
DOCTORA L  T H E S I S

Department of Business Administration, Technology and Social Sciences
Division: Business Administration and Industrial Engineering

Controller Work in Strategic
Capital Investment Projects

Case Studies in a Swedish Mining Company

Bo Karlsson

ISSN 1402-1544
ISBN 978-91-7790-067-2 (print)
ISBN 978-91-7790-068-9 (pdf)

Luleå University of Technology 2018

B
o K

arlsson   C
ontroller W

ork in Strategic C
apital Investm

ent Projects  

Accounting and Control 



 



 
 

 
 

Doctoral thesis 

 

 

 

Controller Work in Strategic Capital Investment Projects: Case Studies in 
a Swedish Mining Company 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BO KARLSSON 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Luleå University of Technology 
Department of Business Administration, Technology and Social Sciences   

Division:  Business Administration and Industrial Engineering  
Accounting and Control 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Printed by Luleå University of Technology, Graphic Production 2018

ISSN 1402-1544  
ISBN 978-91-7790-067-2 (print)
ISBN 978-91-7790-068-9 (pdf)

Luleå 2018

www.ltu.se



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To my family Linda, Lucas, Theo, father and mother  
for loving and always standing by me! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
In warm memory of my brother.  



 
 

 



 
 

I 
 

Acknowledgments 

Writing a doctoral thesis is hard. Looking back on the five years of research, doctoral courses, 
conferences, peer-reviews and being a university teacher, this is a personal achievement beyond 
the scope of this written thesis. However, I would not have made it through the process without 
help and I owe many people my sincerest gratitude. I would first like to thank my main 
supervisor Professor Anders Hersinger. The knowledge you have is impressive. Whatever my 
questions to you have been, Anders, you have always been willing to take the time to discuss my 
ponderings. You seem to know just how nudge me in the right direction. You need to know, 
Anders that during the inevitable setbacks on the PhD road, the optimism and energy you possess 
is an inspiration. I am truly grateful for the guidance and support and the many laughs you have 
shared with me through these years. This thesis would not have been possible without my co-
supervisor Senior Lecturer Monika Kurkkio. I would like to thank you Monika for being steadfast 
and saying ‘do this’ to your PhD-student sometimes lost in the academic jungle littered with 
obstacles consisting of interpretations and cryptic subjective meanings. You always took the time 
to talk with me, listen and believed in me, encouraging me to move beyond my own self-doubts. 
Thank you for helping me through the process of writing my thesis. I am grateful to my 
colleagues, you all deserve a special thank you for guiding me in how to teach at the university 
and for the many stimulating discussions and encouraging comments. You all make it fun to 
work here, I am lucky to be part of such a wonderful working place. I want to express my 
gratitude to Associate Professor Jan Lindvall at Uppsala University for taking time to read and 
give me wise input during my final seminar on how to improve my thesis manuscript. I would 
also like to thank Professor Johan Sandström for your constructive feedback on my mid-term 
seminar. LKAB Excellence Centre at Luleå University of Technology has generously provided 
financial support for the completion of the research project. Customarily, acknowledging friends 
and family comes last. However, without my friends and family, I would not be writing this 
acknowledgement - thank you all. I want to mention you Per, a true friend going, on some 35 
years now, and the many laughs we shared. Our runs in the forest on our ‘Bensbyrunda’ in the 
rain, snow or sun, helped me to relax and regroup my thoughts. Thank you for being a true friend. 
Finally, and most importantly, special thanks to my wonderful family. My wife life Linda, who 
supported me and stood by me through thick and thin, even when work kept me from helping at 
home. You are my rock and anchor. To my sons Lucas and Theo, for your love and patience and 
how you two always make your father smile. I am forever grateful to my family for how you 
remind me of what is truly important in life. 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 

II 
 

ABSTRACT 

There is a tendency in the management accounting literature to emphasize systems, procedures, 
models and techniques, designed to improve planning, and control of business activities. This 
tendency is also visible in the more specific stream of literature that concerns capital investment 
decision making. This thesis argues that controllers are important actors involved in the practice 
of handling the uncertainties that arise during the course of capital investment projects. If a 
rational decision-oriented view of management accounting is overemphasized, there is a risk that 
we overlook the controllers as agents, thereby obtaining an insufficient understanding of actual 
practice. The research question addressed in this thesis is how and why do controllers intervene 
in, and influence strategic capital investment projects (SCIPs). The overall purpose is thus to 
empirically and theoretically develop an understanding of controller agency in SCIPs with a 
particular emphasis on a mining context. The study was conducted in LKAB, a Swedish 
multinational mining corporation. The company was considered suitable because of its SCIPs and 
because of a change program concerning the controller role. The literature study in paper I, 
explores the current state of controller research and identify three streams of literature and 
promising methodological and theoretical approaches for the study of controller agency. In paper 
II, the findings illustrate the social reality of the controller role, and the suitability of the 
pragmatic constructivist framework for understanding and studying controller agency. Paper III, 
explores the controller role from an individual perspective guided by institutional theory. The 
paper reveals prerequisites for becoming a business partner. Paper IV focuses on controllers 
using calculations for mining strategic capital investment projects. Drawing on the use of 
calculation framework, the paper provides insights into controller practice in relation to contexts 
and temporal aspects concerning management accounting work in mining. The conclusions of the 
thesis suggest that controller agency in mining SCIPs means more than being a provider of 
rational financial information to top-level managers. Controller agency involves making value 
based judgments concerning information. Controller agency also means dialogues with 
operational and top-level managers, where controllers discuss ideas and calculations regarding 
mining SCIPs. This means that the controllers interact with managers to develop insights about 
operations. When they combine financial expertise with operational knowledge, the controllers 
influence mining SCIPs. The conclusions suggest ways in which expectations, project properties, 
rules, norms and individual characteristics influence controller agency. 
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Sammanfattning 

Det finns en tendens i ekonomistyrningslitteraturen att fokusera på system, rutiner, modeller och 
tekniker som är avsedda att förbättra planering och styrning av affärsverksamheten. Denna 
tendens finns också i den mer specifika litteraturen som för investeringsbeslut. Enligt forskning 
är controllers viktiga aktörer som är involverade i att hantera osäkerheter som kan uppstå i 
investeringsprojekt. Om den rationella beslutsorienterade synen på ekonomistyrning råder så 
finns en risk att förbise controllers som agenter och där igenom uppstår en otillräcklig förståelse 
för deras agerande. Forskningsfrågan som behandlas i denna avhandling är hur och varför 
controllers ingriper i och påverkar strategiska investeringsprojekt. Det övergripande syftet är att 
empiriskt och teoretiskt skapa förståelse för controllerns agerande i strategiska 
investeringsprojekt med särskild tonvikt på gruvkontexten. Studien genomfördes i det svenska 
multinationella gruvföretaget LKAB. Företaget ansågs vara lämpligt på grund av dess strategiska 
investeringsprojekt och på grund av dess förändringsprogram avseende controllerns roll. Uppsats 
I är en litteraturstudie där det rådande forskningsläget gällande controllern sammanställes, tre 
litteraturströmmar identifieras och metoder och teoretiska ramverk för framtida studier av 
controllerns agerande identifieras. I uppsats II illustreras controllerns roll i den sociala 
verkligheten och det teoretiska ramverket pragmatisk konstruktivism lyfts fram som lämpligt för 
att skapa en förståelse av controllerns agerande. I uppsats III undersöks med hjälp av 
institutionell teori controllerns roll från ett individuellt perspektiv. Resultaten visar 
förutsättningar för att controllern ska kunna agera som business partner. Uppsats IV fokuserar på 
controllerns användande av kalkyler för strategiska investeringsprojekt i en gruvkontext. Med 
utgångspunkt i det teoretiska ramverket ’using calculations’ ger uppsats IV insikter om 
controllerns agerande med hänsyn till olika kontexter och temporala aspekter av 
investeringsprojekten. Avhandlingens slutsatser visar att controllerns agerande i strategiska 
investeringsprojekt innebär mer än att vara en rationell rapportör av finansiell information till 
chefer på toppnivå. Controllerns agerande involverar värderingsbaserade bedömningar av 
information och dialog med operativa chefer samt toppchefer om idéer och kalkyler. För att 
kunna agera behöver controllern tillägna sig insikt i verksamheten genom att samspela med 
operativa chefer. Kombinationen av finansiell expertis och operativ kunskap ger controllern 
möjlighet att påverka de strategiska investeringsprojekten. Controllerns agerande påverkas också 
av förväntningar, projektegenskaper, regler, normer och individuella egenskaper. 
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Controller Work in Strategic Capital Investment Projects: Case Studies in 
a Swedish Mining Company 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Understanding controller agency in strategic capital investment projects 

In management accounting, investments are typically treated as a predetermined process. Such 
process involves collecting, processing, and interpreting information. The larger the impact of an 
economic activity, the more information needs to be processed and the larger and more diverse is 
the group surrounding the investment. A management accountant, also referred to as a controller, 
is a key individual not making decisions but supporting decision making and the actors in the 
investment process (Linsley & Linsley, 2014). Management accounting is therefore an activity 
supporting decisions and achieved via a set of systems, procedures, models, and techniques. In 
the literature, management accounting often appears to be oriented toward rational and 
instrumental views and many of the methods evolved from the field of financial economics and 
engineering (Haka, 2006). The ideas tend to emphasize specific quantitative techniques such as 
payback, net present value, and discounted cash flow presumption (McGrath, Ferrier, & 
Mendelow, 2004; Alkaraan & Northcott, 2006) instead of the actors who in their practice use the 
techniques.  

Jönsson (2009) argues that the rational, machine-like views of management accounting tend to 
result in a poor understanding of the process and the work of controllers. In addition, the one-
eyed focus of methods in favor of objectives can subsequently stress methodological rigor, 
thereby holding back actors’ critical questioning of the underlying assumptions of a decision 
(e.g., investment) with substantial consequences for investors. Any investment is unique and 
holds its own assumptions and consequences. While training in sophisticated methods cannot be 
overemphasized, the person using the methods (i.e., the controller) needs training in how to 
question the assumptions critically. The controller needs to engage in dialogues with managers 
regarding their everyday business otherwise the controller practice can mean routine behavior of 
not fully supporting or questioning decisions (Ma & Tayles, 2009).  

One starting point of my study is that without due consideration of the actors involved in the 
investment processes, we risk failing to grasp or overlooking the agency of their work. 
Controllers are the providers, analyzers, and communicators of financial information (Sathe, 
1983; Jönsson, 2009) and should question the assumptions of such information. From an 
institutional point of view, the controllers can be seen as agents, with agency through 
management accounting work to intervene in and influence reality (Scott, 2014, pp. 92-94). 
Moreover, research suggests that such agency is inspired by the actors’ own needs and aspirations 
(Miller & O’Leary, 2007). Hence, these different lines of research in the management accounting 
literature illustrate an ambiguity regarding controller agency.  
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Controller work is assumed to support rational management accounting and methodological 
principles (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Mankelwicz & Kitahara, 2011) when pursuing 
strategic capital investment projects (SCIPs). This work involves capital budgeting calculations 
supporting qualified answers in decision-making processes (Sangster, 1993; Sandahl & Sjögren, 
2003). As SCIPs take longer, costs are more significant and thus larger in scope than 
conventional investments (Alkaraan & Northcott, 2006; Viskari, Pirttilä, & Kärri, 2011), more 
risks are added, that subsequently make the controller’s role much more vital. Although 
conceptualizations in the literature seem to portray the controller as an actor who performs 
rational work, research is starting to question the rational concepts of controller work. For 
example, research has shown that the social interplay between controllers and other actors is 
important and has an influence on controller work (Lindvall, 2009, p. 37). Such an angle 
emphasizes more than rational agency. 

Moreover, the concepts of the traditional and the business-oriented controller role are unclear. In 
the literature, the traditional controller role indicates the agency of a rational producer and 
reporter of financial information mostly to top-level management (Hartmann & Maas, 2011). 
Literature regarding the business-oriented controller role concept has an interdependent internal 
consultant emphasis rather than a rational agency one (Eskenazi, Hartmann, & Rietdijk, 2016). At 
the same time, the literature does not clearly distinguish between the two roles but often suggests 
a mix of the two (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Hyvönen, Jarvinen, & Pellinen, 2015). 

This thesis examines controller work in SCIPs taking place within the process industry of a state-
owned Swedish mining company, LKAB. Founded in 1890 LKAB is one of the oldest industrial 
company in Sweden. Employing around 4,000 people, the organization is a crucial growth engine 
for the remote regions in the northernmost parts of Sweden and the leading producer of iron ore 
products in Western Europe. The process industry in mining characteristically has a highly 
specialized, capital-intensive multi-stage value chain from raw material to finished market 
product (Hayes & Wheelwright, 1979; Cortese, Irvine, & Kaidonis, 2009). In LKAB, the process 
starts with the extraction of raw iron ore; the next step is transportation for refinement in 
pelletizing facilities processing the ore into high-grade iron pellets. Then the pellets are 
transferred by means of railroad to the organization’s harbor for shipping to the global market. 
The value chain has a continuous year-round flow of products with each step relying on a 
constant supply of ore products. This means that costs for delays in the value-chain are 
substantial because time lost due to production stops in any step is unrecoverable. 

In a process industry, an increased flow of products can disrupt or create capacity-constraining 
limits within the supply chain (Hayes & Wheelwright, 1979). Each of the operational areas in 
LKAB (i.e., mining, refinement, and logistics) is large-scale and capital-intensive requiring 
specialized equipment and automated processes, and the areas are interdependent. For example, 
an investment meaning increased output of iron ore in a mine also means that the refinement and 
logistics areas need to be able to handle the increased flow of products, resulting in major 
investments throughout the entire value chain. Thus, to ensure a constant and even flow of 
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finished products and avoid bottlenecks, LKAB needs to match the mining production capacity 
with the capacity of the entire value chain. 

Combined with high-grade iron ore being a rare resource and the substantial amount of iron ore 
required for processing and refining the iron ore products, LKAB also faces geographic 
sensitivity (PWC, 2012; Kurkkio, Frishammar, Söderholm, & Ejdemo, 2014). Most of the 
projects LKAB enters are large, take a long time, and carry significant project costs. Projects are 
thus often strategic in nature. LKAB’s engineering oriented traditions may furthermore stress 
established routines and specific expectations of controllers. The controllers at LKAB thus work 
in the context of a large company, implying established practices and routines. 

During this thesis project, LKAB was involved in several SCIPs aimed at increasing the mining 
operation to meet the higher demand for iron ore products on the market. LKAB invested heavily 
in mining levels and more open pit mining. The scale of these SCIPs is unprecedented in Sweden. 
For example, the Kiruna mine SCIP is one of the single largest industrial investments ever made 
in Sweden. Moreover, the SCIPs are often complex where the Kiruna mine SCIP involves a new 
mining level at 1,365 meters aimed at securing operation until 2030. The controller unit at LKAB 
is distinct from the financial accounting group, consisting of around 20 controllers at the time of 
my study. The controller unit at LKAB is responsible for providing management with sound 
assessments of whether future SCIPs will be successful or not, based on capital budgeting 
calculations. In addition, the controller unit is in charge of and working directly with the internal 
control of the organization’s existing mining SCIPs, producing financial information reports and 
analysis of the mining operations. 

Controller work in the mining industry is interesting because mining is a heavily engineering-
oriented industry with great emphasis on technological development and rational business 
procedures (Cardin, de Neufville, & Kazakidis, 2008). Compared to many other investments 
environments, mining SCIPs are influenced by rational management principles (Bhappu & 
Guzman, 1995). Although cost control is crucial in the mining industry, most management actors 
also have an engineering background and a rational and production-oriented approach to 
management accounting (Jakelski & Lebrasseur, 1997). Research is rich regarding models and 
frameworks of management accounting. However, our understanding of controller work, from 
the perspective of the actors themselves, and their agency remain limited. Because the mining 
industry is rational and engineering oriented there is a risk to overlook the agency of the 
controller. Management accounting practice is broader and more complex than a rational 
perspective. For example, norms and understandings also shape the practice (Ahrens & Chapman, 
2007). Without taking controller agency into consideration there is a possibility that our 
understanding of SCIPs will be narrow and inadequate. 

  



 
 

4 
 

1.2 Research question and purpose of the study 

In consideration of the above discussion, the research question addressed in this thesis is the 
following: 

RQ: How and why do controllers intervene in, and influence, strategic capital investment projects 
in a mining context? 

The overall purpose of this thesis is thus to develop empirically and theoretically an 
understanding of controller agency in SCIPs with a particular emphasis on a mining context. 

The purpose of my thesis is addressed through four research papers: (1) The role of controllers in 
management accounting – A literature review, (2) The role of the controller in managing strategic 
capital investment projects: A pragmatic constructivist view, (3) The controller role as a business 
partner: Meaning and institutional drivers in a mining company, and (4) Using calculations in the 
early phase of strategic capital investment projects – Case studies in a mining context. In 
addition, an overall analysis of the findings and an answer to my research question are provided 
in chapter five and six of this thesis. 
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1.3 Definitions of key concepts in the thesis 

There are key concepts recurring throughout this thesis; Table 1.1 presents my views on the key 
concepts, their definitions and previous literature on which the definitions are based. 

Table 1.1. Key concepts, definitions, and previous literature. 
Concept Definition Literature 
Controllers Controllers have a financial or accounting background but are not 

exclusively part of finance and accounting organizational units. 
They are also crucial actors in organizations management 
accounting units. In this regard, controllers use calculations to 
manage and oversee financial information in areas such as 
innovation, development, and investments. In the literature, the 
term ‘controller’ is interchangeable with management accountant, 
business partner, accountant and chief financial officer 

Jönsson (2009) 
Lindvall (2009) 
Goretzki, Strauss, & Weber (2013) 
Hyvönen, Jarvinen, & Pellinen (2015) 

Traditional 
controller role 

• Internally focused, prioritizing top management interests 
• Rational management accounting work  
• Thorough and methodological  
• Technical and analytical skills 

Hopper (1980) 
Chenhall & Langfield-Smith (1998) 
Burns & Baldvinsdottir (2005) 
Järvenpää (2007) 
De Loo, Verstegen, & Swagerman (2011) 

Business-oriented 
controller role 

• Cross-functional team member 
• Strategic management accounting work 
• Customizes management accounting work based on needs 
• Good business understanding 

Ahrens (1996) 
Lindvall (2009 
Chenhall & Langfield-Smith (1998) 
Pierce & O'Dea (2003) 
Burns & Baldvinsdottir (2005) 
Ma & Tyles (2009) 

Controller agency Generally, the agency concept concerns how actors’ carry out 
their work. In this thesis, controller agency specifically refers to 
management accounting and control work 

Jönsson (2009) 
Lindvall (2009) 
Scott (2014, p. 94) 
Culasso et al. (2016) 

SCIPs In this study, strategic capital investment projects are defined as 
strategic, capital-intensive, involving risk, uncertainty, and 
having long-term effects on financial outcomes 

Northcott & Alkaraan (2007) 
Hunjra et al. (2012) 

Iron ore mining 
context 

An extractive process industry in which resources are scarce and 
non-renewable, and where SCIPs are a necessity for continued 
production. Engineering-oriented and rational principles of 
capital budgeting work are deeply embedded in management 
accounting work. Underground mining of ore is also significantly 
capital-intensive and long-term. The outcomes from SCIPs in this 
industry have uncertainties; common issues are fluctuating 
market prices and geological, engineering, and environmental 
matters 

Bhappu & Guzman (1995) 
McGrath, Ferrier, & Mendelow (2004) 
Haka (2006) 

 

In my thesis, I focus on controller agency because controllers’ work makes them important actors 
in control of management accounting information, which means their work is vital to 
organizations’ planning and decision-making. The work role develops from formal organizational 
guidelines, expectations, responsibilities and aspirations (March & Olsen, 2004). The controller 
role is also affected by the context in which the controllers operate. In this thesis, the controllers 
carry out their work in mining SCIPs. In the accounting and control literature, there are different 
frameworks that acknowledge interplay between agency and structure (see for example Giddens, 
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1984). In the present thesis, my primary interest is in the work role of the controllers and 
therefore I am interested in understanding agency. 

1.4 Summary of appended papers 

My aim with the appended papers is that, together, the papers will cover the problem statement, 
thereby contributing to fulfill the overall purpose of the thesis. This section summarizes the 
individual papers. 

PAPER I: Karlsson, B. (2017). The role of controllers in management accounting – a literature 
review. A previous version of this paper was presented at Nationell redovisningskonferens, 
Uppsala University, Sweden, November 23-24, 2017. 

Management accounting literature regarding the controller role spans several decades. This paper 
provides a background and introduction to the controller role concept and controller agency. The 
starting point of the paper is the following: Controllers are crucial actors controlling 
organizational financial information. However, the controller role concept seems to be unclear in 
the management accounting literature. Research describes several characteristics of both the 
traditional controller and the business-oriented controller role. Early research regarding the 
controller role suggests a shift to a business-oriented role, whereas literature that is more recent 
questions such a role shift, instead suggesting a merger between the traditional and the business-
oriented controller roles. 

Paper I is based on the assumption that there is a need to increase our understanding of controller 
role research in the management accounting field and to identify interesting directions for its 
future development. The paper aims to explore the chronology, context, research topics, 
purposes, theoretical lenses, research methods, and findings of management accounting research 
regarding the controller role. Categorizing the reviewed papers accordingly, the review builds on 
25 identified peer-reviewed papers focusing on the controller role published between 2007 and 
2017 in management accounting journals.  

The findings reveal three distinct evolving research streams regarding the controller role. These 
are the hybrid, technical and environmental antecedents to the role, and individual aspirations of 
the role. However, the controller role concepts are still unclear and have ambiguous meanings 
and the findings of this review exemplify promising theoretical lenses for future role studies. In 
conclusion, there is a need for future empirical research from the perspective of practicing 
controllers and the paper identifies methodological approaches and theoretical perspectives for 
conducting future research. 
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PAPER II: Karlsson, B., Kurkkio, M., & Hersinger, A. (2017). The role of the controller in 
managing strategic capital investment projects: a pragmatic constructivist view. Under second 
round of review at Journal of Management and Governance. 

In this paper, we explore the surrounding social reality of the controller role, which has 
significance for controller agency. The literature is rich with techniques such as portfolio 
management and stage-gate project management that rely on a rational approach to strategic 
capital investment projects. However, research on the process of creating and managing such 
projects is scarce. In particular, the controller is an important but seldom noticed actor in this 
process.  

In this paper, we explore the role of the controller in managing strategic capital investment 
projects, drawing on the pragmatic constructivist framework where the social reality of actors 
resides in the integrated dimensions of facts, possibilities, values, and communications. The 
intent is to provide insights into how the role of the controller is constructed and to examine the 
expectations of this role among controllers themselves, project managers, and top management. 
The case study is a Swedish mining corporation and encompasses interviews, observations, and 
documents pertaining to controllers and project managers involved in strategic capital investment 
projects. The case organization is suitable because of its heavy investment phase and the access 
granted.  

The results illustrate that the dimensions of facts and possibilities associated with the traditional 
controller role constitute an expected part of managing strategic capital investment projects, 
although the controllers themselves envision their role as broader. The results indicate that 
controllers in strategic capital investment projects need to tailor their role to manage specific 
situations. Although controllers emphasize subjective information and the ability to make value-
based assessments, expectations among project managers and formal role descriptions mostly 
focus on facts and possibilities. In conclusion, the role of the controller in managing strategic 
capital investment projects is constructed through an intricate interplay among the views and 
desires of the controllers, expectations from managers, and organizational guidelines stipulating 
proper management control. The paper provides clues that can explain why a strict traditional or 
business-oriented controller role is hard to find in practice. 

PAPER III: Karlsson, B. (2017). The controller as a business partner: meaning and institutional 
drivers in a mining company. Under first round of review at Journal of Management Control. 

In this paper, I explore controller agency from the individual perspective of controllers 
themselves. Controllers are important actors who fulfill a key function in organizations. Although 
the literature suggests a shift from the traditional role to a value-adding business partner role, 
previous research remains ambiguous as to what constitutes a business partner role. In addition, 
there is a lack of research explaining how the controllers themselves consider the business partner 
role.  
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Drawing on institutional theory, this paper theorizes the meaning of a business partner role 
among controllers from a micro-level perspective. The paper also identifies institutional drivers 
and explains how these drivers influence the controller role. Empirical evidence is provided from 
a case study based on interviews with controllers and managers, direct observations, and internal 
documents in a mining organization.  

The findings illustrate the balance between traditional controller characteristics and business-
oriented characteristics behind the business partner role in a mining context. The paper also 
illustrates the forming of a business partner role through the complex interplay of impeding and 
facilitating institutional drivers. From a practice point of view, the paper provides guidance for 
how to support the business partner in a mining context. Theoretically, the paper contributes by 
revealing that controllers themselves view the business partner role as a two-sided phenomenon 
impeded and facilitated by change agents and regulations. Moreover, becoming a business 
partner means interacting with operational actors and learning about operational activities. 

PAPER IV: Karlsson, B. & Kurkkio, M. (2017). Using calculations in the early phase of 
strategic capital investment projects – case studies in a mining context. Under first round of 
review at Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management. 

In this paper, we address controller agency by exploring controllers working with capital 
budgeting calculations for strategic capital investment projects. In a dynamic and changing 
environment, it is important for organizations to make strategic investments continuously if they 
are to survive and prosper. Strategic capital investment projects are decisive for organizations, 
but they are difficult to manage, especially in the early phase when the risks and uncertainties are 
the highest. This paper illustrates how actors use calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in a 
mining context. Specifically, the purpose of the paper is to identify and describe characteristics of 
using calculations in SCIPs and to analyze how actors use calculations in the early phase of 
SCIPs in the mining context.  

The empirical evidence is derived from embedded case studies based on interviews with project 
managers, controllers, and top-level managers at two research sites in one mining organization, as 
well as documents and observations. The empirical evidence provides insights into how 
controllers use calculations in SCIPs and analyze according to the use of a calculation 
framework. The framework allows for identification of characteristics of using calculations. A 
conclusion from the case analysis is that all cases provide insights into the varied use of 
calculations in SCIPs in the mining context. The findings provide evidence that calculations in 
the early phase of SCIPs are used to generate ideas, support discussions, rationalize decisions, 
and communicate financial information. Therefore, the paper provides insights into the multiple 
uses of calculations in the early phase of SCIPs, which is broader than previously discussed in the 
SCIP literature. 
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1.5 Outline of the thesis 

Figure 1.1 provides a summary of the purpose and specific research questions of this doctoral 
thesis as a whole in relation to the appended papers. 

 

Figure 1.1. Outline of the thesis. 

Papers I, II, III, and IV together provide the theoretical and empirical underpinnings for the 
fulfillment of my thesis purpose. Paper I maps the existing knowledge about the current 
theoretical state of controller role research. Paper II explores the social reality that forms the 
controller role. Paper III explores from the perspective of the controllers themselves how 
institutional drivers shape the controller role. Paper IV explores the work of controllers through 
their use of calculations. The title, methodology, content and status of the papers are summarized 
in Table 1.2. 

Table 1.2. Summary of appended papers. 
Paper Methodology Content Status 

Paper I: The role of controllers 
in management accounting – a 
literature review 

Literature 
review, 
conceptual 

Summarizes the state of knowledge from 
previous research concerning the controller role 
and provides an understanding of the current 
state of controller role research and suggestions 
for its future development 

Previous version presented 
at the Nationell 
redovisningskonferens 
2017, Uppsala University 

Paper II: The role of the 
controller in managing strategic 
capital investment projects: a 
pragmatic constructivist view 

Multiple case 
study 

Explores the agency of controllers working with 
SCIPs by examining how the controller role is 
constructed and the expectations of this role 
among the controllers themselves, project 
managers, and top management 

Under second round of 
review in Journal of 
Management and 
Governance 

Paper III: The controller as a 
business partner: Meaning and 
institutional drivers in a mining 
company 

Multiple case 
study 

Adds to the controller role literature from a 
micro-level perspective of how the controllers 
themselves perceive their agency and a business 
partner role by identifying the impeding or 
facilitating institutional drivers of their role 

Under review in Journal of 
Management Control 

Paper IV: Using calculations in 
the early phase of the strategic 
capital investment projects -  
case studies in a mining context 

 Multiple 
embedded 
case studies 

Provides insights about how calculations are 
used in the early phase of managing strategic 
capital investment projects and identifies key 
actor groups in this process and their agency 

Under review in 
Qualitative Research in 
Accounting and 
Management 

 

The mining context 

Purpose of thesis: 
Empirically and theoretically, develop an 
understanding of controller agency of SCIPs, 
with a particular emphasis on a mining 
context. 

Thesis summary 
(Paper I, II, III, IV) 

How and why do controllers 
intervene in, and influence, strategic 
capital investment projects in a 
mining context? 

Thesis summary 
(Paper II, III, IV) 
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To fulfill the purpose of my thesis, I draw on the results from the papers. This thesis is structured 
as follows. In chapter two, I provide the theoretical foundation for the thesis regarding the study 
of controller agency. In addition, I discuss role concepts and strategic capital investment projects 
in the mining context. The third chapter provides an overview of the mining context in Sweden 
and an introduction to the studied organization, LKAB. In the fourth chapter, I discuss the 
scientific positioning and the methods used in this thesis. The fifth chapter discusses the findings 
and the final chapter provides conclusions, limitations and suggestions for future research. Part 
two of my thesis contains the four papers upon which I have built my thesis. 
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2. Theoretical frame of reference 
This chapter outlines the theoretical foundation for the thesis. The chapter focuses on the three 
theoretical perspectives informing my studies of controller agency. First, the focus is pragmatic 
constructivism, providing a lens through which to study controller agency in integration of the 
dimensions of fact, possibilities, values, and communication (Nørreklit, 2017). Second, 
institutional theory is introduced as a way to study controller agency from an individual 
perspective (Scott, 2014, p. 109). Third, the use of calculations framework (Burchell et al, 1980; 
Earl & Hopwood, 1980) is discussed as a means to understand agency through controllers’ work 
with calculations. Finally, role concepts and the logic of appropriateness are discussed 
(Herrmann, Jahnke, & Loser, 2004; (March & Olsen, 2004) and the characteristics of strategic 
capital investment projects in the mining industry are elaborated upon. 

2.1 Pragmatic constructivism 

Pragmatic constructivism is a framework, which has been found to be suitable for studying 
accounting practice concerning tasks in complex contexts with a high degree of uncertainty and 
multiple decision makers (Nørreklit, Mitchell, & Raffnsøe-Møller, 2017). It is fitting to address 
management accounting practice because it concerns controller agency (Jönsson, 2009); 
therefore, I consider pragmatic constructivism to be a suitable theoretical lens for addressing the 
purpose of my thesis. 

Existing controller research tends to emphasize certain aspects of agency over others. For 
example, agency theorists focus on facts, possibilities, and rationalism, thereby de-emphasizing 
the dimensions of values and communication and their implications for the construction of actor 
agency (Nørreklit, Nørreklit, & Israelsen, 2006; Nørreklit, Nørreklit & Mitchell, 2010). 
According to Lindvall (2009), such a view is not sufficient to understand controller agency; 
Lindvall proposes a holistic actor-focused view for a better understanding of the building blocks 
for agency (p. 34). Management accounting theories mostly consider controllers to be actors who 
passively adopt accounting practice as dictated by management (Nørreklit, Mitchell, & Raffnsøe-
Møller, 2017). However, actors’ management accounting practice is a construction influenced by 
contextual settings and by controllers being co-authors of their own and others´ practice as well 
(Nørreklit, 2017).  

Pragmatic constructivism is an actor-focused theory, providing a holistic view of management 
accounting practice of actors through the integration of the dimensions of facts, possibilities, 
values, and communication (Nørreklit et al., 2017). From the perspective of these dimensions, 
pragmatic constructivism provides a way to explore, understand, and theorize the construction of 
actors’ management accounting practice (Nørreklit et al., 2017). Figure 2.1 below illustrates the 
integrated dimensions of pragmatic constructivism. 
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Figure 2.1. Reality as integration (adapted from Nørreklit, 2017, p. 33). 

The fact dimension concerns an observed phenomenon within an organization. Facts exist 
independently of actors and can be anything to the practicing actors. However, an actor or a 
group of actors must acknowledge a fact for it to have a use (Nørreklit et al., 2006). Thus, a fact 
is observed, experienced, real, and objective, subjective, or socially constructed (Nørreklit, 
Nørreklit, & Mitchell, 2010). Objective facts are physical, such as buildings, machines, or mines. 
Other facts are less physical and have an institutionalized and social nature within organizations. 
For example, subjective facts are assumptions, language, or management accounting knowledge. 
Socially constructed facts can be revenue estimates, profits predictions, or management 
accounting information considered facts even though these are not yet realized (Nørreklit et al., 
2010). 

The dimension of possibilities is important because actors must be able to defend the facts and 
make them acceptable to others. Therefore, facts without future possibilities have no meaning and 
no relevance for practicing actors (Nørreklit, Mitchell, & Nielsen, 2017). Furthermore, 
possibilities do not yet exist, but build on already existing facts and can produce future facts. One 
example is management accounting information (i.e., facts) where several financial projections 
represent multiple possibilities for the practice of the actors. Thus, possibilities must be integrated 
with facts or the facts will have no use and no consequence for the practice of actors (Mitchell et 
al., 2013). 

The values dimension is the ever-present force in the here and now that motivates the actors’ 
practice (Mitchell et al., 2013). Values are subjective and individual. Subjective reasoning is 
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developed through a socially influenced process over years (Nørreklit et al., 2010). For the 
practice of actors, values are important because what individuals subjectively value can rule out 
some possibilities through their individual preferences (Nørreklit et al., 2006). While some values 
are subjective and individual, others can be more concrete. For example, most individuals value 
personal prestige, power, or monetary gains or collectively value the success of work practices 
(Nørreklit et al., 2006). Thus, a values-based motivation to advocate a certain choice among 
possibilities is needed.  

For the practice of actors, the communication dimension is central to achieve goals, promote 
ideas, and interact and cooperate over organizational boundaries (Nørreklit et al., 2006; Mitchell, 
2010). In organizations, facts without communication are isolated and disembodied from the 
social context of possibilities and values and can never be realized through actions (Brown & 
DuGuid, 2000, p. 21). Communication is therefore what makes socially constructed facts in the 
reality of actors possible within organizations (Mitchell et al., 2013). For example, for 
management accounting practice, communication is a requisite to discuss and promote, in the 
here and now, preferred (valued) and factual possibilities.  

The management accounting practice of actors thus depends on a construct causality of the reality 
in the integrated dimensions of facts, possibilities, values, and communication, which according 
to pragmatic constructivism is a specific organizational topos (Nørreklit, Mitchell, & Nielsen, 
2017). The influence of the topos repeatedly expresses an acceptable practice among actors 
(Nørreklit et al., 2010). However, an organization has multiple groups of actors, each having its 
own specific topos, in the theory referred to as topoi (Nørreklit, Mitchell, & Nielsen, 2017). For 
example, for engineers, the construct causality between the integrated dimensions most likely 
resembles the topoi with a fact and possibility orientation where engineers have a technical and 
operational procedure-focused practice (i.e., Cardin, de Neufville, & Kazakidis, 2008). On the 
other hand, controllers who are in charge of gathering and making sense of financial information 
in the decision-making process may need a more holistic picture (Lindvall, 2009). For example, 
research often depicts controllers’ practice as related to a values- and communicative-based 
practice (Gullberg & Lindvall, 2016) and therefore the construct causality making up the topoi 
for controllers is likely to differ from that of engineers.  

Thus, the pragmatic constructivist framework represents construct causality where all four 
dimensions are necessary parts of accounting practice (Nørreklit, Mitchell, & Nielsen, 2017). The 
challenge is to provide illustrations of such construct causality practice in the integration of 
pragmatic constructivism dimensions, especially among several decision-making actors. In my 
thesis, I study the construct causality of controller agency in a mining SCIP context. This context 
can be characterized as a complex, strategic, and uncertain setting with multiple decision-actor 
topoi. 
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2.2 Institutional theory 

To address the overall purpose of my thesis, institutional theory provides a second theoretical 
lens. The literature describes institutions as strongly adhered patterns of thought and action, 
socially embedded in our society throughout history (Ribeiro & Scapens, 2006). The creation of 
an actor role takes place in a social interplay of actors. At the same time, organizational 
institutions contain the boundaries allowing for such a social interplay (Barley & Tolbert, 1997). 
In this perspective, institutions create boundaries and constraints around actors and impede actor 
agency. For example, institutions are described as having “shared taken-for-granted assumptions 
which identify roles of human actors and their appropriate activities and relationships” (Burns & 
Scapens, 2000, p. 8). However, the literature also proposes that institutions can empower and 
facilitate the agency of actors (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983). 

Most research regarding accounting practices adopts either old institutional economic or new-
institutional sociology theories (Ribeiro & Scapens, 2006). Issues of influence, coalitions and 
competing values are central to old institutional theory (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). New 
institutionalism highlights routines, scripts, schemas, legitimacy and the embeddedness of 
organizational fields (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). In addition, institutional theory generally 
focuses on a macro level, but some researchers suggest that institutional theory should be used 
for studies regarding the micro level of actors’ everyday practice (Powell & Colyvas, 2008). 
Furthermore, a focus on the micro processes of institutionalization is needed (Smets, Morris, & 
Greenwood, 2012). Building on Scott (1994, p. 78), Greenwood and Hinings (1886) combine the 
old and new Institutionalism into what they label Neo-Institutionalism. 

