considered to act in the heavily industrialized process industry. The 
group is a two billion dollar corporation listed on the New York Stock Exchange. The 
European subsidiary company operates on the steel and non-ferrous metal market in 
Europe at more than 160 steel mill sights.  
 
Smith begins to describe the role of the Controller as being encompassing. He argues 
that the Controller should be an active part of the everyday business with a focus on the 
financial decisions. Smith also stresses the importance of involvement; the Controller 
has to have a profound knowledge of the company’s business and what the company 
does. A Controller has to be involved at every level of the organization in order to 
understand and be able to develop the economic and financial systems. Smith argues that 
                                                      
1 Charles Smith is a taken name since the respondent has chosen to be anonymous. 
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a Controller has a major part in the decision making process concerning investments and 
business deals. The Controller should according to Smith be seen as a consult that the 
company’s management could call upon to evaluate a business deal or arrangement. He 
does however also stress the fact that the Controller has got to be able to make himself 
understood on all levels of the organization, namely he must able to communicate and he 
has to be pedagogical.  
 
Smith concedes that there has been an expansion within the Controller role during the 
past decade. The role has become more offensive and “involved”. Smith argues that in 
order for the Controller to be an adequate part of a company’s decision-making process 
he or she has to be a part of the whole organization. Smith describes the earlier 
Controllers as “merely” accountants, having responsibilities stretching only to the 
delivery of accurate monthly or quarterly reports. He points out that during the past 
decade the demands and market situation requires fast decisions in order for the 
company to maintain and expand its market shares. This fast moving environment calls 
for involved and flexible decision-makers, something that according to Smith has a 
major part in shaping the Controller of today.   
 
The future role of the Controller will, according to Smith be perhaps even more 
encompassing, stretching through the organizational hierarchy. He argues that safety and 
environmental issues may become more important to the Controller, the ability to see 
consequences other than strictly financial or economic. Smith argues that non-financial 
interests such as environmental or safety interests may be the product of legislation and 
demands from various associations, such as unions. These new focuses will according to 
Smith be the products of an increasing degree of involvement from the Controller.  
 
Smith argues that there is, according to his own experience, a difference in the role of 
the Controller between Swedish and American companies. He claims that the American 
Controller function spans over a larger field and that being an American Controller 
demands more involvement, whilst the Swedish Controller has a more outlined role 
within the company. For instance, the Swedish Controller may only be responsible for 
the making of budgets or reports for a certain division. Smith means that the Controller 
in an American company has got to be able to see the entire company as a homogenous 
entity, where his expertise may be demanded in several matters other than strictly 
financial. Smith does however concede that the Controller cannot be involved in all 
areas within companies, for instance marketing and sales activities. He argues that this 
may be a rather personal trait, some Controllers may, on the other hand, be deeply 
involved in these areas due to personal interests. His point being that the role of the 
Controller may differ between various organizations and markets. Smith also points out 
the fact that American management influences many Swedish companies, one example 
he mentions is Ford Motors’ merger with Volvo. He argues that this fact is made evident 
by the “quarter capitalism” that have become more important in large Swedish 
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companies, mainly those noted on the Stockholm stock exchange. This Americanization 
of the Swedish Controller is seen by Smith as inevitable as the markets and companies 
turn more and more global. He does however maintain that there always will be a 
difference between countries, since there are different social and public norms to 
consider. 
 
Smith considers the differences in the role of the Controller as being a result of a 
difference in management as well as the culture. He argues that a more competitive 
environment alongside a more result focused business climate induces other traits in 
American Controllers. Smith argues that the quarter capitalism that is a result of an 
increased demand from shareholders dictates the focus of the company’s management. 
Since this shareholder demand is greater in the USA the role of the Controller would 
according to Smith be forced into producing as accurate accounting information as 
possible. 
 
Further, Smith argues that the traditional tasks of the Controller are still the foundation 
on which the Controller function rests, though he points out the fact that many of the 
tasks have been rationalized. The tasks do not end at merely accounting or budgeting 
nowadays. He describes a broader concept of accounting, where the numbers are merely 
one part of the Controller’s job. The Controller has to be able to see the cause and effect 
of certain actions, rather than just punching out numbers in neat columns. He points out 
that the worst thing that could happen to a Controller is not being able to explain why 
something has occurred that was not in the budget or plans. Hence the Controller has to 
have a firm grip on all relevant information concerning the company, lest the Controller 
loose his or her ability to act as a provider of important data.  
 
Finally Smith concedes that the main thing a Controller has to have is involvement in the 
company’s activities both “on the floor” and on the financial level of the company. He 
argues that flexibility and communication are vital traits in order for the Controller to 
become involved on all levels of the organization. Further he concedes that one has to be 
able to communicate coherently with all parts of the organization, something that 
requires pedagogical skills as well as a deep understanding of the company’s activities.  
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5. Analysis  
 
This chapter will be committed to an analysis of the findings from the previous chapter 
where the results from the survey and the personal interviews were presented. We will 
also make reference to relevant theories. The findings from the questionnaire and the 
interviews will be analyzed separately  
 

5.1 Analysis of empirical results from survey 
 
Based on the work performed, we have found that there are areas, among those taken 
into account in the survey, that are more important than others to Controllers in the US. 
There are also areas that are more important to Swedish Controllers than to American 
ones. One should bear in mind that our way of classifying the responses by means of 
sorting the obtained values with the help of self-constructed tables and tools is quite 
arbitrary. This means that one should not overestimate the importance of one value 
being, for instance, more or less Important than another. It is only when weighted 
together with other values that we can draw conclusions from the survey.  
 
When ranking the areas in the survey, we based it to a large extent on the aggregated 
values of all the tools but with an emphasis on the average sample means, the average 
difference between the sample means and extreme values. We have found that the areas 
can be ranked in the following order according to the American responses obtained in 
our survey; 
 
1 Internal Accounting 
2 External Accounting 
3 Budgeting 
4 Reporting 
5 Performance Measurement 
6 Improvement of company processes and activities 
7 Product Costing 
8 Employee Development Issues 
9 Strategic planning and business development 
10 Standard costs 
11 Internal pricing 
 
The question set concerning the traits of the Controller is assessed individually. 
 
Among those areas considered more important than others, i.e., internal accounting, 
external accounting, budgeting, reporting and performance measurement, there is one 
that clearly distinguishes itself as more important to the Swedish responders than to the 
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American ones, this area is Reporting. The other areas that can be considered as very 
important to the Controllers indicate that Samuelsson (2001) is quite accurate when he 
states that the role of the Controller is largely the same today as it has traditionally been 
regarded. 
 

5.1.1 Strategic planning and business development 
 
Contrary to much of the literature studied in Chapter 2 Theory, and thus somewhat to our 
surprise, Strategic planning and business development could finally be classified as 
number nine out of the eleven comparable areas. The question set was created in a 
general way in order to show the anticipated over-all role of the American Controller but 
this is obviously not the case.  
 
However, our findings are supported in the Swedish survey. Strategic planning and 
business development was, in the Swedish survey found to be of relatively small 
importance as well. (Ronnesjö & Barkstedt 2001) The average Swedish sample mean 
showed a medium value and the difference between the American and Swedish sample 
means was also a medium value. This indicates that the Controllers both in the US and 
in Sweden, quite contrary to some of the studied literature i.e. Baldvinsdottir (2001) 
Pihlanto (2000) and Anastas (1997). Baldvinsdottir, for instance, claims that the 
Controller has undergone a dramatic change in recent years, developing in to a more 
central and dynamic role in the organization’s management. 
 

5.1.2 Budgeting 
 
Budgeting and all the questions related to are often regarded as classical parts of the role 
of the accountant (see Friedman & Lyne 1997, Olve 1988, Samuelsson 2001).  Our 
findings have showed that this is also true for the American Controllers. The area was 
classified as the third most important area for Controllers in our survey. These findings 
are in line with Simon et al (1978) who argues that the gathering of economic 
information has grown more important with the increasing complexity and diversity of 
companies. 
 
Further support to our findings is found in the Swedish survey by Barkstedt & Ronnesjö 
(2001) who also concluded the fact that budgeting was on of the cornerstones in the 
tasks of the Controller. Even though the average US sample mean was high and the 
Swedish was medium, the average difference between the American and Swedish 
sample means was low. This indicates that Budgeting is of great importance in the role 
of the Controller both in the US and in Sweden. 
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5.1.3 Internal Accounting 
 
Internal accounting is yet another area that often is regarded as a classical role for the 
internal accountant. Being classified as the most important area in our survey hints that 
the role is of great importance even for the Controller; thus many of the theories 
discussed in Chapter 2 Theory must be credited appropriately. See Olve (1988), 
Samuelsson (2001) and Simon et al (1978) who stress the fact that the Controller is the 
overall responsible when it comes to internal accounting. 
 
Interestingly, the findings are somewhat contradictory to the findings in the Swedish 
survey by Barkstedt & Ronnesjö (2001). According to their survey, Internal accounting 
was found much less important, the average sample mean being a medium value. The 
average difference between the American and the Swedish sample means was a high 
medium value and this fact somewhat highlights the discrepancy between the role of the 
Controller in the US and Sweden. 
 

5.1.4 External Accounting 
 
External accounting is of course different from, but at the same time related to Internal 
accounting. Whereas internal accounting is solely for the purpose of directing 
managerial attention to the current economic situation of the company, the external 
accounting is to the benefit of external stakeholders. This is obvious from many of the 
theorists discussed in Chapter 2 theory, such as for instance Olve (1988). It also became 
obvious in our survey and the area was considered to be the second most important area 
after internal accounting. 
 
A high medium value of the difference between the sample means from the two 
countries in combination with a high average American and a medium Swedish samples 
mean once again show that there is a discrepancy between Swedish and American views 
of the role of the Controller.  
 

5.1.5 Product Costing 
 
Product costing could be regarded as a traditional role of the internal accountant, but not 
necessarily to the Controller. Also, as seems to be the case concerning this area, the 
difficulty of product costing in service providing companies has lead to a classification 
of only medium importance among the American Controllers.  
 