I too follow the reasoning of Scott (2014), who argues that institutional theory is a promising 
research approach regarding the micro-level practice of actors in their context (p. 109). From this 
perspective, institutions socially structure the agency of actors (Scott, 2014, p. 94). Furthermore, 
institutions are composed of “regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements that, together 
with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life” (Scott, 2014, 
p. 96). The regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements are what Scott (2014) describes 
as the three pillars of institutions (p. 60). Table 2.1 shows the institutional pillars and carriers.  

Table 2.1. Overview of institutional pillars and carriers (adapted from Scott, 2014, p. 96). 
Pillars 

Carrier Regulative Normative Cognitive 

Symbolic systems 

Rules 
Laws 

Values 
Expectations 
Standards 

Categories 
Typifications 
Schemas 
Frames 

Relational systems Governance systems Power 
systems 

Regimes 
Authority systems 

Structural isomorphism 
Identities 

Activities 

Monitoring,  
Sanctioning 
Disrupting 

Roles, jobs 
Routines 
Habits 
Repertoires of collective action 

Predispositions 
Scripts 

Artefacts Objects complying with 
mandated specifications 

Objects meeting conventions 
and standards 

Objects possessing 
symbolic value 
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Supporting the regulative pillar are the rules, regulations, and boundaries for what is allowed in 
the most rationalistic sense. The normative pillar rests on norms of how things should be done 
and values of what is preferred or desirable. The cognitive pillar is supported by shared 
understandings and common beliefs. According to Scott (2014), there are four types of carriers, 
which correlate to the pillars (p. 96). These carriers are symbolic systems, relational systems, 
activities, and artefacts, each attributing institutional drivers that shape the agency of actors 
(Scott, 2014, p. 96). 

While examples of actors’ agency that rely more heavily on one pillar exist, all pillars are present 
to some extent (Scott, 2014, p. 84). From this perspective, the institutional drivers can be 
classified into regulations dictating an appropriate agency for actors, norms prescribing what an 
actor’s agency should be, and the actor’s own cognitive perspective and aspirations forming his 
or her agency. Research is rich with examples of regulative institutional drivers dictating 
controller agency, but it also describes other institutional drivers where the controllers’ own role 
preferences substantially influence the agency that they adopt. For example, research has 
indicated that not all controllers aspire for agency in the role of a business partner; some may 
prefer agency as a bean counter (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Byrne & Pierce, 2007).  

The institutional drivers can be explored only from a macro perspective, but that is a one-eyed 
view and, as such, we might overlook that the drivers exist at a micro level and the effect they 
have in shaping the practice of controllers. For example, the practice of controllers is shaped by 
rules and routines (i.e., regulative drivers) on a micro level (Burns & Scapens, 2000). Moreover, 
from a micro perspective, researchers can use institutional theory to explore the commonsense 
routines (i.e., normative and cognitive drivers) to provide valuable clues regarding the accounting 
practice of actors in concrete social situations (Powell & Colyvas, 2008). Thus, research suggests 
further studies regarding accounting practice from a micro perspective. Therefore, institutional 
theory provides a suitable lens through which to identify institutional drivers shaping controller 
agency on a micro level. 

2.3 Use of calculations framework 

An important part of management accounting practice is the gathering and presentation of 
rational and complete financial information; the practice also entails making sense of financial 
information sources that are less complete and rational (Mouck, 2000). Moreover, controller 
agency connects to how controllers use calculations (Busenbark, Wiseman, Arrfelt, & Woo, 
2017). For example, in situations where financial information is rational and formal, calculations 
illustrate alternatives and economic consequences as answering machines (Mouritsen & Kreiner, 
2016). However, even when financial information is less then rational and complete, management 
accounting practice means providing a trusted narrative model to the audience through 
calculations (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009). 

The controllers’ management accounting practice means working with rational or less rational 
financial information to support managerial decision-making (Mouritsen & Kreiner, 2016). 
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Rational information suggests that controller practice is a coherent, straightforward calculation 
process whereas less rational information suggests a practice through subjective factors, politics, 
and uncertainty, which is a more social process between actors (Toumela, 2005; Nielsen, 
Mitchell, & Nørreklit, 2015). Calculations can be used to compare expected investment payoffs 
with actual outcomes or to exclude certain investment choices (Simons, 1995; Tuomela, 2005); 
they can also be used for monitoring, detecting change, and identifying problems and 
opportunities (Khurana & Rosenthal, 1997). Thus, organizations require calculations for various 
purposes, meaning that calculations have multiple purposes. 

To understand actors’ management accounting practice, one must explore the use of calculations 
(Miller & O’Leary, 2007) because the use of calculations has a mobilizing and structuring effect 
on controller agency (Miller, 1991). In addition, calculations influence actors’ social reality and 
the choices they make (Miller, 2001). The effect that calculations have on management 
accounting practice connects to emotional desires, meaning that different organizational actor 
groups manifest different agency from the use of calculations (Boedker & Chua, 2013). 
Accordingly, information asymmetry problems can result between controllers and managers, 
leading to decision biases and suboptimal outcomes (Busenbark et al., 2017). The use of 
calculations framework allows for identifying contingent views on using financial information 
depending on uncertainty dimensions (Burchell, Clubb, Hopwood, Hughes, & Nahapiet, 1980; 
Earl & Hopwood, 1980). The framework distinguishes between uncertainty regarding 
organizational objectives and the uncertainty of cause-effect relationships that are embodied in 
particular organizational actions. Figure 2.2 shows the use of calculations framework. 

  

Figure 2.2.  The use of calculations related to uncertainty (adapted from Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

The framework represents the ideal and actual uses of calculations. In Paper IV of my thesis 
where I explore this issue, the framework is applied. In situations with pre-set standards and 
formal rules, calculations are typically used as answering machines, which automatically provide 
answers (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Assuming low uncertainty and known 
cause-effects, calculations are used as answering machines and thus are thought to provide 
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answers through rational computation (Ezzamel & Bourn, 1990). Relying on the accuracy of 
calculations, contingency-based management accounting research has frequently focused on 
answering machines (Chapman, 1997). Thus, if objectives are obvious, then the contingent 
suitable steps to reach them are also apparent (Chapman, 1997). In this regard, controllers’ 
agency should connect to rational management accounting work following the pre-set standards 
and formal rules of a traditional controller (Lindvall, 2009, p. 101). 

Using calculations as learning machines is suitable in situations with clear objectives but 
increased uncertainty of cause-effect (Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Thus, learning machines are 
appropriate when there is a need to explore problems, ask questions, and analyze calculations 
before resorting to decisions (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Earl and Hopwood 
(1980) suggest that calculations in the form of learning machines are the results of enquiries, 
sensitivity analyses, and what-if models. However, research has shown that during high 
uncertainty related to investment projects, calculations are less likely to be used as learning 
machines (Van der Veeken & Wouters, 2002). The reason is that actors in such circumstances 
focus more on action-based agency associated with calculations as answering machines to handle 
cost (Van der Veeken & Wouters, 2002). This is in line with Earl and Hopwood (1980), who 
suggest that calculation methods are often designed to deliver answers despite uncertain cause-
effects and, thus, are used as answering machines. 

When uncertainties about objectives are high, Earl and Hopwood (1980) identify another 
contingent use of calculations, the dialogue machine. This approach is supposedly suitable for 
handling disagreements regarding objectives where there is a need for discussion that supports 
problem-sharing (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980). The dialogue machine is 
associated with think tanks, consultations, and information centers (Ezzamel & Bourn, 1990). 
Using calculations as dialogue machines indicates constant interaction to define the appropriate 
calculations based on experience and deep knowledge of operations (Chapman, 1997). For 
example, calculations in a dialogue machine are often used in organic and less formal 
organizations (Chapman, 1997). However, instead of a dialogue machine, the actual use of 
calculations may result in calculations becoming an ammunition machine. The reason is that the 
use of calculations depends on actors, who in turn have a diversity of interests (Boedker & Chua, 
2013). Research indicates that under these circumstances calculations can be used with a political 
agenda (Earl & Hopwood, 1980; Mouritsen & Kreiner, 2016). 

Idea machines suggest the use of calculations for inspiration and creativity optimal to 
contingencies of high uncertainty of cause-effect as well as objectives (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl 
& Hopwood, 1980; Ezzamel & Bourn, 1990). However, to justify and legitimize decisions, the 
actual use of calculations can easily result in their becoming a rationalization machine focusing 
on cutting costs or harvesting instead of investing (Earl & Hopwood, 1980; Ezzamel & Bourn, 
1990). 

The presence of contingent uses of calculations other than as answering machines points toward 
the existence of social or political agency among controllers (Mourtisen & Kreiner, 2016) and the 
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need for action-based agency of their work (Lindvall, 2009, p. 102). In line with the above 
reasoning, the framework offers a suitable lens for the study of controller agency in the context of 
mining SCIPs, illustrating controller agency by means of how calculations are used in SCIPs. 

2.4 The role concept and logic of appropriateness 

To study controller agency, it is fundamental to discuss the concept of roles. Roles are important 
to consider for organizations since they coordinate actors’ agency and thereby how work is 
performed (Biddle, 1979). In the management accounting literature, the controller role is mostly 
associated with a structured dimension of responsibilities (Järvenpää, 2007). In the broader social 
science literature, four incentive-based perspectives can describe an actor role (Herrmann, 
Jahnke, & Loser, 2004). The first perspective is role position, determined by the actor’s 
relationship in the organization with other actors or actor groups. A role position can be formal 
and stipulated in work descriptions, such as project engineer or controller. Such positions can 
also be informal, such as technical consultant or financial advisor. The second perspective is 
expectations of the role, referring to what the actors themselves and others expect of their role. 
Thus, the expectations of the actor’s role are connected to organizational and formal work 
incentives but also to more informal and social incentives between organizational actors. 

The third perspective is the actors’ own individual role enactment. Other actors might expect an 
actor to have a certain role, but the actor’s own preferences, skills, or desires can also influence 
the role he or she adopts. The fourth perspective is the organizational tasks of the role that the 
actor performs in the position. Such tasks generally are close to the position of the actor, such as 
engineering-specific technical work or management accounting work. Together the four 
perspectives with their incentives highlight the identity making up an actor’s appropriate role: 
“who am I (or who are we), and what is the appropriate way for me (us) to behave in this 
situation?” (Scott, 2014, p. 147). Therefore, roles are important to consider for the agency of 
actors. 

In the literature, controllers are often associated with formal work. For example, they are 
described as central financial actors in organizations exercising control through calculations 
(Jönsson, 2009). However, in the controller role literature, I found ambiguities regarding the 
concepts of both the traditional and the business-orientation controller role, and the literature has 
yet to provide consistent role conceptualizations. Digging deeper into each of these role concepts, 
I became aware that the reason for the inconsistency might be that neither the traditional nor the 
business-oriented controller concept is particularly clear to begin with.  

For starters, the conceptualizations of a traditional controller role are many. For example, an 
independent actor may be in a centralized accounting function (Hopper, 1980) or an internally 
focused actor may prioritize top management’s interests (Chenhall & Langfield-Smith, 1998). 
Moreover, traditional role concepts are linked to formal (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005) or 
technical and analytical work (Järvenpää, 2007) or thorough and methodical management 
accounting work (De Loo, Vertegen, & Swagerman, 2011). Even though these concepts of the 
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traditional controller role are similar in design, they do differ. In addition, the terminologies in 
the literature regarding the traditional controller role suggest multiple concepts, such as bean 
counter, bookkeeper, watchdog, and corporate police. 

A wide array of conceptualizations also exist regarding the business-oriented controller role, such 
as a cross-functional actor (Ahrens, 1996), an actor who understands operational needs (Chenhall 
& Langfield-Smith, 1998), and an actor who has organizational business awareness (Pierce & 
O'Dea, 2003). Moreover, business-oriented role concepts depict an actor customizing 
management accounting work based on needs (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005) or carrying out 
strategic management accounting work (Ma & Tyles, 2009). Again, the concepts of a business-
oriented controller role differ yet hold similarities in design. Terminologies for the concept of a 
business-oriented controller role are also variable in the literature, including internal consultant, 
business partner, change agent, and co-pilot. 

The two role concepts are each other’s opposites, but the literature has not succeeded in ruling 
out either the traditional or the business-oriented controller role. Instead, the literature has 
reported that both these roles are part of controllers’ everyday work. This has led to a merger of 
the two roles where the literature accepts a broader concept (i.e., a hybrid role) (Mouritsen, 1996; 
Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Graham, Davey-Evans, & Toon, 2012). In my literature review, I 
find that controller role studies seem to have shifted toward exploring antecedents impeding or 
facilitating the two role concepts. Several researchers have explored such impeding or facilitating 
in either technical management accounting or individual perspective-oriented antecedents (see, 
e.g., Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Goretzki, 2013; Endenich, 2014; Pietrzak & Wnuk-Pel, 2015; 
Hyvönen et al., 2015; Laine et al., 2016; Culasso et al., 2016).  

Theories of rational choice view actors as optimizing their agency objectively through 
consequence logic, following rational and calculation-based alternatives (Weber, Kopelman, & 
Messick, 2004). In contrast, a logic of appropriateness means actors’ agency is normative where 
actor roles adapt to rules matching different social situations (March & Olsen, 2004). According 
to the logic of appropriateness, the practice of actors is driven by rules of proper or representative 
behavior (March & Olsen, 2004). Moreover, the practice of actors reflects a mutually shared 
collective understanding of what is true, reasonable, natural, right, and good (March & Olsen, 
2004). This means that the practice of actors adheres to a social identity and how they evaluate 
rules given their situation (March & Olsen, 2004). Accordingly, agency is determined and 
institutionalized through similar situations, as well as political and social systems (March & 
Olsen, 2004). This provides stability, predictability, and flexibility, where the construction of 
controller agency comes from a sense of necessity, instead of the consequence logic’s strict focus 
on rational interests. Thus, controllers ask themselves what role is expected of them and how 
should they act given the conditions and context in which they find themselves. 

In conclusion, I find that the literature regarding the controller role concept remains ambiguous 
and that the role mostly is informally described. Thus, to develop an understanding of controller 
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agency, the controller role should be explored in the context of controllers’ management 
accounting practice. 

2.5 The mining industry and strategic capital investment projects 

This section, defines the general characteristics of mining SCIPs and the mining industry that 
serves as the context for my study of controller agency. Mining is an extractive energy- and 
capital-intensive industry extracting rare and non-renewable precious metals from the earth (Wise 
& Spear, 2000; Gleason, 2015). However, the mining organization in my thesis study is also a 
process industry because the organization refines raw ore into high-grade iron ore pellets before 
shipping to market. The process industry mostly refers to raw materials categorized into paper, 
pulp, mineral, chemical, and food processing (Cortese, Irvine, & Kaidonis, 2010). Mining is 
cyclical, where extended periods of falling prices or a low demand for ore products may mean 
closure (Chaykowski, 2002). The viability of mining relies on high ore prices and demand from 
the global market, but also the quality and accessibility of the ore (Chaykowski, 2002). 
Considered essential to contemporary societies and economies, mining still is extractive and 
depletion of ore means a limited life cycle for mine investments, making new investments critical 
(Chaykowski, 2002; Coetzee & van Staden, 2011). 

Cost wise, new mining investments are risky due not only to market price and demand issues, but 
also to the inherent uncertainties of exploring new ore findings (Wise & Spear, 2002). For 
example, technology, time horizons, quality of the findings, or legal and political issues may 
render investments unsuccessful (Cortese, Irvine, & Kaidonis, 2009). Moreover, mining involves 
more than extracting ore; the value chain includes processing the ore and shipping it to market. 
Often this means a collaborative arrangement with suppliers providing expertise in areas such as 
drilling, exploration, transportation, consultancy, equipment supply, information technology (IT) 
systems, health services, and materials supply (Mahama, 2006). Thus, continued investments are 
strategically necessary for mining organizations’ continued production and are large-scale costly 
endeavors. 

Not unique to mining contexts, SCIPs generally involve the allocation of scarce resources to 
secure or increase production (Segelod, 2002). Mostly, SCIPs are capital-intensive, forcing 
organizations to commit considerable resources (PWC, 2012), and have a significant impact on 
companies’ long-term performance (Carr & Tomkins, 1996). They are also challenging, complex, 
and involve a high degree of uncertainty. Previous studies have shown that the suitability of 
different appraisal tools for SCIPs is debatable (Adler, 2000; Alkaraan & Northcott, 2006). 

According to Northcott and Alkaraan (2007), SCIPs have the following characteristics: 

- Are strategically focused 
- Generally involve substantial capital 
- Involve risks and uncertainties 
- Have long-term effects on financial outcomes 
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Typical examples of SCIPs are company mergers, introduction of new products, market 
initiatives, installment of new manufacturing processes, and significantly increasing production 
capacities (Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007). Thus, SCIPs, although strategically essential for the 
continual production for extractive mining organizations, are capital-intensive, involve risks and 
uncertainties, and have long-term financial and environmental effects.   
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3. The iron ore mining context of LKAB 
This chapter describes the mining context in which I conducted my research. In chapter 4, table 
4.2 summarizes the collected documents from LKAB for which this chapter is based upon. The 
first section provides a brief overview of the overall mining context of Sweden. The next section 
presents the studied mining organization LKAB. The third section offers an overview and 
discussion of the mining operations, processing and logistics of LKAB. The following section, 
describe SCIPs in LKABs and the organizations value chain. The final section, discuss the 
mining SCIPs in which the studies were completed. 

3.1 The national mining context in Sweden 

In Sweden, mineral mining is a substantial business and accounts for about 3% of the nation’s 
total gross domestic product (GDP) (SGU, 2013). Sweden has large, and still unexplored, mineral 
assets and is the leading supplier of ore products to the metal industry in Europe (Kurkkio et al., 
2014). For example, the European Union (EU) imports more than 90% of its iron ore products 
from Sweden. In addition, the country is a major supplier of gold and copper products to the EU. 
The major companies operating in Sweden are LKAB (iron ore products), the largest supplier of 
iron ore to Europe (SGU, 2013), Boliden (gold and rare minerals), and Stora Kopparberg (copper 
products). 

3.2 LKAB 

LKAB is the single largest industrial investor in the nation and the mining operation itself is more 
than 100 years old. Operating the largest underground mines in the world is complex. For 
example, the company must move the towns of Kiruna and Malmberget because over the years 
these towns were built near LKAB’s mining operations. The sub-level caving and extraction of 
iron ore below these towns has created fissures and cracks in the bedrock, causing seismic events 
that threaten the towns. Consequently, the mining organization now oversees an investment in 
municipal transformation (i.e., moving the towns to a new and safe location). The organization is 
committed to several significant SCIPs in areas such as mines, processing plants, and 
transportation. One important reason is that LKAB deems these SCIPs necessary to increase the 
supply of ore and meet high market demand.  

As already mentioned in chapter 1, LKAB provides the mining context for the studies in this 
thesis. The company was considered interesting for three reasons. At the time of the study, 
LKAB was committed to several SCIPs aimed at expanding LKAB’s mining operation to meet 
high market demand through increased production capacity in mines, processing plants, and 
transportation. Second, the organization offered the opportunity to study SCIPs in several 
embedded cases that are geographically separated where the mining operations face different 
context specific conditions. This presented an opportunity to compare and study several cases of 
management accounting work for SCIPs in an early and uncertain phase of the investment. Third, 
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the organization was large enough to host several key actors, such as controllers, working with 
the mining SCIPs directly relevant to the aim of this thesis.  

3.3 Production and distribution processes at LKAB 

An important challenge is to maintain profitability in a process-oriented and extractive mining 
organization. Production at LKAB runs non-stop and is not overly labor-intensive because of an 
automated and technically advanced process. Consequently, LKAB frequently maintains its 
production through large investments in engineering and operations specific technology. 
Maintaining and operating this technology is energy intensive and require substantial capital. 
LKAB’s extracted raw ore comes from the underground mining sites at Kiruna and Malmberget 
and the open pit mines at Svappavara. In processing plants directly adjacent to the mining 
operations, LKAB processes all the mined iron ore to produce high-quality iron ore products. 
Figure 3.1 illustrates LKAB’s process from raw ore extraction to shipping of refined ore products 
to the global market. 

 

Figure 3.1. Production and distribution processes of LKAB (adapted from document: Mining – how ore is mined). 

The value production and distribution processes of LKAB stretch from the ore mines to the end 
customer. The process starts in the mines with extraction of the ore. In the two underground 
mines, the mining method is sub-level caving, which means drilling holes measuring up to 55 
meters in length upward through the ore body in a fan-shaped pattern, known as a fan cut. A 
single drift (shaft below the ore body) can include 15-40 fan cuts, with each fan cut containing 
eight drill holes. The drilling is done via a remotely controlled robot operated and monitored 
from a control room. When production drilling is ready, a robot pumps explosives into the holes 
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to blast the ore free from the bedrock. This sub-level caving and subsequent blasting is repeated 
every night.  

At the Kiruna mining site, LKAB is currently sub-level caving and blasting at a depth of 1,400 
meters while the Malmberget mining site blasts at a depth of around 1,300 meters. When blasting 
is complete, underground loaders collect the iron ore and move it to rock bins. In Svappavaara, 
the ore is extracted from open pits by descending levels (benches), each 15 meters in height. The 
ore is first extracted at one level and then moved down a step to extract it from the underlying 
levels. The ore is drilled, blasted, and subsequently loaded by machine into dump trucks; this 
process is repeated at the next level and continues level by level. 

After the extraction of ore, transportation of the ore to a crusher facility follows. In the Kiruna 
underground mine, this transport is less complex than in Malmberget because of a single ore 
body and shorter distance to the crushing facility. This allows underground trains to transport the 
ore to the crushing facility. In contrast, the Malmberget underground mine has several ore bodies 
spread out over several kilometers and employs large trucks to transport the ore underground to 
the crushing facility. Similarly, the Svappavaara open pit mines employ dump trucks to transport 
the ore to the crushing facility. The trains or trucks empty the ore into large rock bins for onward 
delivery to the crushers. The crushers break the ore into pieces measuring around 10 cm. The ore 
is then loaded automatically into skips, which hoist it to the surface. Each skip can lift up to 40 
tons of ore at a time with a speed of 17 meters per second. In the Kiruna mine, hoisting and 
reloading take place via different distribution levels. In Malmberget, the ore is transported on a 
long conveyor belt to a hoisting facility. In Svappavaara, trucks transport the ore for further 
processing.  

The processing of the roughly sorted ore continues further in the sorting and concentration plant, 
where the ore is separated from waste rock in magnetic separators, a cheaper, cleaner, and less 
chemical-based process possible due to the unique magnetic ore found only in a few locations in 
northern Sweden and the United States, eastern Canada, Brazil, and Australia. This process 
refines the ore into pure iron ore products (i.e., fines, mica, and mineral sand). Fines is a finely 
crushed iron ore product for use in blast furnaces, mica is used as reinforcements and heat 
shields, and mineral sand is used for welding, bricks, and as foundry sand. However, these 
products are secondary to iron ore pellets, which is LKAB’s most important product.  

Iron ore pellets are available with different specifications depending on the end customer’s 
specifications. The product provides less omission, slag, and energy consumption, which means 
reduced maintenance and wear, which lowers the overall costs in steel production. Therefore, 
most of the sorting and concentration plant output of fines is transported to the pelletizing plant. 
In the pelletizing plant, a clay mineral, bentonite, is added as a binder in the iron ore concentrate. 
The pellets are formed in large rotating drums, where heat melts the iron ore particles partially, 
creating a stable and easy-to-ship product. Following this, trains transport the ore to the 
organization’s shipping harbor ports in Narvik and Luleå for shipping to the global market. 
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3.4 Strategic capital investments in the value chain 

LKAB invests frequently in its mining operation, but not all investments are strategic. The 
organization categorizes investments as mandatory, revenue yielding, or policy driven. 
Mandatory investments involve health, safety, and a municipal restructuring focus due to mining 
operations. Revenue-yielding investments involve reducing risk, maintaining capacity, and 
maintaining machines and components. Strategic investments are policy driven and involve the 
board of directors; strategic investments are crucial for production, and costs are substantial and 
often mean that production and distribution capacity increases. Thus, LKAB’s definitions of 
SCIPs are consistent with descriptions in the literature (Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007). Figure 3.2 
illustrates how investments costing more than 2 million EUR involve the board of directors, 
which sets the policies for the company. 

 

Figure 3.2. Investment decision-making process (adapted from document: Capital investment process). 
 

Figure 3.2 suggests that when it comes to investments above 2 million EUR, the investments are 
often policy driven and thereby strategic in nature. However, what really separates strategic 
investments is that they are considered a survival requirement. In my research, all the mining 
investments studied are strategic investments driven by policy statements from the board of 
directors. The process of realizing an SCIP is divided into different phases. All phases contain 
financial projections used as a basis in the decision-making process. See Figure 3.3 for the 
investment project life cycle. 

 

Figure 3.3. Investment project life cycle (adapted from document: Capital investment process). 
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While all phases are to some extent represented in the empirical data, the entire investment life 
cycle typically spans several years. In the earliest phases, the investments incur costs. Later, 
investments are capitalized and depreciated. Moreover, every phase varies in time depending on 
the nature of the SCIP and the complexity involved. 

For LKAB, the entire value chain is connected and a continuous flow of products is crucial. 
LKAB’s value chain consists of a supply of products (mining extraction of ore), production 
(processing and refinement), and distribution (to the global market) and avoiding bottlenecks or 
delays in any of these steps is crucial. An even and quick flow of products has several advantages 
in the value chain. Less stall time means less space needed, freeing up capital and spending less 
energy on storing. Moreover, a quick throughput process optimizes planning and financial control 
of the entire process, making output projections more accurate by shortening the lead-time to 
market, and the spot prices on which the business of selling ore products is based. Therefore, 
SCIPs in any part of the value chain must be aligned to eliminate potential bottlenecks. SCIPs 
increasing the supply of products from mining operations also mean that the processing plants 
and distribution network need to match this investment, often leading to SCIPs in these sectors as 
well. Figure 3.4 illustrates how SCIPs in the mines also result in SCIPs throughout LKAB’s 
entire value chain and the costs attributed to these investments between 2003 and 2013. 

 

Figure 3.4. Investments in the value chain from 2004 to 2013 (adapted from document: Capital investment process). 

The costs for the entire portfolio of investments between 2003 and 2013 are more than 50 billion 
SEK. When an investment decision has been made, many different kind of costs follow. 
Although the SCIPs in production and distribution are major investments and some of the largest 
in Sweden, the focus of my thesis is SCIPs involving the supply of products (i.e., mining SCIPs), 
the distribution sector SCIP in the harbor of Narvik being the exception. However, the 
interdependency of the value chain means that the entire portfolio of investments is affected by 
SCIPs in any sector and thereby becomes a part of the controller’s responsibility for overseeing 
cost control. 
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3.5 Strategic capital investments 

As an extractive industry, undertaking new SCIPs in mining operations is a necessity; otherwise, 
the ore will be depleted and operations will cease. During the study, LKAB invested in new 
mines to increase its extraction from the underground and open pit mining operations. This meant 
that the value chain had to adjust to a new capacity. SCIPs were made in new and updated 
processing plants, increasing processing capacity and offering a more robust distribution network 
with a larger port in Narvik. The SCIP in Kiruna involves a new mining level at 1,365 meters; 
this mine is the largest underground iron ore mine in the world. The mine consists of a single iron 
ore body located near Sweden’s northernmost town of Kiruna. The new mining level has been 
operational since early 2013 and, based on a projected optimal yearly production of 19 million 
tons (Mt) of finished products from the extracted ore, this SCIP increases the operating life until 
2030. This SCIP is the largest contributor to LKAB’s iron ore products. The SCIP concerns the 
deepest mine in the organization and is technically advanced with an engineering focus. For the 
controllers, the well-developed logistics from the SCIP to the ore-shipping harbor means fewer 
uncertainties in financial projections. However, engineering-specific contexts connect to rational 
and financial/economic agency among controllers (Haka, 2006). 

In the underground mining site at Malmberget, the SCIP with which the controllers work consists 
of an underground ore field containing 20 iron ore bodies. The Malmberget mining site is the 
second largest underground mine for iron ore in the world. This represents the second largest 
SCIP in the case organization. This SCIP is complex and involves a high degree of uncertainty, 
and varying kinds of uncertainty are associated with this project, including monetary, 
environmental, legal, and time frame issues.  

The SCIP at the mining site near Svappavaara involves three open pit mines. The SCIP was 
operational between 1963 and 1983 but closed in 1983 because of low iron ore market prices. 
The organization applied for an environmental permit in 2008 to reopen the SCIP due to an 
increase in market prices. The mining operation is not underground. Instead, iron ore is extracted 
from open pits, which involves bench mining. Bench mining entails the cutting away of level 
after level. The ore is first extracted at one level and then from the underlying levels. The ore is 
drilled, blasted, and subsequently loaded by machine into dump trucks to be transported for 
processing. This process is then repeated at successive levels. 

The final SCIP studied, Narvik, is LKAB’s largest harbor, and a link to the global iron ore 
market. SCIPs occur less frequently at this site than the mining sites. Recently, LKAB upgraded 
the shipping harbor by installing a new transport system that includes updated ore handling, 
storage, and ship-loading facilities. This SCIP is now a more flexible, robust ore harbor facility 
with higher overall capacity. However, this SCIP until recently has not had a controller and the 
management accounting work was outsourced. Thus, the opportunity to study this newly 
appointed controller at this SCIP might provide important clues to controller agency. Together, 
the SCIPs are of such magnitude as to ensure a rich and dynamic setting with several important 
controllers and managers interacting between various cross-sectional areas of expertise.  
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4. Research methods 
This chapter explains how I conducted the research. The first section introduces the 
methodological considerations of my research approach. The following section presents the 
research design and empirical data collection. The chapter ends with a discussion of validity for 
interpretive research. 

4.1 Research approach 

My journey as a PhD student began not really knowing that I would explore controller agency. 
However, finishing my MSc in Business and Economics and working as a junior accountant in 
the north of Sweden, I became familiar with the mining industry and controllers. The PhD project 
allowed me access to LKAB and controllers. This gave me the idea to study controllers’ capital 
budgeting work for SCIPs in the mining context. Such an idea, however valid, if well researched 
might not warrant further study (Berg & Lune, 2014, p. 24). Consequently, I began to read 
literature about controllers and management accounting. This kind of reasoning puts theory 
before empirical research and aims to inform the researcher that the idea is a valid phenomenon 
worth studying in the first place (Berg & Lune, 2014, p. 24); otherwise, the researcher needs to 
refine the idea. Such a research process can be linear, starting from the idea and moving to 
reviewing relevant theoretical information, designing a research plan, collecting data, and then 
analyzing it to provide relevant findings (Berg & Lune, 2014, p. 25). My process was not linear. 

The first year as a PhD student reviewing the literature provided insight into existing 
management accounting research regarding controllers. During the review, it became clear that 
most research regarding management accounting work and controllers pertained to the 
manufacturing industry. Moreover, that there were still questions unanswered regarding the 
controller role. Thus, I refined the idea and instead focused on the role of controllers in a mining 
context. The next step was to familiarize myself with the actual controllers in the mining context 
and the work they perform. For this purpose, data collection began in 2014, providing a deeper 
understanding of the controller role and controllers’ complex work dealing with uncertainties 
regarding SCIPs in the mining context. At this point, I began to realize that agency and how 
controllers are empowered to carry out their work needed more research, and the mining context 
lacked empirical studies in this regard. Clues to the building blocks for an actor’s agency seemed 
to connect to regulated work roles, what role the actor wanted, the social context surrounding the 
actor, and the work the actor performed. Consequently, I focused my research on these building 
blocks. 

Moving back and forth among ideas, theory, design, data collection, analysis, and findings 
involved a spiraling research process (Berg & Lune, 2014, p. 25). During collection of empirical 
data, I had the opportunity to design the collection method to encompass designation of work 
roles, how the controllers themselves and the social context shape their role. In addition, I studied 
how controllers use calculations for mining SCIPs illustrating the agency through their practice. 
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While the focus differed, the empirical data collected during my field studies overlapped and thus 
complemented each other in capturing the identified building blocks of controller agency. 
Together, the empirical data collection and review of the literature resulted in three empirical 
papers and a literature review. 

My research is interpretive, which is useful to improve knowledge in management accounting 
(Vaivio, 2008). In addition, suggestions are that interpretive research of practices is promising 
approach to understand reality (Baxter & Chua, 2009). In this regard, the study of controllers 
working in their context is key to understand their agency. Interpretive research can also help to 
bridge some of the research gaps between the management accounting literature and the 
practitioners of management accounting (Mouritsen, Hansen, & Hansen, 2009). Accordingly, 
many interpretations of reality may exist, but these interpretations are in themselves a part of 
understanding more of the scientific puzzle. Interpretive management accounting researchers 
have used theory to provide explanations of actors’ common sense and intentions (Baxter & 
Chua, 2009). In my thesis, I used the theoretical lenses of pragmatic constructivism and 
institutional theory and the use of calculations framework, each informing my case studies 
concerning controller agency. 

The research approach I used was the case study; this approach allows for in-depth exploration of 
a real-world phenomenon. According to Yin (2013, pp. 16-18), a case study is characterized as 
“an empirical inquiry that investigates a real world contemporary phenomenon, the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident and multiple sources are used.” In 
addition, a distinct need for a case study approach arises if the goal of the research is to 
understand complex social phenomenon (Yin, 2014, p. 4). My research focused on agency 
regarding how controllers intervene and influence SCIPs in a mining context. A case study 
approach was appropriate because controller agency is composed of a complex social process, 
management accounting, accounting artefacts, and their interrelationships. In addition, a case 
study approach allows the use of multiple methods for the collection of empirical data and its 
analysis (Yin, 2014, p. 106). 

In my research, direct observations, documentation, and interviews were the methods for 
empirical data collection. With respect to direct observations, the researcher can be either a 
participant or a nonparticipant (Yin, 2014, p. 106). The participating researcher assumes an active 
role and engages in the processes or events being studied (Yin, 2014, p. 115). Directly relevant to 
the purpose of my study, I spent a full day participating in a corporate management accounting 
learning program. Participating in this manner allowed me to ask questions of the teaching 
controllers and the participants regarding capital budgeting techniques. For example, I asked how 
they determine their 13% internal interest rate, on which most of the techniques were based, and 
they did not know; to their knowledge, it had always been that way. This active role allowed me 
to investigate the schoolbook view and trust in rational accounting techniques taught to junior 
controllers, providing me with an inside view of their reasoning regarding controller agency. 
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As a nonparticipant, I had the opportunity to follow the controllers during their workday and 
listen in on discussions. Shadowing as a nonparticipant provides mobility for researchers and 
insights to a broader view of the case (Czarniawska, 2008). The shadowing involved several 
informal discussions over lunch and following the controllers on their daily rounds of visiting 
managers in LKAB’s mines. During the discussions, the controllers freely shared their opinions 
regarding investments in the mine and often expressed frustration about how little insight 
management had into costs. Shadowing the controllers on their rounds meant putting on a hardhat 
and safety clothes and sitting as a passenger for a several-kilometer drive down and around a 
mine. The controllers visited operational actors working with operational investments such as 
ventilation and water drainage tanks. The controllers small-talked with the operational actors, but 
also asked whether the investments were efficiently running within the projected energy cost 
calculations. Figure 4.1 shows the conveyor belt at the Malmberget underground mine 
transporting ore to the crushing facility. 

 

Figure 4.1. Conveyor belt at Malmberget. 

The controllers’ rounds in the mine sometimes had the character of just meeting friends and work 
colleagues and seemed to be a very informal way of obtaining information, but the controllers 
considered it important to know the business and see the investments firsthand. 
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Table 4.1, illustrates the data collection strategy, data categories and the utility of the collected 
empirical data for the purpose of this thesis. 

Table 4.1. Data collection strategy, data categories and utility of data. 
Data collection strategy Data category Utility of the data 

Participant observation Field notes from observations, 
discussions, and activities 

Examples of underlying reasons for controller 
agency and practice in their context 

Nonparticipant observation Field notes from observations and 
discussions and experience from 
actors’ daily work and activities 

A hands-on view of controller agency in the studied 
context 

Documents Data in the form of: 
• Official and non-official records 
• Calculations and financial 

projections 
• Administrative guidelines 
• Educational material 

Examples of official guides for controller agency 
and examples of accounting tools used and useful 
for corroborating data from other sources. 

Semi-structured interviews Data pertaining to the controllers and 
managers’ view on controller agency 
and practice 

The controllers’ own words regarding agency and 
other actors’ view on this. This data was also useful 
to corroborate data from other sources 

 

During the case study, I had the opportunity to collect several documents providing crucial 
information about the organization’s processes, investments and work descriptions concerning 
controllers work. Semi-structured interviews allowed me to ask specific questions within the 
purpose of my research in a conversational manner. See Appendixes A, B, and C for the 
interview guides used in each of the field visits. Together the combined observations, 
documentation, and interview methods allowed me to capture a broader base of empirical data 
regarding controller agency. The next section describes the research design and data collection 
process during the case study.  

4.2 Research design and data collection 

This section provides the research design of my thesis, comprising the three empirical sub-
studies. Prior to the sub-studies, I met with a group of finance staff members (including the chief 
financial officer (CFO), treasury manager, taxation specialist, and heads of group accounting and 
risk management) for a presentation of their strategic objectives and organizational structure, as 
well as a discussion of the research project. After this, I sat down with the group CFO, a key 
actor securing me access to the controllers working directly with SCIPs in LKAB. During this 
meeting, we discussed the continuation of the research project in LKAB. 