In our survey it ranked as the seventh most important area out of eleven. Still in 
comparison to the Swedish survey, product costing it is not completely unimportant as 
more or less seems to be case in Sweden, see Barkstedt & Ronnesjö 2001. The average 
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difference between sample means of the two countries gets a high medium value. The 
average Swedish sample mean is medium whilst the American is high.  
 

5.1.6 Performance Measurement 
 
The sixth area assessed in our survey was that of performance measurement and this 
turned out to be fairly important to American Controllers according to our survey. This 
finding is supported by Anthony & Govindarajan (2001) who argues that the 
performance measurement system of an organization should be developed and operated 
by the oraganization’s Controller. 
 
Further there seems to be little discrepancy between the viewpoints of the two countries 
on the issue of performance measurement. A low average difference between the 
American and the Swedish sample means support the finding that this is an area of 
medium importance in both countries.  
  

5.1.7 Employee Development Issues 
 
Employee development issues was an interesting area, mainly because of the many 
relatively extreme values. However, since not all of these values were positive or 
negative but rather a mixture, the area could finally be rated as the eighth most important 
area, in other words, of relatively little importance to the American Controllers. These 
findings are supported by Samuelsson (2001) who argues that employee development 
issues are given too little attention in organizations. 
 
According to the Swedish survey, the areas of employee development issues are of 
relatively small concern the Swedish Controllers, in line with the American survey. 
 
The most interesting finding in this set was the extreme importance of the own 
individual education and development. But then again, who wouldn’t be concerned of 
their own development and education? 
 

5.1.8 Improvement of company processes and activities 
 
Of medium importance is the area concerning improvement of company processes and 
activities. In our survey it turned out to be the sixth most important area for the 
American Controllers. According to literature, one would have expected a somewhat 
greater importance in this area. Nevertheless the medium importance seems to be more 
or less matched in the Swedish survey.  
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Several authors contradict this conclusion. For instance Baldvinsdottir (2001) claim that 
the new Controller is an active part in the company’s decision-making processes and 
management. Pihlanto (2000) supports this view on the Controller. He argues that the 
Controller should be seen as a change agent and an active part of management groups. 
 

5.1.9 Reporting 
 
Reporting can be regarded as a classical role of the Controller (See Olve 1988, Simon et 
al 1978, and Samuelsson 2001) and this is also what we have found in our survey. It 
finally ranked as the fourth most important area to American Controllers. 
 
Our findings are more or less the same as in the Swedish survey. It must be emphasized 
that this is the only area in the survey where the Swedish average sample mean was 
actually higher than the American one. At the same time it is also true that the average 
difference between the sample means is the lowest in the survey, indicating that the 
Controllers from both countries agree on the importance of the reporting. That the 
Swedish sample mean was slightly higher than the American may suggest that the 
Swedish Controller is more tradition bound. 
 

5.1.10 Standard costs 
 
The area of standard costs is considered to be the tenth most important area, or second 
least important area according to our survey. This may be due to the fact that the nature 
of the question is fairly specific. In any case it is not considered to be very important and 
this is also the finding from the Swedish survey. The high average differences between 
the sample means from the two countries indicate that standards costs are even less 
important in Sweden.  
 
According to Van Horne & Wachowicz (1998) this area may be considered as related to 
the treasurers tasks within companies, since the treasurer is responsible for the 
company’s investments. Considering the fact the treasurers and Controllers offices often 
overlap within organizations, there may be differences between different organizations.  
 

5.1.11 Internal pricing 
 
The final area that is comparable with the other areas is that concerning internal pricing. 
As is the case with standard costs it is an area of quite specific nature. Thus, it is an area 
not considered to be very important. It is actually the least Important area according to 
our survey. However, it is important to note that the area is still not unimportant. For 
instance, not one individual responder classified a question as not significant. This 
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means that the respondents that were responsible for this area at least thought it to be 
moderately significant. 
 
The Swedish survey also displays a low degree of significance concerning the area of 
internal pricing. This fact may also to some extent be explained by the fact that this task 
involves the treasurer. But as Van Horne & Wachowicz (1998) points out there should 
be a mutual cooperation between the treasurers and the Controller’s office within 
organizations. 
 

5.1.12 Traits of the Controller 
 
It is interesting to note how the American and the Swedish Controllers disagree on the 
importance of some traits. For instance, creativity and flexibility are traits that are 
considered to be important in Sweden but at the same time hardly regarded as desirable 
traits in the US.  
 