During the sub-studies, described in the following sections, I continuously took field notes in my 
research diary for reflection concerning the empirical evidence. In addition, I collected empirical 
data in the form of documents, including flow charts (e.g., estimations of ore volume, sales 
predictions, and profit forecasts) and facts concerning internal guidelines and educational 
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material, role descriptions, templates, and organizational charts. Different parts and sections of 
the collected documents were used in chapter 3 and in the empirical sections of papers I-IV. 

4.2.1 Sub-study one 

In the first sub-study, it was necessary to become familiarized with the mining context and the 
controller role therein. I had access to the case company LKAB, where controllers suitable for the 
purpose of my thesis worked. Thus, a letter was sent to the head of the controller unit explaining 
that the thesis focus was controllers working with SCIPs in a mining context. In the introduction, 
I explained my wish to identify problem areas regarding the controller role and management 
accounting work in the mining context. Following this, I described the overall areas that I aimed 
to address with the controllers in LKAB. The overall questions asked included: 

- What does a controller work with in the different investment projects in a mining context? 
- Does the controller role change over time? If so, how? 
- How does a controller make sure that SCIPs follow the original financial projections? 
- Does the dimension of time reflect on financial projections for SCIPs? In what way? 
- Are deviations from financial projections for SCIPs common? If so, how do controllers 

handle such deviations? 
- What SCIPs are ongoing at this time? 
- Are there major differences between the SCIPs? 
- How are decisions for new SCIPs made, and what is the controllers’ role in such 

decisions? 

After reading the letter of intent, the head of the controller unit provided contact information for 
controllers and the key actors with whom the controllers interact, thereby helping me find actors 
on whom to focus in my upcoming field research. The head of the controller unit scheduled a 
two-day supervised and guided excursion to the mining operations site in Kiruna. The first day 
included the head of the controller unit instructing me on overall controller work and giving me a 
tour of the iron ore processing facility. Then the head of the engineering department gave me an 
introductory lecture about what SCIPs in this mining context actually are and how he viewed the 
way engineers and controllers interact. Following this, a senior controller introduced his view on 
controllers’ SCIP-specific management accounting work. The second day, the head of the 
processing and refining department introduced me to the process of refining iron ore from mining 
SCIPs, the measurement of such production volumes, and the reporting of volumes to the 
controller unit. The supervised excursion to LKAB ended with a dinner with the head of the 
controller unit and a senior controller, where we discussed the research project. 

After the excursion, I collected empirical data during six semi-structured interviews. Two 
controllers and one project manager working with the mining SCIPs at the mining site at Kiruna, 
one controller working with the SCIP at the mining site in Malmberget, and one controller 
working with the mining SCIP at Svappavaara were included. Although the interviews were 
semi-structured and open-ended, I used an interview guide to structure the discussion toward the 
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controller role, the SCIPs controllers work in, and interaction with other actors in a mining 
context. Each interview lasted around 90 minutes and was recorded and later transcribed. See 
Appendix A for the interview guide. In addition, I collected several documents (both internal and 
official) pertaining to managing SCIPs in a mining context and controller work. After this, I 
interviewed the company CFO, which also gave me the chance to cross-reference the earlier 
interviews to his opinion on the controller role and work (not recorded). 

4.2.2 Sub-study two 

Sub-study two involved being a full-day participant in LKAB’s own management accounting 
learning program. Divided into three learning areas, the learning program aimed at instructing 
junior controllers and other significant actors in the organization to control the mining SCIPs. 
The program covered areas of capital budgeting techniques, internal control, and controlling 
investment projects. During this field trip, I had frequent informal discussions about the 
controller role and work in the context of mining SCIPs with senior controllers, junior 
controllers, and several project managers attending the learning program (not recorded). These 
discussions provided relevant notes, which were kept for reference and included in the findings of 
the thesis. In addition, I collected guideline documents pertaining to the controller role and 
agency. 

About a month later, I conducted another interview round with two controllers and one project 
manager (in charge of engineering and designing new mining SCIPs); these interviewed actors 
worked at the Malmbergets mining site. The interviews were open-ended, and I used an interview 
guide to structure the discussion toward the controller role, how these SCIPs compare to the other 
mining sites, the calculations that the controllers use to control SCIPs, and how controllers and 
other actors interact when controlling mining SCIPs. Each interview lasted around 90 minutes 
and was recorded and later transcribed. See Appendix B for the interview guide. Aside from the 
interviews, I had the opportunity to shadow the two controllers around the mining facility as they 
worked and interacted with project managers and engineers stationed a kilometer below ground. 
During the shadowing, I took notes in my research diary for later reference. 

4.2.3 Sub-study three 

During the final sub-study in late 2015, I visited the mining sites of Kiruna and Svappavaara 
where five controllers and one project manager were interviewed. First, I met with two 
controllers and a project manager from the mining site at Kiruna. One of the controllers had the 
overall responsibility of coordinating controllers working with mining SCIPs and the other 
controller was a senior controller working with mining SCIPs. After this, I met with a controller 
working with SCIPs at the Malmbergets mining site and a controller working with SCIPs at the 
organization’s shipping harbor at Narvik; both of these actors were visiting the Kiruna site that 
day. 
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The next day, I visited the mining site at Svappavaara, where I was presented with information on 
operations in an open pit mining SCIP. After this, I interviewed the controller working with the 
SCIPs at the Svappavaara mining site. These interviews were also semi-structured and open-
ended and focused on the controller role and work. However, this time I asked questions about 
controller agency. For example, I asked questions about how controllers create persuasive 
financial projections for the SCIPs on which they are working and the project managers’ views 
on such matters. Each interview lasted around 90 minutes and was recorded and later transcribed. 
See Appendix C for the interview guide. 

During the two-day visit to the mining site, I had several informal discussions with controllers 
and project managers in between interview sessions, during coffee breaks, and over lunch where I 
took notes in my research diary for later reference. I collected several documents, such as time 
plans for SCIPs, financial projections, and presentations. These documents were connected to 
controller agency because they illustrated what controllers used to discuss and influence other 
actors of viable alternatives for the SCIPs. 

4.2.4 Analysis of the empirical data 

The analysis of the empirical data was done in three separate papers appended to this thesis. In 
paper II, we interpreted the empirical evidence operationalizing the pragmatic constructivist 
framework. Hence, we categorized the empirical data according the dimensions of facts, 
possibilities, values, and communication. According to the pragmatic constructivist framework, 
integrating the four dimensions is necessary for the practice of actors (Nørreklit et al., 2017). The 
integrated dimensions, called topoi, suggest that aspects of facts, logics, values and 
communication manifest differently in various actor groups (Nørreklit et al., 2017).  This allowed 
us to translate the empirical data into a pattern. The pattern illustrated a view of the social reality 
of controller agency, which we could describe in a narrative. 

In paper III, I analyzed the empirical data according to the research questions, “From a controller 
point of view, what does it mean to become a business partner?” and “What institutional drivers 
impede or facilitate the business partner role?” In addition, the empirical data were analyzed 
according to institutional regulative (have to), normative (ought to), and cognitive (want to) 
drivers facilitating or impeding agency (Scott, 2014, pp. 60-67). This allowed a theoretically 
informed assessment of episodes and quotations from the interviewed actors highlighting the 
controllers own expressions of their agency. 

In paper IV, we identified how the controllers work with calculations by operationalizing the use 
of calculations framework (see Burchell et al., 1980). This allowed us to discuss the agency of 
controllers by how the controllers use calculations in the early phase of mining SCIPs. In 
addition, we structured and discussed the empirical data according to the identified patterns of 
how controllers use calculations in different mining contexts (i.e., importance, precision, 
variation, and volume).  



 
 

36 
 

4.3 Reliability, credibility, and validity 

Traditionally, reliability means using methods, within the scope of the purpose, to measure data, 
and a study is valid if the measurement methods are likely to produce reliable findings (Ahrens & 
Chapman, 2006). However, interpretive research is less about measuring. Instead, reliability in an 
interpretive approach rests on establishing that the studied object can provide valid empirical data 
about the phenomenon (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006). In line with this, Lukka and Modell (2010) 
suggested that validity from an interpretive perspective concerns authenticity and plausibility, 
which together provide readers with trustworthy and credible empirical data.  

Authenticity involves being able to provide proof that the empirical accounts are genuine. I 
addressed authenticity in my thesis by documenting the empirical data in a personal archive. In 
addition, I transcribed the recorded interviews, which were stored electronically (both the audio 
files and the transcriptions) for quick access and reference. The interview guides used are 
included in appendix A, B and C providing a possibility to compare these with the transcriptions 
and findings presented. As part of my research process, I continually discussed the empirical 
evidence with peers, colleagues, and supervisors.  I also discussed with the controllers inside 
LKAB any unclear meanings of empirical evidence and corroborated findings. In the empirical 
sections of papers II-IV, I presented empirical evidence using narrative. In doing this, I left out 
most of the interpretations. My intention was to give the reader the possibility to validate the 
conclusions concerning the presented empirical evidence. Together, these steps are the 
foundation of authenticity (Lukka & Modell, 2010). I hope that this will convey a sense of 
authenticity to readers as they gain an understanding of controller work in practice in LKAB. 

Plausibility refers to the credibility of the empirical evidence itself, not how many or how long 
the interviews were or how much collected empirical evidence there is (Lukka & Modell, 2010; 
Lukka, 2014). Instead, plausibility refers to whether readers accept that the interpretations of the 
empirical evidence provided are sensible and the explanations are likely (Lukka & Modell, 2010). 
Researchers can increase plausibility. For example, abductive reasoning suggests moving 
between the theory of the phenomena and field studies on the phenomena. Moreover, researchers 
can further strengthen plausibility by applying suitable frameworks and theories to inform their 
studies. 

Through the years of this research project, I took several field trips to study controllers working 
with SCIPs, both before and in between these field trips reading up on relevant research 
regarding controllers and SCIPs. To further increase my study’s plausibility, I informed my 
findings through suitable theoretical frameworks (see sections 2.1 to 2.3 for a discussion of 
these). I also addressed plausibility by discussing the interpretation methods with peers and 
senior researchers and asking peers to interpret empirical evidence for cross-reference to my own 
interpretations. According to Lukka and Modell (2010), letting a research community of peers 
validate interpretations increases the plausibility of research findings (Lukka & Modell, 2010). 
Thus, in my thesis, I have addressed both authenticity and plausibility, which are two suggested 
key criteria for validity for interpretive research. 
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Further strengthening the validity of my thesis was the opportunity to triangulate the empirical 
evidence. Triangulation was possible because the empirical evidence in my thesis consisted of 
multiple forms of data collected on several occasions over time (see Table 4.2). 

Table 4.2. Empirical sub-studies in the research project. 
Empirical study Overall aim Method Data source 
Sub-study one March 2014 To familiarize myself with the 

organization and to establish the 
theoretical idea that the most suitable 
participants are interviewed. To observe 
their social reality and collect 
documents 

Semi-structured, open-
ended interviews, 
observations, and 
document analysis 

Four controllers 
The Chief financial officer 
One Project manager 
Research diary, field notes, 
and documents 

Sub-study two  June 2015 To gain deeper insight into management 
accounting in practice, focusing on the 
controller role 

Semi-structured, open-
ended interviews, 
observations, and 
document analysis 

Two controllers 
One Project manager  
Research diary, field notes, 
and documents 

Sub-study three November 
2015 

The use of calculations for SCIPs and 
the agency of the controller 

Semi-structured open-
ended, interviews, 
observations, and 
document analysis 

Five controllers 
One project manager 
Research diary, field notes, 
and documents 

 

The collected documents from LKAB and meetings attended in LKAB are presented in appendix 
D and E. The documents and meetings attended form the basis of chapter 3 in this thesis. By 
using a variety of empirical data sources and having several chances to collect empirical data, my 
study has built on these strengths while mitigating the weaknesses of a single study. According to 
Berg and Lune (2014), increasing the validity of a study through triangulation usually involves 
three perspectives of data sources, actors who do the research, and theories corroborating the 
findings (p. 6). 

In my research, I triangulated the empirical evidence by using multiple data obtained from 
interviews, documents, and field trips. Moreover, I used three different theories for informing my 
studies, thus providing a triangulation of perspectives on my studied phenomena. In addition, 
separate researchers who were involved as co-authors on two of my papers provided additional 
triangulation. This allowed me to discuss appropriate interpretation methods and then I 
interpreted the empirical data accordingly. After this, the co-authors used the same interpretation 
scheme on some of the transcribed interviews and we compared our interpretations to reach a 
consensus. The documents and field notes that were included were discussed at our meetings. 
Finally, papers I-IV appended to my thesis contain a discussion where I (we) consider 
methodology issues and they are currently undergoing scrutiny from peer reviews, thereby 
ensuring higher overall validity for my thesis. 
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5. Research findings 
As mentioned in chapter 1 section 1.4, paper I focus on the current state of controller role 
research. Paper II addresses the controller role in mining SCIPs from the integrated reality 
suggested in a pragmatic constructivist perspective. Paper III explores the meaning of a business 
partner role from the perspective of the controllers themselves. Paper IV examines the 
management accounting practice of controllers within mining SCIPs by examining how 
calculations are used. This chapter presents an overview of the findings presented in each paper 
and the contributions to answering the research question of this thesis from the perspective of 
controller agency. 

5.1 The role of controllers in management accounting – a literature review 

This paper addresses the current state and ambiguity regarding the controller roles in the 
management accounting literature. The paper is a literature review exploring the chronology, 
context, controller role topics, theoretical lenses, purposes, collection methods, and findings of 
management accounting research between 2007 and 2017 regarding the controller role. The paper 
seeks to answer the following research questions. 

RQ1. How has the research field regarding the controller role evolved in the last decade? 

RQ2. What conclusions can be drawn from the current state of controller role research? 

First Paper I contributes to the literature by revealing that the field has evolved in three distinct 
and definable streams of research regarding the controller role during the past decade. The 
research streams are what the hybrid controller role consists of, antecedents of management 
accounting techniques and environmental concerns shaping the controller role, and the 
controller’s own role aspirations.  

The research stream regarding the hybrid controller role illustrates that the controller role is a 
mix of traditional and business partner practices. This research stream is critical to the concept of 
a clear shift to a business partner role and the findings therein illustrate the presence of traditional 
controller role practices. After 2012, the reviewed literature seems to have moved beyond a focus 
on the hybrid controller towards focusing on what instead influences the controller role. The 
latter identified research streams; antecedents of management accounting techniques and 
environmental concerns and the controller’s own role aspirations, provide examples that both 
management accounting techniques and the controller’s own aspirations have an effect on 
controller roles. For example, enabling less strict rational management accounting techniques 
legitimizes the business-oriented controller practices (Hartman & Maas, 2011). Moreover, the 
controller’s own high (low) prestige is associated with the business-oriented (traditional) 
controller practice (Hiller, Mahlendorf, & Weber, 2014). 
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As the second contribution of Paper I, there seems to be few studies that try to explore controller 
agency using mixed methods. The literature suggests a window of opportunity to try new 
methodological approaches and theoretical lenses to study controller agency. For example, it may 
be possible to test the results from a single case on a larger scale by supplementing qualitative 
research approaches with quantitative studies. There also seems to be a lack of research using 
role theory regarding controller agency. In addition, previous research seems to conceptualize the 
controller role in mostly in terms of work descriptions and/or tasks. 

Third Paper I contributes to the literature by identifying promising theoretical lenses for the study 
of controller practice. The literature study reveals that the pragmatic constructivism framework is 
useful for studying controllers’ social reality in the integration of facts, logics, values, and 
communication (see, e.g., Laine et al., 2016). Institutional theory also proves to be a promising 
theoretical lens for studying controller practice from the individual perspective of the controllers 
themselves (see, e.g., Hyvönen et al., 2015). Finally, the findings in this paper suggest that 
promising methods for studying controller practice include shadowing and longitudinal studies. 
For a complete summary of these research findings, refer to paper I in my thesis. 

Paper I contributes to my thesis in the following ways. First, the literature review formed a 
starting point for Paper II to IV by informing the author(s) of relevant management accounting 
literature regarding the practice and controller roles and the dearth of studies in other than the 
manufacturing context. The reviewed literature suggests that the roles of controllers are important 
because they guide and direct the intervening and influencing controller agency. When 
controllers play a hybrid role, they intervene and influence in both traditional and business-
oriented ways. The reviewed literature also shows that the business-oriented role has a critical 
dimension where controllers proactively take a position and argue their case. 

Second, the findings in Paper I provided insights used in Paper II by revealing the social reality 
of the controllers (i.e., their management accounting work and environment) can be seen as 
antecedents to their roles. Moreover, the literature review indicated pragmatic constructivism as a 
suitable theoretical framework for studying the social reality of the controller role and associated 
relevant literature for Paper II. 

Third, the literature review revealed that controllers have individual role aspirations, explored in 
paper III. This literature suggests that while some controllers wish to be or become business 
oriented, other controllers prefer to take a more traditional approach to their work. In addition, 
this literature finds that controllers with a business orientation tend to seek out employers and 
settings that match their orientation. The same pattern also seems to apply to traditionalists. 
Moreover, the findings in the literature review indicated that institutional theory was a suitable 
theoretical lens to study the controller role from an individual perspective. 

Fourth, the literature review informed paper IV by suggesting that traditional tools such as 
budgeting seem to be linked to the traditional controller practice. The modern business-oriented 
tools, on the other hand, tend to encourage controllers to become more like business partners. 
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Moreover, globalization and economic crises also guide controllers to intervene in a business 
partner manner. 

5.2 The role of the controller in managing strategic capital investment projects: a 
pragmatic constructivist view 

In this paper, the core argument is that our understanding of the controller role in practice is 
limited and that the controller role is socially constructed. Drawing on the pragmatic 
constructivist framework, this construction requires the integration of facts, logics, values, and 
communication (Nørreklit et al., 2006). Thus, the paper explores the role of the controller in 
strategic capital investment projects to provide insights into how the controller role is constructed 
and how controllers themselves, project managers, and top management define the expectations 
of this role. 

The paper illustrates the construction of the controller role in the integration of the dimensions of 
pragmatic constructivism. From the perspective of facts and logics, controller roles are formal 
and socially distant with a high focus on using rational information-based control systems to 
guide managers toward stated goals. The controller role from the perspective of the dimensions of 
value and communication means a cooperating and critical counterpart in relation to both top-
level managers and other actors throughout the organization. The paper provides evidence that all 
the dimensions of facts, logics, values, and communication are part of the controllers’ role 
working with SCIPs in a mining context. 

The findings in the paper illustrate that regulatory systems support the controller role in the 
dimensions of fact and logic. However, working with SCIPs in a mining context also means a 
role where controllers make judgment-based calls and interact cross-sectional. This means that 
controller need to interact with the engineering operational managers and handle subjective 
information obtained from their discussions. This kind of controller role falls more in the 
dimensions of values and communication. Thus, the findings reveal how controller roles are 
shaped in the integration of the dimensions of facts, logics, values, and communication. 

Moreover, the findings illustrate that experience is behind either a fact and logic-based or values 
and communication-focused controller role. Previous research regarding managers has found 
evidence of stronger roles regarding familiar situations (Nilsson, 2008). For example, controllers 
having experience of operations assume a more values and communication-based controller role. 
In contrast, the role of inexperienced controllers is more textbook-based and relies on previous 
knowledge from their education, which has a facts and logic-based focus (see, e.g., Baxter & 
Chua, 2009; Jönsson, 2009). In addition, the paper shows that geographic distances between 
controllers and SCIPs in a mining context support a values and communication-based controller 
role because distance forces controllers to work more interactively and seek out information from 
other actors. 
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The paper also illustrates expectations of controller roles. Regulatory systems create expectations 
for controller roles in the facts and logic dimension. Such expectations stem mostly from 
obligatory rational and formal work descriptions for the controllers. The controllers themselves 
know that working with SCIPs in a mining context demands more than such a role, which 
represents expectations for a values and communication-based controller role. Top management 
represents expectations of a controller role that balance the dimensions facts, logic, values, and 
communication. The reason for this is that top management considers both leeway as well as 
clear guidelines essential for controller work with SCIPs in a mining context. Because of a 
tangible and quantifiable engineering background focusing on outputs, project managers 
represent expectations for a facts and logic-oriented controller role.  

The paper shows that inexperienced controllers intervene in SCIPs through budgets, the 
monitoring of financial information, and by providing financial projections to project managers, 
operational managers, top-level managers, and the board of directors. However, more 
experienced controllers also intervene by acting as translators of financial information between 
operational managers and top-level managers. Because of the distance between operations and 
management, controllers are required to obtain experience of operations, which means interacting 
with operational actors and learning about operations. Thus, controllers in part influence SCIPs 
through interpretation, communication, and knowledge about SCIPs but also through rational 
financial information. It is because of expectations from regulatory systems and inexperience that 
controllers seem to have a rational traditional controller influence. It is among the more 
experienced controllers themselves and from top management that expectancies of a business 
partner influence are projected. 

The main contribution of paper II concerns the pragmatic constructivist framework. The paper 
represents an attempt to test and validate the suitability of the pragmatic constructivist framework 
for understanding controller agency. In particular, by using the framework, it becomes possible to 
see how the work and role of the controller is constructed in interplay among ambitions, desires 
of the controllers, and the views and expectations of other stakeholders, including managers on 
different organizational levels, in SCIPs in a mining context. This paper suggests that the 
controller role descriptions as defined in internal documents is not necessarily the same or 
identical to the role exercised in the work setting. 
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5.3 The controller as a business partner: meaning and institutional drivers in a 
mining company 

In this paper, I argue that our understanding of how institutional drivers can bring about a 
business partner role from the controller’s perspective is limited. The purpose of this paper is to 
theorize the meaning of the business partner role among practicing controllers from a micro-level 
perspective and to identify and explain how institutional drivers influence the controller role. To 
this end, two research questions are formulated: 

- From a controller point of view, what does it mean to become a business partner? 

- What institutional drivers impede or facilitate the business partner role? 

The paper explains from a controller point of view what the controller role means for controllers 
working with SCIPs in a mining context. First, the controllers themselves do not perceive what 
the literature describes as either a traditional or business-oriented controller role. The controllers 
themselves consider the characteristics of both roles equally necessary for intervening with SCIPs 
in a mining context. 

In this regard, the findings of the paper illustrate the meaning of a business partner working with 
SCIPs in a mining context through five identified characteristics of the role; these characteristics 
are (1) the relationship with other actors consisting of collecting, monitoring and reporting 
financial information, especially to senior management. In addition, the relationship with other 
actors also means discussions and interaction, supporting both operational and top-level actors in 
the organization. The role is characterized by (2) professional emphasis, which is traditionally 
analytical, but also involves developing an understanding of the engineering technical and 
operational areas of mining. Thus, the business partner role in working with SCIPs in a mining 
context also has engineering-oriented management traits not traditionally ascribed to controllers 
in the literature. 

Moreover, the role is characterized by (3) individual traits, such as being methodical and 
independent but also being able to work cross-sectionally in a collaborative manner. A role 
concerning how top-level management envisions the controller role, characterized by a (4) 
financial information focus, which is historically anchored as well as strategic and forward 
looking. Moreover, a role characterized by a (5) management style involves work with 
standardized rational management techniques but also working more proactively and based on 
the needs of other actors. 

The paper also reveals from a micro-level perspective that institutional drivers shape controller 
roles. These institutional drivers are important to consider when exploring how and why 
controllers influence SCIPs in a mining context. Table 5.1 below summarizes the institutional 
drivers shaping controller roles. 
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Table 5.1. Impeding and facilitating institutional drivers of a business partner role. 
Institutional driver Impeding Facilitating 
Regulative 
(have to) 

Regulations 
Legal accounting obligations  

Health regulations 
Safety regulations 
Environmental obligations 

Normative 
(ought to) 

Internal agents (e.g., operational 
actors) 
 

External agents (e.g., board of directors) 
Internal agents (e.g., controllers themselves and some 
operational actors) 

Cognitive 
(want to) 

Inexperience of new controllers 
Risk aversion among controllers 

Appeal of reflective interpretations among controllers 
Appeal of power and authority afforded by a business 
partner role 
The possibility for controllers to interact with other 
actors 

 

For example, I report that controller guidelines direct the controller role toward a rational and 
formal intervening manner. However, exceptions exist even though such regulative institutional 
drivers indirectly relate to accounting specific regulations for controller practices. Examples of 
such regulations are health, safety, and environmental rules, forcing controllers to intervene more 
socially and closely with operational actors across organizational boundaries. Moreover, 
normative institutional drivers mostly facilitate a business-orientated controller role. Even so, I 
find examples of internal agents representing normative institutional drivers guiding controllers 
toward a traditional controller role.  

The cognitive institutional drivers represent construction of the controller role from the 
perspective of what the controllers themselves want. Mostly, the controllers express the desire for 
a business-oriented controller role. However, I find that new controllers might desire a traditional 
controller role. The reason for this is inexperience; textbook guides and manuals are perhaps 
easiest to grasp at the beginning of a career. Some controllers also express that risks are 
associated with a business-oriented controller role. Thus, some controllers prefer a traditional 
controller role to avert personal mistakes or risks by playing it safe and performing more 
regularized work. From this perspective, the cognitive institutional drivers can facilitate 
controllers influencing with either business-oriented or traditional controller agency. 

One contribution of paper III regards the relationship between controller agency and operations. 
A common thread in the previous literature concerning the controller role is the tendency to 
emphasize how becoming a business partner is tightly linked to business strategy. According to 
this literature, it is when the controller engages with strategy that he or she truly becomes a 
business partner. In contrast, paper III reveals how an in-depth understanding of operational 
realities is a prerequisite for successfully functioning as a business partner. This characteristic 
may be especially important in technologically and capital-intensive industries such as mining 
SCIPs. It is only when the controller has gained a rich understanding of operations that he or she 
becomes trustworthy in the eyes of the engineers and production managers. In addition, 
operational knowledge makes it possible for controllers to provide a richer basis for strategic-
level decisions among top-level managers. 
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5.4 Using calculations in the early phase of strategic capital investment projects – 
case studies in a mining context 

This paper focuses on how controllers use calculations for SCIPs in a mining context. Because 
SCIPs are complex and frequent yet necessary for continued operations, it is appropriate to study 
how calculations are used. Specifically, the purpose of the paper is to identify and describe 
characteristics of using calculations in SCIPs and to analyze how actors use calculations in the 
early phase of SCIPs in the mining context.  

The findings of this paper reveal different contextual factors that affect how controllers use 
calculations and thereby identify characteristics of using calculations for SCIPs in four cases. The 
findings suggest that in a mining context with multiple iron ore bodies, the use of calculations has 
the characteristics of high variety and low precision and both financial and non-financial 
information is included. In the case of a compact iron ore body, calculations are few with high 
precision and low variation but, as in the first case, the calculations have high importance. 
Typically, the characteristics include precise calculations with high importance in the decision-
making process. The reason may be that fewer uncertainties of cause-effect are related to SCIPs 
in a single ore body. In the third case, the case of open pit mining, many calculations are used, 
whereas precision, variation, and importance are less critical. In the final case, outbound logistics, 
the use of calculations, has the characteristic of few calculations, with low variation and high 
precision and importance. 

The paper also offers an analysis and categorization of controller agency via the use of 
calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in the mining context according to the use of calculations 
framework of Earl and Hopwood (1980). The findings illustrate that calculations are more than a 
machine for structuring numbers to provide answers. For example, calculations encompass 
informal and subjective information such as interpretations of environmental, safety, and geology 
issues. According to the cases, controllers most often use calculations as idea machines to find 
inspiration for creative solutions in the beginning of SCIPs. Thus, the use of calculations in the 
early phase of SCIPs in the mining industry is mostly as idea machines (e.g., Earl & Hopwood, 
1980).  

However, as the early phase progresses, the use of calculations shifts toward dialogue machines. 
Using calculations as dialogue machines seems necessary later in the early phase to enable 
discussions about different options. In addition, this makes it possible to obtain informal 
information from meetings and to bring out conflicts among the actors involved in the SCIP. 
Toward the end of the early phase, uncertainties are lower and the use of calculations changes 
again to resemble their classic use as an answering machine. Thus, the empirical material 
illustrates how controllers’ use of calculations changes from the beginning of the early phase 
toward the end of the early phase, similar to the reduced uncertainty of objectives and cause and 
effect. The paper contributes to my thesis by providing empirical evidence of how controllers use 
calculations in relation to various mining SCIP contexts, but also reveals temporal aspects to 
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consider for controllers working with mining SCIPs. For a complete summary of these research 
findings, refer to paper IV. 

Paper IV contributes to the thesis by showing contextual and temporal factors affecting controller 
agency in a mining industry. As shown in paper I, most studies regarding controller agency 
concern the manufacturing industry; this is also the case for studies concerning the use of 
calculations. In the extractive mining industry, investments are particularly capital- and energy-
intensive where access to rare mineral findings is crucial. Hence, SCIPs are context sensitive, yet 
they are a necessity for mining organizations’ continued operation. There seems to be a 
connection among the contexts of the ore findings, accessibility, and temporal aspects regarding 
controller agency illustrated by calculations for SCIPs in the mining industry. 

Controllers intervene by using calculations in different ways in the mining SCIP cases; 
sometimes they intervene with cursory calculations while in other cases the interventions are 
more complex and detailed. The paper shows that in a context with multiple ore bodies, 
uncertainties regarding organizational objectives and uncertainties of cause-effect of SCIPs are 
higher, which means that the use of calculations resembles the use of dialogue machines and idea 
machines. For controllers, this means more discussions and calculations for the SCIPs with actors 
in various fields of expertise, such as legal, environmental, and operations. This illustrates a 
necessary business-oriented agency among controllers working with SCIPs in this context. 

Regarding SCIPs in a context with a single iron ore body, uncertainties are fewer due to fewer 
alternatives. However, controllers still use calculations as idea machines but more evidently as 
learning machines, especially in the early phase of the SCIP. As the SCIPs progress toward the 
end of the pre-planning phase, uncertainties lessen where objectives and cause-effects of SCIPs 
are clearer and the use of calculations resembles of the use of answering machines. This suggests 
a temporal dimension where controllers shift from a business orientation to traditional controller 
agency. In the context of open pit mining SCIPs, the paper illustrates uncertainties regarding 
environmental concerns, market prices, ore quality, and logistical issues. Considered a less 
important mining operation, the controllers use calculations as dialogue, ammunition, and 
rationalization machines. This suggests that controller agency involves influencing other actors. 
The context of outbound logistics SCIPs illustrates a newly appointed controller using 
calculations as answering machines. Not being part of the original designs of the SCIP suggests 
less opportunity for the controllers to influence other actors. 
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6. Concluding discussion 
The conclusions of this thesis are presented in the first section of this chapter. The second section 
of the chapter contains a discussion regarding overall limitations and suggestions for future 
research. 

6.1 Conclusions 

Guiding my thesis is the overall purpose to empirically and theoretically develop an 
understanding of controller agency in SCIPs with a particular emphasis on a mining context. This 
thesis has produced several insights into controller agency by exploring controllers working with 
SCIPs in a mining context. I have studied controller agency from three perspectives, pragmatic 
constructivism (cf. Nørreklit et al., 2006; 2010), institutional theory (Scott, 2014, p. 94) and the 
use of calculations framework (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Doing so, I aspire 
in this thesis to provide a broader understanding of controller agency in the particular context of 
mining SCIPs. The study is motivated by the predominant focus in previous studies on rational 
methods preceding investment decisions and a lack of empirical studies of controllers working 
with SCIPs in a mining context. The research question is therefore: 

How and why do controllers intervene in, and influence, strategic capital investment projects 
in a mining context? 

The controllers intervene and influence in creating new mining SCIPs by providing and assisting 
top-level decision-making managers with strategic financial information depicting outcome 
scenarios for potential SCIPs. Partly this financial information consists of rational forecasts and 
budgets that illustrate answers to future projections concerning SCIP proposals. Yet, controller 
agency means more than being a provider of rational financial information to top-level managers. 
Notable is how the controllers use the financial information in dialogues to inspire ideas among 
operational managers and assist top-level managers to understand operational perspectives on 
mining SCIPs. To obtain the necessary and relevant information to create financial projections, 
controllers must also interact with operational managers in their operational mining settings. 
Moreover, the information obtained is operational and engineering specific in nature. It is through 
discussions with operational managers that controllers develop such insights about operations. 
Top-level management have less insight into operations and they therefore adhere to the 
controllers’ arguments regarding investment proposals. Thereby, the controllers influence the 
creation of mining SCIPs by acquiring knowledge of operations and using that knowledge in 
relation to top-level management and operational managers. 

The controllers also intervene and influence by maintaining existing mining SCIPs profitability, 
which involves invoking a cost-consciousness among the operational managers. This is possible 
because the controllers have insight into the operations of the entire value chain. Therefore, 
controllers can act as internal consultants and assist operational managers by providing them with 
a financial focus so that their specific operational production goals align with the capacity 
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throughout the operations in the value chain. To do this the controllers prepare and consolidate 
financial and operational information from the operational sites and use this information to 
influence the operational managers. From the controllers’ perspective, this way of intervening 
and influencing affords the operational managers a cross-sectional perspective of the overall 
operations in the value chain. In this process, the controllers make value based judgements 
concerning information and maintain mining SCIPs by communicating their perspective of the 
organizations operations. 

How the controllers intervene and influence in mining SCIPs is also a matter of changes in their 
own role. Seemingly, the controllers themselves mean that to be a business partner the agency 
needs to consist of both traditional and business-oriented aspects. Many controllers express that 
the business partner role is desirable and necessary to operate as controller in a mining context. 
The present study indicates that the controllers do intervene in mining SCIPs partly as traditional 
controllers by reporting rational financial information to top-level managers following analytical 
routines and rules. However, traditional controller agency seems mainly to relate to 
inexperienced controllers. The senior controllers otherwise do engage in dialogues with 
operational and top-level managers and discuss ideas and calculations concerning the mining 
SCIPs. The operational managers mostly expect a traditional controller agency focusing on 
tangible rational information. Top-level managers tend to expect that controller agency should 
include more business-oriented aspects. Thus, the controller intervention and influences in 
mining SCIPs are a result from trying to meet the expectations among the different categories of 
actors in the mining SCIPs. 

The more business-oriented controllers intervene in mining SCIPs by supporting both operational 
and top-level managers through a communicative, advising and collaborative manner. It seems 
that experience of operations is important to broaden their role. This allows controllers to 
influence mining SCIPs with a business partner agency without an increased strategic focus but 
rather with an operational one. The value of an operational focus for the business-oriented role 
seems not to be emphasized in the previous literature. The reason could be that most previous 
studies regarding controllers refer to the manufacturing industry. One possible reason why 
operations has such influence in the mining context is the continuous flow of products in 
operations and the costs involved in downtime in any step of the value-chain. Top-level managers 
also expect such a business-oriented role from controllers. In this regard, business-oriented 
controllers seem to prefer this role because of the appeal of power and recognition afforded. 

As to why controllers intervene and influence in mining SCIPs, I have identified the following 
explaining dimensions. There seem to be specific contextual and temporal (1) project properties 
of the mining SCIPs affecting controller agency in certain ways. Facing multiple alternatives 
regarding the cause and effect in mining SCIPs, certain aspects of controller influence are more 
evident. For example, unclear cause/effect -relationships are likely when there are many possible 
alternative ore bodies underground. While all viable for mining SCIPs, a choice between them 
needs to be made. Multiple alternatives for mining SCIPs could also arise when the mining site is 
of less importance than other mining sites. Then the controllers seem to influence through 
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discussing and arguing for financial projections with a wide variety of actors such as operational 
managers, rock or structural engineers and drilling experts. Moreover, in such cases, goals are 
less clear and the controllers therefore are inclined to influence in an advising manner. If there are 
fewer alternatives regarding the cause and effect in mining SCIPs, the controllers seem inclined 
to influence more in the traditional rational way by providing answers through their financial 
projections.  

In addition, there seems to be a temporal effect on controller influence as well. In the early phase 
of mining SCIPs controllers influence is more advisory and collaborative due to the uncertainties 
of how accurate financial projections are because timeframes could span years, making market 
prices unpredictable. The opposite towards seems to be the case towards the end of an early phase 
of mining SCIPs. At that stage, the controllers seem more inclined towards a rational influence 
because cause/effect –relationships are clearer. 

There are (2) rules which also explain why controllers intervene and influence mining SCIPs in 
different ways. Leading controllers towards a communicative influence in mining SCIPs, there 
are worker related health and safety aspects that the controllers have to consider. Such rules force 
the controllers to engage in dialogues with union representatives and project managers to 
consider engineering operational safety matters, such as ventilation of gases or structural sub-
level caving risks. In addition, there are environmental regulations often manifested in delays in 
getting permits for mining operations spanning several months or even years. Therefore, the 
controllers have to be able to consider several options and discuss such matters with operational 
managers. Yet, there are also policies and guidelines stating how controllers should intervene and 
influence mining SCIPs. Policies and guidelines are not legislative in nature. Rather, they suggest 
a proper controller agency. In this regard, the policies and guidelines suggest that controllers 
should intervene and influence mining SCIPs in a traditional rational manner by monitoring the 
progress of mining SCIPs, following up budgets and providing financial information to 
significant actors in the investment process. 

Based on others actors’ expectations, controllers intervene in and influence mining SCIPs 
according to what is considered correct, forming the (3) norms. It seems that the top-level 
managers expect controllers to intervene and influence through discussions and collaborations in 
an advisory capacity with operations, but also to report tangible and quantitative financial reports 
upwards in the hierarchy. The reason being that top-level management needs both rational 
financial reports and informative information of the mining operations. The dialogues and 
interaction that controllers have with operational managers regarding the mining operation makes 
this possible. Combined, the information is more useful for decision-making practices than solely 
financial or operational information is. Hence, the controllers need some leeway from strict 
accounting rules and financial reports. The operational managers on the other hand have more 
focus on tangible facts and want the controllers to report quantifiable production estimates, 
representing an expectation for a rational agency among controllers. The controllers themselves 
are proponents for more involvement in operations. Involvement in operation grants the 
controllers trustworthiness, which they need to do their job. 
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Finally there are (4) individual characteristics among the controllers to consider when explaining 
why controllers intervene and influence mining SCIPs in certain ways. Controllers that have high 
experience regarding the operations and the technical and engineering nature of mining SCIPs 
seem to be more able to intervene and influence through discussions and cross-sectional 
collaboration with actors of a wide expertise. Having less knowledge of operations seems to be 
an antecedent for controllers to rely more on rational textbook examples of management 
accounting practice. 

The controllers also seem have their own beliefs that once they have experience to operate as 
business partners they know the reality of mining SCIPS better than operational managers do and 
can provide a valuable service. Since the present study focus on the perspective of controllers it is 
hard to say if this truly is the case, other actors might have a difference of opinion. Agency as 
business partner or internal consultant also seems to afford controllers with more power. 
Controllers with insights who are more knowledgeable of operations than other managers are, 
even in an advisory capacity, a strong voice in decision-making processes. This grants 
recognition and seem to be a strong motivation among the controllers. There are however, also 
traditionalists among the controllers some do not want to intervene and influence as internal 
consultants and deal with the risks and uncertainties of such an agency. Such traditionalists 
among the controllers rather prefer the conventional reporting agency ascribed by textbooks and 
internal guidelines.  

In conclusion, when controllers combine their financial expertise with operational knowledge, 
they influence mining SCIPs. There are several reasons why controllers combine financial 
expertise and operational knowledge to intervene and influence in mining SCIPs.  

6.2 Overall limitations and suggestions for future research 

Like all research, this study and the conclusions presented should be considered in the light of 
limitations. I discuss limitations in each of the appended papers for which this thesis builds upon 
and in chapter 4. In this section, I address the overall limitations for my thesis and provide 
suggestions for future research. 

First, this study of controller agency occurred in a single organization within a specific Swedish 
mineral mining organization. Other organizations, industries or countries might render different 
findings. The studied cases are SCIPs geographically distanced and somewhat independent 
entities. Moreover, the studied mining SCIPs each have significant differences in conditions 
regarding properties, operations that differ in engineering complexity and management 
accounting practices. Still, the findings in my study illustrate similarities regarding influences on 
agency among the controllers. The organization is multinational, and the controllers practicing 
management accounting have to consider a global management accounting perspective. The 
results of this study might be viable because process industries or management accounting 
practices are not unique.  
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Nevertheless, there is a need for more empirical studies to confirm my findings. The process 
oriented mining organization studied here seems influenced by an interaction and consultancy 
oriented agency in operations among controllers. Studying controller agency in other industries, 
we might discover other influences on controller agency. Within a manufacturing industry, the 
focus of operations is a converging flow of intermediary products assembled to a few products. 
This means being closer to the end consumer, involving fewer operational processes and making 
manufacturing industry less capital-intensive. Thus, to test the suggestions that knowledge of 
operations is an important part of controller agency, studies in the manufacturing industry would 
be likely to enrich our understanding of controller agency. 

Second, statistical generalizability is not possible in qualitative studies given the small sample 
sizes compared to quantitative studies. My study of controller agency is comprised of a limited 
number of actors. However, transferability is important to consider. To address this issue, I have 
tried to provide nuances in studying controller agency by applying three theoretical lenses to 
interpret the empirical data and inform my findings. I have also used several types of method 
strategies aiming to complement my study regarding controller agency. Theoretical triangulation 
reveals a richer portrayal of organizational realities and the actors’ roles therein (Hoque, 
Covaleski & Gooneratne, 2013). Furthermore, theories are representations that usually focus on a 
specific topic, built on previous knowledge of that topic and are mutually informative together 
with method strategies (Hoque et al., 2013). Hence, the combination of theoretical triangulation 
and method strategies enabled me to provide dependable insights of controller agency while 
limiting the bias of a single perspective or method strategy. 

In this regard, the conclusions of this thesis are thus transferable to future studies regarding 
controller agency that can test or build on my findings. Generally, the literature depicts the 
controller as an actor within an accounting function. Yet, in my study, I found that the controllers 
work over organizational boundaries together with operational actors, therefore other theoretical 
frameworks including performance management, entrepreneurship or innovation could provide 
more clues of the controller agency. For example, how do operational managers and controllers 
interact and how does this affect and influence the agency of engineering focused operational 
managers? Moreover, my findings could be framed as hypotheses, which can be tested using 
quantitative approaches. 

Third, the bases for my conclusions are qualitative case studies, which are interpretative. For 
example, my research suggests that experience and knowledge of operations is indicated as a 
building block behind a business-oriented controller agency in mining SCIPs and the lack thereof 
seems to make controllers rely more on a traditional controller agency. My research does not 
permit me to draw firm conclusions about this but only to highlight this as a pattern in the 
findings. 

I also find evidence suggesting a need for future research. In particular, to study controller work 
inside specific strategic capital investment projects more closely and longitudinally could provide 
more knowledge about how the controller interacts with other actors during, at least part of, the 
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project lifetime. I am also considering that a lack of experience endorses traditional controller 
agency. Having less experience means a focus on rational management accounting methods and 
techniques. Experienced controllers find traditional agency insufficient for working with the 
complexities inherent to SCIPs in a mining context. Yet the inexperienced controllers seem to 
revert to rational textbook methods from introductory or intermediate level courses in accounting. 
This could be attributed to internal training programs at LKAB. These findings are in line with 
previous research suggesting that textbooks mainly encourage rational management accounting 
among aspiring controllers who lack experience. 
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Appendix A – Interview guide 

 

Interview guide 1 

1. What is your area of responsibility? 
 

2. How long have you been working here? 
 

3. What investment projects are active right now? 
a. How would you characterize these investment projects?  
b. What makes them different from operational investment projects? 

 
4. Are there any differences between the various investment projects? 

a. Can you describe these differences?  
b. Are there similarities between the investment projects? 
c. Can you describe these similarities? 

 
5. Are there instances when different organizational actors affect how the investment 

projects are being managed? If so, in what way do they affect how the investment project 
is being managed? 

a. Do you consider that management accounting itself affects the actors in the 
investment projects? 

b. Can you describe how controllers and other actors involved in managing 
investment projects interact? 

c. What are the challenges to this interaction? Can you elaborate? 
d. Does the interaction between actors change over time? If so, what changes and 

how? 
 

6. Can you describe how controllers and other significant actors related to investment 
projects interact?  
 

7. How does the controller communicate with other actors involved in the investment 
projects?  

a. Are there any challenges in communicating financial information between actors? 
 

8. How would you describe the controller role in investment projects? 
a. Is the controller role different depending on situation or context? 
b. Does the controller role change as the investment project matures over time?  
c. How many controllers are involved in these investment projects?  
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9. Are there any disagreements among the actors managing investment projects?  
a. What are the types of disagreement? 
b. Of these disagreements, which are more frequent? 
c. Of these disagreements, which are less frequent? 
d. What disagreements are considered more serious? 
e. What disagreements are considered more challenging? 
f. How do you work proactively to reduce such disagreements? 

 
10. Is it part of the controller role to assess whether the investment project is on schedule?  

a. How do you as controller perform this assessment? 
b. Have you as controller ever been forced to choose between a financial focus or 

operational efficiency? If so, how and why? 
  

11. What are the management accounting systems that are used?  
a. Is the way the management accounting systems are used the same or does it 

change over time when the investment project matures?  
b. Do you consider traditional and formal management accounting suitable (like 

payoff methods) for these investment projects?  
c. What is a good management accounting system? Can you elaborate?  
d. Anything you would like to add about management accounting systems related to 

these investment projects? 
 

12. Thank you; is there anything else you would like to add that you consider important to the 
controller role in managing investment projects?  
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Appendix B – Interview guide 

 

Interview guide 2 

1. How long have you worked here?  

2. Can you describe your work role? How long have you had your current work role? How 
would you describe your work managing investment projects?  

3. What are the characteristics of a strategic capital investment project? In what way are 
these different from other investment projects? 

4. Can you describe the process of creating calculations in the pre-planning phase leading up 
to decisions for strategic capital investment projects? Is this the typical process? Can you 
describe any calculation processes that were different or stood out? Why were they 
different?  

5. How many actors are involved in the process of creating calculations of SCIP in the pre-
planning phase? What work roles do these actors have? Who are the most active actors in 
this process? 

6. What is the most important thing you [as title] do during the process of creating 
calculations for SCIP during the pre-planning phase?  

7. How much time do you [as title] spend as a group during the process of creating 
calculations for SCIP during the pre-planning phase? Do you consider this work to be 
extensive or a limited effort? What differences are there between different SCIPs? Can 
you elaborate? 

8. How would you describe your experience of creating calculations? How do you gain 
experience? 

9. Are there several potential SCIP alternatives to consider? Who decides the final SCIP? 
How do they make this decision? 

10. Do you get the impression that the SCIP is already decided before the calculation work in 
the pre-study commences? Is the process of creating calculations for such SCIP different? 
Can you elaborate on this? 

11. How do you view your own role when it comes to prioritizing between and deciding on an 
SCIP?  
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12. Is there always consensus in deciding on an SCIP during the calculation process prior to 
the decision? Do various actors or groups have differences of opinion? Can you 
elaborate? 

13. Can you give an example of typical calculations for an SCIP that made it from pre-
planning to the implementation phase?  

14. Can you give an example of calculations for an SCIP that did not make it from pre-
planning to the implementation phase? Are these calculations different in any way (from 
the ones that made it)?  

15. Is the process of creating calculations in the pre-planning phase for SCIPs different 
between those that are accepted and those that are not?  

a. In what way are they different? Could you do something different? 

16. Does the outcome of an SCIP concur with the original calculation or are there often 
differences? In what way? 

17. Is there anything in the process of creating calculations for an SCIP in the pre-planning 
phase that you would like to change? Why?  

18. Is there anything you would like to add? 
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Appendix C – Interview guide 

 

Interview guide 3 

1. How long have you worked here?  

2. Can you describe your work role? How long have you had your current work role? How 
would you describe your work managing investment projects?  

3. What are the characteristics of a strategic capital investment project? In what way are 
these different from other investment projects? 

4. Can you describe the process of creating calculations in the pre-planning phase leading up 
to decisions for strategic capital investment projects? Is this the typical process? Can you 
describe any calculation processes that are different or stood out? Why are they different?  

5. How many actors are involved in the process of creating calculations of SCIP in the pre-
planning phase? What work roles do these actors have? Who are the most active actors in 
this process? 

6. What is the most important thing you [as title] do during the process of creating 
calculations for an SCIP during the pre-planning phase?  

7. How much time do you [as title] spend as a group during the process of creating 
calculations for SCIP during the pre-planning phase? Do you consider this work to be 
extensive or a limited effort? What differences are there between different SCIPs? Can 
you elaborate? 

8. How would you describe your experience of creating calculations? How do you gain 
experience? 

9. Are there several potential SCIP alternatives to consider? Who decides the final SCIP? 
How do they make this decision? 

10. Do you get the impression that the SCIP is already decided before the calculation work in 
the pre-study commences? Is the process of creating calculations for such SCIP different? 
Can you elaborate on this? 

11. How do you view your own role when it comes to prioritizing between and deciding on an 
SCIP?  
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12. Is there always consensus in deciding on an SCIP during the calculation process prior to 
the decision? Do various actors or groups have differences of opinion? Can you 
elaborate? 

13. Can you give an example of typical calculations for an SCIP that made it from pre-
planning to the implementation phase? Did everyone agree on these calculations? Did 
someone consider these calculations misdirecting? How did you convince these actors it 
was a solid calculation for the SCIP? 

14. Can you give an example of calculations for an SCIP that did not make it from pre-
planning to the implementation phase? Are these calculations different in any way (from 
the ones that made it)? Are these calculations less convincing? Why? 

15. Can you describe the main reasons why some calculations are less convincing? 

16. Is the process of creating calculations in the pre-planning phase for SCIPs different 
between those that are accepted and those that are not?  

a. In what way are they different? Could you do something different? 

17. Are there instances in the pre-planning phase when you create calculations for an SCIP 
that you do not really believe in? …That you do not really want to be realized? Can you 
elaborate?  

18. Is it important that you [as title] can persuade other actors with calculations? Why?  

19. What are the characteristics of a persuasive calculation? Who has the most interest in 
creating a persuasive calculation? Can the SCIP itself be a reason that the calculation is 
persuasive? Can you elaborate?  

20. Does the outcome of an SCIP concur with the original calculation or are there often 
differences? In what way? 

21. Is there anything in the process of creating calculations for an SCIP in the pre-planning 
phase that you would like to change? Why?  

22. Is there anything you would like to add? 
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Appendix D – Table summary of collected documents 

 

Summary of collected documents 
• Research diary and field notes 
• Flow charts and time plan for capital investments 
• Internal guideline-documents 
• Mining – how ore is mined 
• Management control process 
• Capital investment process 
• Introductory accounting and control procedures 
• Controller role and work descriptions 
• Template for the presentation of capital investment proposals to the board 
• Organizational chart, controller group 
• Document of ongoing capital investments 
• Memorandum intended for the board of directors preceding investment decision 
• Document showing number of SCIPs handled by one capital investment controller 
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Appendix E – Table summary of meetings attended at LKAB 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of meetings attended at LKAB 
• Participation in company learning programs 

(A full day as a participant in the LKAB training program for new controllers and operational managers 
that are given an introduction to accounting and control procedures, the company management control 
process and the capital investment process. It also afforded the chance to interact and mingle with 
controllers and operational managers) 

 
• Workshop presentation 2015-05-08 

(A presentation and discussion of the research project with the head of the controller department and 
manager of business control about 2 hours) 
 

• Presentation at company headquarters 
(A presentation and discussion of results from sub-study one with the chief financial officer about 3 hours) 
 

• Various on-site meetings 
(In between interview sessions and other visits to LKAB, I mingled and spent time with controllers and 
operational managers during lunches, dinners and other after work activities like trail-running with a 
controller at Dundret) 
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The role of controllers in management accounting – a literature review 
 

ABSTRACT 

Controllers are crucial actors controlling organizational financial information. Research describes 

several various characteristics of both the traditional controller and business-oriented controller 

role. Early research regarding the controller role suggests a shift to a business-oriented role, 

literature that is more recent questions such a role shift and instead suggests a merger between the 

traditional and business-oriented controller role. This paper is based on the starting point that 

there is a need to increase our understanding of controller role research in the management 

accounting field and to identify interesting directions for its future development. The paper aims 

to explore the chronology, context, research topics, purposes, theoretical lenses, collection 

methods and findings of management accounting research regarding the controller role. 

Categorizing the reviewed papers accordingly, the review builds on 25 identified peer-reviewed 

papers focusing on the controller role published between the years 2007 to 2017 in management 

accounting journals. The findings revealed three distinct research streams regarding the controller 

role, the hybrid, technical and environmental antecedents to the role and individual aspirations of 

the role. Yet, the controller role concepts are still unclear and have ambiguous meanings and the 

findings of this review exemplify promising theoretical lenses for future role studies. In 

conclusion, there is a need for future empirical research from the perspective of the practicing 

controllers and the paper identifies methodological approaches and theoretical perspectives for 

conducting future research. 

Keywords: Controller, Management Accountant, Role, Identity. 
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The role of controllers in management accounting – a literature review 

1. Introduction 

From a management accounting perspective, controllers are key actors in charge of 

organizational financial information (Jönsson, 2009). Yet, for a long time in academia, the 

controller1 role concept has been a subject for discussion and early research depicts opposite 

controller roles. For example, Hopper (1980) coined the well-known distinction between the 

traditional bookkeeper role and the supportive and interactive service aid role. However, the 

debate of a changing controller role began in earnest after the seminal research related to the 

relevance of accounting numbers (Johnson & Kaplan, 1987, Ezzamel, 1994). Research 

questioning the historical financial focus of management accounting sparked the emergence of 

management accounting techniques designed to integrate financial and non-financial elements 

(Kaplan & Norton, 1992; Vaivio, 1999). The dawn of such new techniques also meant an 

increased research focus on more business-oriented management accounting practices (Hopwood, 

2008). Consequently, researchers began to address the need for a controller role with 

communication skills and strategic knowledge rather than the traditional beancounter or 

organizational watchdog role of controllers (Friedman & Lyne, 1997; Granlund & Lukka, 1997, 

Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005).  

Researchers found that controllers indeed had risen above a traditional controller role to a 

strategic business orientation aiming to provide more value to organizations. Subsequently, 

researchers began to refer to this business-oriented controller role as a business partner (Granlund 

& Lukka, 1997; Burns & Vaivio, 2001, Järvenpää, 2007; Goretzki, Strauss & Weber, 2013). 

Even so, there is research that questions whether organizations actually receive more value from 

controllers practicing in a business partner role (Byrne & Pierce, 2007). Moreover, the notion of a 

clear distinction between the traditional controller and a business partner is uncertain. For 

example, research has proposed a broadening of the traditional controller role to include business 

orientated aspects (Mouritsen, 1996). In line with this, others argue a duality of controllers, a 

hybrid role, encompassing both traditional and business partner aspects (Caglio, 2003, Burns & 

Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Lambert & Sponem, 2012) instead of a change into a business partner 

(Burns & Vaivio, 2001).  

                                                           
1 In this paper, I use the term controller internationally commonly referred to as a management accountant. 
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Besides there being two roles depicted in the literature, both the concept of the traditional 

controller and business partner role are viewed in several different ways in the literature. For 

example, the traditional controller role has been conceptualized as an independent actor in a 

centralized accounting function (Hopper, 1980), but also as an internally focused actor 

prioritizing the interests of top management (Chenhall & Langfield-Smith, 1998). Some 

conceptualizations of a traditional controller relate cybernetic and formal management 

accounting work to the role (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005). Literature also conceptualizes the 

traditional controller as an actor with technical and analytical skills (Järvenpää, 2007) or an actor 

practicing thorough and methodical financial accounting (De Loo, Verstegen & Swagerman, 

2011). Varying terminologies exists in the management accounting literature of the traditional 

controller role as that of a bean counter, bookkeeper, watchdog or corporate police.  

Conceptualizations of the business partner in the literature illustrate a cross-functional team 

member (Ahrens, 1996), an actor that understand the needs of operations (Chenhall & Langfield-

Smith, 1998) and also an actor with a good understanding of the organizations business (Pierce & 

O'Dea, 2003). Some research conceptualizes the business partner role as an actor who customizes 

the management accounting work based on needs (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005) or performs 

strategic management accounting work (Ma & Tyles, 2009). The management accounting 

literature regarding the business partner role also has various terminologies of the concept such as 

business oriented, internal consultant or co-pilot.  

There are literature reviews regarding roles of accountants in the financial accounting field. For 

example, research exploring professional accountant roles illustrate the forces shaping the roles 

and provide insights into a mutual influence between accountants, society and the accounting 

profession (Brouard, Bujaki, Durocher, & Neilson, 2017). The research by Brouard et al., (2017), 

increases our understanding of the accountants’ role through the influence of norms and 

expectations. This research identifies the societal role shaping forces such as clients, 

governments, media and public and accounting profession forces such as the accounting firms 

and associations (Brouard et al., 2017). However, findings within the regulated and externally 

focused field of financial accounting are not directly transferable to the field of management 

accounting. With a mainly internal focus, management accounting concerns managing 

organizations day-to-day operations and includes measurement, accumulation, analysis, 

preparation, interpretation, and communication of financial and non-financial information. To my 
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knowledge, the field of management accounting does not enjoy any literature review regarding 

the controller roles. Thus, the current state of management accounting research regarding the 

controller role is both ambiguous and unclear.  

This paper reviews contemporary management accounting literature addressing the controller 

role because the findings can contribute to the theoretical development in this field and offer a 

starting point for future research regarding the controller role. The aim of the paper is to explore 

the chronology, context, controller role topics, theoretical lenses, purposes, collection method and 

findings of management accounting research regarding the controller role. Thereby, this paper 

provides a contribution to our understanding of the current state of research on the controller role 

in the management accounting field and its future development. 

To achieve this purpose, I seek to answer the following research questions (RQs): 

RQ1. How has the research field regarding the controller role evolved in the last decade? 

RQ2. What conclusions can be drawn from the current state of controller role research? 

The structure of the remainder of this paper is the following. The next chapter presents the study 

design used for the identification of the papers included in the literature review together with a 

description of how the covered literature is categorized. The third chapter presents the results of 

the literature review. In the concluding chapter, the most important findings are summarized, the 

research questions are answered and suggestions for future research are made. 

2. Study design and data 

Controller role literature spans several decades and numerous researchers has contributed over 

the years (e.g. Hopper, 1980; Ahrens, 1996; Pierce & O'Dea, 2003; Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 

2005). Although the current state of research regarding the controller role is the main focus of 

this study, prior research informed the author of the subject and provided relevant key words for 

the present literature review. The primary academic databases used in this review were Scopus 

and Google Scholar. Prior research suggests that these databases are suitable for finding articles 

within the field of social sciences (Harzing, 2010). Moreover, citations in the articles provided 

additional relevant articles regarding the controller role. Although rigorous quality can be present 

in textbooks (e.g. Lindvall, 2009), the peer-review process of published papers ensures a high 
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focus on the current state of controller role research which is central to the purpose of this review. 

Therefore, books and chapters in textbooks were not included in the review. 

The search string used in the databases was controller OR management accountant AND role OR 

identity AND management accounting. The first two specifications were considered relevant 

since both controllers and management accountant descriptions are valid and used for this 

specific actor. In addition, the use of identity and role in the controller literature has no 

discernable difference. The search was limited to articles in the subject area of business, 

management and accounting a subject area in which controllers are central actors. Moreover, the 

search for articles was limited between the years of 2007 and 2017. The year 2007 was deemed a 

good starting point not only to address the current state of controller role research, but also 

because the research surfacing at this point in time questioned the value of a distinct business 

partner role and the value of such a role (see the introduction of this paper). The search resulted 

in 68 articles matching the selected criteria.  

Next, the author read the abstracts for the 68 articles and identified articles not focusing on the 

controller role and management accounting. All such articles were excluded from the review 

process. Articles where the controller role had no part in the findings were also excluded from the 

review. In addition,  articles focusing on other areas such as the role of accounting, regulations, 

trust or IT-systems were also excluded. For example, articles focusing on topics of shifts in 

management accounting techniques could also present findings relevant to the controller role. To 

ensure higher validity, the author discussed the principles for the exclusions made with peers. 

This resulted in 25 articles pertaining to controller role research directly in the topic of the study 

or indirectly as a part of the findings. After this, the author read the remaining articles and 

summarized them according to the following coding scheme shown in table 1.  

Coding scheme.  Description 

Year of publication What year were the studies published? 
Authors Who were the authors? 
Context What country was the study conducted? What type of industry was the focus? (If 

possible to ascertain) 
Controller role topics What core subjects and issues was the focus of the study? 
Theoretical lens What major theories are applied in the article (if any)?  
Purpose What was the purpose of the study?  
Collection Method What was the source of data and approach? 
Findings What were the findings in regard to the controller role? 

Table 1: Coding scheme 
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The structure of the coding scheme follows the purpose of the literature view and the findings are 

organized accordingly in the next chapter. The results of the complete content analysis were 

summarized in a spreadsheet for quick reference while writing the paper. 

3. Findings 

This chapter presents the results of the literature review, aiming to provide a picture of the current 

state of research regarding the controller role. Therefore, the sections in this chapter are based on 

the categories and coding scheme in table 1. 

Chronology, context, controller role topics and theoretical lenses of controller role research 

This section outlines the reviewed literature providing information of the controller role research 

structured after chronology, contexts and controller role topics. The section ends with a summary 

table. 

The review revealed three articles from the year of 2007, regarding the role of controllers. These 

studies where based on manufacturing companies located in a European context (Byrne & Pierce, 

2007; Järvenpää, 2007; Zoni & Merchant, 2007). However, the research topics of these studies 

varied. Byrne and Pierces (2007) paper focuses on the ambiguousness and the lack of clear role 

definitions regarding the controller role in the literature. The study by Järvenpää (2007) builds on 

how a business-orientated management accounting culture effect the role of controllers. Zoni and 

Merchant (2007) address the issues in previous literature that controllers involved in the decision-

making process are less associated with a traditional controller role.  

In the year of 2009, four articles addressed the controller role based mainly on a European 

context (Ma & Tyles, 2009; Järvinen, 2009; Maas & Matejka, 2009; Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009).  

In line with previous research (see Järvenpää; 2007; Zoni & Merchant, 2007), the study by Ma 

and Tyles (2009) illustrates that controllers practicing ‘strategic’ management accounting have a 

more business oriented role. Similarly, Järvinens (2009) study show that shifts to modern control 

systems influence a modern controller role. Maas and Matejka (2009) explores the previously 

found dual responsibilities of the controller role (see for example Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005) 

and examines how controllers balance those responsibilities. Baldvinsdottir et al., (2009) studied 

four decades of software ads portraying the contemporary image of a suitable controller role. The 
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authors illustrate the trend from a rational controller role in the 1970s to a more social and 

interacting role in the 1990s.2  

The following year two articles explored the controller role. Based on a European study Hartman 

and Maas (2010) explore how susceptible either a traditional controller or business partner role is 

when faced with social pressure from management. An Australian study by Emsley and Chung 

(2010) focuses on the effort that controllers themselves put in changing their role in relation to 

cognitive style (creativity and problem-solving skills) and role involvement (business or 

accounting orientated). 

The findings reveal three articles from the year 2011 based on European studies (Hartman & 

Maas, 2011; Weber, 2011; De Loo, Verstegen & Swagerman, 2011). Hartman and Maas (2011) 

explore the social expectations from management and operational actors and the controller role, 

but also illustrate individual and personal differences of how controllers can handle social 

expectations. Weber (2011) explores why and how the controller role over time broadened to 

encompass a wider range of tasks. The study by De Loo et al (2011) explores how the evolution 

of controller activities could explain the dual roles of controllers. The findings reveal two articles 

from 2012 based on European studies. Lambert and Sponems (2012) explore modern 

management accounting techniques and organizational environments effect on the controller role 

and illustrate that not all organizations want a business-oriented controllers. The second article is 

a survey aiming to study and establish the roles of controllers. The authors argue that the role has 

broadened not changed (Graham, Davey-Evans & Toon, 2012). 

Three articles pertain to the year 2013, two of these are European (Goretzki, Strauss & Weber, 

2013; Goretzki, 2013) and one is from the Middle East (Halbouni & Nour, 2013). The study by 

Goretzki et al (2013) explores how a new CFO supports the institutionalization of a business 

partner role by legitimizing the controllers own willingness for role change. Goretzki (2013) 

focuses on how management accounting techniques aid controllers to construct their own role. 

Halbouni and Nour (2013) illustrate that globalization and new management accounting 

techniques influences a role change among controllers in the Middle East. The review reveals two 

European based articles from 2014. Hiller, Mahlendorf and Weber (2014) revolves around the 

                                                           
2 The ads were published in the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) journal. CIMA is 
associated with the USA-based American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA). 
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topic of showing that controllers’ occupational prestige will influence their role. The study by 

Endenich (2014) illustrates that management accounting innovations effect on the role of 

controllers by increasing their interaction with other actors. 

In the year of 2015, the study by Pietrzak and Wnuk-Pel (2015) identifies external and internal 

technical factors influencing a controller role change. Windeck, Weber and Strauss (2015) show 

that managers can have a strong influence for controller role change to a business partner. 

Hyvonen, Järvinen and Pellinen (2015) explore the dynamics of a changing controller role from a 

longitudinal micro-level individual perspective of a controller. Finally, three European articles 

pertained to the year 2016. The study by Laine et al (2016) indirectly touches the topic of the 

controller role by exploring ‘boundary subjects’ inclusion of controllers as active business 

partners. Eskenazi, Hartmann and Rietdijk (2016) investigate how social pressure influence 

controllers and if some actors are more suited for certain controller roles. Culasso et al (2016) 

argues that the controller role has changed to a business partner yet still upholds the tasks and 

traits of a traditional controller. Table 2 below provides a summary of context, theoretical lenses 

and controller role topics in the reviewed literature. 
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Chronology of studies Context Controller role topic Theoretical lenses 

Byrne and Pierce (2007) Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Lack of clear role definitions Contingency and role theory 

Järvenpää (2007) Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Business oriented 
management accounting 
(MA) culture 

Interpretive and grounded 
theory 

Zoni and Merchant (2007) Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Controller involvement in 
decision-making processes 

N/A 

Ma and Tyles (2009) Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Strategic management 
accounting (SCA) 

Institutional theory 

Järvinen (2009) Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Modern MA systems N/A 

Maas and Matejka (2009) Europe Dual responsibilities of 
controllers 

N/A 

Baldvinsdottir et al (2009) Mainly Europe The image of controller 
depicted in ads over four 
decades 

N/A 

Hartman and Maas (2010) The Netherlands finance and 
control students 

Susceptibility of controller 
roles facing social pressure 

Borrows from social fields of 
Machiavellianism 

Emsley and Chung (2010) Australia consumer services Effort of controllers 
themselves to strive for role 
change 

N/A 

Hartman and Maas (2011) The Netherlands mainly 
manufacturing and financial 
sector 

Contextual uncertainty and 
budgetary systems 

Contingency theory 

Weber (2011) Germany, conceptual based 
on previous studies 

Why the controller role is 
broader 

Organizational theory 

De Loo et al (2011) The Netherlands, graduates 
from MA-programs 

Evolution of controller 
activities 

N/A 

Lambert and Sponem (2012) France, UK, The Netherlands, 
Sweden and Switzerland, 
consumer services 

Moderns MA-techniques and 
shifts in organizational 
environments supports a 
business partner role 

Institutional logic 

Graham et al (2012) UK, financial sector Survey to establish the 
controller role 

N/A 

Goretzki et al (2013) Germany, manufacturing How a new actor (CFO) can 
provide an institutional drive 
for a new controller role 

Institutional theory 

Goretzki (2013) Germany, manufacturing MA-techniques and the 
construction of the controller 

Focauldian perspective 
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role 

Halbouni and Nour (2013 United Arab Emirates, 
Accounting students 

Globalization and new MA-
techniques influence on 
controller roles in the middle 
east 

N/A 

Hiller et al (2014) International Controller 
Association for controllers in 
German speaking countries 

Occupational prestige 
influence on the controller 
role  

Social identity theory and 
self-categorisation theory 

Endenich (2014) Germany and Spain, diverse 
consumer services and 
manufacturing 

Evolving budget process 
effect on the controller role 

N/A 

Pietrzak and Wnuk-Pel 
(2015) 

Poland, Manufacturing and 
unspecified businesses 

Internal and external technical 
factors affecting the controller 
role 

N/A 

Windeck et al (2015) Germany, manufacturing How managers react to and 
influence the controller role 

Actor-network theory 

Hyvonen et al (2015) European, manufacturing Dynamics of a changing 
controller role over time 

Institutional entrepreneurship 

Laine et al (2016) Finland, manufacturing Inclusion of controller 
through boundary subjects 

Pragmatic constructivism 

Eskenazi et al (2016) The Netherlands, finance and 
control students 

Measures the EEG of 
individuals to find a 
suitability of roles 

N/A 

Culasso et al (2016) Italy, Multi-utilities Revolves around the duality 
of the controller role 

Institutional theory 

Table 2: Summary of chronology, context, controller role topics and theoretical lenses. 

In sum, the findings reveal that from the year 2007 until 2017, studies on the controller role are 

mostly found in a European context although there are exceptions. For example, Balvinsdottir et 

al., (2009) explore ads with a connection to the American image of controllers, Emsley and 

Chung (2010) explore the controller role in Australia whereas Halbouni and Nour (2013) explore 

the controller role in the Middle East. The findings reveal that the manufacturing industry is a 

favored context for controller role studies, although exceptions exist in the finance and utility 

sector. The findings reveal a mix of controller role topics in the reviewed articles. Finally, the 

findings reveal some lack of discernable theories informing the studies, although several 

theoretical lenses are present and institutional theory seems to be favored. Moreover, it is 

noteworthy to point out that in the reviewed literature regarding controller roles only the study by 

Byrne and Pierce (2007) seems guided by role theory. 
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Purposes of the reviewed controller role research  

This section outlines the purposes of the studies in the reviewed literature and identifies three 

themes therein. Table 3 summarizes the themes of these purposes in the reviewed literature. 

Themes of controller role research Studies 

Towards a hybrid controller role 

Byrne & pierce, 2007 
Maas & Matejka, 2009 
Hartmann & Maas, 2009 
Weber, 2011 
De Loo et al., 2011 
Graham et al., 2012 
Lambert & Sponem, 2012 

Management accounting or environmental antecedents and 
the controller role 

Järvenpää, 2007 
Ma & Tyles, 2009 
Järvinen, 2009 
Hartman & Maas, 2011 
Halbouni & Nour, 2013 
Goretzki, 2013 
Pietrzak & Wnuk-Pel, 2015 
Endenich, 2014 
Laine et al., 2016 

Individual aspirations and the controller role 

Zoni & Merchant, 2007 
Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009 
Emsley & Chung, 2010 
Goretzki et al., 2013 
Hiller et al., 2014 
Windebeck et al., 2015 
Hyvonen et al., 2015 
Eskenazi et al., 2016 
Culasso et al., 2016 

Table 3: Summary of themes in controller role research purposes. 

It seems that management accounting research regarding the controller role has shifted focus 

from the dual ‘hybrid’ role of controllers (Caglio, 2003, Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005). 

However, seven articles from the early to mid-years portrayed in the literature review had hybrid 

themed purposes (see Baldvinsdottir et al., 2005) controller role (Byrne & pierce, 2007; Maas & 

Matejka, 2009; Hartmann & Maas, 2009; Weber, 2011; De Loo et al., 2011; Graham et al., 2012; 

Lambert & Sponem, 2012). The study by Byrne and Pierce (2007) addresses the antecedents and 

characteristics of controller roles and explains how the role settles as combination of a traditional 

controller and business partner role. Maas and Matejka (2009) purpose is to explores how 

controllers balance responsibilities concerning local functionality as business partners and 

functional responsibilities as traditional controllers. Hartmann and Maas (2009) aim is to examine 

how controllers respond to the ethical dilemmas under social pressures and shows that certain 
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types of individuals are better suited for the demands from the dual nature of management 

accounting tasks.  

The conceptual paper by Weber (2011) aims to explore and describe the development of 

controller tasks in order to develop a model that explains the range of controllers’ tasks and the 

changes in them. Similarly, De Lo et al (2011) aims to provide an understanding and description 

of the empirical image of the controller profession using evidence from previous studies of the 

controller role. Graham et al (2012) aims to explores previous research suggesting a shift from a 

traditional to a business partner role by studying work roles actually undertaken by controllers. 

Finally, Lambert and Sponem, (2012) purpose is to explore if recent development in management 

accounting and environmental shifts meant that controllers adopt a business partner role. 

The remaining seventeen reviewed papers purposes focuses on various antecedents to the 

construction of a modern business oriented controller role. Furthermore, the researched 

antecedents affecting the controller role either related to changes in management accounting 

technologies, environmental surroundings or individual forces. Jävenpää (2007), studies how a 

company tries to achieve a business-orientated management accounting culture and the effect 

thereof on the business-orientation of the controllers. Similarly, Ma and Tyles (2009) explores 

changes in management accounting, specifically how strategic management accounting enables 

controllers more strategic roles. Järvinen (2009) aims to illustrate that the occupational role of 

controllers is influenced by changes in management accounting systems and the agenda of 

management. Halbouni and Nour (2013) examine the impact on the controller role from 

globalization and developments in management accounting technologies. 

The study by Goretzki (2013) aims to illustrate, from a Foucauldian perspective, how managers 

deploy management accounting as a technology to construct their own roles and legitimize other 

actors’ roles. Pietrzak and Wnuk-Pel (2015) identify and categorize external and internal 

technical factors driving role change. Hartman and Maas (2011) explore how contextual 

uncertainty and the use of coercive or enabling budgetary systems explain variation in the role of 

controllers. Moreover, Endenich (2014) investigates changes within budget processes during 

economic crises with an emphasis on the role of controllers. Laine et al (2016) elaborate on 

boundary subjects and boundary objects in constructing and communicating relevant accounting 

facts for managing product development.  
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Zoni and Merchant (2007) builds their study on the premise that business-oriented controllers are 

more involved in management decision-making processes. Zoni & Merchant (2007) aims to 

explore controllers involvement to provide an understanding of what causes more or less 

involvement in management decision-making processes and if involvement is associated with 

increased performance. Through a discourse-analysis, Baldvinsdottir et al (2009) investigate the 

extent of which the image of controllers has changed thereby attracting controllers with a more 

modern role. Also on an individual level, Emsley and Chung (2010) examine how controllers 

own cognitive style affect their commitment to change practices and the role they occupy. The 

study by Goretzki, Strauss and Weber (2013) explores how particular efforts of actors, in this 

case a new chief financial officer (CFO), support an institutionalized legitimization of the 

business-oriented roles for the controllers.  

Also on a more individual level, Hiller, Mahlendorf and Weber (2014) aim to show that the 

occupational prestige of controllers influence their professional identification within 

organizations. Windebeck et al (2015) aims in their study to develop insights into managers’ 

interests in and reactions towards establishing the business partner role among the controllers. 