In the same spirit of disagreement, the Americans rank leadership highly whilst the 
Swedes do not. This can be considered to be coherent with the discussion on American 
and Swedish management styles in Chapter 2 Theory. In Swedish management creativity 
and initiative are valued traits in an employee. The same traits are considered far less 
desirable in American management, where the leader is the one who should direct the 
efforts of the workforce. Being too unclear when it comes to directing the employees is 
seen as a weakness, giving the management a strict appearance, something that hardly 
inspires individual initiative. (Jönsson 1995) 
 
Just as important is that the survey also shows that the Controllers agree on other areas. 
For instance, traits related to analytical and communicational skills are highly ranked in 
both countries, a fact that also showed in the sections of the survey concerning these 
areas i.e. budgeting, reporting and internal accounting. The ability to “see the whole 
picture” also ranked highly in both countries, a fact that is stressed by Simon et al (1978) 
who claims that the Controller is to be seen as the overall responsible when it comes to 
accounting. The fact that the Controller assist other departments in analyzing and 
interpreting statistical and economic information demands that the Controller has a good 
ability to see the whole picture. (Simon et al 1978) 
 
Samuelsson (2001) claims that the Controller must make sure that there exists an 
effective system for management control and this implies that the Controller must be 
highly involved in all of the company’s processes and activities, at least on a general 
level. We believe this to be true when comparing with our empirical findings. We have 
observed that Swedish Controllers often have high and sometimes even higher sample 
means than their American colleagues when it comes to questions concerning 
development of any sort (often the first question in the set). This is particularly true in 
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some of the areas identified as more important than others, i.e. reporting budgeting, and 
performance measurement. This is also true for the areas strategic planning, product 
costing, employee development issues and improvement of company processes and 
activities. The relationship is however not true for the areas internal accounting or 
external accounting, nor is it true for standard costs or internal pricing. The fact that 
Swedish Controllers are more involved in development hints at the fact that they are 
more pro-active in their roles as business administrators. According to Jönsson (1995) 
Swedish management lifts the employees to a higher level of creativity and 
responsibility enabling the employees to come up with new ideas and solutions to 
problems. This type of management may be a result of the fact that Sweden is a 
“feminine” and “individualistic” country according to Hofstede’s (2001) terminology.  
 

5.2 Analysis of the interviews 
 
In this section we will analyze the obtained information from our interviews concerning 
the role of the Controller, and how this role differs between Swedish and American 
Controllers. Theory on the subject, as well as the empirical findings will be considered.  
 

5.2.1 The Controller 
 
All the interviewed respondents describe the Controller as an important and integrated 
part of large companies’ every day business. The role of the Controller is described as 
being associated with a great deal of responsibilities, notably towards the companies’ top 
management but also to fellow colleagues and other functions throughout the 
organization. In order to cope with these responsibilities, the Controller has to have a 
profound knowledge about, and a global understanding of the company’s every process 
and activity. This is crucial in order to design and communicate correct and 
comprehensible economic and financial information to the various receivers of the 
information. This, in turn makes excellent communicational skills and involvement in 
combination with the ability to analyze, process and interpret large amounts of 
information an absolute necessity for the Controller. This requires both flexibility and 
creativity and to some extent, as pointed out by both Önneskog & Eriksson and Smith, 
even pedagogical skills. 
 
The respondents all agree that the traditional tasks of the accountant, i.e. reporting, 
budgeting, and accounting, are to be seen as the foundation on which the Controller 
function rests. However, there is also a general consensus that new technologies such as 
IT have facilitated these elementary tasks and therefore, less time is spent on these types 
of chores and more time is spent on other, more encompassing tasks. This is also 
understood from the occupational outlook handbook, (OOH 20/4 2002) which suggests 
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that the increasing use of computers and information technology has eradicated a lot of 
the time spent on composing financial reports. 
 
Smith suggests that the Controller should even be a part of the company’s decision-
making process. Glim supports this opinion in part, arguing that the Controller should 
provide accurate information to the company’s decision-makers. The Controller as a part 
of the company’s decision-making is supported by Simon et al (1978) who describe the 
Controller as a supplier of information, which will be used by management officials in 
the decision-making processes. Despite this, the general opinion that can be understood 
from the interviews is that management and decision-making still is not, and probably 
should not be among the Controllers primary tasks. 
 
According to Scheumann (1992 p.32), the role of the Controller should be even broader 
than it is today. In his article “Why isn’t the Controller having more impact”, he claims 
that the Controller should also be a part in the shaping of the companies’ internal 
processes and the improvement of current organizational processes. This opinion is well 
in line with our interviews and they accentuate that the Controller should also be more 
involved in areas outside the financial function. Our respondents claim that the 
Controllers have to act throughout the organization and not merely within the financial 
department. For instance, Smith means that it is not unlikely that the future Controller 
will have to consider areas such as environmental issues etc. as natural parts of his 
everyday work. 
 
Throughout the interviews, it has become clear that the future role of the Controller will 
become more encompassing still, and that the time spent on traditional accounting tasks 
will be reduced alongside with the ongoing improvement of internal systems and as 
more efficient and appropriate IT tools submerge. The role will continue to progress and 
evolve also as a function of increased demands from the different stakeholders, which in 
turn is a function of increased globalisation of the economy and competition.  
 