Hyvonen et al (2015) study developments in management accounting projects and its enabling of 

controller role change. Eskenazi et al (2016) investigate if controllers’ ability to withstand social 

pressure from managers has a neurobiological basis. Culasso et al (2016) aim was to investigate 

if controllers’ role should include more integration and coordination with risk managers.  

Data collection methods used in the reviewed controller role research 

This section presents the collection methods used in the reviewed literature. Table 4 summarizes 

the data collection methods used the reviewed literature. 

Studies Data collection methods 

Byrne and Pierce (2007) A qualitative approach in-depth interviews with18 financial 
managers and 18 operating managers in medium and large 
manufacturing firms. 

Järvenpää (2007) Qualitative approach a longitudinal 5-year case study in an 
organization with 17 interviews and internal materials. 

Zoni and Merchant (2007) Test research propositions developed from a review of prior 
literature, data were collected from 17 large Italian 
corporations using a questionnaire survey. 
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Ma and Tyles (2009) Qualitative, case based collection method in one company 
through a prolonged series of semi-structured interviews and 
meetings with managers. Complementary materials collected 
through public and internal annual financial and budget reports, 
memos and manuals. 

Järvinen (2009) A qualitative field study involving interviews with 
management accountants and their associates in five public 
hospitals, the paper illustrates how a change in new public 
management (NPM)-related managerial agendas interacts with 
how the management accountants perceive their professional 
roles. 

Maas and Matejka (2009) A quantitative survey tests predictions from the responses of 
134 controllers. 

Baldvinsdottir et al (2009) Discourse analysis. 

Hartman and Maas (2010) Quantitative survey, questionnaires are analyzed from 136 
management accountant students.  

Emsley and Chung (2010) Quantitative survey, questionnaires are analyzed from 40 
management accountants. 

Hartman and Maas (2011) Quantitative survey, questionnaires are analyzed from 134 
business unit controllers in medium and large-sized firms. 

Weber (2011) Conceptually oriented drawing on organizational theory and 
economic and sociopsychological models to develop a model 
explaining the range and relationships of controller role tasks. 

De Loo et al (2011) Two separate surveys on a group of management accountants 
in the years 2004 and 2007. 

Lambert and Sponem (2012) The study uses a qualitative approach with in-depth interviews 
of 4 operational managers and 69 management accountants. In 
addition, the study includes a three-day shadowing of one 
management accountant as well as document analysis, annual 
reports and management accounting job descriptions. 

Graham et al (2012) The study uses a mixed method. It includes an analysis of job 
specifications for UK financial controller vacancies. A survey 
with 56 responses of what UK financial controllers’ task 
entails. Moreover, semi structured interviews with 12 UK 
financial controllers aiming to find what the barriers are 
preventing a role transition from a traditional controller. 

Goretzki et al (2013) The study explores the controller role through 46 semi-
structured interviews within one organization. 

Goretzki (2013) The study explores the controller role through 46 semi-
structured interviews within one organization. 

Halbouni and Nour (2013 The study is a quantitative survey of practicing management 
accountants in the United Arab Emirates. 
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Hiller et al (2014) The study is a quantitative survey with 300 respondents. 

Endenich (2014) The study findings builds on a cross-sectional field study 
mainly based on interviews with senior management 
accounting executives in nine German and nine Spanish 
companies. The German and Spanish companies are matched 
in terms of industry and size to assure comparability of the two 
national samples. 

Pietrzak and Wnuk-Pel (2015) Quantitative survey, questionnaires are analyzed from 208 
responding management accountants. 

Windeck et al (2015) The study is based on 43 semi-structured interviews with 
operational managers, supervisory board, management 
accountants and employees of other functions. 

Hyvonen et al (2015) A longitudinal study of a single controller, interviews with him 
and his colleagues. 

Laine et al (2016) The paper uses a longitudinal interventionist case study 
approach.  

Eskenazi et al (2016) The study measure mirror neuron system functionality using 
EEG-data from 29 professional controllers during an emotional 
expressions observation task. 

Culasso et al (2016) A qualitative mixed method integrating inductive and 
deductive perspectives using an empirical and comparative 
analysis based on explorative case studies. 

Table 4: Summary of collection methods used in the controller role research. 

Twelve studies employed a qualitative approach based on collection methods with semi-

structured interviews and ten studies are quantitative, survey based. The remaining three studies 

are a discourse analysis (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009), a conceptual paper (Weber, 2011) and a 

study using a mixed quantitative and qualitative collection methods (Graham et al., 2012). There 

seems to be a dearth of studies regarding the controller role involving participatory observations, 

longitudinal studies and actual fieldwork. 

 
Findings of controller role research 

In this section, the findings regarding articles with hybrid themed, management accounting or 

environmental antecedents and individual aspirations and the controller role are summarized. 

Table 5 below illustrates the findings suggesting of articles suggesting a hybrid role in the 

reviewed literature. 



 
 

15 
 

Findings Example 

The adoption of a business partner role for management 
accountants is found to be ambiguous, conditional and uncertain. 
The findings suggest institutional forces that are coercive 
regulations or normative cultural norms that influenced roles. 
The former constraining a business oriented role, the latter 
facilitating. 

 

Byrne & pierce, 2007 

 

The findings suggest that an emphasis on functional 
responsibility of controllers is positively associated with role 
conflict and role ambiguity, and negatively associated with their 
ability to support local decision-making.  

 

Maas & Matejka, 2009 

 

Shows that a trade-off between decision-facilitation and 
decision-influencing benefits in designing the organizational 
controller function is not inevitable. What seems crucial instead, 
is staffing the controller positions with individuals with the right 
characteristics. 

Hartmann & Maas, 
2009 

 

The findings illustrate four interconnected task levels for the 
development of the controller role. Level one refers to the tasks 
of a traditional controller role and level four a business partner 
role.  

Weber, 2011 

Supports a "hybridization" of controller roles where 
scorekeeping and other internally oriented activities still form a 
major part of much of the daily work of controllers. 

De Loo et al., 2011 

The findings suggest that the role of controllers has not 
transformed in recent years, but has instead enlarged, 
incorporating more “forward-looking” elements, which are 
concerned with the management of the whole business. 

Graham et al., 2012 

In order to capture the role of controllers there is a need to 
understand the context in which they practice. The paper 
supports Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005) concept of hybrid roles 
and questions the business partner role calling it a myth. 

Lambert & Sponem, 
2012 

Table 5: Findings suggesting a hybrid role. 

The findings in the articles in the years 2007 to 2009 illustrated ambiguities of a business partner 

role and suggested hindrances to a role shift. The findings of these articles thus seem to disprove 

a clear business-oriented controller role (Byrne & Pierce, 2007; Maas & Matejka, 2009; Hartman 

& Maas, 2009). Instead of disproving a business-oriented role, the remaining published hybrid 

oriented articles describe the balance between traditional and business-oriented role 
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characteristics (Weber, 2011; De Loo et al., 2011; Graham et al., 2011; Lambert & Sponem, 

2012). 

The literature focusing on purposes of modern management accounting techniques or 

environmental antecedents shaping the controller role had similarities. Table 6 below summarizes 

management accounting or environmental antecedents and the controller role. 

Findings Example 

The findings shows that decentralization supports a business 
orientation by bringing controllers closer to management and 
made managerial expectations highly penetrative through daily 
cross-functional interaction.  

Järvenpää, 2007 

Related to the introduction of SMA the findings showed that 
the management accounting actors role in the finance function 
changed the role to be more engaged in the dialogue of 
‘business issues’. 

Ma & Tyles, 2009 

For controllers emphasising the business controller 
identity/image it was important for “backward” public services 
to learn from leading businesses. The idea that all hospitals 
should have similar systems was condemned.  

Järvinen, 2009 

The findings suggest an alignment between the coercive 
(enabling) use of the budgetary control system and the role of 
controllers acting as corporate policemen (business partners). 

Hartman & Maas, 2011 

Globalisation and information technology are two key factors 
driving the change from a traditional role of United Arad 
Emirates management accountants. 

Halbouni & Nour, 2013 

Management accounting techniques provides legitimizing 
accounts of oneself visualizes individual achievements and 
thereby helps to form a role. 

Goretzki, 2013 

The study identifies internal and external role changing 
technical factors. Pietrzak & Wnuk-Pel, 2015 

The reasons provided in the literature for changing the role of 
management accountants into that of a business partner – such 
as software empowerment and management accounting 
innovations – are supplemented by the economic crisis in this 
study.  

Endenich, 2014 

The intentional use of boundary subjects and objects as 
communication platform could push a more active inclusion of 
business controllers as active business partners. 

Laine et al., 2016 

Table 6: Findings of management accounting or environmental antecedents and the controller role. 
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The findings in these articles suggest that new modern management accounting techniques 

support a more business-oriented role, for example through engaging controllers in dialogues 

with other managers, by learning the business, or legitimizing a business-orientation (Ma & 

Tyles, 2009; Järvinen, 2009; Hartman & Maas 2011; Goretzki, 2013; Laine et al., 2016). The 

findings in these papers also suggest that globalization or economic crises supplement a changing 

controller role by increased interaction among actors and increased participation in decision 

making-processes (Järvenpää, 2007; Halbouni & Nour, 2013; Endenich, 2014; Pietrzak & Wnuk-

Pel, 2015). 

Table 7 below illustrates the findings from literature focusing on purposes of individual 

aspirations and the controller role. 

Findings Example 

Most of the controllers are at least somewhat involved in 
management decision processes, and some are highly involved. 
A complex set of factors determine the extent and breadth of 
controller involvement. The findings indicate that higher 
controller involvement in decision-making processes also 
means a higher business orientated role. 

Zoni & Merchant, 2007 

Overall, the role changes observed reflects changes in wider 
social practice from modernity, through high modernity, to 
hyper-modernity. 

Baldvinsdottir et al., 
2009 

The findings indicate that the controllers’ cognitive style had a 
positive but not significant direct effect on the level of effort 
controllers devote to initiating change in their practice and a 
significant indirect effect via the mediating variable of role 
involvement.  

Emsley & Chung, 2010 

A new CFO legitimized the business partner role within the 
organization leading to an increase of the controllers own 
willingness and strive to change their role to a business partner. 
The external institutional environment of Germany also favours 
a business partner role which further strengthened the drive for 
institutional role change. 

Goretzki et al., 2013 

The findings suggest that high prestige among controllers is 
associated with a more business-oriented role. Hiller et al., 2014 

The study displays diverse findings in light of prior studies as 
managers embraced the concept of business partner and 
adopted it, but without having adapted it to their interests. 
Managers strongly supported the business partner and seemed 
to be the driving force in further diffusing accountants’ new 
role. Boundary objects aided in overcoming resistance and in 
aligning the business partner with managers’ interests. The 
business partner itself seemed to be established as a boundary 
object. 

Windebeck et al., 2015 

The finding suggests that an aspiring controller must creatively 
combine multiple resources and interests in order to attract 

Hyvonen et al., 2015 
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other actors for collective action. the findings suggests that 
there is a great need for the business integrated controller role 
for a few while the roles related to accounting routines seem to 
be a diminishing one for the many. 

The findings suggest that the sensitivity to social pressure, 
which is an antecedent of misreporting behaviour, has a 
biological origin. Although previous studies have shown that 
fiduciary duty threats are inherent to the role of controllers and 
that human mirror neuron system functionality is a central 
personal characteristic. Implications are that managerial social 
pressure and reporting risk are associated with the business 
partner role.  

Eskenazi et al., 2016 

In short, controller´s role can be considered as an intra-
organisational condition, which will enable the successful 
management accounting system change. 

Culasso et al., 2016 

Table 7: Findings of individual aspirations and the controller role. 

The findings in these articles reveal that controller involvement in management accounting 

practices supports a business oriented controller role (Zoni & Merchant, 2007; Emsley & Chung, 

2010). In addition, the findings suggest that the individual subjective aspirations matters some 

controllers seem positively drawn to business-partner work descriptions (Baldvinsdottir et al., 

2009). The findings in these papers also provide clues that on a personal level actors can 

legitimize a business oriented controller role among the controllers themselves (Hiller et al., 

2014; Windebeck et al., 2015; Hyvonen et al., 2016) and other actors (Goretzki et al., 2013; 

Eskenazi et al., 2016; Culasso et al., 2016). 

4. Conclusions 

This paper explores and outlines the chronology, context, controller role topics, theoretical 

lenses, purposes, collection method and findings of management accounting research regarding 

the controller role in the findings chapter. In order to contribute to our understanding of the 

current state of controller role research in the management accounting field and its future 

development, the research questions posed are answered below. 

How has the research field regarding the controller role evolved in the last decade? 

The findings from the literature review reveals that the field has evolved in three distinct and 

definable streams of research regarding the controller role in the past decade (see Table 3). The 

first stream of research regards the hybrid controller role. From an outset of vagueness and lack 

of clarity in modern controller role concepts (see Mouritsen, 1996, Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 

2005), this research stream provides multiple conceptualizations of a modern controller role. This 
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stream of research argues that the modern controller role is a hybrid controller blending the 

characteristics of a traditional controller and a business-oriented controller role (Byrne & Pierce, 

2007; Maas & Matejka, 2009; Hartmann & Maas, 2009; Weber, 2011; De Loo et al., 2011; 

Graham et al., 2012; Lambert & Sponem, 2012). See Table 5 for a summary of this stream of 

research. 

The findings revealed a second research stream revolving around antecedents of management 

accounting techniques and environmental concerns shaping the controller role. This second 

stream of research investigates and explores how such antecedents strengthen the two aspects of 

the modern controller role (Järvenpää, 2007; Ma & Tyles, 2009; Järvinen, 2009; Hartman & 

Maas, 2011; Halbouni & Nour, 2013; Goretzki, 2013; Endenich, 2014; Pietrzak & Wnuk-Pel, 

2015; Laine et al., 2016). See Table 6 for a summary of this stream of research.  

The third research stream regards the controllers own role aspirations. This research explores 

how norms or the individuals’ own cognitive style provides powerful drivers of role change or 

role adaption and important clues from the actors own perspectives. Such individual drivers are 

involvement in organizational processes (Zoni & Merchant, 2007; Emsley & Young, 2010) or the 

prestige of a business partner role among the controllers (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Hiller et al., 

2014). For a complete summary of this stream of research, see Table 7. 

The findings reveal that most research concerning the controller role has no explicit theoretical 

lenses informing the studies and most of the research regarding the controller role relies on 

previous controller role research. Management accounting research regarding other topics than 

the controller role frequently import and operationalize theoretical lenses from other fields such 

as economics, psychology, or sociology (Lukka & Vinnari, 2014). The use of theoretical 

frameworks in this field of study could perhaps alleviate some of the ambiguities regarding the 

controller role concept in future studies. However, one theory appears to be a favored theoretical 

lens in the reviewed literature. Institutional theory is the first and foremost used lens to study the 

controller role in the reviewed literature. In addition, the findings showed that the studies using 

institutional theory are among those focusing on the controller role from an individual 

perspective (Ma & Tyles, 2009; Lambert & Sponem, 2012; Goretzki et al., 2013; Hyvonen et al., 

2015; Culasso et al., 2016). Thus, institutional theory is a preferred and successful lens to study 

the controller role from an individual perspective. 
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The pragmatic constructivism framework in the study by Laine et al (2016) has other interesting 

implications as well. According to this framework the social reality of an actors role require the 

integration of the dimensions of facts, possibilities, values, and communication (Nørreklit, 

Nørreklit, & Israelsen, 2006; Nørreklit, Raffnsøe-Møller, & Mitchell, 2016). Thus, exploring how 

these dimensions affect the controllers’ role in different contexts could provide comparable 

research findings regarding the construction of the controller role. For a summary of theoretical 

lenses used, refer to Table 2. 

What conclusions can be drawn from the current state of controller role research? 

The findings offer promising directions for future research regarding the controller role. So far, 

most research regarding the controller role that has been performed is based either on case studies 

or on surveys. More studies involving fieldwork and participatory observations could provide a 

deeper understanding of the controller role and its construction (see for example Lambert & 

Sponem, 2012). Longitudinal studies are uncommon, yet offer a promising research approach to 

find additional clarity of the controller role (see for example Järvenpää, 2007; Lambert & 

Sponem, 2012; Hyvonen, 2015; Laine et al., 2016). In addition, only two studies (see Järvenpää, 

2007; Lambert & Sponem, 2012) use shadowing as a research approach. In order to understand 

individuals and their roles in organizations, shadowing as a research approach could also be a 

promising approach for future researchers. 

Moreover, few studies have so far use a mixed method approach researching the controller role 

(see for example Graham et al., 2012). Such mixed methods provide a way of validating research 

findings over contextual boundaries (Birnberg, Shields & Young, 1990). For example, empirical 

data from case studies of the controller role can be compared with survey data from contexts in 

other countries. The findings of this literature review points towards an almost exclusive focus on 

the manufacturing industry regarding the controller role. Accordingly, in trying to bring more 

clarity of the controller role, future studies would benefit from exploring other contexts as well. 

The study by Endenich (2014) provides a cross-sectional field-study of countries but a similar 

design over different industries, or divisions within an organization could be a promising research 

approach for future research on the controller role. 

Finally, it is surprising to find a dearth of studies using role theory regarding the controller role. 

Classical role theory focuses on expectations on actors’ roles in organizations social hierarchies 
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(Biddle, 1986). However, classical role theory lacks an individual perspective on roles. This 

could be a problem because the controllers’ individual preferences affect the roles they take 

(Lindvall, 2009, p. 58; Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Hiller et al., 2014). The findings of this paper 

suggest that within the field of management accounting it is still unclear and ambiguous as to 

what the concept of a controller role actually means. In this regard, modern role theory holds 

promises, because it addresses the managers own individual views and interpretation of their 

roles (Hiebl, 2013). Thus, future research should use modern role theory concerning the meaning 

of controller roles from the point of view of controllers themselves, thereby identifying the 

drivers that shape their role. 

Limitations 

Controllers are actors who work in many areas. For example, management accounting, financial 

accounting, financial management. This literature review is limited to the research field of 

management accounting because controllers are important management accounting actors. Still, 

other areas regarding controller practice could provide more clues of the controller role. 

Moreover, controllers work over organizational boundaries and a more comprehensive literature 

review could include other research fields such as performance management, entrepreneurship 

and innovation and thereby provide more clues of the controller role construction concerning 

expectations from key actors. 
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The role of the controller in managing strategic capital investment 
projects: A pragmatic constructivist view 

ABSTRACT 

The literature is rich with techniques such as portfolio management and stage-gate project 

management that rely on a rational approach to strategic capital investment projects. However, 

research on the process of creating and managing such projects is scarce. In particular, the 

controller is an important but seldom noticed actor in this process. This paper draws on a 

pragmatic constructivist framework to explore the role of the controller in managing strategic 

capital investment projects; the intent is to provide insights into how the role of the controller is 

constructed and to examine the expectations of this role among controllers themselves, project 

managers, and top management. We conduct a case study in a Swedish mining corporation 

encompassing interviews, observations, and documents pertaining to controllers and project 

managers involved in strategic capital investment projects. We choose the case organization 

because of its heavy investment phase and the access granted. The results illustrate that the 

dimensions of facts and logic associated with the traditional controller role constitute an expected 

part of managing strategic capital investment projects, although the controllers themselves 

envision their role as broader. The results indicate that controllers in strategic capital investment 

projects need to tailor their role to manage specific situations. Although controllers emphasize 

subjective information and the ability to make value-based assessments, expectations among 

project managers and formal role descriptions mostly focus on facts and logic. We conclude that 

the role of the controller in managing strategic capital investment projects is constructed through 

an intricate interplay among the views and desires of the controllers, expectations from managers, 

and organizational guidelines stipulating proper management control. The paper provides clues 

that can explain why a strict traditional or business-oriented controller role is hard to find in 

practice. 

Keywords: controller role, management, strategic capital investment projects, pragmatic 

constructivist approach, expectations, mining industry 
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The role of the controller in managing strategic capital investment 
projects: A pragmatic constructivist view 

1. Introduction 

Vast and varied literature relies on a rational approach to strategic capital investment projects 

(SCIPs) by emphasizing different managerial tools and techniques. For example, the tools 

proposed for SCIPs include multistage capital budgeting (Johnson, Pfeiffer, & Schneider, 2015) 

and option-based stochastic valuation modeling (Kauffman, Liu, & Ma, 2015). However, because 

of the orientation toward managerial tools and techniques in the literature, researchers point out a 

risk of overlooking the managing actors (Nørreklit, Nørreklit, & Mitchell, 2016).  

Controllers are important – even crucial – actors within organizations because they are providers, 

analyzers, and communicators of financial information (Jönsson, 2009), and they are especially 

important in SCIP decision-making processes (Zoni & Merchant, 2007). The traditional and 

instrumental view is that the controller is a producer of objective and rational financial 

information used to support the management team in making decisions (Baldvinsdottir, Burns, 

Nørreklit, & Scapens, 2009; Nørreklit, Nørreklit, & Mitchell, 2010; Hartman & Maas, 2011). 

Another perspective sees the controller as focused on managing by providing advice and 

assistance to the management team (Weber, 2011). Moreover, this latter perspective suggests that 

controllers align with and have a good understanding of what their counterparties need (Chenhall 

& Langfield-Smith, 1998) in their role as a strategic forward-looking member of a cross-

functional team (Ahrens, 1996; Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Vaivio & Kokko, 2006; Ma & 

Tayles, 2009). This kind of controller has been characterized as business oriented, a business 

partner, an internal consultant, and a co-pilot. 

Research has emphasized that the controller role contains traditional elements as well as business 

partner-oriented capabilities (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2007) and that traditional management 

control remains important among controllers operating as business partners (Weber, 2011). 

Evidence also suggests that the way in which controllers construct their role in relation to their 

work setting is more complex than previously understood (Goretzki, Strauss, & Weber, 2013; 

Nørreklit et al., 2016). Research has also indicated that when handling uncertain financial 

information from complex strategic tasks, controllers and managers’ financial projections are 
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more value based and related to subjective anticipation and estimation of alternatives (Nørreklit, 

Mitchell, & Nielsen, 2017). 

Despite these findings, our understanding of the controller role in practice is still limited. Few 

empirical studies have explored the controller role in great depth or its construction in managing 

practical situations (Goretzki, 2013). This paper assumes that roles are the constructions of a 

social reality. We draw on the pragmatic constructivist framework, according to which this 

construction requires the integration of facts, possibilities, values, and communication (Nørreklit, 

Nørreklit, & Israelsen, 2006; Nørreklit et al., 2010, 2016; Nørreklit, Raffnsøe-Møller, & Mitchell, 

2016). SCIPs are typically long term, complex, and demanding of substantial resources (Alkaraan 

& Northcott, 2013). Hence, SCIPs need to be well managed so that the overall strategy of the 

organization can be put into practice (Butler, Davies, Pike, & Sharp, 1991; Slagmulder, 

Bruggeman, & Wassenhove, 1995; Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007; Carr, Kolehmainen, & Mitchell, 

2010). Therefore, we study the controller role in the challenging setting of managing SCIPs. 

The overall purpose of this paper is to explore the role of the controller in strategic capital 

investment projects to provide insights into how the controller role is constructed and how the 

controllers themselves, project managers, and top management define the expectations of this 

role. Our empirical evidence derives from a case study in a mining company based on interviews, 

documents, and observations. We use the pragmatic constructivist approach to examine the 

controller role through the integration of facts, logic, values, and communication. By providing 

insights into the construction of the controller role from a pragmatic constructivist view, we 

believe that our paper contributes to a wider theoretical understanding of the controller role. The 

practical contribution of this study concerns the ways in which organizations can support 

matching role development among their controllers to suitable areas of managing SCIPs.  

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The first section outlines the pragmatic 

constructivist view used as the theoretical framework of the paper and its relationship to previous 

research concerning the controller role. The second section details our choice of case 

organization, its context, and our procedures for data collection and interpretation. The third 

section presents our case study of the controller role in the context of managing SCIPs in the 

mining industry. In the fourth section, the case study results are presented and interpreted on the 
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basis of the pragmatic constructivist framework. Finally, we present conclusions and 

recommendations for future research. 

2. Pragmatic constructivism and the controller role 

Understanding the controller role is important for organizations to ensure the relevance of the 

controller practice (Chenhall & Langfield-Smith, 1998; Baldvinsdottir, Mitchell, & Nørreklit, 

2010). In the management accounting literature, the controller role is mostly associated with tasks 

and responsibilities (Järvenpää, 2007). From a pragmatic constructivist point of view, the existing 

research on the controller role tends to emphasize certain aspects of this role. For example, 

agency theorists focus on logic, possibilities, and rationalism, thereby de-emphasizing the values 

of the controller and the implications for construction of the controller’s role (Nørreklit et al., 

2006, 2010). This suggests that controller role research relies on a combination of facts and 

possibilities to the detriment of communication and values, portraying controllers as having the 

same values and reacting to the same rewards equally (Nørreklit et al., 2017).  

Studying the construction of the controller role in managing SCIPs requires paying attention to 

the strategic nature of this type of situation (Butler et al., 1991; Schoemaker, 1993; Harris, 2014). 

Managing SCIPs is ultimately aimed toward the creation of competitive advantage (Lu & Heard, 

1995; Carr & Tomkins, 1996). Such efforts often demand considerable resources (Slagmulder et 

al., 1995; Slagmulder, 1997) and are characterized as long term and complex (Carr et al., 2010). 

Northcott and Alkaraan (2007) reveal that SCIPs involve uncertainties related to new products, 

gaining market share, exploiting opportunities, or improving production yields through process 

development. SCIPs are a common organizational form for managing projects. Although projects 

have some similarities, often related to the monitoring of financial fulfillment (Turner & Müller, 

2003), controllers frequently have no obvious example to follow and this makes SCIPs 

complicated to manage (Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007). Due to the complexity and the multiple 

decision-participants involved in SCIPs, it is interesting to study the controller role from a 

pragmatic constructivism perspective (Nørreklit et al., 2017). 

In this paper, we propose that construction of the controller role can be understood by means of 

integrating facts, possibilities, communication, and values (Nørreklit et al., 2006, 2010; Seal, 

2012). The fact dimension concerns how the controller observes phenomena that exist 
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independently in the organization. One example is the measurement of time consumption for 

different activities. However, such phenomena cannot be usable facts unless recognized by the 

controller. When performing their role in the rational dimension of possibilities/logic, controllers 

typically perform analyses that outline future scenarios and possibilities (e.g., in terms of 

financial projections). However, the possibilities themselves are not always sufficient. The 

controllers need a value-based motivation to advocate a certain choice between possibilities 

(ibid.). As in other industries, SCIPs in the mining industry involve interaction among several 

different categories of actors in different areas of expertise (Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007). This 

means that to accomplish goals the controllers need to be skillful in communication (Lindvall, 

2009). See Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. The role of the controller and SCIPs in the four pragmatic constructivism dimensions (adapted from 

Nørreklit et al., 2006, p. 58). 

As Figure 1 suggests, the construction of the controller role in managing SCIPs thus depends on 

the integration of four dimensions in a way that is unique to each situation. Previous research 

strongly associates a traditional controller role with the dimensions of facts and logic 

(Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Hartman & Maas, 2011). This suggests a controller role following a 

cybernetic and rational decision-making process relating to the dimensions of facts and logic. 

However, Hartman and Maas (2011) find that in situations where uncertainty is relatively high 

controllers have a more value-based and socially oriented role than the traditional controller role. 

As Nørreklit et al. (2017) suggest, uncertain, complex settings involving multiple actors have 
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potential for conflicts of interest that might cause a value-based manipulation of financial 

information. This would mean a higher inclination toward the dimensions of values and 

communication for controllers working with SCIPs. 

In previous research, the controller role has been separated into different archetypes based mainly 

on controllers’ work tasks. As indicated in the introduction, the bookkeeper and service aid or the 

bean-counter and business partner are common archetypes used in the literature to describe the 

controller role (Hopper, 1980; Granlund & Lukka, 1998). Mainstream research commonly 

portrays the bean-counter as an objective, emotionally detached person (Baldvinsdottir et al., 

2009; Hartman & Maas, 2011; Weber, 2011) charged with the managerial task of providing the 

top-level managers and other actors with financial information (Hopper, 1980; Friedman & Lyne, 

1997; Granlund & Lukka, 1998; Weber, 2011). From this perspective, the traditional controller 

role involves being an internally oriented control agent providing financial information to peers 

and superiors or handling accounting tasks (Coad, 1999; Byrne & Pierce, 2007; De Loo, 

Verstegen, & Swagerman, 2011).  

The traditional controller role is considered socially passive and distant with respect to the 

evaluating top management and the evaluated operational managers (Baldvinsdottir, 2009). In 

addition, the traditional view of the controller role also involves tasks such as the use of formal 

information-based control systems to guide managers to reach the organization’s stated goals 

(Simons, 1995, p. 5; Tuomela, 2005; Linsley & Linsley, 2014). Thus, the traditional controller 

role is associated with a fact- and logic-based reality illustrated in the framework from Nørreklit 

et al. (2006, 2010). 

Contrary to the traditional view of the controller role, Hopper (1980) provides early insights into 

another controller role, the service role. The service role is concerned with communicating 

information, analyzing problems, and supporting subordinates, peers, or superiors to make 

informed decisions. This seems to indicate that the controller role includes aspects of the 

communication dimension. The service role of the controller is an early notion of what later is 

referred to as being business oriented (Hartman & Maas, 2011; Weber, 2011). Managing with a 

business orientation expands the controller role toward a cooperating and critical counterpart in 

relation to both top-level managers and other actors throughout organizations (Hartman & Maas, 

2011; Weber, 2011; Linsley & Linsley, 2014). In addition, this also suggests that the controller 



 
 

6 
 

role involves being active in working together with other users responsible for financial 

information (Baldvinsdottir, 2009). Hence, research on the controller role shows the presence of 

important aspects related to the dimensions of communication and values.  

According to Weber (2011), the controller role emerges from a specialization in accounting. 

Similarly, from a pragmatic constructivist view, experience and increased knowledge of the 

organization allows the construction of a business-oriented controller role (Laine, Korhonen, 

Suomala & Rantamaa, 2016). Findings have suggested that the controller role takes a business 

orientation due to an increased focus on strategic tasks and consultancy work (Russel, Siegel, & 

Kulesza, 1999). Some management accounting scholars have focused on role change, that is, how 

external conditions such as globalization or new management control trends affect the controller 

role (e.g., Granlund & Lukka, 1997; Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2007). On the other end of the 

spectrum, Goretzki et al. (2013) explore role change from an inside perspective, finding that a 

new manager (e.g., a chief financial officer (CFO)) is an (internal) trigger for role change.  

According to the logic of appropriateness, one can argue that actors construct their role based on 

knowledge of what the work role entails, the inherent skills needed to manage the situation, and 

the skills needed to meet others’ expectations of the situated role (March & Olsen, 2004). 

Whether or not controller role change has occurred is still a matter of academic debate (Burns & 

Baldvinsdottir, 2007; Graham, Davey-Evans, & Toon, 2012). Previous research by Lindvall 

(2009), Weber (2011), and Hartman and Maas (2011) points to the controller role as a mix of all 

four pragmatic constructivist dimensions. Moreover, successful action via integration of the four 

dimensions of facts, logic, values, and communication is a necessity (Nørreklit et al., 2017). Still, 

it is unclear how the controller role is constructed in the integration of the four dimensions and in 

what way the controller role is affected by expectations related to each of the pragmatic 

constructivist dimensions. 

3. Research methods  

This paper addresses the controller role in managing strategic capital investment projects in a 

mining industry context. The mining industry is concerned with the extraction of scarce natural 

resources. Hence, an orientation toward capital investments is a survival requirement for firms in 

this industry (PWC, 2012; Kurkkio, Frishammar, Söderholm, & Ejdemo, 2014). SCIPs in mining 
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often have long-term repercussions for local communities and regions (Ejdemo & Söderholm, 

2011). The context is characterized by other dynamic, intangible factors and regulations, 

including environmental, legal, and political conditions and logistics (Cortese, Irvine, & 

Kaidonis, 2009; Ejdemo & Söderholm, 2011). Alone or in combination, these factors may halt 

entire investments, leaving only costs for the exploration and evaluation (Cortese et al., 2009; 

Ejdemo & Söderholm, 2011). Hence, from a cost management point of view, SCIPs such as a 

new mine or mining level are decisive because they determine a large share of production costs 

(Monden & Hamada, 1991).  

The uncertainty and risk connected to SCIPs in mining, which typically are organized in projects 

(Bhappu & Guzman, 1995; PWC, 2012), create challenges for operational managers, project 

managers, controllers, and top-level managers (PWC, 2012). Previous research also suggests that 

contextual uncertainties and complexity related to managing SCIPs are themselves likely to have 

an impact on controller role expectancies (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Byrne & Pierce, 2007). 

For example, wide geographic distances can constrain the controller role through a failure to 

understand operational needs (Pierce & O’Dea, 2003). Moreover, projects having cross-

functional teams increase the need for interaction between controller and operational actors and 

thereby the need for a controller role with a business orientation (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005).  

Selection of case organization 

This study was conducted in the Swedish public mining corporation, LKAB. LKAB is an 

international organization operating in 14 countries that employs around 4,000 people, mostly in 

Sweden. When the study was conducted, LKAB sales amounted to some EUR 20 billion, 

deriving from deliveries amounting to 26 million tons of ore products with a profit of 

approximately EUR 57 million. The organization was considered an interesting research site for 

this study because it had recently committed to several SCIPs in areas including mines, 

processing plants, and transportation to meet high market demand. At the time of the study, the 

company was also the single largest industrial investor in the nation. One important factor behind 

this development was demand from China. The study took place at LKAB’s operational mining 

sites, which are division north and division south. 

Division north consists of a single iron ore body located near Sweden’s northernmost major city 

of Kiruna. The major SCIP at division north that the controllers were managing was the new 
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mining level at 1365 meters. Operational since early 2013 and based on a projected optimal 

yearly production of 19Mt finished products from the extracted ore, this SCIP increased the 

operating life of division north until 2025. Division south consists of 20 underground iron ore 

bodies and is located about 120 kilometers farther south near the municipality of Malmberget. 

The controllers at division south were managing SCIPs spread over large areas but also at several 

different levels. At the time of our study, the main levels were at 600, 815, and 1000 meters with 

a yearly 10Mt of finished products from the extracted ore. In addition, to extend the operating life 

at division south to the year 2020, a new SCIP at 1250 meters was under construction at the time 

of our study. 

Sources of empirical evidence 

The sources of empirical evidence for this study included interviews, documents, and direct 

observations. We interviewed controllers, project managers, and the group CFO during two field 

trips, using semi-structured interview questionnaires. The controllers and project managers were 

involved in managing SCIPs with costs ranging from EUR 300 million to around EUR 2 billion. 

Actors included in the interviews were selected by requesting the participation of controllers 

managing SCIPs that were large-scale, current, contained controller work, and involved several 

different significant categories of actors.  

The first round of interviews was aimed at discovering and understanding controller work 

(Starrin & Svensson, 1996, p. 55), using interview questions designed to uncover areas of 

responsibility and role descriptions. Questions were also asked regarding how actors managing 

SCIPs interacted and how controllers communicated information to those actors. The interviews 

lasted between one and two hours and were recorded and transcribed. Four controllers, one 

project manager, and the CFO were interviewed.  

In the second round of collecting empirical evidence, the interviews were conducted with a 

particular emphasis on the controller role in the process of constructing financial projections, a 

key task in managing SCIPs. The interview questions were designed to cover preparatory work 

preceding an SCIP and project costing from the perspective of controllers and project managers. 

These interviews lasted from one hour to 90 minutes each and were recorded and transcribed. 

Two controllers and one project manager were interviewed. Both interview questionnaires are 
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available upon request from the first author. In addition, the first author spent one working day as 

a full participant in a capital budgeting training program for company controllers and project 

managers. Participation in this company learning program provided us with formal documents 

and guidelines and an understanding of the management perspective on the controller role. In 

addition, the first author had ample opportunity for informal discussions about how the 

controllers themselves view and perform their role and the project managers´ view thereof. 

The documents collected in this study included flow charts and related facts concerning the 

SCIPs, internal guidelines and educational material, role descriptions, templates, and 

organizational charts. During the study, we also had the opportunity to participate in meetings 

with company officials. On one occasion, we met with group finance staff members (including 

the CFO, treasury manager, taxation specialist, and heads of group accounting and risk 

management) for a presentation of their strategic objectives and organizational structure, as well 

as a discussion about this study. We also met with the group CFO and the head of group 

controlling to plan the continuation of our study and to discuss the controller role in LKAB. In 

addition, we participated in a workshop with the head of the controlling department to discuss 

preliminary findings and deepen our understanding of internal views on the controller role and 

the policies and procedures associated with the portfolio and management of SCIPs. Notes were 

taken during these occasions for direct observation. See Table 1. 

Table 1. Overview of data sources during fieldwork. 

Interviews round 1 # 
Capital investment controllers 4 
Chief financial officer 1 
Project manager 1 
Interviews round 2  
Capital investment controllers 2 
Project manager 1 
Documents 
Research diary and field notes, Flow charts and time plan for SCIPs, Internal guideline-documents; 
Management control process, Capital investment process, Introductory accounting and control 
procedures, Controller role and work descriptions, Template for the presentation of capital investment 
proposals to the board, Organizational chart, controller group, Document of ongoing SCIPs, Document 
showing number of SCIPs handled by one capital investment controller 
Observations and attendance at meetings 
Participation in company learning programs, Workshop presentation, Presentation at company 
headquarters, Various on-site meetings 
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Interpretations of the empirical evidence 

To interpret the empirical evidence, we relied on the following operationalization of the 

pragmatic constructivist framework. Facts refer to observations that are socially constructed, 

reliable, and to which it is possible to make a clear reference (cf. Jakobsen & Lueg, 2014). Logic 

refers to the analysis of facts and the resulting implications for future possibilities. Values 

represent positions taken concerning what is desirable and used as a basis for making choices. 

Communication is based on the fundamental tool of language and enables people to cooperate 

(cf. Nørreklit et al., 2006). According to the pragmatic constructivist framework, integrating the 

four dimensions is necessary for actors to take successful action (Nørreklit et al., 2017). 

Controllers manage factual possibilities (Weber, 2011), socially interact with other actors, and 

have their own subjective values (Hartman & Maas, 2011).  

A key difficulty with case study research is translating empirical evidence into patterns and 

identifying conceptual themes (Yin, 2014). According to Seal and Mattimoe (2016), a pragmatic 

constructivist approach can be used to validate interpretations of actors’ identities and roles 

within organizations. Throughout this process, we used Miles and Huberman’s (1994) qualitative 

analysis approach to identify the expectations of the controller role based on the empirical data. 

Accordingly, we reduced the empirical data and categorized empirical evidence (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) related to expectations of the controller role in categories consistent with the 

dimensions in the pragmatic constructivist framework (Nørreklit et al., 2006). Each author first 

made the interpretations, independently, by categorizing excerpts of data according to the above 

structure and by comparing empirical evidence collected from different sources. Second, the 

researchers also compared their interpretations and discussed them when encountering 

difficulties.  

4. Case study: Strategic capital investment projects in the mining industry 
from a controller perspective 

In this section, we present and interpret the results of our case study according to the following 

outline. First, we describe the formally endorsed regulatory expectations of the controller role. 

Thereafter, we characterize the expectations of the controller role in division north and division 

south. 
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Formally endorsed regulatory expectations of the controller role 
LKAB is owned by the Swedish government and every year the organization holds a public 

annual general meeting to appoint a board of directors. Subsequently, the board of directors 

appoints the chief executive officer (CEO) responsible for the day-to-day administration of the 

organization according to the board’s guidelines and instructions. The mining sites are located 

north of the Arctic Circle in the northernmost parts of Sweden. To allow for easier shipping to the 

global markets and higher margins, a considerable share of the extracted iron ore is processed 

into pellets.  

At the time of our study, LKAB had 24 controllers who were part of an organizational support 

unit directly subordinate to the CEO. The state's ownership policy and guidelines for state-owned 

companies describe the organization’s mission and objectives. The overall function of the 

controller unit is to serve as a support for the operational areas of the organization, management, 

the CEO, and the board of directors. The path from mine to shipping a product consists of mining 

sites, processing plants, and logistics (railways and a harbor site) and the 24 controllers within 

LKAB work at these geographically separated sites. As a staff function, the controllers are tasked 

with administration to develop processes to safeguard good internal compliance, governance, risk 

management, and control.  

The control function documents concerning the controller role that the organization provided 

offered clues to regulatory expectations of the controller role. Accordingly, the internal 

guidelines state three main areas of responsibility for controllers managing capital investment 

projects: (1) monitoring and follow-up of budgets and outcomes, (2) monitoring the progress of 

the investment plan, and (3) providing financial information to project managers, project leaders, 

top-level managers, and the board of directors. For the controllers, this means an expectation to 

guide managers toward the stated goals. The controllers are expected to follow the overall 

organizational guidelines, which sometimes causes tension among members in the organization. 

One controller describes this:  

It is a challenge to follow our guidelines. Some may question why we have to be 

so precise but there are routines, tools, and instruments that are tried and work well 

in these large-scale investment projects. Not everyone likes this and it is a 
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challenge to get everyone to pull in the same direction. We have to keep a 

watchful eye on things so that they are done as they are supposed to be done.  

This statement indicates that according to expectations from guidelines, the controller role should 

include working with established historical facts. The statement also illustrates the expectation of 

the controller role to use the cumulated facts for systematic reflection. However, this does not 

always seem sufficient; the controllers also need to be able to reason or even argue about matters. 

When it comes to investments above 2 million EUR, the controllers are handling formal and 

information-based information flows that should involve project managers, department managers, 

division managers, the CFO, and the board of directors. This is consistent with expectations of a 

financial information provider as the controller role. See Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Decision-making investment process (LKAB, 2013). 

 

The organization has internal training programs where senior controllers inform and educate 

managers and controllers about the organization’s regulations for how to carry out operations 

management and produce budgets, financial projections, and financial reports. One controller 

describes the learning program: 

Inside the control group, we discuss a lot about the controller role. We want to 

have less to do with things that can be automated and mostly deal with reporting 

historical information. We want to use our skills and competence to do analytical 
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reflective work. We therefore aim to educate controllers, project managers, and 

operation managers in the language of management accounting. We have also 

made an accounting and finance handbook, thereby relieving us controllers from 

the basics so that we can do more analytical and strategic work. 

This statement illustrates that the guidelines and learning program relate to expectations of the 

controller role as being a reporter of established facts. However, the senior controllers feel that 

this is a constraint and want their role to be more reflective and provide more meaning. While 

attending such an internal training program, we were shown control documents and instructions 

for how controller work should be carried out. The purpose of the learning program is illustrated 

in the following excerpt from one of the documents:  

The purpose of this learning program is to provide the right competence to 

managers, controllers, and other significant actors involved in managing SCIPs in 

order to create the right conditions in a standardized manner. In addition, to 

streamline the organization towards preset goals, increase quality in the decision-

making foundation and ensure a good internal control. 

The training program and internal guidelines focused on standardized textbook management 

accounting such as pay-off techniques. Furthermore, participating in the training program did not 

require much reflection or abstract problem solving. Instead, the actors were given numbers 

representing financial information from mining tonnages and market prices. Then the actors were 

instructed how to calculate the correct answers in a standardized manner. One controller explains 

the use of such calculations: 

When it comes to decisions regarding new large-scale investment projects, the 

controller writes reports, forecasts, and estimates to top-level management and the 

board of directors. Still, we have to make the information useful and 

understandable so that management can make informed decisions. 

Regarding formally endorsed regulatory expectations of the controller role, the dimensions of 

facts and logic (Nørreklit et al., 2006, 2010) seem especially highlighted in both internal training 

programs and internal documents. Moreover, the complexities and uncertainties involved in the 

management of SCIPs (Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007) were not emphasized in the internal 
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documents or the training program. This may be why the senior controllers felt that the guidelines 

neglected the dimension of values, thereby imposing a constraint on the controller role in 

managing SCIPs. 

The expectations of and constraints on the controller role in division north 
Division north is the northernmost mine in Sweden and the world’s largest underground iron ore 

mine. Active since 1899, it is also the oldest operational mine in the organization. Extraction of 

iron ore is from a single iron ore body at a depth of 1400 meters through sub-level caving. The 

sub-level caving method refers to drilling cavities in the ore body from below, blasting the 

cavities, and subsequently loading the fallen ore into skip-hoists for transport to the surface. At 

the time of our study, division north was the most profitable mining site in the organization. The 

controllers working on site suggested that since the mine consisted of a single iron ore body 

people were less spread over geographic distances. This made it easier to interact with other 

actors and discuss financial information.  

When asked about what the controller role entails, a more inexperienced controller made the 

following statement: “I have only worked for one month so I prepared for the interview with the 

manuals and checklists that guide my controller work. I currently handle an investment that the 

previous controller probably handled with his little finger.” This statement indicates a heavy 

reliance on reporting financial information using established routines, resorting to previous 

textbook learning of management control systems when the controller lacks experience and 

knowledge of mining operations. The controllers agree that the management of large-scale SCIPs 

demands the capability to recognize costs so as to analyze them properly. A more experienced 

controller elaborates on the role:  

First, we have the reporting work and this is something we cannot abandon 

completely. The reporting stage is when we gather and pass on the financial 

information from the mining operation to senior managers. Then we have analysis 

and strategy work, which is a significant and advanced part of the controller role. 

Analysis work refers to analysis of the gathered financial information from mining 

operations. Strategy work refers to how we controllers use the financial 

information from the reporting stage and what we learned in the analysis stage so 

that the financial information has a meaning. 
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This statement indicates an expectation for the controller to work with facts based on a source 

and then reflect on the sum of these facts to provide meaning for the financial information for 

actors further from the context. Seemingly, expectations of the controller role include making the 

facts clearer through argumentation and discussion among the controllers themselves. The CFO 

explains his view on the controller role in the following way:  

Many controllers trust too much in financial information from the mining 

operation through BI [business intelligence] systems. Managers want to know 

what is real. To do this, the controller must be a part of the operational team and 

have an understanding of the mining operations. 

This indicates that the CFO expects controllers to expand their role beyond reporting of 

established facts, meaning that controllers need to provide managers with meaning for the 

financial information through reasoning and dialogue. The CFO continues: “Standardized rules 

still play an important part if the controller is inexperienced.” It seemed that experience, 

understanding, and knowledge of the organization allow the controller to rely less on 

standardized routines like the traditional reporting of established financial information based on 

facts. One controller made the following statement about expectations related to the controller 

role: “The reporting is the simple part of the controller role; basically, we gather and add 

financial information and make the report. The most important thing for a controller is getting to 

know the capital investment project and to develop an understanding of the reality behind the 

figures.” This suggests that the controllers consider the reporting of established financial 

information to be a constraint; they emphasize communicating meaningful financial information. 

Besides guidelines and standardized routines, the control systems are developed, to a large 

degree, by the controllers. One controller elaborates:  

… Our control systems are MOVEX, which is used for purchase orders, receiving 

goods, paying invoices, and all such things. We have created routines where the 

managers do not see the invoices anymore. Instead, managers approve purchase 

orders and we the controllers follow this up through ClickView where we can get 

reports on the summation of purchase orders. ClickView is enough in most cases, 

but in these large-scale projects, we have to be able to break down the information 
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and reflect on it. Simply said, put a meaning to the money. Therefore, we 

controllers take most of the information and do our own estimates in spreadsheets 

and pivot tables. 

Seemingly, the controllers emphasize the analytical and systematic reflection needed to interpret, 

estimate, and modify financial information. This statement also suggests expectations for the 

controller to work subjectively when making financial projections. In addition, strict adherence to 

guidelines seemed to provide limited possibilities for such work in business intelligence systems. 

The study did reveal instances when the controllers actually modified information. The following 

statement from a controller who commented on how project managers report financial 

information represents an example of this modification of financial information:  

As soon as the project manager passes us financial information, we controllers 

write down the information between 1% and 10% depending on the situation 

because we know the reality and project managers want to have a bigger piece of 

the pie. 

This statement was made toward the end of an interview with a project manager where the 

controller was present, at the point when the project manager had left the room. This suggests 

expectations for the controller to sometimes subjectively adjust or even withhold information. 

Despite this, controllers also need to act in a facilitating role in decision-making processes. As 

articulated by this controller, “It is important to the role of the controller in these projects to learn 

the business and gain trust from all actors involved. That is what makes a good controller.” It 

would seem that much more than the traditional analyzing and reporting of established financial 

information is involved in the controller role, including reflecting and reasoning over the 

meaning of financial information but also more subjective skills such as interpretation, 

communication, and interaction with other actors. When further asked about the challenges of the 

role, the controller answered:  

Besides the manuals, guidelines, and our control systems, controllers also need to 

understand the business and have a feeling for what the involved people need. 

Without communication between the controller and other managers, there can 
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easily be an overuse or too much trust in financial information from spreadsheets 

or a business intelligence system at the expense of what is real. 

Seemingly, company guidelines point toward a traditional and systematically reflective controller 

role. However, the statement suggests that the controller role is expected to include reasoning 

with other actors to facilitate an understanding of the financial information. The organization has 

a program where controllers visit the large-scale SCIPs and see the daily operations; the program 

is an effort to increase their technical and operational language. This is intended to increase their 

understanding of the meaning behind the numbers and allow them to get to know and gain the 

trust of project managers and project leaders. One controller describes this program in the 

following way:  

The project managers are almost exclusively engineers and they gain a much 

higher trust in and use of us, the controllers, if they feel that we understand the 

technical and operational aspects behind the numbers. I wish all controllers had 

this opportunity to get to know our organization. 

Regarding the expectations of the controller role in division north, the dimensions of facts, logic, 

values, and communication (Nørreklit et al., 2006, 2010) are all present and considered 

important. These dimensions can be linked to expectations of the controller role among the 

controllers themselves, top-level management, and operational actors. However, controller 

inexperience seemed to be a constraint for developing the dimensions of values and 

communication for the controller role. In addition, the controllers considered the regulatory 

expectations of the controller role related to the dimensions of facts and logic to constrain the 

dimensions of values and communication.  

The expectations of and constraints on the controller role in division south 
At the time of our study, division south was the world’s second largest underground iron ore 

mine. The mining method is the same as in division north, blasting the ore free from the bedrock. 

However, division south spreads the mining among 20 underground ore bodies. This results in 

mammoth trucks transporting the mined ore several kilometers via underground ore passes that 

run from the production sublevels to a centralized haulage level and skip-hoisting it to the surface 
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for processing. The results indicate that these large geographic distances create limitations to 

managing them. As one controller puts it:  

One thing I found during my time here is that all the people in charge over an 

investment are spread out over large distances, something I find a hindrance for 

managing. This means that I have to work actively to gain information about 

different things. It is crucial that I partake in all project meetings, control meetings, 

well every meeting, because not everything that is said is written in the protocols. 

This suggests that some established financial information meant for control systems is not always 

available. Information exchange also happens during dialogue and interaction between members 

of the investment projects. When asked about obtaining information, a controller answered that:  

A lot of the information is verbal, that is, face-to-face and not put on paper. This 

interaction is a challenge when managing SCIPs. In our investment project, we 

therefore meet two times a week with an open forum over coffee where everybody 

talks. We get a lot of information this way and it actually helps me in my role as 

controller. Experience also helps because when an investment project matures 

interaction between different actors gets easier. 

This statement indicates that verbal language and reasoning between controllers and operational 

actors is an expected part of the controller role. Furthermore, indications during the interviews 

reveal that the controllers want their role to expand and to include more than the reporting of 

recognized financial information. The following statement from one of the controllers illustrates 

this: “We controllers want to analyze information and work more strategically.” This suggests 

that the controllers expect to reflect on information and provide meaning for the information. 

Interestingly, the controller’s role involves being part of the project team while at the same time 

reporting to top-level managers. One controller describes this dualistic role: “Top-level 

management has too much on their table, so goes for the project managers. Only we the 

controllers see and know the whole picture and the other actors do not need that much 

information.” This statement suggests that controllers are expected to support members of the 

project team and report deviations from plan to top-level management but also to handle some 

information subjectively. 
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The results of the study indicate that tension exists among actors regarding what the controller 

role should be. One controller elaborates on this:  

Project managers have a strong focus on delivering and less focus on money. They 

do not want to be disturbed when they are doing something they find important. 

Then we controllers might have to force the issue to get their attention. Of course, 

they want to take appropriate action, do the right thing, but they might not always 

like it. 

This indicates that the controllers sometimes have to communicatively reason or even argue 

matters to contend with operational actors and their subjective opinions. When asking a project 

manager about how they communicate financial information, the answer was: 

I have to be able to explain my operational reality not only to a board of directors 

that seldom if ever has even been down into a mine. In order to explain how the 

various processes relate to extracted tonnages and how the different alternatives 

affect each other, facts often are the best way to communicate. 

This suggests that project managers rely strongly on established facts and tangible delivery 

measures, such as tonnages, and use these measures as input to the reports provided to the 

controllers. When further asked about the flow of financial information between controllers and 

other actors, one controller states: “Different people, like project managers and engineers, want 

us only to report information, while top-level management wants us to move more toward 

analytical and strategic work.” It would seem that operational actors need the controller as a 

language translator between their factual views on financial information to provide meaning for 

the information for top-level managers.  

The controllers describe themselves as having ambiguous or inseparable areas of responsibility. 

One controller articulates: “I have never in my life seen an organization where we have to 

collaborate and communicate with so many specialists working in different areas of expertise.” 

The controller is a part of the management team responsible for investment projects, working 

together with managers across different levels of the organization. At the same time, the 

controller monitors the same people and reports on how the investment project is performing to 

top-level management. One controller describes this circumstance as follows:  
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The controller is a team member of the capital investment project, but at the same 

time being a controller means to report deviations. The controller should make 

sure that management of investment projects is by the book. At the same time, the 

controller has to turn forecasts into meaningful information to the top-level 

decision makers so that they can follow and understand the investment projects. 

Seemingly, the controller role is expected to involve mediating among top management, 

operations managers, and project managers to facilitate a common understanding through 

dialogue. Moreover, the controllers also need to provide meaning for financial information 

among the operational actors. One controller elaborates further on this: 

The project managers and operating managers think it is crucial to have us the 

controllers to translate financial information into something they understand and 

can apply. It is important, nay crucial, for all actors to understand the financial 

reality that the investments consist of. The engineers are very skilled and 

competent specialists in their field and they want to do a good job. We the 

controllers can help them see the bigger picture. 

Regarding the expectations of the controller role in division south, again all dimensions of facts, 

logic, values, and communication (Nørreklit et al., 2006, 2010) were present. These dimensions 

related to expectations among the managing actors. For example, the operational actors appeared 

to constrain the dimensions of values and communication with their high focus on tangible facts. 

However, the geographic distances at division south made the dimensions of values and 

communication a necessity in the controller role. We found the reason to be that both top-level 

managers and project managers need the controller to act as a translator of financial information 

between them. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

This paper aimed to explore the controller role in strategic capital investment projects to provide 

insights into how the controller role is constructed and how the controllers themselves, project 

managers, and top management define the expectations of this role. We used the pragmatic 

constructivist framework from Nørreklit et al. (2006, 2010) to develop insights into the 
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construction and expectations of the controller role in managing SCIPs. This approach lets us 

view the role through an integration of four dimensions of reality (i.e., facts, logic, values, and 

communication).  

The construction of the controller role 

This study indicates that the fact- and logic-based traditional controller role still constitutes an 

important aspect of controllers’ daily work in managing SCIPs. This is consistent with previous 

research on the controller role (Weber, 2011). We found that this construction of the controller 

role links to the organizational regulatory systems of internal guidelines and training programs 

for management accounting work. Related to the domain of facts and logic, three tasks are of 

special importance to the controller role in managing SCIPs: creating budgets, monitoring 

financial information concerning ongoing capital investments, and providing financial projections 

to project managers, operational managers, top-level managers, and the board of directors.  

Moreover, the regulatory systems were to a large degree designed after traditional management 

accounting techniques. For example, we found that the organization promotes basic pay-off 

methods commonly taught to first-cycle management students in Swedish universities. 

Researchers have suggested that a gap exists between management accounting theory and 

management accounting in practice (Baxter & Chua, 2009; Baldvinsdottir et al., 2010). Focusing 

on rational textbook examples following mechanic and cybernetic management accounting 

reasoning may be why the regulatory system did not account for the complexities and 

uncertainties related to SCIPs (Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007). For their part, the controllers regard 

rational regulatory systems as a hindrance to providing meaning for financial information and 

communicating such meaning when managing SCIPs. According to Baldvinsdottir et al. (2010), 

there is a need to relate management accounting to a practical level. We also found a more 

nuanced account of the controller role in practice than described by the regulatory endorsed 

systems.  

Our study of the construction of the controller role at division north indicates that inexperience is 

an obstacle for the value and communicative dimensions of the role. The dimensions of facts and 

logic associated with established regulatory systems, as well as the previous learning of 

management accounting, become important parts in constructing an inexperienced controller’s 

role. Thus, a gap exists between a textbook view of management accounting and its practical 
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relevance among inexperienced controllers (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2010). However, at division 

north, the CFO and more senior controllers also said that values and communication were 

important parts of the controller role. In addition, we found that senior controllers used the 

regulatory systems to relieve themselves of what they described as the more mundane traditional 

controller work by educating other managers in these matters. This allowed the senior controllers 

at division north to have a role related to a higher degree of the dimensions of values and 

communication than inexperienced controllers. 

In division south, we found that the geographic distances between controllers and operational 

actors meant that controllers have to actively seek out financial information which otherwise 

might not be included in reports from operational actors. Moving beyond traditional reporting of 

financial information and functioning as a part of the operational teams is central to controllers 

(Pierce & O’Dea, 2003). We found that a high degree of interaction is a necessary part of the 

controller role when there is distance between the actors managing the SCIP. In addition, the 

geographic distance also meant that the controller role involved translating financial information. 

Top management needs the controllers to provide meaning for financial information because 

operational managers are inclined to report facts that are difficult to put into context.  

To summarize, in part, the construction of the controller role in managing SCIPs derives from 

regulatory systems delegating fact-based and logic tasks, such as the gathering and reporting of 

information to various actors (De Loo et al., 2011). However, the complexity of SCIPs creates 

demands on controllers, forcing them to adapt. For example, the construction of a controller role 

in managing SCIPs relates to experience with operations. Having little previous experience in 

managing uncertain and complex SCIPs means a higher degree of the dimensions of facts and 

logic for the controller role. The reason is that inexperienced controllers operationalize their 

knowledge from previous education in finance and textbook examples. Moreover, this also means 

that senior controllers’ role has a higher degree of the dimensions of values and communication. 

Senior controllers can further strengthen their role related to values and communication by 

delegating traditional controller role activities to other managers.  

Moreover, geographic distance between actors supports the construction of a controller role with 

a higher degree of values and communication. The reason is that controllers need to interact with 

operational managers to obtain financial information. In addition, this forces the controllers to 
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learn operations so as to provide meaning for the financial information to top management. This 

suggests that controllers must develop skills in areas such as interpretation, communication, and 

interaction (Granlund & Lukka, 1998; Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009). Our study of the controller 

role in managing SCIPs suggests several possible controller role constructions in integrating the 

dimensions of the pragmatic constructivist framework (Nørreklit et al., 2017). Thus, we provide 

clues as to why a purely traditional or business-oriented controller role may be difficult to find in 

practice (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Hartman & Maas, 2011). 

Expectations of the controller role 

We found that all four dimensions (Nørreklit et al., 2006, 2010) are important in understanding 

the expectations of the controller role in managing SCIPs. The regulatory systems suggest that 

the controller role should remain in the facts and logic dimensions by stating that controllers are 

providers and analyzers of financial information related to managing SCIPs. This may be why 

controllers are constrained from having a business-oriented role (Graham, Davey-Evans, & Toon, 

2012). 

To summarize, we found that from controllers’ perspective, facts and logic are considered the 

more unproblematic part of their role. We found that the controllers themselves expected their 

role in managing SCIPs to include interpretation, communication, and knowledge about the SCIP 

related to the values and communication dimensions. Moreover, the controllers argued that SCIPs 

are of such magnitude that they create challenges to the traditional facts-and-logic orientation of 

the controller role. Hence, the controllers in our case study are expected to include the value and 

communication dimensions related to strategic work and interaction with other actors. Moreover, 

the top management expressed expectations indicating that controllers need leeway, as well as 

clear guidelines, to operate. Thus, top-level management expects controllers in SCIPs to establish 

a balance among the dimensions of facts, logic, values, and communication. Finally, project 

managers expect controllers to present financial information in a tangible and rational manner, 

which is to a large degree related to the fact dimension. 

Contribution and recommendations for future studies 

In this paper, we make the following contributions. The theoretical contribution provides insights 

into the construction of the controller role from a pragmatic constructivist view and thereby 
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increases our understanding of the controller role. This paper reveals that a pragmatic 

constructivist approach makes it possible to understand in greater detail the expectations and 

tensions involved in constructing the controller role. By studying controller role construction 

through the four dimensions of pragmatic constructivism, the paper contributes to our 

understanding of management practice (Nørreklit et al., 2016). The controllers themselves tend to 

view tasks and skills based on values and communication as more important than the tasks and 

skills of the traditional controller. They also find the business-oriented role more desirable and 

challenging. On the other hand, expectations from project managers and management control 

guidelines emphasize the facts and logic of the traditional side, thereby constraining controller 

role change. Thus, we add to the literature by taking a step toward explaining how the controller 

role is constructed (e.g., Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2007; Graham, Davey-Evans, & Toon, 2012). 

The practical contribution of this study concerns the ways in which organizations can support the 

role development among their controllers managing SCIPs. If this is an important concern for 

management, it will be useful to consider matching the content of formal guidelines with this 

objective to avoid mixed signals. Management may depend on traditional tasks and skills, for 

example, in the area of internal control. Top management may also need to consider the 

expectations of controllers from other actor groups, which may be more attuned with a traditional 

view. 

That this study was completed in an engineering-oriented mining context characterized by several 

key actor groups, multiple and capital-intensive investment projects, and strong regulations can 

be one reason for the findings reported. However, the controller role is continually reconstructed 

in response to various conditions encountered by the controllers and the requirements they 

experience. One suggested task for future research is to explore the extent to which our 

conclusions are valid in other contexts. The emphasis on the business-oriented role in SCIPs 

expressed by the controllers in this study raises questions that should be addressed in future 

research. From the controller perspective, what does it mean in more specific terms to have a 

business-oriented role? Is there a risk that a business orientation will result in a less critical and 

questioning attitude than the traditional controller role? What institutional factors are at play in 

relation to the development of a business-oriented role? Additional actor-oriented and micro-level 

studies are needed to address these research questions. 
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The controller as a business partner: Meaning and institutional drivers in 
a mining company 

 

ABSTRACT 

Controllers are important actors who fulfill a key function in organizations. Although the 

literature suggests a shift from the traditional role to a value-adding business partner, previous 

research remains ambiguous as to what constitutes a business partner role. In addition, there is a 

lack of research explaining how the controllers themselves consider the business partner role. 

Drawing on institutional theory, this paper theorizes the meaning of a business partner role 

among controllers from a micro-level perspective. The paper also identifies institutional drivers 

and explains how these drivers influence the controller role. Empirical evidence is provided from 

a case study based on interviews with controllers and managers, direct observations and internal 

documents in a mining organization. The findings illustrate the balance between traditional 

controller characteristics and business-oriented characteristics behind the business partner role in 

a mining context. The paper also illustrates the forming of a business partner role through the 

complex interplay of impeding and facilitating institutional drivers. From a practice point of 

view, the paper provides guidance for how to support the business partner in a mining context. 

Theoretically, the paper contributes by revealing that controllers themselves view the business 

partner role as a two-sided phenomenon impeded and facilitated by change agents and 

regulations. Moreover, becoming a business partner means to interact with operational actors and 

to learn about operational activities. 

Keywords: Business partner, Controller, Institutional drivers, Micro level, Operations. 
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The controller as a business partner: Meaning and institutional drivers in 
a mining company 

1. Introduction 

While controllers are considered crucial actors in charge of handling vital financial information 

from operational actors and top-level managers across hierarchical structures (Jönsson, 2009), the 

changing controller role has been discussed extensively in academia (e.g., Granlund & Lukka, 

1997; Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Järvenpää, 2007). The literature characterizes the traditional 

controller role as a provider of financial information with emphasis on preparing and 

consolidating reports with less attention to the meaning behind the financial information 

(Granlund & Lukka, 1997). This line of research suggests that the traditional controller role is 

focused on producing financial information, somewhat neglecting the social and operational 

nature behind the numbers (Friedman & Lyne, 1997).  

Commonly used to describe a more modern controller role is the notion of a business partner, a 

management-oriented and value-adding internal consultant of sorts (Burns & Vaivio, 2001; 

Järvenpää, 2007; Goretzki, Strauss, & Weber, 2013). Previous research provides clues as to why 

the business partner role has become necessary. For example, both decentralization and new 

management accounting techniques increase controllers’ need for communication skills and 

operational understanding of organizations (e.g., Granlund & Lukka, 1997; Burns & 

Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Järvenpää, 2007) and controllers need to be able to work across hierarchal 

levels in organizations (Jönsson, 2009; Weber, 2011; Cieslak, 2011). Moreover, management 

accounting work is not strictly homogenous and situations can vary; therefore, practicing 

controllers must be able to diagnose each situation to act appropriately (Baxter & Chua, 2009, p. 

66; Jönsson, 2009; Weber, 2011; Cieslak, 2011). 

However, some question whether the controller role has shifted, suggesting that the role has 

broadened (Friedman & Lyne, 1997; Byrne & Pierce, 2007). This stream of research suggests a 

hybrid controller, a traditional controller with characteristics of a business partner (Byrne & 

Pierce, 2007; Maas & Matejka, 2009; Weber, 2011; De Loo, Verstegen, & Swagerman, 2011; 

Graham, Davey-Evans, & Toon, 2012; Lambert & Sponem, 2012). A hybrid controller also 

employs a consultative approach toward both managers and clients and emphasizes support of 
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business decisions and problem-solving (Mouritsen, 1996; Granlund & Lukka, 1997). Another 

stream of research focuses on the antecedents of construction of the business partner role and 

explores new management accounting techniques or accounting cultural norms shaping this role 

(see Järvenpää, 2007; Hartmann & Maas, 2011; Halbouni & Nour, 2013; Endenich, 2014; Laine 

et al., 2016). Still, most of the existing research focuses on the controller role from a macro-level 

perspective, somewhat neglecting the business partner role from a micro-level perspective 

(Goretzki et al., 2013; Hyvönen, Järvinen, & Pellinen, 2015).  

From an institutional point of view, the shaping of roles relates to the social interplay among 

actors. Within organizations, institutional boundaries allow a work-related social interplay that 

shapes the practicing actors’ roles (Barley & Tolbert, 1997). This suggests that unique 

institutional drivers exist in every organization, shaping the role of actors (Dimaggio & Powell, 

1983; Scott, 2014, p. 64). Hyvönen et al.’s (2015) longitudinal micro-level case study of one 

controller illustrates that normative institutional drivers can facilitate controller role change. 

Seemingly, by using new management accounting system (MAS) skills to inspire other 

controllers to change to a business partner role, a change agent can legitimize the new controller 

role through normative institutional drivers (Hyvönen et al., 2015). 

In a micro-level study, Goretzki et al. (2013) show how an external chief financial officer (CFO) 

creates a legitimizing institutional driver for the broader business partner role among the 

controllers. Moreover, Goretzki et al. (2013) indicate that social institutional drivers, considered 

an external change agent, seemingly legitimize and instigate a business partner role more quickly 

than new MAS antecedents. Still, researchers have called for more research on how controller 

roles are socially constructed and institutionalized through the complex relationship between 

controllers themselves and organizational actors at a micro level (Hyvönen et al., 2015; Windeck, 

Weber, & Strauss, 2015). More explicitly, there is a lack of studies addressing how institutional 

drivers can bring about a business partner role from the controller’s perspective. The purpose of 

this paper is to theorize the meaning of the business partner role among practicing controllers 

from a micro-level perspective and to identify and explain how institutional drivers influence the 

controller role. To this end, two research questions are formulated: 

- From a controller point of view, what does it mean to become a business partner? 

- What institutional drivers impede or facilitate the business partner role? 
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By focusing on the micro level, the present study contributes with a less considered perspective 

for the controller role change (e.g., Goretzki et al., 2013; Hyvönen et al., 2015). Thereby, the 

paper aims to provide an understanding of the institutional drivers relevant to the controller role 

from an actor perspective, serving as a basis for future academic studies of the business partner 

concept. The empirical results of the paper are based on an interpretive case study carried out in a 

Swedish multinational mining company. An interpretive research approach is suitable when 

trying to provide a plausible explanation of a specific and appropriately defined subject (Lukka, 

2014). The uncertainty and risk related to the capital-intensive mining industry (Bhappu & 

Guzman, 1995; PWC, 2012) represent a challenging setting for controllers and operational and 

top-level managers (PWC, 2012). Furthermore, the present study is context sensitive and, to my 

knowledge, the extractive mining industry has not previously been the subject of studies 

exploring the controller role (see Table 3 in the appendix for a summary of controller role 

research illustrating studied contexts over the past 10 years). Thus, the findings of this paper can 

provide managers facing similar situations with practical guidance for what the broader business 

partner role means for their controllers.  

The paper is organized as follows. The next chapter reviews previous literature, forming a 

theoretical framework for reference. The chapter reviews literature related to development of the 

controller role. Topics include the institutionalization of roles, traditional controller role, and 

business partner role. The third chapter presents the research methods. Next, the empirical 

findings of the study are presented and discussed. The final chapter answers the research 

questions and concludes the paper. 

2. Institutionalization of the controller role 

Overview of the controller role and institutions 

In the literature, descriptions of the business partner role relate to a change from the traditional 

controller role focusing mostly on technical accounting skills to include strategic capabilities and 

social skills (Jönsson, 2009; Linsley & Linsley, 2014). Mentioned reasons relate to less 

cybernetic management accounting systems with the introduction of new ideas such as balanced 

scorecards (e.g., Linsley & Linsley, 2014; Chenhall & Moers, 2015). This means that controllers 

must be able to work together with and have an understanding of actors in other areas of expertise 

than mainly accounting (Weber, 2011).  
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Institutional theory suggests that institutions contain the institutional drivers that identify and 

shape actors’ roles and their appropriate activities (Burns & Scapens, 2000). The institutional 

drivers of roles are also connected to recruitment, training, and career planning (Järvenpää, 2007; 

Goretzki et al., 2013). Scott (2014) proposes that actor roles are shaped by the conceptions of 

appropriate goals and activities of the actors in their specified social positions (p. 64). Thus, 

several institutional drivers shape the controller role. It is therefore imperative for controllers to 

ask themselves in their context what their appropriate role is and then adjust accordingly. 

The traditional controller role involves the tasks and responsibilities of using information from 

control systems to monitor performance of single individuals, departments, or the entire 

organization to fulfill pre-set goals and strategies (Friedman & Lyne, 1997; Coad, 1996; 

Tuomela, 2005). In addition, the traditional controller role is related to meticulousness, 

appreciation of formal structures, conservativeness, and being methodical (Byrne & Pierce, 

2007). Also, the traditional controller role is associated with a strong reliance on professional 

norms associated with technical accounting skills (Byrne & Pierce, 2007) and associated less 

with interpersonal and communicative skills (Mouritsen, 1996; Coad, 1996). The business partner 

role seems more appropriate in modern organizations (Linsley & Linsley, 2014; Chenhall & 

Moers, 2015) because strict rules are reported to be less suited to uncertainty (Tessier, 2014) and 

insufficient in modern dynamic organizations (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Broadbent & 

Laughlin, 2009). 

Institutional drivers and the controller role 

In part, construction of the controller role relates to adjustment in the social interaction between 

the controllers and the users of their services (Mouritsen, 1996). Research on changes in the role 

of controllers recognizes institutional drivers as influencing development of the controller role 

(Yazdifar & Tsamenyi, 2005). Furthermore, the traditional controller role is mostly associated 

with institutional drivers such as regularized tasks and responsibilities (Yazdifar & Tsamenyi, 

2005). At the same time, the controller role is constructed from institutional drivers on a social 

micro level (Järvenpää, 2007), such as the expectations of role enactors themselves as well as 

other actors (Goretzki et al., 2013). Thus, both facilitating and impeding institutional drivers are 

related to acceptance of a business partner role (Hyvönen et al., 2015). According to institutional 

theory, the institutional drivers shaping roles in organizations exist in the regulative, normative, 
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and cognitive dimensions (Scott, 2014, p. 97). Therefore, to contribute to an understanding of the 

institutional drivers that facilitate or impede the business partner role, we must consider the 

regulative, normative, and cognitive dimensions. 

This suggests that regulatory institutional drivers advocate an appropriate role for controllers, 

“what the actors role have to be” (Scott, 2014, p. 60). This is accomplished through symbolic 

legal systems, relational policies and rules, activities with a legal obligation, and artifacts 

containing coercive routines and protocols (Palthe, 2014). The traditional controller role is often 

associated with regulatory institutional drivers reflecting how actors’ roles are constrained and 

regularized. For example, the importance of rule-guided financial reports with a monitoring and 

compliance purpose is often related to a traditional controller role (Friedman & Lyne, 1997; 

Byrne & Pierce, 2007), implying that regulative institutional drivers impede the business partner 

role.  

Research is rich with descriptions of how the traditional controller role is related to such a 

regulative role impeding institutional drivers, including “watchdog” (Granlund & Lukka, 1997), 

“number cruncher” (Byrne & Pierce, 2007), “corporate police” (Yazdifar & Tsamenyi, 2005), 

and “bean counter” (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2007). This indicates that as a requirement in 

organizations, legalized regulative institutional drivers impede a business partner role. In 

addition, descriptions of regulative institutional drivers portraying a traditional controller role are 

rather negatively value-laden. Still, some reports suggest that the traditional controller role is 

highly valued by other organizational actors for the financial accounting expertise (Burns & 

Baldvinsdottir, 2007). This suggests that if other actors appreciate controller tasks related to 

regulative institutional drivers, the controllers themselves may also covet a more traditional role. 

Normative institutional drivers are prescriptions for how actors should behave, “what the actors 

role ought to be” (Scott, 2014, p. 64), characterizing how actors’ roles are shaped by a sense of 

social obligation (Palthe, 2014). This is supported through symbolic ethical systems, relational 

habits and work roles, activities promoting duty and responsibility, and finally artifacts 

sustaining moral responsibility (Palthe, 2014). Normative institutional drivers constitute an 

important field of focus for investigating what lies behind the role of the controller (Järvenpää, 

2007). In the literature, normative institutional drivers facilitating a business partner role are often 

related to various social and problem-solving skills, such as interaction and communicating skills, 
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being able to analyze problems, and supporting subordinates, peers, and superiors (Hopper, 1980; 

Hartmann & Maas, 2011; Weber, 2011). 