5.2.2 American vs. Swedish Controllers 
 
There are many differences between Controllers in Sweden and the USA, this has 
become clear to us throughout our work. These differences, according to all respondents, 
are a product of two different cultures with different values and beliefs. Önneskog & 
Eriksson, as well as Glim argue that the corporate culture and management is based on 
national culture, something that shapes the individuals of the organizations differently in 
different countries. Lane (1989) points out that although different countries are being 
confronted with similar problems and opportunities, management continue to interact in 
nationally distinctive ways to cope with these challenges.  
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The patterns submerged in the interviews are well in line with the findings of Hofstede 
(1991) on cultural differences between countries. According to him, Sweden is the 
country with the most feminine culture among those countries surveyed. This implies 
that the Swedish Controller would be keen to contribute to the greater good of the 
organisation before ensuring his own personal interests to a greater extent than their 
American colleagues. Further, a Swedish Controller would, according to Hofstede, be 
more service oriented and put more emphasis on relations with others within the 
organisation. Based on our interviews, these theories are not difficult to relate to, 
particularly when considering that all the interviewees consistently regard the Swedish 
Controller as an informal and fully integrated part of the company. For instance, 
Önneskog & Eriksson describe the Swedish Controllers financial reporting duty as being 
more of a customer service whereto any department can turn. Glim describes the current 
role of the Swedish Controller as being a flexible and independent support to the 
Company’s management. 
 
Önneskog & Eriksson consider the American Controller to be more formal when it 
comes to interaction within the organization, whereas the Swedish Controller interacts 
openly throughout the organizational hierarchy. The Swedish Controller is seen as an 
informal and integrated advisor in the control and steering of the company’s processes 
and activities. The informal attitude is according to Jönsson (1995) a distinct 
characteristic for Swedish management. It may be seen as a weakness to ask colleagues 
for advice in American companies, the interaction becomes more formal as a result of 
authoritarian leadership. (Jönsson 1995) 
 
The femininity of the Swedish culture once again shines through when considering that 
leadership is not regarded as particularly important to Swedish Controllers, as opposed 
to their American colleagues. Önneskog & Eriksson indicate that there is no formal 
leadership attached to the Controller, but rather describe it as an informal interaction 
between the members of the Controller function. They further mean that the difference 
between how Swedish and American Controllers view leadership is a function of that an 
American company has a greater need for a structured chain of command. Further, 
according to Önneskog & Eriksson, a Swedish manager is, likely to encourage an 
employee to take own initiatives whilst an American manager simply expects the 
employee to do his or her job. 
 
Smith argues that the American Controller function extends over a wider field than the 
Swedish. This implies an even greater involvement from the American Controller. This 
involvement is also described by Scheumann (1992) who consider the role of the 
Controller as being a business partner with encompassing responsibilities. This increased 
amount of responsibilities, which is advocated by Smith, may also help explain why the 
American Controllers consider leadership abilities to be more important than Swedish 
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Controllers. Jönsson (1995) also state that increased responsibilities may increase the 
need to delegate, something that would require a stronger leadership. 
 
The patterns discussed above concerning American culture are not surprising, once again 
bearing Hofstedes’ theories in mind. Adding support to our findings is that, as Swedish 
culture is considered to be the most feminine, American culture is considered to be the 
most individualistic. According to Hofstede (1991) this implies that the Controllers are 
expected to organize their work and own interests so that it coincides with those of the 
employer. Ties between individuals in America are loose and can be described as more 
professional than personal. In all fairness, also Sweden was ranked fairly high in this 
individualistic culture dimension, but not nearly as high as the US. 
 
According to the interviews, American Controllers interact on a more formal level with 
their fellow colleagues and managers and respect the strict chain of command. They 
have a task to fulfil, which is perhaps even more encompassing and advanced than that 
of the Swedish Controller, at least according to both Smith and Glim, but nevertheless 
the attitude towards the task is strictly professional and therefore there is no need to be 
neither flexible nor creative. 
 
The fact that American Controllers consider internal and external accounting as being 
more important than Swedish Controllers, are in part explained by Glim as being a 
product of Swedish companies more advanced accounting routines and IT tools. As a 
consequence, Glim further argues that this leads to that an American Controller spends 
more time gathering accounting information than the Swedish Controller does. The 
Swedish Controller is more focused on presenting the information to the company’s 
decision-makers, simply because he is able to. External and internal accounting still 
constitute important tasks for the Swedish Controller but, as already mentioned, less 
time is spent on this since it often constitutes parts of efficient and, almost automated, 
accounting processes. 
 
Glim argues that the pressure from the stakeholders is greater in the US, which 
according to him causes American companies to focus more on efficiency. Smith 
concedes that American companies are extremely focused on the short-term goals of the 
organization since the demands from the shareholders are greater. Smith identifies this 
type of focus as “quarter capitalism”, a notion that he considers will be increasingly 
important to large Swedish companies in the future. However Smith also concedes that 
this development can already be seen in some of the largest Swedish companies, mainly 
as a result of the globalisation. Önneskog & Eriksson also argue that there may be many 
similarities between Swedish and American Controllers as a result of the increasingly 
global economy. Glim considers the American Controller to be a few steps ahead of the 
Swedish Controller but he also points out that this is mainly due to the fact that the 
concept of the Controller is something that is imported from the USA. 
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The future role of the Controller will according to Önneskog & Eriksson still involve a 
certain amount of traditional accounting but with new and more advanced information 
technology, the time and need for the Controllers themselves to personally take a hand in 
the calculations will be reduced. What will increase on the other hand is rather the need 
for more information with a higher quality alongside increased flexibility. Glim further 
argues that the future role of the Controller may involve more long term strategic 
planning as well as leadership and Smith sees a distinct possibility that the tasks also 
will come from a much wider variety of areas, for instance environmental issues. 
 