The more contemporary business partner role (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Goretzki et al., 2013) 

seems to relate to normative institutional drivers. For example, descriptions of a business partner 

relate to a cooperating, problem-solving, attention-directing, and critical counterpart in relation to 

management and other actors throughout organizations (Hartmann & Maas, 2011; Weber, 2011). 

Management accounting literature often relates the business partner role to facilitating normative 

institutional drivers: “internal consultant” (Mouritsen, 1996), “change agent” (Granlund & 

Lukka, 1997), “business-oriented role” (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005), and co-pilot (Lambert & 

Sponem, 2012). The positively value-laden business partner descriptions indicate something to 

strive for, strengthening a facilitating pull toward a broader role through normative institutional 

drivers. 

The cognitive dimension emphasizes a shared conception of a social reality (Palthe, 2014). Thus, 

institutional drivers relate to the actors’ own aspirations and internal representations of the 

context, “what the actor wants her role to be” (Scott, 2014, p. 67). This is supported through 

symbolic cultural systems, relational beliefs and assumptions, activities of personal desire and 

moral responsibility, and finally artifacts carrying personal value, such as a pay raise or bigger 

office (Palthe, 2014). Research emphasizes that controllers’ own preferences substantially 

influence the role they adopt (Byrne & Pierce, 2007). The literature suggests that the traditional 

controller role follows textbook preferences assuming a rational best practice, while reality is 

more dynamic and unpredictable (Vaivio, 2008).  

Research has also shown that some managers relate improved relevance of financial information 

and better support in the decision-making process to closer collaboration with controllers in a 

business partner role (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Byrne & Pierce, 2007). Therefore, 

controllers pursuing personal monetary gain or a rise in power or authority may explain some of 

the cognitive institutional drivers facilitating the business partner role (Cieslak, 2011). However, 

the rather subjective and individual nature of such cognitive institutional drivers can either 

impede or facilitate a business partner role depending on the actors’ own aspirations. 
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3. Methodology 

The case study is conducted in Sweden. The selected organization is a high-tech international 

minerals group and producer of processed iron ore products used for steelmaking and a supplier 

of mineral products for other industrial sectors. The mining industry is concerned with the 

extraction of scarce natural resources, creating dynamic and unpredictable requirements for 

managers working in this industry (PWC, 2012; Kurkkio, Frishammar, Söderholm, & Ejdemo, 

2014). Similar to a study on controller roles in Germany (Goretzki et al., 2013), Swedish 

institutions provide a context in which controllers are central actors in organizational financial 

flows and specifically distinct from other organizational groups of professional actors (Lindvall, 

2009, p. 62; Nilsson & Olve, 2013, p. 20). Thus, controllers are central to the purpose of this 

study but also provide a specific suitable subject in line with Lukka’s (2014) methodology 

suggestion for interpretive case studies. 

Appropriate contexts are important for interpretive case studies (Lukka, 2014). The selected 

organization is appropriate for studying the controller role for three reasons. First, at the initiation 

of the study, the organization was the single largest industrial investor in Sweden. Hence, the 

organization was large enough to provide access to several controllers. Second, capital 

investment projects in the mining industry carry high uncertainty and risk, creating a challenging 

setting for project managers, controllers, and top-level managers (PWC, 2012). Moreover, 

because they manage vital financial information, controllers are considered important actors in 

such capital-intensive and risky investment projects (Nilsson & Olve, 2013, p. 60). Third, the 

organization was committed to several capital investment projects, increasing the demand for 

skilled controllers. Hence, the studied organization was carrying out an ongoing, change project 

pursued to transform the role of its controllers from traditional controller to business partner. 

Thus, the selected organization represents an appropriate context for the present study. 

Sources of empirical evidence and interpretations 

Interviews form the basis for the study although documents and direct observations are included. 

The interviews are conducted during three field visits in March 2014, June 2015, and November 

2015; two semi-structured interview guides are used, allowing for discussions. The first interview 

guide aims at understanding the controller role, the projects controllers work on, and 

collaboration with other actors in a mining context. The second interview guide aims at 
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understanding how controllers construct and use calculations for capital investment projects in 

the mining industry. The interview guides are available from the author upon request. Those 

interviewed include controllers, project managers, and the chief financial officer (the CFO was 

not recorded). The actors are involved in financially risky capital-intensive mining investments. 

The selection of actors to include in the interviews is made by requesting the participation of 

controllers and actors involved in controller work and having insights into the controller role. The 

interviews last for a total of 20 hours with 15 actors interviewed; interviews are recorded and 

transcribed. 

The documents collected in this study include flow charts and facts concerning internal 

guidelines and educational material, role descriptions, templates, and organizational charts. The 

study also provides the opportunity to partake in meetings with company officials. In addition, I 

attend a meeting with the group finance staff for a presentation of their strategic objectives and 

organization structure. Furthermore, the author also participates in a workshop with the head of 

the controlling department to discuss preliminary findings and deepen the understanding of the 

internal views on policies and procedures associated with the controller role. See Table 4 in the 

appendix for a description of the empirical data sources.  

The transcribed interviews are interpreted in relation to the referenced research questions. Also, 

to identify what impedes or facilitates a business partner role, the institutional regulative (have 

to), normative (ought to), and cognitive (want to) drivers are used to interpret the empirical data 

(c.f. Scott, 2014, pp. 60-67). This allows for theoretically informed assessments of episodes and 

quotations from the interviews that highlight, for example, controller role change, controller 

work, or how the actors themselves view the role of controller. Table 3 in the appendix provides 

an overview of the instances in which the transcribed interviews relate to the research questions 

of the paper. 

Reliability under an interpretive approach rests on establishing that the actors being studied say 

valid things about the phenomena in question (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006). Reliability can also be 

addressed by letting peers assess how the researcher interprets the data. The interpretations are 

made first independently by the author; to support the interpretations, two senior researchers each 

code randomly chosen transcribed interviews, which then are compared with the author’s own 

interpretations. While the empirical data collection is a part of a larger study related to capital 
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investment projects in the mining industry, the present paper mainly concentrates on the 

empirical data, with a clear focus on the role of the controller.  

4. Case study: The controller as business partner in a mining company  

This chapter presents empirical illustrations of the business partner role from a controller point of 

view. The first section identifies the controller views about the meaning of business partner in 

this context. The second section highlights the institutional regulative, normative, and cognitive 

drivers behind the characteristics of the controller role.  

The meaning of becoming a business partner 

The major mining sites, division north and division south within this organization are located 

near two municipalities in the northern part of Sweden. However, there are large geographic 

distances between controllers and project managers. The organization operates two of the world’s 

largest underground iron ore mines. Hence, these geographic distances relate to several hundred 

kilometers of roads underground, also including offices and workplaces for managers. Thus, the 

controllers and project managers frequently have to meet at various hard-to-reach locations to 

socially interact and discuss financial information related to the managing of mining projects. 

The controllers suggest that the physical distance, magnitude of the investment projects, and wide 

variety of actors in the studied mining organization present challenging work situations for the 

controllers. Often the controllers must leave the office and visit mining sites to obtain financial 

information or discuss such matters with project managers. Internal guidelines for controller work 

activities suggest that during the progress of investments controllers should monitor and follow 

up budgets and provide financial information to significant actors. As expected, this indicates that 

the controller role includes reporting features. Related to the internal guidelines, the group CFO 

states: 

The controller must also gain an understanding of the operational activities 

because many controllers trust too much in guidelines. Operating managers want 

to know what is real and the controllers need to be a part of a team. 

To this end, the same CFO says that the organization has an ongoing internal training program 

aiming to progress controllers toward becoming business partners. The controllers describe that, 
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through questionnaires and by visiting operations, they actively try to gain more understanding of 

the reality of operations. This illustrates that, besides financial expertise, the controller role also 

involves an understanding of the technical and engineer-specific aspects of operations. 

The organization has separated the controllers from the actors in the organizational accounting 

function. Moreover, the organization describes traditional controller role activities as separate 

from business partner activities. Figure 1 illustrates the studied organization’s own view on 

necessary focus areas related to the business partner role.  

 

Figure 1. The controller role toward business partner. 

Figure 1 shows three steps (each step relates to activities; accounting is still part of the controller 

work yet accounting is also a separate department with actors in charge of external accounting) 

that the organization states are necessary in becoming a business partner. The controller steps are 

depicted as the reporting, analysis, and strategy work that the organization expects of the 

controller. Seemingly, being a business partner in this organization means more than reporting 

and stating historically anchored financial information. However, all steps except accounting are 

described as being important for the controller role and therefore moving away from one step is 

not possible; as the capital investment controller (A) from mining division south explains: 

The reporting step is traditional controller work of reporting, monitoring, and 

following up on historical budgets. On the analytical step, we have more qualified 
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work that involves analytically trying out scenarios. The strategy step is even more 

analytical work. 

Concerning the organization’s road map toward a business partner role, the controllers explain 

rather fuzzily what the business partner role actually entails. However, this illustrates 

organizational expectations for the controller role to include reporting, analytical, and strategic 

work. The controllers themselves describe the analytical and strategic nature of providing 

financial information as business partner-related activities. However, the literature often depicts 

analytical work as related to the traditional controller role (Byrne & Pierce, 2007) and strategic 

work related to the business partner role (Jönsson, 2009). This seems to support the existence of a 

hybrid controller role that implements characteristics of a business partner role (Burns & 

Baldvinsdottir, 2005). Even so, the controllers themselves argue that a business partner role also 

means the inclusion of traditional controller characteristics. 

The more seasoned controllers suggest that the controller role has changed over the years and that 

they are now more involved in operational aspects of investment projects and thereby understand 

more of the whole picture. The controllers explain that when the new board of directors was 

installed, the directors demanded more than traditional management accounting work from the 

controllers. The experienced capital investment controller (B) from mining division north 

explains:  

The new board of directors asked new types of questions. We could no longer just 

report financial information; the demand for more explanatory management 

accounting was increased. This meant that we had to write more extensive 

memorandums to the board of directors to include operational activities and 

prognostications. 

The new board of directors represents a normative institutional driver toward a business-oriented 

role, meaning that the controllers should take a more holistic view and include not only a 

financial dimension but also technical and operational dimensions. In addition, the controllers say 

that they live in a fast-changing world and need to keep up with new management accounting 

techniques and styles. This indicates that management accounting tasks are somewhat customized 

and based on needs. Capital investment controller (C) from mining division south expresses that: 
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The business partner role is more than reporting and stating historically anchored 

financial information. It is about being a support for project managers where we 

work together and discuss finance-related management accounting issues. Pay-off 

and return on investment calculations is easy; we controllers want to automate 

such activities. Finding the right information and then presenting these 

calculations to other actors is the hard part. A business partner role means that we 

controllers have to investigate, question, and also discuss these matters with other 

actors in the organization. 

According to the respondents, a business partner role means an understanding of operational 

areas of expertise. One controller explains: “Being a business partner means to create value, 

working more analytically and strategically. Managing mining investment projects, we 

controllers therefore need to grasp several rather technical operational areas. Otherwise, we 

cannot describe what the financial consequences are to the managers.” According to the 

controllers, the business partner role means ambiguous areas of responsibility. The capital 

investment controller (A) from mining division south elaborates: 

We controllers are a part of the management team for the investment projects. This 

means to partake in all meetings and discuss operational decisions. At the same 

time, we report financial information related to how the investment projects fare to 

the senior management. As business partners, we support other actors by being 

both watchdog and co-pilot at the same time. This means that we are supposed to 

understand the big picture. This is not easy but experience helps. 

The interviewees say there is no clear description of the business partner role, but it means more 

than traditional controller work in an office setting and involves actually visiting the mining sites. 

As the capital investment controller (C) from mining division south puts it: 

Instead of sitting in our office doing pay-off calculations for a new pelletizing 

plant, we go and visit the site and discuss the investment with the operational 

managers. This increases our technical awareness of how things are connected in 

the larger scheme, which has two advantages. First, it increases our business 

insights when doing calculations because a pelletizing plant is only one part in the 
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entire value chain. Second, knowing the technical reality helps us to gain the 

operational manager’s trust, which is important for us controllers. Trust eases the 

flow of financial information between operational actors and us controllers. 

The results show that increased knowledge of operations related to a business partner role also 

means more power in decision-making. As the capital investment controller (D) from mining 

division north explains 

We controllers are seldom questioned during our discussions with management. If 

we present several investment proposals and argue for one certain proposal, our 

know-how and expertise is not something management questions and we usually 

get our way. 

The interviewees say that the business partner role means being an asset to other organizational 

actors. When asked what being an asset entails for the controllers, the capital investment 

controller (E) from mining division north answer: 

Many times the operational actors are highly educated specialists. They can do the 

calculations by themselves but they might not have time to reflect and do it 

properly. It is part of our role to reflect over calculations; thereby, we support and 

help other actors to focus on their areas of expertise. This is why we controllers are 

an asset. 

In sum, the findings indicate that, besides offering financial expertise, becoming a business 

partner means a higher understanding of the technical nature of the business to carry out 

operational activities. Several controllers emphasize that becoming a business partner means 

working together with operational actors. This entails discussing financial matters with 

operational actors but also being a critical counterpart and actively seeking out relevant financial 

information. The controllers themselves still have to perform the traditional controller role 

activities but consider this a part of being a business partner. Thus, becoming a business partner 

means more involvement in other organizational domains.  

Seemingly, one consequence of a becoming a business partner is more power, with the 

controllers being prominent actors in more areas than finance. However, trust between controllers 
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and operational actors is a necessary requisite to achieve this. The literature suggests that trust 

acquired through relationship building with operational actors supports the adoption of a business 

partner-oriented role (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Lambert & Sponem, 2012). In the present 

study, the results indicate that trust is a requirement for the adoption of a business partner-

oriented role.  

Institutional drivers and the business partner role 

When it comes to relationships with other actors, the controllers state that it is important to follow 

rules and regulations. One controller points out that: “We have our guidelines which state that we 

should report to top-level management prognoses on current events based on previous 

endeavors.” This quotation is an example indicating regulative institutional drivers that support 

traditional controller characteristics. In fact, the interviewed controllers mostly describe 

regulative institutional drivers as supporting traditional controller characteristics in similar ways. 

However, exceptions include when regulative institutional drivers facilitate a business partner 

role. The capital investment controller (F) from mining division north explains: 

We have rather clear templates for our financial analysis in the decision-making 

process. However, health and safety is an exception to these templates because we 

have to prioritize life. Thus, we might have to prioritize underground escape 

tunnels or smoke shelters. This is where operational knowledge and collaboration 

with operational actors become crucial for us controllers because safety always 

supersedes any pay-off computation or financial analysis. 

This illustrates how regulative institutional drivers support business-oriented controller 

characteristics. This manifests in the way the controllers must collaborate with operational actors 

and grasp operational engineering technical areas for safety reasons. Other instances relate to top 

management expressing that controllers must work in a strategic and forward-looking manner. 

The controller in charge of financial projections for new main levels explains: 

Top management has explicitly stated that we controllers have to include strategic 

scenarios in our financial reports. We have to reflect over and discuss alternatives 

in the financial reports because that is what management considers quality and 

value.  
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Seemingly, regulative institutional drivers mostly support traditional controller characteristics 

although exceptions are present. Normative institutional drivers are associated with what the 

controllers themselves ought to do. The controllers often say that other actors express how they 

want controller work to be performed. The financial controller explains:  

We were supposed to do a progress report to the board of directors. However, the 

mining site was so far from the company headquarters that they wanted us to visit 

the mining site. In doing so, we controllers learned from the operational work and 

got to talk with operational actors. We could by doing this communicate a sense of 

the real world to them and this was appreciated by the board of directors. For us, it 

related to a supportive relationship to both operational and top-level management. 

This example is one of many and illustrates that normative institutional drivers support business-

oriented characteristics, in this case, the other actors’ opinions of what the controller role should 

entail, such as understanding operations, collaboration, communication, and advisement. 

However, there are episodes when normative institutional drivers support traditional controller 

characteristics. The capital investment controller (F) from mining division north expresses that: 

The operational actors mostly want us to simply do financial calculations. The 

operational actors might actually feel threatened and want controllers handling 

compilations of financial information. The reason for this is that simpler financial 

work, budgets, and just compiling numbers is something that they can do 

themselves and they do not want more work. They also feel that we might infringe 

on their territory and by learning about operations gain more power through 

influence, so it is a balancing act. 

This example suggests that operational actors express concerns that the controllers should remain 

in their financial domain and thereby not infringe on their operational areas. Thus, this represents 

a normative institutional driver toward more traditional controller characteristics for the 

controllers. In addition, it indicates that a business-oriented controller role has more power than a 

traditionally oriented controller role. However, operational actors may also express an 

appreciation for characteristics of a more business-oriented controller role. The project manager 

from mining division north states: 
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A lot of ore production output is speculative. We project managers appreciate that 

we can discuss these matters with controllers. It would be counter-productive 

otherwise. Sometimes we have to guess tonnages and of course it helps if the 

controllers are supportive in this and understand the complexity. 

The results indicate that normative institutional drivers are more open to support either 

traditionally oriented or business-oriented characteristics. The cognitive institutional drivers are 

associated with what the controllers themselves want. As the capital investment controller (G) 

from mining division south explains 

I want to work more with operational actors and learn operations. This is how I get 

to do work that is more qualified and it involves more influence in our line of 

work. A business-oriented role is more of an interesting challenge where we have 

to be able to adapt to situations. It also allows more freedom and reflective 

interpretations where we do not have to be so constrained by budgets and financial 

reports. 

The controllers also argue that an emphasis on standardized routines limits personal meetings and 

teamwork. The capital investment controller (A) from mining division south states: 

I want to speak with operational actors and see them face-to-face; actually 

interpreting and reading body language helps in determining the quality in 

financial information. I value sitting down with operational actors over coffee and 

just listening in on conversations. Obtaining financial information is a bit like 

detective work because sometimes what is not said can be the most important area 

to focus on. 

It is clear that cognitive institutional drivers mostly support business-oriented characteristics. 

However, in some instances, controllers themselves express a desire for more traditionally 

oriented characteristics. The financial controller says:  

I want to get everyone to work in unison and toward a common goal. Sometimes I 

feel more at ease just pointing toward some financial statements and letting the 
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figures speak for themselves rather than getting involved in discussions over every 

matter that comes up. 

The results show that mostly the controllers want a business-oriented role. The empirical 

evidence presented above suggests that regulative institutional drivers such as guidelines mostly 

support traditional controller characteristics. This seems true for regulative institutional drivers 

that directly relate to controller work. The guidelines resemble coercive routines and state the 

legal obligations of the role (see Scott, 2014, p. 60; Palthe, 2014). This result is consistent with 

accounts of a more traditional reporting and monitoring controller role (Byrne & Pierce, 2007). 

However, as demonstrated, other regulative institutional drivers may be in effect. For instance, 

health and safety issues may take precedence over supporting a more business-oriented controller 

role. Even though such regulative institutional drivers indirectly relate to characteristics of the 

traditional controller role, they force controllers to work together with operational actors. This 

indicates that business partner-related characteristics such as communication skills and 

supporting peers and superiors (Weber, 2011) are sometimes a requisite.  

The normative institutional drivers represent what actors ought to do from a collective social 

agreement (Scott, 2014, p. 60) and seem to support business partner-oriented role characteristics, 

especially among the controllers themselves and top-level management. The results show that the 

new board of directors has provided such normative institutional drivers, supporting more 

business partner-oriented role characteristics. The controllers state that the new board of directors 

expected more explanatory memorandums than traditional management accounting reporting 

afforded. This means that the controllers had to visit mining sites and work together with the 

operational actors to learn the jargon of operational activities, thus enabling them to include this 

information in memorandums. This result is in line with Goretzki et al. (2013), who indicate that 

an external change agent can serve as a legitimizing initiator of a business partner role in 

organizations. 

In controller group meetings, the controllers themselves often discuss how they can expand the 

controller role and become more involved in operations. While the controllers are aware that they 

have to be in part a watchdog, they also say that they ought to be more involved in operational 

areas in addition to the traditional financial areas. This is similar to business partner descriptions 

as internal consultants who work across hierarchal levels (Mouritsen, 1996; Jönsson, 2009). In 
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addition, this suggests that the controllers themselves are internal change agents, able through 

normative institutional drivers to support business partner-oriented role characteristics. 

Operational actors are more ambiguous because these actors provide examples of normative 

institutional drivers supporting both a traditional and a business-oriented role for controllers. The 

results show that operational actors collectively agree that the controllers should perform and 

focus on traditional controller role financial activities, such as budgets and reporting numbers. 

The controllers express that operational actors are capable but not keen to perform management 

accounting tasks because it might mean that controllers become more involved in operational 

areas. The reason behind this is interesting; the operational actors feel threatened when 

controllers learn more about the operational areas because this allows the controllers to gain 

power and authority through increased influence over operations. Although Cieslak (2011) 

discusses increased power and authority as a part of being a business partner, it is not often found 

in the literature as a characteristic of a business partner-oriented controller role. 

Despite this, there are instances where operational actors express that increased involvement with 

controllers in operational areas is appreciated. The results illustrate that operational actors feel 

more secure in calculating estimates of production tonnages if a controller is involved. This is 

similar to descriptions of the business partner-oriented characteristics of a problem-solver 

supporting subordinates (Hartmann & Maas, 2011).  

The cognitive institutional drivers represent the aspiration of what the actors themselves want 

(Scott, 2014, p. 60); the results indicate a strong aspiration for business-oriented controller role 

characteristics among the controllers. The results indicate that freedom to allow for reflective 

interpretation is a cognitive institutional driver supporting business partner-oriented controller 

characteristics. The reason for this is that the controllers do not want to be constrained by 

regularized tasks performing what they feel are traditionally cybernetic management accounting 

tasks. The literature often describes a traditional controller role as bound by regulations and 

responsibilities (Yazdifar & Tsamenyi, 2005; Byrne & Pierce, 2007). Another reason may be that 

the controllers know that quality in their work relates to interactions and discussions crossing 

over organizational boundaries, something they themselves describe as detective work. This is in 

line with research suggesting improved relevance of financial information with a closer 

collaboration between controllers and managers (Vaivio, 2008). However, another reason might 
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be that the controllers are aware that a business partner-oriented role may mean a rise in power 

and authority (Cieslak, 2011), which is likely to be a resource for personal monetary advantages 

through a pay raise. 

However, the controllers say that a traditional role is desirable because they can just let the 

figures do the speaking. The reason for this result may be that the controllers, who all are 

financial specialists, feel more at ease with traditional controller role characteristics. This 

suggests a cognitive driver supporting traditional controller role characteristics in controllers 

wanting to follow predetermined regularized work routines, leaving less room for personal error 

judgments and liability threats. Being risk-averse is not surprising given that controllers are 

involved in investment projects with costs in the range of several billion Swedish crowns. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

The purpose of this paper is to theorize the meaning of a business partner role among controllers 

from a micro-level perspective and to identify and explain how institutional drivers influence the 

controller role. Institutional theory is operationalized to develop insights into the regulative, 

normative, and cognitive drivers influencing the controller role from the perspective of 

controllers. The research questions will now be discussed. 

From a controller point of view, what does it mean to become a business partner? 

Previous literature describes the role of a traditional controller and the business partner as almost 

belonging to two ends of a spectrum. However, the results reported here indicate that from a 

controller point of view, both sides are a necessary part of being a business partner. When it 

comes to relationships with other actors, the controller as business partner still needs to monitor 

and report financial information, especially to senior management. This is in line with research 

into the traditional controller role (e.g., Byrne & Pierce, 2007). However, the relationship with 

other actors also means that the controllers, through discussions and interaction, support both 

operational and top-level actors in the organization. This is similar to how a business partner’s 

communicative skills are described in the literature (Hartmann & Maas, 2011; Weber, 2011).  

In part, the professional emphasis of the controllers is cybernetic and analytical. This is similar to 

descriptions highlighting the strict rule-based traditional controller (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 

2007). At the same time, the professional emphasis, besides traditional management accounting, 



 
 

20 
 

is to develop an understanding of the engineering technical and operational areas of mining. This 

is akin to suggestions that a business partner role means adapting to new accounting technologies 

(Hyvönen et al., 2015). In addition, the present results suggest that a business partner role means 

that controllers also need to perform more operations-oriented management activities. 

For the characteristics of individual traits, on the one hand, the controllers appear to be 

methodical and independent. The traditional controller role is often described in this manner (e.g., 

Yazdifar & Tsamenyi, 2005). On the other hand, the controllers need to be able to collaborate and 

discuss financial matters in an advisory capacity with mostly operational actors. This relates to 

depictions in previous research of the accountant as an internal consultant (Mouritsen, 1996; 

Goretzki et al., 2013). The financial information focus of the controllers also seems to be 

ambiguous. In part, the controller role is traditionally oriented using historically anchored 

financial information (e.g., Granlund & Lukka, 1997). However, the results illustrate strategic 

advising to the board of directors, which is a forward-looking business partner activity, rather 

than being constrained by historical financial information (Byrne & Pierce, 2007). 

Finally, the management accounting style of the controllers seems in part to be inclined toward 

that of corporate police emphasizing standardized pay-off techniques with a legislative statutory 

purpose. Such a management style is consistent with illustrations of a traditional controller role 

(e.g., Granlund & Lukka, 1997; Weber, 2011). However, the results show that the controllers also 

have a more proactive management accounting style based on the needs of both operational and 

top-level actors. This is more in line with descriptions of the management accounting style of a 

business partner solving internal problems (Hartmann & Maas, 2011; Weber, 2011), similar to 

business partners adapting to the needs of other actors (Goretzki et al., 2013). Table 1 

summarizes the identified characteristics of what it means to become a business partner in the 

studied context.  

Table 1. The meaning of a business partner role in a mining context. 

 

Traditional controller oriented characteristics. Business oriented characteristics.

Reporting to top-level management Supportive relationship towards operational and top-level 
actors

Cybernetic analytical routines Understanding operations

Thoruogh, methodical and independent Collaborational, communicative and advising

Historically anchored and analytical Strategic forward looking

Legislative and standardized Ad hoc, reflective and adaptiveManagement accoutning style

The business partner role  in a mining context

Relationship with other actors

Professional emphasis

Individual traits

Financial information focus
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In conclusion, from a controller point of view, becoming a business partner means to combine 

both the described traditional controller role characteristics and business partner-oriented 

characteristics. This means becoming an overseer and reporter and relating information to top-

level management (e.g., Granlund & Lukka, 1997; Yazdifar & Tsamenyi, 2005) but at the same 

time maintaining a close and open relationship with operational actors (e.g., Lambert & Sponem, 

2012). Previous research suggests that combining such characteristics is problematic for a 

business partner (e.g., Byrne & Pierce, 2007). In the present study, from a controller point of 

view, it seems that the lack of expertise in other areas is a hindrance to adoption of a business 

partner role. The present study also indicates that other actors appreciate and support the 

regulative overseeing controller activities linked to the traditional role. 

Based on this study’s findings, business-partner controllers should connect more to new 

management accounting trends (e.g., Hyvönen et al., 2015). However, the controllers themselves 

still consider the traditional controller role-related cybernetic management accounting as a crucial 

part of a business partner role. In addition, the controllers themselves interpret the business 

partner role to encompass learning and understanding of operational management techniques, 

actually suggesting that a business partner role entails more than management accounting 

expertise. From a controller point of view, the individual traits of a business partner are a 

methodical approach and independence similar to descriptions of a traditional controller (e.g., 

Friedman & Lyne, 1997). However, related to the geographic distance of mining sites is that the 

controllers considered it crucial to discuss and together with operational actors reach mutual 

understandings over spreadsheets. Such controller activities relate more to previous descriptions 

of the business partner role (e.g., Jönsson, 2009; Weber, 2011). From a controller point of view, 

this means that becoming a business partner means crossing organizational boundaries. 

The controllers consider that the financial focus of a business partner still relies on historically 

anchored financial information. However, being a business partner means being able to 

communicate in discussions with top-level management as well as in writing to the board of 

directors in such a way that the financial information is strategically informative for the decision-

making process. In practice, this means employing several calculations and probable scenarios as 

well as the thoughts and opinions of the controllers themselves. From a controller point of view, 

the management accounting style of a business partner still involves standardized reporting, 
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budgeting, and transaction-related activities. However, the business partner role also means a 

management accounting style that is adaptive and dependent on operational actors’ needs and 

top-level actors’ demands. 

In light of the above discussion, from a controller point of view, becoming a business partner 

does not mean only displaying more business partner characteristics or a hybridization of the role 

(e.g., Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005). The controllers themselves do not see a clear distinction 

between a traditional controller and a business partner. Thus, from their point of view, becoming 

a business partner means balancing the traditional and business partner characteristics as 

situations arise. Finally, from a controller perspective, the key to becoming a business partner is 

to interact with operational actors and learn about operational activities. 

What institutional drivers impede or facilitate the business partner role? 

The study reveals from a micro-level perspective that institutional drivers shape the controller 

role. Some institutional drivers can facilitate the business partner role. However, other 

institutional drivers impede the business partner role by enforcing traditional controller role 

characteristics. The facilitating and impeding interplay of these institutional drivers is important 

to consider when explaining how a business partner role is constructed. Table 2 summarizes the 

identified impeding and facilitating institutional drivers. 

 
Table 2. Impeding and facilitating institutional drivers of a business partner role. 

Institutional drivers  Impeding Facilitating 

Regulative 
(have to) 

Regulations 
Legal accounting obligations  

Health regulations 
Safety regulations 
Environmental obligations 

Normative 
(ought to) 

Internal agents (e.g., operational 
actors) 
 

External agents (e.g., board of directors) 
Internal agents (e.g., controllers themselves and 
some operational actors) 

Cognitive 
(want to) 

Inexperience of new controllers 
Risk aversion among controllers 

Appeal of reflective interpretations among 
controllers 
Appeal of power and authority afforded by a 
business partner role 
The possibility for controllers to interact with 
other actors 

 

The regulative institutional drivers mostly impede the business partner role. This is seen in how 

controller guidelines direct controllers to perform traditional controller role activities. However, 
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exceptions exist even though such regulative institutional drivers indirectly relate to accounting 

work activities. Examples of such regulations are health, safety, and environmental rules, forcing 

controllers to work more closely with operational actors across organizational boundaries. 

The normative institutional drivers are more facilitating of a business partner role. Even so, the 

results show that some internal agents represent impeding institutional drivers for a business 

partner role. The internal agents relate to operational actors wanting clear boundaries between 

operations and finance, fearing loss of power and control over their operational areas. On the 

other hand, both external agents and internal agents provide normative institutional drivers that 

facilitate the business partner role. The results show that external agents can include a new board 

of directors that sends signals influencing how controllers work and how controllers present 

financial information. The internal agents mostly represent the controllers themselves, who 

frequently discuss in controller meetings the need for more involvement in operational areas. In 

addition, there are some exceptions of operational actors suggesting more controller involvement 

because it eases their calculations and estimation of production tonnages. 

The cognitive institutional drivers represent what the controllers themselves want and almost 

exclusively facilitate a business partner role. The controllers express a desire to work more 

closely with operational actors and not be held back by regulations and traditional management 

accounting work. In addition, the controllers are aware that a business partner role amounts to 

more power and authority, thus likely a monetary increase. This provides strong motivation 

among controllers to become business partners. However, the results indicate that new controllers 

may want to remain in a traditional controller role. The reason is likely inexperience; textbook 

guides and manuals are perhaps easiest to grasp at the beginning of a career. Some controllers 

also express that risks are associated with a business partner role. Averting personal mistakes or 

risks by playing it safe and performing more regularized work might be a powerful institutional 

cognitive driver for not wanting more responsibilities, thus impeding a business partner role. 

Contribution and recommendations for future studies 

This paper makes the following contributions to the literature. By theorizing the meaning of a 

business partner role among controllers themselves from a micro-level perspective, the paper 

identifies the characteristics making up the two-sided business partner role in the studied context. 

Thereby, the study contributes to the literature on the controller role by augmenting our 
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understanding of the controller role from a micro-level perspective. In addition, researchers have 

called for more studies on change agents and their influence on the controller role (Hyvönen et 

al., 2015). This paper uses institutional theory to identify institutional drivers impeding or 

facilitating a business partner role and the effect of these drivers on role change from the 

controller perspective. In doing so, the paper provides insights into how various change agents 

(operational actors, managers, and controllers) can influence the controller role through 

institutional drivers. A practical contribution for both controllers and management in the specific 

context of the mining industry is that the present study helps to anticipate and overcome common 

obstacles in the pursuit of implementing a business partner role.  

From a controller point of view, adoption of the business partner role seems to mean more 

influence and power over mainly operational areas. Seemingly, some operational actors want to 

protect their work domain, perhaps fearing a loss of authority over engineering-specific 

operational areas. With the increased cross-sectional work that a business partner performs, 

issues arise regarding whether operational actors actually want the controllers to have more 

power. Consequently, from a controller point of view, controllers need to gain the trust of 

operational actors. To achieve this in the controllers’ cross-sectional work, controllers seem to 

consider legitimacy-seeking important (Järvenpää, 2007). However, how controllers achieve such 

legitimacy is unclear. A promising prospect for this line of research is shadowing controllers and 

operational actors in their collaborative work. 
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Appendix 

Table 3. Summary of context, theoretical lenses, and controller role topics. 

Context Theoretical lenses Controller role topic Example 
Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Contingency and role 
theory 

Lack of clear role definitions Byrne and Pierce (2007) 

Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Interpretive and 
grounded theory 

Business-oriented 
management accounting (MA) 
culture 

Järvenpää (2007) 

Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

N/A Controller involvement in 
decision-making processes 

Zoni and Merchant 
(2007) 

Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

Institutional theory Strategic management 
accounting (SCA) 

Ma and Tyles (2009) 

Manufacturing industry, 
Europe 

N/A Modern MA systems Järvinen (2009) 

Europe N/A Dual responsibilities of 
controllers 

Maas and Matejka (2009) 

Mainly Europe N/A The image of controller 
depicted in ads over four 
decades 

Baldvinsdottir et al. 
(2009) 

The Netherlands finance 
and control students 

Borrows from social 
fields of 
Machiavellianism 

Susceptibility of controller 
roles facing social pressure 

Hartmann and Maas 
(2010) 

Australia consumer 
services 

N/A Effort of controllers 
themselves to strive for role 
change 

Emsley and Chung 
(2010) 

The Netherlands, mainly 
manufacturing and 
financial sector 

Contingency theory Contextual uncertainty and 
budgetary systems 

Hartmann and Maas 
(2011) 

Germany, conceptual 
based on previous studies 

Organizational theory Why the controller role is 
broader 

Weber (2011) 

The Netherlands, 
graduates from master of 
arts programs 

N/A Evolution of controller 
activities 

De Loo et al. (2011) 

France, UK, The 
Netherlands, Sweden, and 
Switzerland, consumer 
services 

Institutional logic Modern MA techniques and 
shifts in organizational 
environments support a 
business partner role 

Lambert and Sponem 
(2012) 

UK, financial sector N/A Survey to establish the 
controller role 

Graham et al. (2012) 

Germany, manufacturing Institutional theory How a new actor (CFO) can 
provide an institutional driver 
for a new controller role 

Goretzki et al. (2013) 

Germany, manufacturing Focauldian perspective MA techniques and the 
construction of the controller 
role 

Goretzki (2013) 

United Arab Emirates, N/A Globalization and new MA Halbouni and Nour 



 
 

 
 

accounting students techniques’ influence on 
controller roles in the Middle 
East 

(2013) 

International Controller 
Association for controllers 
in German-speaking 
countries 

Social identity theory 
and self-categorization 
theory 

Occupational prestige 
influence on the controller role  

Hiller et al. (2014) 

Germany and Spain, 
diverse consumer services 
and manufacturing 

N/A Evolving budget process, 
effect on the controller role 

Endenich (2014) 

Germany, manufacturing Actor-network theory How managers react to and 
influence the controller role 

Windeck et al. (2015) 

European, manufacturing Institutional 
entrepreneurship 

Dynamics of a changing 
controller role over time 

Hyvönen et al. (2015) 

Finland, manufacturing Pragmatic constructivism Inclusion of controller through 
boundary subjects 

Laine et al. (2016) 

The Netherlands, finance 
and control students 

N/A Measures the EEG of 
individuals to find suitability 
of roles 

Eskenazi et al. (2016) 

Italy, multi-utilities Institutional theory Revolves around the duality of 
the controller role 

Culasso et al. (2016) 

 

 

Table 4. Overview of data sources during fieldwork. 

Interviews round one March 2014 # 
Capital investment controllers (A, B, C, D) 4 
Chief financial officer (not recorded) 1 
Project manager – division south 1 
Interviews round two June 2015  
Controller - financial projections new main level 1 

Capital investment controller (A) 1 

Project manager - feasibility studies and planning of 
new main levels 

1 

Interviews round three November 2015  
Capital investment controllers (A, E, F, G) 4 
Financial controller 1 
Project manager – division north 1 
Documents  
Research diary and field notes ongoing 
Flow charts and time plan for strategic capital 
investment projects (SCIPs) 

1 

Internal guideline documents 1 
Management control process 1 



 
 

 
 

Capital investment process 1 
Introductory accounting and control procedures 1 
Controller role and work descriptions 1 
Template for the presentation of capital investment 
proposals to the board 

2 

Organizational chart, controller group 1 
Documentation of ongoing SCIPs 1 
PM intended for the board of directors preceding 
investment decision 

1 

Document showing number of SCIPs handled by 
one capital investment controller 

1 

Observations and attendance at meetings  
Participation in company learning programs 
(sessions) 

3 

Workshop presentation 1 
Presentation at company headquarters 1 
Various on-site meetings (days) 7 

 

 

Table 3. Overview of transcribed interviews and instances related to the research questions and institutional forces. 