A final remark that has become clear when analysing the interviews and which is 
noteworthy is that we have been able to identify not only cultural differences between 
the two countries, but also differences within Swedish corporate cultures. For instance, 
Glim argues that internal pricing and the use of standard costs constitute important tools 
for the Controller. At the same time, Önneskog & Eriksson indicate that the use of the 
very same tools, nowadays only represent a very small part of the Controllers day-to-day 
work. This example shows that there are cultural differences not only between the 
countries but also between different companies within the same country. This is not 
necessarily surprising but nevertheless it shows the complexity of omnipresent culture. 
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6. Final discussion and conclusions 
 
We set out to identify significant characteristics in the role of Controller in large 
American companies. We decided to do this where the term “Controller” comes from, 
the USA. We there undertook a survey and then compared the findings with those of 
Barkstedt & Ronnesjö in order to identify patterns and characteristics. By applying 
theory and empirical data to our findings, we finally tried to highlight and explain 
significant differences between the roles of the Controller in the two countries. 
 
From our survey, we found that the five most important areas to American Controllers, 
i.e. internal accounting, external accounting, budgeting, reporting and performance 
measurement, were all areas that can be regarded as fairly straightforward and traditional 
accounting areas. This leads us to believe that the role of the American Controller is far 
less complex than much of the literature suggests. This is also a conclusion that 
Ronnesjö & Barkstedt came to regarding Controllers in Sweden. We further found that 
internal accounting, external accounting, budgeting, reporting and performance 
measurement are important tasks for American Controllers, but out of these, the two 
most important areas, are not necessarily regarded as the most important areas in 
Sweden. In fact, reporting was the most important area amongst Swedish Controllers. 
 
We have also found that Controllers from both countries considered improvement of 
company processes and activities, product costing, employee development issues, 
strategic planning and business development, standard costs and internal pricing (in this 
order with the least important area presented last) as less important areas for the 
Controller. This does not mean that these areas are not important, but rather it merely 
suggests that they are less important or less accentuated than the other areas. 
Furthermore, we identified significant differences concerning desirable traits to be held 
by Swedish and American Controllers. For instance, creativity and flexibility are traits 
that are considered to be important in Sweden but at the same time hardly regarded as 
desirable traits in the US. In the same spirit of disagreement, the Americans rank 
leadership highly whilst the Swedes do not. It is however clear that, in both countries, a 
Controller must be able to process and analyse economic information and in addition, it 
is absolutely vital that the Controller can communicate this information to the various 
receivers of the information. 
 
Thus, we can conclude that there are apparent differences in the roles of the Controllers 
in the two countries. In order to get a more profound understanding of the differences we 
had observed, we undertook personal interviews with experienced and knowledgeable 
Controllers in Sweden. The interviews indicated that a major factor that helps explain 
the differences proved to be the ever-evolving professional environment of the 
Controller. The past decades, even though it can still be considered to be a fairly 
traditional role, the role of the Controller has developed significantly along with the 
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changing and increasing demands from the different stakeholders as well with the 
globalization of the economy. Further, the ongoing development of internal processes 
and new IT tools contributes to the changing environment of the Controller. Today, the 
focus of the function seems to be moving from the traditional tasks and more into long-
term business and financial decisions. The traditional role will probably always remain 
the foundation for the Controllers but it is clear that the time spent on these tasks will 
diminish as more sophisticated internal processes and IT tools are developed. Further, it 
has also been suggested that the Controller in the future may have to enclose other areas 
and issues, for instance environmental issues in their focus. 
 
Despite the explanatory significance of the above-mentioned issue, what probably 
explains the identified differences to the greatest extent is culture. It has become clear 
that culture has a very big impact on the role of the Controller. Our interviews showed 
that even within Sweden there are cultural differences, but more so on a corporate level. 
National cultures are omnipresent and naturally to some extent determine the behavior of 
the people belonging to these cultures. Hofstede means that Sweden is one of the most 
feminine cultures and that USA is one of the most individualistic cultures in the world 
and we can but agree with his findings. The Swedish Controller can be regarded as an 
informal and integrated part of the organization and someone who highly prioritizes the 
greater good of the organization and provides a service to the organization accordingly. 
This does not imply that the American Controller does not see to the greater good and 
that he or she does not add value to the organization. It simply means that he or she is 
more focused on his individual role in the organization and that he interacts on a more 
formal and strictly professional way with colleagues and managers. 
 
What we have completely omitted in our survey and in our interviews, but what is likely 
to have an impact on the role of the Controller are the recent examples of fraudulent 
behavior in some major American enterprises, i.e. Enron, WorldCom etc. As mentioned, 
this is likely to have a major impact, notably on American Controllers. Still this remains 
only one of many more aspects that need to be brought into account and analyzed if one 
would really want try to pinpoint what the exact role of the Controller is. Seen through 
the eyes of different cultures and the ever-changing economic environment, there is 
bound to be difficulties in finding a consistent and durable definition of a Controller. It is 
our firm belief and opinion that it is not likely that the role of the Controller will reach 
maturity within a near future. If ever a more precise and permanent definition shall be 
obtained, much more, and continuous research must be undertaken. 
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Strategic planning/Business 
Development          
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V
ery sign

ifican
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        1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strategy development, e.g. change 
of strategy                     
Strategic analysis, e.g. threats and 
opportunities                     
Company analysis, e.g. identifying 
company strengths and weaknesses.                      
Competitor analysis                     
Outsourcing analysis/-selection                     
Terminating or downsizing 
products, facilities, etc.                      
Analyzing and selecting new 
products or services                     
Acquiring companies or part of 
companies                     
Divesting subsidiary companies or 
divisions                     
Investing in new or replacement of 
equipment                     
Financing decisions, e.g. credit lines 
etc.                     
Shareholder decisions, e.g. issuing 
shares, repurchasing shares, 
dividends                      
Analyzing compensation issues. e.g. 
“golden parachutes”, options, 
bonuses.                     
              
           
Other assignments related to strategic planning/business development not mentioned above   
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Budgeting           
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t 

        1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Develop budgeting directions and 
manuals                      
Budget process coordination, e.g. 
timeframe, deadline                     
Assist budget process within 
company e.g. division budgets                     
Prepare own budget / budgets, e.g. 
for the ”controller division”.                     
Budget review, e.g. compile and 
analyze budget submissions                     
Develop and adapt the budget 
process, e.g. improve the budget 
process, evaluate new budget 
methods                     
           
           
Other assignments related to budgeting not mentioned above       
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Internal accounting           
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        1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Develop directions and routines for 
internal accounting, e.g. book 
keeping and accounting policies                     
Update and adjust chart of 
accounts, e.g. new accounts, change 
chart of accounts                     
Update and adapt accounting 
reports, e.g. meet user requirement                     
           
           
Other assignments related to internal accounting not mentioned above      
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External accounting           
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        1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Develop directions and routines for 
external accounting, e.g. accounting 
policies                     
Update and adjust chart of 
accounts, e.g. new accounts, change 
chart of accounts                     
Analyze profit and loss accounts, 
balance sheet  account, financing- 
and cash flow statements                     
“Closing” the books, e.g. inventory, 
account-control, specification.                     
Review tax issues, tax returns                      
Update and adapt accounting 
reports, e.g. meet user requirement                     
           
           
Other assignments related to external accounting not mentioned above      
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Product costing           
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Develop directions, methods and 
procedures for product cost 
calculation                     
“Set up” cost calculations, e.g. for 
pricing and product selection 
decisions                     
“Set up” cost calculations, for 
follow up decisions                      
“Set up” product cost calculations 
for specific analysis ex. product and 
customer profitability                     
Assist in product costing 
calculations “within the company”                     
Develop and adapt product cost 
calculations calculation methods 
(e.g. allocation methods)                      
           
           
Other assignments related to production calculation not mentioned above      
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Performance measurement           
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        1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Develop directions, methods and 
routines for performance 
measurement                     
Select performance measures, i.e. 
what should be measured (e.g. 
customer satisfaction, quality related 
costs, productivity etc).                     
Select performance goals, i.e. levels 
of performance expectations (e.g. 
compensation incentive plan, quality 
levels and cost levels)                     
Coordinate performance 
measurement process, e.g. timing 
and compiling reports, 
measurement schemes, etc.                     
Analyze and interpret performance 
measurement results, i.e. what the 
results “show”                     
Develop and adapt the performance 
measurement process, ex. evaluate 
new measurements and improve 
measurement processes                     
           
           
Other assignments related to performance measurement not mentioned above     
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Employee development issues           
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        1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Salary related issues                     
Personnel recruitment                     
Personal growth and development                     
Staff development, e.g. education, 
training                      
Your own development and 
education                      
Specific personnel issues, e.g. 
replacements, lay-off’s, retirements.                      
           
           
Other assignments related to personnel work that has not been mentioned above    
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Internal pricing           
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Develop directions, methods and 
routines for internal pricing                     
Select cost objects subject to 
internal pricing / select internal 
pricing model                     
Set internal prices, e.g. for internal 
products or services                     
           
           
Other assignments related to internal pricing not mentioned 
above       
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Standard costs           
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Develop directions, methods and 
routines for setting and using 
standard costs                     
Select standards, i.e. what standards 
should be applied to (ex. labor, 
material, time, quantity)                      
Set standard costs, e.g. costing 
methods, studies or calculations                     
Standard cost analysis, e.g. 
calculating and interpreting 
deviations from standards                     
           
           
Other assignments related to standard costs not mentioned above      
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Reporting           
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Develop directions, methods and 
routiness for reporting, e.g. to 
parent company or division 
management.                     
Select reporting variables, i.e. what 
should be reported                     
Coordinate reporting processes, e.g. 
reporting and compiling of reports, 
timing                     
Analyze and interpret report results, 
i.e. what the results “show”                     
           
           
Other assignments related to reporting not mentioned above       
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Improvement (development and renewal) of company processes and activities    
           

  

N
ot p

articip
atin

g 

R
esp

onsib
le 

N
ot resp

onsible 

In
sign

ifican
t 

          

V
ery sign

ifican
t 

        1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Develop directions, methods, rules 
and routines for improving 
company processes and activities                     
Investigating opportunities for 
improving company processes and 
activities, e.g. process and activity 
mapping                      
Improve implementation of 
company processes and activities, 
i.e. implement the improvement                      
Coordinate improvement of 
company processes and activities, 
e.g. planning and appointing 
personnel for improvement work                      
Follow up on completed 
improvement of company processes 
and activities, i.e. actual results vs. 
expected                      
Update and adapt the improvement 
of company processes and activities, 
e.g. new methods, new ways of 
working                      
           
           
Other assignments related to improvement not mentioned above       
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Other tasks           
           
Do you have other assignments that were not mentioned in the questionnaire? If so, please list below 
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Listed below are some traits. Please, rank how important you consider them     
to be in the work of the controller/management accountant       
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V
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  1 2 3 4 5 6 7    
Creativity                  
Ability to solve problems                  
Ability to communicate                  
Teamwork ability                  
Flexibility                  
Thoroughness                  
Willingness to take on responsibility                  
Ability to see the “whole picture”                  
           
           
Other traits           
                   
                   
                   
                   
           
           
           
           
           
           



APPENDIX 1 
 

 14 
 

 
Below are listed the titles of the main sets of questions you answered.      
Please estimate, in percentage, how much of your working time you spend     
on these respective activities during a typical working. Also, state how      
you believe the time you spend on each activity will change over the next      
3 to 5 years           
           

        

D
ecrease 

  

In
crease 

     
        1 2 3      
Strategic planning / Business 
development %                
Budgeting  %                
Internal accounting  %                
External accounting %                
Product cost calculation %                
Performance measurement %                
Personnel related work %                
Internal pricing %                
Standard costs %                
Reporting %                
Improvement of company 
processes and activities %                
           
           
If these activities do not sum to 100 %, please estimate additional time      
for any other activities           
           

        

D
ecrease 

  

In
crease 

     
        1 2 3      
  %                
  %                
  %                
  %                
           
  =100%        
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Your title / position:                  
           
           
Your degree / school:                  
           
           
Number of years in current 
position:                  
           
           
Number of years working in 
accounting or finance:           
           
           
What position you report to:                  
           
           
           
THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION        
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Thank you 
 
for taking time to answer these few questions. Your answers are very important for the 
completion of our work on the role of the corporate controller. With your answers, we hope 
to be able to draw valid conclusions from a survey that we have undertaken in the US, 
aiming at identifying the true role of the corporate controller.  
 
The term controller comes from the USA but has become frequently used in the Swedish 
corporate culture. The use of foreign terms and titles to enrich the Swedish language has a 
long tradition, however this is inevitably associated with some uncertainty. Since there is no 
generally agreed upon definition of the term controller in the US, the problem is further 
exacerbated. In order to come to terms with this problem we have undertaken a survey in the 
US, with the purpose of finding a precise definition, a definition that hopefully also can be 
implemented in Sweden. 
 
Your help is thus truly invaluable to us and please know that we do appreciate it. Once again 
thank you for your participation. 
 
 
Sincerely  
 
Mattias Linhardt and Stefan Sundqvist 
Lulea University of Technology 
Sweden 
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• To whom in the organization does the controller report?  
 
• In your opinion, what is the role of the corporate controller? What are the most important 

tasks in the work of the corporate controller?  
 
• Based on your experience, do you believe that the following tasks constitute important 

parts in the work of a controller, why or why not; 
 

 Internal Accounting? 
 External Accounting?  
 Reporting? 
 Budgeting?  
 Tasks related to Standard Costs? 
 Tasks related to Internal Pricing? 

 
• Do you think that there are any traits that are crucial for a controller to hold? What are 

these traits? 
 
• In your opinion, are the following traits important in order to work as a controller; why 

or why not; 
 

 Ability to communicate? 
 Ability to solve problems? 
 Analytical ability? 
 Ability to see the whole picture? 
 Creativity? 
 Flexibility?  
 Ability to negotiate with colleagues, competitors or customers? 
 Leadership? 

 
• Based on the questions above, do you think that there are differences in the role of the 

controller in Sweden and the US? What are these differences?  
 
• Do you think that there are other differences between Swedish and American 

controllers? 
 
• Do you believe that the role of the controller has changed significantly the last decade? 

If yes, how and why has the role changed? 
 
• According to you, what will the role of the corporate controller be five or ten years from 

now?  
 
• Is there anything you would like to add? 
 

 
Once again, thank you for your help! 