 

 

2014 First round of interviews 1 2 3 4 5
From a controller point of view, what does it mean to become a business 
partner? Transcription page

6, 7 ,9, 12, 13, 17, 18, 19, 20, 
25, 26

1, 5, 6, 17 1 3, 8, 10, 16 4, 11

Number of episodes in the transcribed interviews referring to the 
research question 22 8 1 5 2

What institutional drivers impede or facilitate the business partner 
role? Page

6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 15, 16, 
17, 18, 19, 23, 24, 25, 26 1, 2, 5, 6 2 3, 4, 9, 4, 5, 

Number of episodes in the transcribed interviews referring to the 
research question

28 7 1 5 3

June 2015, Second round of interviews 6 7 8

From a controller point of view, what does it mean to become a business 
partner? Transcription page

1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, 14 2, 3, 4, 11, 
17, 19, 20

Number of episodes in the transcribed interviews referring to the 
research question 10 1 10

What institutional drivers impede or facilitate the business partner 
role? Page 3, 11 9, 14, 18 12, 18, 20

Number of episodes in the transcribed interviews referring to the 
research question

3 3 6

November 2015, Third round of interviews 9 10 11 12 13 14
From a controller point of view, what does it mean to become a business 
partner? Transcription page

18 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 24 7, 10 3, 4, 13, 
21 

1, 2, 7, 15, 16, 

Number of episodes in the transcribed interviews referring to the 
research question 1 11 2 2 5 6

What institutional drivers impede or facilitate the business partner 
role? Page

4, 8, 16 2, 3, 5, 10 9, 19 7, 17, 19 2, 4, 7, 10, 
11, 13, 14

6, 15, 19

Number of episodes in the transcribed interviews referring to the 
research question

3 4 2 3 8 3
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Using calculations in the early phase of strategic capital investment 
projects – case studies in a mining context 

 
 

ABSTRACT 

In a dynamic and changing environment, it is important for organizations to make strategic 

investments continuously if they are to survive and prosper. Strategic capital investment projects 

(SCIPs) are decisive for organizations, yet they are difficult to manage, especially in the early 

phase when the risks and uncertainties are the highest. In this paper, we illustrate how actors use 

calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in a mining context. Specifically, the purpose of the 

paper is to identify and describe characteristics of using calculations in SCIPs and to analyze how 

actors use calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in the mining context. The empirical evidence 

is derived from embedded case studies based on interviews with project managers, controllers, 

and top-level managers at two research sites in one mining organization as well as documents and 

observations. The empirical evidence provides insights into how actors use calculations in SCIPs 

and is analyzed according to the using calculation framework; characteristics of using 

calculations are identified. A conclusion from our case analysis is that all cases provide insights 

into the varied use of calculations in SCIPs in the mining context. We find evidence that 

calculations in the early phase of SCIPs are used to generate ideas, support discussions, 

rationalize decisions, and communicate financial information. Therefore, our paper provides 

insights into the multiple uses of calculations in the early phase of SCIPs, which is broader than 

previously discussed in the SCIP literature. The paper is based on a single organization and 

therefore the findings of the paper are limited to theoretical generalization.  

Keywords: Using calculations, actors, strategic capital investment projects, early phase 
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Using calculations in the early phase of strategic capital investment 
projects – case studies in a mining context 

1. Introduction 

In dynamic and changing environments, organizations continuously need to make strategic 

investments to survive and prosper. A strategic investment is an investment project with a 

strategic focus, which generally involves substantial capital investments, high levels of risks, 

uncertainties, and a significant long-term impact on the organization’s outcome (Alkaraan & 

Northcott, 2007). These characteristics make strategic capital investment projects (SCIPs) 

particularly demanding to control, (e.g., Butler et al., 1991; Slagmulder et al., 1995, Slagmulder, 

1997; Carr et al., 2010), especially in the early phases of the project (Khuruna & Rosenthal, 

1997). Risks and uncertainties are often highest in the beginning of an investment project, which 

means that it is difficult to make accurate calculations in the early phase of an SCIP. However, a 

large portion of the costs for the entire project is often determined in the early phase (Khuruna & 

Rosenthal, 1997), suggesting that management accounting calculations are decisive in this phase. 

Regardless of whether management accounting calculations apply or not, prior research (e.g., 

Segelod, 2002) has shown that management tools and techniques are frequently used to make 

investment decisions (Segelod, 2002). In the SCIP literature, the types of tools and techniques 

that managers use to allocate resources and make investment decisions have received much 

attention (Coad, 1996; Segelod, 2002; Tuomela, 2005). Attempts have also been made to answer 

questions such as whether it is suitable to invest in a project or not, which alternative should be 

prioritized, and how to carry out the associated operational work (see, e.g., Segelod, 2002; 

Tuomela, 2005; Alkaraan & Northcott, 2006; Hunjra et al., 2012). A large part of the SCIP 

literature is characterized by a rational and instrumental view on management accounting 

calculations, suggesting that they are used as answer machines to calculate the economic 

consequences of various investment alternatives. Researchers within the management accounting 

literature have long questioned this rational and instrumental view on management accounting 

(Burchell et al., 1980; Hall, 2010; Mouritsen & Kreiner, 2016). In their foundational paper, Earl 

and Hopwood (1980) argue that management accounting is not only used to provide rational 

answers; instead, it plays much more complex roles in organizations. When management 

accounting is defined in less rational terms, previous research has found that actors use 
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calculations to rationalize previous decisions, communicate financial information, and manifest 

power (Granlund & Lukka, 1998; Jönsson, 2009; Mouritsen & Kreiner, 2016). Management 

accounting also functions as learning, ammunition, and rationalization machines (Mouritsen & 

Kreiner, 2016). Thus, researchers within this stream tend to view management accounting as a 

broader concept than merely tools for providing rational answers. Within this body of research, 

management accounting calculations are defined as inscriptions that produce knowledge, create 

visibility, mediate between complementary resources, and identify objects and objectives to be 

managed (Mouritsen et al., 2009). Hence, calculations in the management accounting literature 

are not in line with the dominant, rational, and instrumental view in the SCIP literature. While 

these studies recognize that management accounting calculations are used in various ways in 

organizations, researchers have called for more in-depth studies addressing how actors use 

management accounting calculations (Carr et al., 2010). Our paper attempts to addresses this 

research gap. In this paper, we illustrate how actors use calculations in the early phase of SCIPs 

in a mining context. In the mining industry, SCIPs are frequent and necessary for continued 

operations, which makes it appropriate to study how management calculations are used. 

Specifically, the purpose of the paper is to identify and describe characteristics of using 

calculations in SCIPs and to analyze how actors use calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in 

the mining context. 

One contribution is that we provide empirical insights into the complex roles that management 

accounting calculations play in SCIPs. Our study suggests that calculations in the early phase of 

SCIPs in the mining context are used to create ideas, share information, rationalize decisions, and 

support political agendas. We also provide empirical insights into the characteristics of using 

calculations in SCIPs in the mining industry. According to our case studies, calculations have 

varied utility in the early phase of SCIPs; they are not used only for presenting rational answers. 

Another contribution of this paper is that it combines literature on SCIPs with management 

accounting literature and provides an understanding of how actors use management calculations 

in the early phase of SCIPs.  

The paper is structured as follows. The next section presents previous literature related to 

management calculations and their use. The section is based on research from both the 

management accounting literature and the SCIP literature. The following section discusses the 
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using calculation framework introduced by Earl and Hopwood (1980) to provide a framework for 

analysis of how actors use calculations in SCIPs. The framework is considered appropriate 

because it addresses how organizations use information in situations where objectives and/or 

cause and effects are uncertain and it can be applied to understand how calculations are used in 

the early phases of SCIPs. Thereafter, we present the research method and information about the 

embedded case study. The next section presents the empirical illustrations of four different SCIPs 

in the mining context, which we interpret and analyze against the using calculation framework. In 

the final section, we discuss the wider research implications of the study and provide the 

conclusions thereof. 

2. Using calculations in SCIP  

Research in the SCIP literature shows that calculations such as payback methods (i.e., return on 

investment and net present value) are frequently used to support decisions regarding SCIPs 

(Simons, 1995; Bhappu & Guzman, 1995; Alkaraan & Northcott, 2006). This can be explained 

by the fact that rational calculations are often perceived as easier to use effectively and more 

easily comprehendible for investors, and the immediate benefits seems clear (Adler, 2000). 

However, previous research suggests that short-term SCIP proposals are favored and important 

long-term intangible factors are neglected (Adler, 2000; Alkaraan & Northcott, 2006). Alkaraan 

and Northcott (2006) argue that a bias toward short-term SCIP proposals exists, which means a 

risk losing the strategic goals of SCIP proposals. 

SCIPs involve uncertainties related to new products, gaining market shares, exploiting 

opportunities, and improving production yields through process development (Northcott & 

Alkaraan, 2007). SCIPs are often unique events with high levels of risks and uncertainty, which 

suggests that they are complicated to manage since actors involved in the investment projects 

have no obvious example to follow (Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007). Some research also indicates 

that calculations in the early phase are less precise and occur less frequently (Henri, 2006). 

Research has shown that actors will also rely on experience and use calculations with a cause-

effect relevant to their environment to prioritize among SCIPs by predicting outcomes (Carpenter 

et al., 2004; Burkert & Lueg, 2013). Some argue that rational calculation methods tend to favor 

stable environments, which may have a negative effect if applied in uncertain environments 
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(Ezzamel et al., 2001). Previous research has also shown that actors may place too much 

emphasis on rational calculations (Williams, 2000; Yazdifar & Tsamenyi, 2005). 

The management accounting literature suggests that management accounting is a generic 

approach of using formal or less formal calculations with a focus on controlling, monitoring, or 

evaluating individuals or investments (Mouritsen, 1996). Within this stream of research, 

calculations have been given a broader meaning and here it is suggested that calculations are 

inscriptions that produce knowledge, create visibility, mediate between complementary 

resources, and identify objects and objectives to be managed (Mouritsen et al., 2009). Hence, the 

broader view on calculations also suggests that they have multiple functions. For example, 

calculations themselves can be used to compare expected investment pay-offs with actual 

outcomes or to exclude certain investment choices (Simons, 1995; Tuomela, 2005). Budgets are 

often the result of calculations used in relation to rational historically anchored information 

(Chapman, 1997). In addition, calculations can be used to detect change and identify problems 

and opportunities (Khurana & Rosenthal, 1997). Previous research also suggests that numerous 

calculations are made during the early phase, but they are aimed toward creating interaction and 

discussion between actors (Mouck, 2000) instead of providing a basis for decision-making. Thus, 

calculations are an important part of the organizational information system and actors use 

calculations for various purposes in different ways.  

Goodman et al. (2013) argue that actors are frequently required to use calculations in the early 

phase of SCIP proposals. Research has indicated that controllers are seen as an elite group at the 

top of the administrative pyramid, assumed to act rationally in the interest of organizational 

efficiency (Whitley, 1999). However, other research questions whether actors actually make 

rational choices, implying that actors can promote the use of calculations more consistent with 

self-interests, values, and expectations (Nilsson, 2008; Moll & Hoque, 2011). Supporting this, 

Fauré and Rouleau (2011) argue that calculations are used in conversational discussions between 

actors. For example, discussions allow calculations to be employed to invoke the usefulness of 

numbers, construct acceptability of numbers, and demonstrate the plausibility of numbers (Fauré 

& Rouleau, 2011). 
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3. Applying the using calculation framework to study uses of calculations 
In their framework, Earl and Hopwood (1980) identify several uses of information in 

organizations. First, they distinguish between uncertainty about organizational objectives and, 

second, they identify the uncertainty of cause-effect relationships that are embodied in particular 

organizational actions. See Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. The use of calculations related to uncertainty (adapted from Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

Earl and Hopwood’s (1980) framework in Figure 1 represents the different contingent views on 

how calculations are used depending on the aforementioned uncertainty dimensions. In situations 

with pre-set standards and formal rules, calculations are typically used as answering machines, 

which automatically provide answers (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Assuming 

low uncertainty and known cause-effects, calculations are used as answering machines and thus 

are thought to provide answers by rational computation (Ezzamel & Bourn, 1990). Relying on the 

accuracy of calculations, contingency-based management accounting research has frequently 

focused on answering machines (Chapman, 1997). Thus, if objectives are obvious, then the 

contingent suitable steps to reach them are also apparent (ibid).  

Using calculations as learning machines is suitable in situations with clear objectives but 

increased uncertainty of cause-effect (Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Thus, learning machines are 

appropriate when there is a need to explore problems, ask questions, and analyze calculations 

before resorting to decisions (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Earl and Hopwood 

(1980) suggest that calculations in the form of learning machines are the results of enquiries, 
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sensitivity analyses, and what-if models. However, research has shown that during high 

uncertainty related to investment projects, calculations are less likely to be used as learning 

machines (Van der Veeken & Wouters, 2002). The reason is that actors in such circumstances 

focus more on action-based skills associated with calculations as answering machines to handle 

cost (Van der Veeken & Wouters, 2002). This is in line with Earl and Hopwood (1980), who 

suggest that calculation methods are more often designed to deliver answers despite uncertain 

cause-effects and, thus, are used as answering machines. 

When uncertainties about objectives are high, Earl and Hopwood (1980) identify another 

contingent use of calculations, the dialogue machine. This approach is supposedly suitable for 

handling disagreements of objectives where there is a need for discussion that supports problem-

sharing (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980). The dialogue machine is associated with 

think tanks, consultations, and information centers (Ezzamel & Bourn, 1990). Using calculations 

as dialogue machines indicates constant interacting to define the appropriate calculations based 

on experience and deep knowledge of operations (Chapman, 1997). For example, calculations in 

a dialogue machine manner are often used in organic and less formal organizations (Chapman, 

1997). However, instead of a dialogue machine, the actual use of calculations may result in 

calculations becoming an ammunition machine. The reason is that the use of calculations depends 

on actors, who in turn have a diversity of interests. Research indicates that under these 

circumstances calculations can be used with a political agenda (Earl & Hopwood, 1980; 

Mouritsen & Kreiner, 2016). 

Idea machines suggest the use of calculations for inspiration and creativity optimal to 

contingencies of high uncertainty of cause-effect as well as objectives (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl 

& Hopwood, 1980; Ezzamel & Bourn, 1990). However, to justify and legitimize decisions, the 

actual use of calculations can easily result in their becoming a rationalization machine focusing 

on cutting costs or harvesting instead of investing further (Earl & Hopwood, 1980; Ezzamel & 

Bourn, 1990).  

It seems likely that the use of calculations for SCIP in some regard relies on low uncertainties in 

objectives because the objective is known to the organizations (cf. Turner & Müller, 2003; 

Northcott & Alkaraan, 2007). Rather, it seems that higher uncertainties are related to cause-effect 

of SCIPs (Burkert & Lueg, 2013) because SCIPs are such long-term complex endeavors. The 
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reviewed literature shows that the contingencies surrounding SCIP proposals in the early phase 

indicate several possible uses of calculations related to the framework (Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

This is because calculations are a way of presenting financial information and can thus be related 

to how answering, learning, dialogue (ammunition), or idea (rationalization) machines are 

described (Burchell et al., 1980; Earl & Hopwood, 1980; Mourtisen & Kreiner, 2016). 

4. Research method and case setting 

We conduct an embedded case study of four different SCIPs within the same organization. This 

research design is suitable when the intent is to provide theoretical insights. An embedded case 

study design provides the opportunity to analyze the empirical material within the case and make 

a cross-case analysis (Yin, 2014). The studied organization is a high-tech international minerals 

group producing processed iron ore products for steelmaking and a supplier of mineral products 

for other industrial sectors. The major portion of the iron ore products is sold to European 

steelworks. Sales of industrial minerals primarily take place in Europe and to growing markets in 

Asia and the USA. In the mining industry, SCIPs are especially capital intensive and large scale 

(PWC, 2012). 

The organization is considered interesting for studying the use of calculations in SCIPs during the 

early phase for two reasons. First, at the initiation of the study, the organization was the single 

largest industrial investor in the nation and recently committed to several SCIPs. These SCIPs 

were aimed at expanding the organization’s mining operation to meet high market demand in 

areas including mines, processing plants, and transportation. Second, the organization gave 

access to several embedded cases geographically separated. This presented an opportunity to 

study the use of calculations in SCIPs within the same organization in separate cases. 

The key factor determining an embedded case design in this study is the unique differences 

between the different embedded cases. Case 1 represents an SCIP in an underground mining site 

consisting of two separate ore fields containing a total of 20 iron ore bodies. The plentitude of 

iron ore bodies presents a highly complex situation and suggests an increased use of calculations 

for SCIP proposals. Case 2 is also an SCIP in an underground mine, but this mine has only one 

compact iron ore body. Case 2 is, however, the largest mine in the organization and has recently 

committed to the largest SCIP ever made in the organization. 
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Case 3 differs because it represents an SCIP in an open pit mine. Thus, it is less costly to invest, 

which in turn can affect the use of calculations, suggesting less advanced calculations. Case 4 

represents an SCIP in the organization’s largest harbor, which is important in distributing the iron 

ore. This site has recently committed to a large SCIP although persons outside the organization 

produced this investment proposal. Thus, case 4 differs from the other three since the actors 

involved in this process are mainly external, which most likely leads to a different use of 

calculations among the actors from the case study organization. However, the current actors have 

insights into the work and results of these calculations and they have used them for making 

decisions. The cases together provide a rich and varied description of how actors use calculations 

in SCIPs in the early phase in a mining context. 

Sources of empirical evidence 

The data are collected through interviews with actors, analyses of provided documents, as well as 

observations. The case descriptions involve narratives from interviews with actors who have used 

calculations in SCIPs at the various sites within the organization. The fieldwork is conducted 

during three field trips. The interviewees include controllers, project managers, and the group 

chief financial officer (CFO). The actors are involved in using calculations in SCIPs with costs 

ranging from EUR 300 million to around EUR 2 billion. The selection of actors to interview is 

made by requesting the participation of actors using calculations in SCIPs that are large scale and 

recent. All interviewed actors either use calculations in the early phase or have significant insight 

into the use of calculations in SCIPs in the early phase. The interviews last for a total of 20 hours. 

Fifteen actors are interviewed. 

Complementing the interviews, the study also provides the opportunity to partake in meetings 

with company officials where guidelines for actors are discussed. In addition, a meeting with the 

group finance staff for a presentation of their strategic objectives and organization structure is 

observed. Furthermore, one of the authors also participates in a workshop with the head of the 

controlling department to discuss preliminary findings and deepen the understanding of the 

internal views on policies and procedures associated with the portfolio and assessment of SCIPs. 

The documents collected in this study include flow charts and related facts (e.g., estimations of 

ore volume, sales predictions, profit forecasts) concerning SCIPs as well as internal guidelines 
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and educational material, role descriptions, templates, and organizational charts. See Table 1 for a 

description of data collection sources. 

Table 1. Overview of data sources during fieldwork. 

Interviews round 1 # 
Capital investment controllers 4 
Chief financial officer 1 
Project manager 1 

Interviews round 2  
Controller - client side, team member, financial projections - new main 
level 

1 

Capital investment controller 1 

Project manager - feasibility studies and planning of new main levels 1 

Interviews round 3  
Capital investment controllers 4 
Financial controller 1 
Project manager 1 
Documents  
Research diary and field notes ongoing 
Flow charts and time plan for SCIP 1 
Internal guideline document 1 
Management control process 1 
Capital investment process 1 
Introductory accounting and control procedures 1 
Controller role and work descriptions 1 
Template for the presentation of capital investment proposals to the board 2 
Organizational chart, controller group 1 
Documentation of ongoing SCIP 1 
PM intended for the board of directors preceding investment decision 1 

Document showing number of SCIPs handled by one capital investment 
controller 

1 

Observations and attendance at meetings  
Participation in company learning programs (sessions) 3 
Workshop presentation 1 
Presentation at company headquarters 1 
Various on-site meetings (days) 7 

 

While all investment phases to some extent are represented, the empirical data of the entire 

investment lifecycle could take several years to collect. 
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Interpretations of the empirical evidence 

The analysis of the empirical data is conducted in conjunction with the collection of new 

empirical material. During this process, we work back and forth between the extant literature and 

the empirical material to gain a preliminary understanding of our cases. The using calculation 

framework is used to identify how calculations are used in the early phase of SCIPs in the mining 

industry. First, the semi-structured interview guides are used to organize the interviews with the 

organizational actors. For example, the actors at each mining site are asked to describe in depth 

how calculations are used and who uses them. A key difficulty with case study research is 

translating empirical evidence into patterns and identifying conceptual themes (Yin, 2014). 

During the analysis, the authors find patterns in how the actors work with calculations. For 

example, it became clear that the calculations have different importance, precision, variation, and 

volume. Thus, the authors code the use of calculations in the following dimensions: numbers, 

variation, precision, and importance of calculations; the results are presented in Table 3 (see the 

concluding discussion of our paper). Thereafter, the researchers discuss potential patterns and 

compare their interpretations. 

5. The use of calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in the mining context 

In 2008, the board of directors in the mining organization decided that an overall increased 

extraction capacity of iron ore was needed to meet an increasing demand for iron ore. This 

signaled a call to the organization to present alternative solutions for investments to 

accommodate the board of directors’ decision to increase production. This led to a focus on 

calculations for SCIP, which also had a substantial impact for several mining sites in the 

organization. Below, we provide a summary of the case organization’s internal guidelines to 

present an overview of the general prescriptions about the use of calculations for SCIPs in the 

organization. Thereafter, the following sections describe the use of calculations in the 

development of SCIPs during the early phase in the four cases. 

Formal guidelines for using calculations 

The internal documents mention that actors should use calculations to project potential outcomes 

of investments. Financial information of investment projects should be reported quarterly to 

headquarters to ensure effective control. Calculations are described as a way of making sense of 
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financial information. According to the provided internal documents, calculations are projections 

of future outcome scenarios. This suggests that calculations are not commitments but rather 

calculations should be used to discuss strategic actions and status reports. This means that 

calculations are intended to aid actors in detecting tendencies for discrepancies related to 

investment projects not present in the original budgeted cost. Thus, in the early phase, 

calculations are used as forecasting tools, serving as an early warning system for the SCIP. 

The organization provides internal training programs for actors where the participants receive 

instructions on the basics of management accounting (e.g., payback methods). During the training 

programs, the participants are also encouraged to learn internal guidelines for how to use 

calculations. The actors attending these training programs are instructed to create calculations in 

spreadsheets and provided with spreadsheet templates for capital budgeting calculations. The 

purpose of the training program is illustrated in the following excerpt from one of the documents:  

“The purpose with this learning program is to provide the right competence to 

managers, controllers and other significant actors involved in controlling SCIP in 

order to create the right conditions in a standardized manner.” 

The guidelines contain categories of important focus areas to be included in the early-phase 

calculations. In addition to financial pay-off and return on investment aspects, these categories 

also include environmental, health, and safety aspects. In addition, due the geological nature of 

underground mining, SCIPs in the mining industry have repercussions for society. For example, 

this organization has been forced to relocate an entire city because of shifts and fractures in the 

bedrock causing seismic events. Therefore, the organization has decided that calculations in the 

early phase also should involve aspects of future potential societal transformations related to 

SCIP. 

In sum, the internal documents indicate that calculations should be used to achieve efficiency 

early in the investment process. In addition, the purpose of calculations is seemingly to evaluate 

the investment’s economic consequences. The aim is to ensure that the investment has a 

satisfying pay-off and is the best option. This is in line with Earl and Hopwood’s (1980) 

answering machines, where the use of calculations has a clear objective and is supposed to 

explain a cause-effect. However, the internal documents also indicate that calculations should be 
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used for discussion of alternative investments, similar to a dialogue machine (Earl & Hopwood, 

1980). Furthermore, the internal documents state that calculations are crucial but not the only 

factors in a decision-making process. Factors such as health, safety, and environmental issues 

must also be considered. 

Case 1: The case of multiple ore bodies 

This mining site is the second largest underground mine for iron ore in the world and consists of 

20 ore bodies. This is one of the largest SCIPs in the case organization. The studied investment 

project is complex, involves a high degree of uncertainty, and has been operational for a long 

time. Several different types of uncertainty are associated with this project, including monetary, 

environmental, legal, and timeframe issues. Several of these issues are strongly associated with 

the early phase before a decision for the SCIP is reached.  

The ore bodies at case 1 are divided into the eastern and western ore fields stretching several 

kilometers below ground. For the eastern ore field, the board of directors’ call for increased 

output of iron ore means in practice that the current 2008 mining level at 1000 meters is 

expanded to 1250 meters. For the western ore field, the decision means a possible new mining 

level and increased hoisting capacity. See Table 2 for a summary of a memorandum from the 

board of directors proposing investments specifically directed for this mining site and when the 

decisions are to be made. 

Table 2. Memorandum summary call for SCIP at case 1. 

 

The interviews shows that the specific context in case 1 (i.e., multitude of iron ore bodies and the 

geographic distances) resulted in numerous possible alternative solutions for completing the 
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SCIP. Hence, there is high uncertainty of cause-effect in case 1. To deal with this, the actors 

create several different types of calculations which could be used to answer the call from the 

board of directors. This results in more than 100 alternative calculations of how to approach these 

large SCIPs. For example, cash flow predictions are used in this early stage of the investment 

project. Also in the early stage of the investment project, calculations are used to generate ideas 

more than to provide actual answers. Thus, the use of calculations resembles the use of idea 

machines (Earl & Hopwood, 1980).  

During the interviews, the controllers describe that the calculations used in the beginning of the 

investment project are given more freedom than those used toward the end of the early phase. 

One controller says: “We controllers create calculations and these calculations are then used in 

the discussion over which alternatives for the SCIP should be considered, and the calculations 

carry a lot of weight.” This illustrates the use of calculations as Earl and Hopwood (1980) 

describe as dialogue and learning machines. For example, the interviewed actors discuss 

calculations but seem to agree to listen and learn from the controllers, who have a lot of 

influence, particularly in the early phase. SCIP calculations as ideas or as instruments for learning 

in the beginning of the early phase are allowed to deviate 25% from financial profitability. One 

controller describes this as a kind of leeway to discuss alternatives: 

“We have project plans and that involves a total cost allowed for our calculations. 

However, these projected plans are, in the beginning of the early phase, pretty 

open for interpretation and discussion within the limits of the total cost allowed in 

the projected plans. Still, the projected plans also have room for changes so even 

the outer cost limits of SCIP are open for discussion.” 

This freedom is described as a way of allowing creative discussions of alternatives to SCIP 

between the actors. However, this is less true when calculations for SCIP mature in the early 

phase. 

The controllers state that the calculations in the early phase illustrate useful outcome scenarios 

that serve as a foundation for discussions. One controller explains: “We controllers have probably 

spent thousands of work hours preparing calculations of what we consider the best alternatives 

for this SCIP. There is a lot at stake where interests differ and actors might even favor certain 
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SCIPs because jobs and capital are somewhat secured where the SCIPs finally land. Calculations 

are our tools used for discussions in order to reach a sound decision.” 

Several of the interviewed controllers say that they worked together in the beginning of the 

investment project to generate and prioritize ideas. A workshop was organized and several 

different types of actors with varied expertise were invited to provide the basis for the SCIP. One 

aim with the workshop was to limit the number of alternative solutions and here calculations 

were used to sort and prioritize among the different alternatives. This allowed different experts 

from different fields to discuss openly the positive and negative effects of investments 

alternatives and their outcomes. The workshop required that actors with different expertise work 

together toward the overall common goal of increasing iron ore production.  One controller 

explains: 

“Everybody in the workshop had different backgrounds and often different areas 

of expertise. Rock engineers want the investment in a certain way focusing on 

expensive maintenance. In order to evaluate the different alternative calculations 

for the SCIP, we put together groups of different experts. The groups then put 

score points on various areas of importance in the different calculations. These 

areas are, for example, areas of safety, working environment, production costs, and 

so on. From this, we ranked the calculations and then the control group could 

decide on an alternative with help from this ranking. This was important work 

because the actors sometimes disagree about certain objectives and we might 

potentially overlook alternatives for the SCIP.” 

The workshop resulted in three different investment proposals. All three proposals proceeded 

toward the end of the early phase. Then, only the chosen calculations were allowed to deviate 

10% from the projected total cost. One controller elaborates: 

“When the calculations mature toward the end of the early phase, the calculations 

need to become much more accurate. The projected costs are correlated with 

actual market prices for building the SCIP. In essence, we ask contractors what 

they charge and so on. We need this because we rarely do follow-ups on previous 

calculations.” 
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The actors mention that total cost limits mostly eliminate calculations for SCIPs that deviate too 

much. However, to secure the iron ore essential to long-term goals, some SCIPs are necessary 

and therefore accept calculations from rational cost limits. Still, there are instances where the 

calculations in the early phase are used in a more rational way to select the SCIP that has the 

highest monetary pay-off. This use of calculations relates to an answering machine where the 

uncertainties of objectives and cause-effects are low (Earl & Hopwood, 1980). This is more 

evident toward the end of the early phase after the workshop. This manifests in the way that the 

actors, with reasonable surety, promote three strong candidates based mostly on rational payback 

considerations. This result illustrates lower uncertainty regarding objectives and cause-effect as 

the early phase progresses. 

However, the SCIP is compromised in the eastern ore fields due to severe seismic activity in the 

bedrock above one of the most important ore bodies. While all actors involved at some point in 

the calculation process are specialists in various fields, no one could anticipate the seismic 

activities halting the investment project. These kinds of events are unexpected uncertainties of 

SCIPs in the mining industry, but they are a reality of underground mining. Such circumstance 

forces the controllers, in haste, to create new investment proposals. This particular situation turns 

the attention toward compensating production losses through increased production in the western 

ore fields instead, which is far away from the seismic disturbances. The calculations used in this 

situation are mainly rational payback calculations to quickly select the SCIP with the best 

monetary pay-off and highest production yield of iron ore (cf. Earl & Hopwood (1980) for a 

description of answering machines). This is possible when the seismic event limits the number of 

calculations for alternative investments and the mining site goes from 20 iron ore bodies to a only 

a few in the western ore fields. The depicted process of using calculations for SCIP in this mining 

site ends here. Currently, the future is unclear as to how the SCIP will take shape in this mining 

site. 

In sum, in the beginning of the early phase, the calculations at this mining site are mostly 

described as tools used to generate and limit ideas and proposals similar to descriptions of an idea 

machine (Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Interestingly, later in the early phase, the use of calculations 

seems to shift, forming foundations for discussion of how to proceed with SCIP more in line with 

Earl and Hopwood’s (1980) notion of the dialogue machine. The reason is that the uncertainties 
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of multiple iron ore bodies relate to more than monetary concerns. Uncertainties also arise related 

to the complexity of finding the best solution from a multitude of possibilities in the beginning of 

the early phase. The focus of using calculations seems, at first, solely to be toward achieving high 

profitability. However, calculations are used in the discussions between actors who specialize in 

legal, environmental, or rock mechanical aspects, and these actors receive not only consideration 

but also sometimes the final vote in the discussions. This indicates the use of calculations as 

dialogue machines, which according to Earl and Hopwood’s (1980) framework is a suitable use 

of calculations when objectives are unclear. In addition, it highlights the importance of aspects 

other than prioritizing rational financial goals. In case 1, the multitude of iron ore bodies allows 

flexibility of how to approach the SCIP to pursue the overall objective of increased extraction 

capacity. This means that while the production objective is clear, the SCIP has significant 

uncertainties related to how this can be achieved. To get at least a sense of the outcomes for all 

these different alternatives for the SCIP, numerous calculations are created using traditional 

capital budgeting methods (cf. Alkaraan & Northcott, 2006). This yields a multitude of 

calculations representing different investment proposals. The workshop serves as a forum where 

actors, including the more operative actors, can explore the benefits of SCIP proposals through 

discussions of various calculations. During the workshop, the calculations are used as idea 

machines (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Using calculations as idea machines gives the actors the 

opportunity to explore problems and ask questions of various specialists in different fields in the 

organization and to prioritize between different alternatives. 

Case 2: The case of the compact ore body 

This mining site consists of one compact iron ore body. This means that extraction of iron ore can 

be done with skip hoists instead of conveyor belts and trucks; in short, logistics are easier and 

more cost-effectively solved with trains, resulting in a lower number of alternative calculations 

for the SCIP than presented in case 1. The actors in the study say that they regularly use 

calculations during the early phase. One experienced controller describes his opinion of 

calculations in the early phase and how calculations are used: 

“During the early phase, we use calculations to try out ideas and discuss them with 

different actors and other experts as well. The calculations are basic budgets or 

projections. One could describe them as capital budgeting methods. However, we 
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use our own solutions almost unique in every separate case of SCIP. When 

calculations of an SCIP have reached as far as the end of the early phase, there will 

usually be a go-ahead decision. This is because the work and people involved in 

the process leading up to this is substantial. The closer you get to a final decision, 

the more precise the calculations, though less frequent; it boils down to one final 

calculation.” 

This episode illustrates the use of calculations partly as idea machines as well as learning 

machines (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980) in the beginning of the early phase. Moreover, it indicates 

that how calculations are used is not static and rather shifts toward an answering machine as the 

SCIP matures near the end of the early phase. The project managers also use calculations every 

month to stay within the margins of the projected cost limits, which is more in line with an 

answering machine (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). One project manager suggests: “The 

calculations contain financial information which is reported to the controllers. We also use these 

calculations in order to discuss with controllers how we fare, and if we need to adjust something 

in order to stay within the cost limits.” 

Similar to Earl and Hopwood’s (1980) notion of dialogue machine, the actors say that 

calculations are used for discussions between actors and more operative actors. The reason for 

this is to ensure that the SCIP is proceeding according to plan. Another reason is that operative 

actors know the technical reality, which through discussion can be translated into financial 

information. Calculations seemingly differ widely in their shape and complexity. One project 

manager states: “You have to accommodate the controllers and help them understand the daily 

operations so that they understand the financial reality of the SCIP.” The results point toward 

project managers focusing more on technical solutions on site rather than costs. According to one 

controller, there is a danger to this: 

“Project managers often want more than they really need. We have to make sure 

that the investment costs are kept low. Keeping down costs is paramount to 

attractive calculations. At the same time, cutting costs limits the performance of 

the one investment, but we controllers have to look at the big picture.” 
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This indicates differences in perspectives between the various actors. It seems that discussing 

calculations is how these actors reach a common understanding, similar to a dialogue machine 

(cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

One controller describes calculations tentatively; “Calculations are forecasts used as a basis for 

decision-making and the calculations are standardized following formal methods.” However, 

when questioned further, the same controller states, “The difficult part is knowing what to put 

into the calculation, what part of the cash flow is important to show and how this investment 

affects the different areas in the organization.” One controller describes how calculations are 

used: 

“Calculation allows for discussions and experience sharing within the controller 

group. In addition, we also discuss calculations in various competence groups 

where we gain understanding of how other operational areas assess problems from 

another point of view. This is how we learn from each other and we have to do this 

in order for calculations to be useful.” 

Project managers close to operations notice the need for investments and often signal the need for 

investments. One controller elaborates on this, “We controllers regularly meet the project 

managers signaling for investments. However, these meetings are discussions and do not always 

result in an investment.” The results indicate that discussions related to using calculations are 

common during the early phase. Meeting eye to eye with the various actors involved in using 

calculations and having oral communication indicates that discussing the calculations is 

important. Another controller also said that using calculations for SCIP involves attending project 

meetings and control meetings. 

In case 2, the actors seem to use calculations first to test different ideas but also to learn of 

possible consequences before making a decision. Similar to Earl and Hopwood’s (1980) idea and 

learning machines, this is an elimination process that continues until only a final strong SCIP 

proposal is left. Later in the process, calculations indicate a known cause-effect of the SCIP using 

capital budgeting standard costs and pay-off calculations. These results are in line with Earl and 

Hopwood’s (1980) framework suggesting that calculations are used as learning machines related 



 
 

19 
 

to high uncertainty of cause-effect and programmable answer machines when uncertainties are 

low. 

However, calculations are used differently by controllers and project managers, who both claim 

that they alone see the big picture. This might result in disagreement regarding goals where the 

different actors use the same financial information to argue for their own agenda. According to 

Earl and Hopwood (1980), this might hinder constructive discussions and lead to a situation 

where the controllers and project managers use financial information as ammunition, claiming 

that they have the best calculations for the SCIP. However, the actors seem to be aware of this 

and have regular meetings where they discuss their differences of opinion. Similar to Earl and 

Hopwood’s (1980) dialogue machines, the discussions are described as formal and informal 

meetings where actors can bring conflicts out in the open, leading to compromises. 

In case 2, the calculations of potential SCIP are less numerous. This mainly relates to the fact that 

there is only one iron ore body and therefore less possible variation in the SCIP. The notion of 

trying ideas and learning from previous investments is present in the use of calculations in the 

early phase (cf. Earl & Hopwood’s (1980) learning machines). However, as time progresses 

toward the end of the early phase and cause-effects become clearer, the use of calculations shifts 

toward what Earl and Hopwood (1980) describe as answering machines. 

Case 3: The case of open pit mining 

This mining site involves three mines that were operational between 1963 and 1983. The site 

closed in 1983 because low iron ore market prices made mining unprofitable. The organization 

applied for an environmental permit in 2008 to reopen the mines due to an increase in iron ore 

market prices. These mines are not underground. Instead, iron ore is extracted from open pits, 

which involves bench mining. Bench mining entails the cutting away of level after level. The ore 

is first extracted at one level and then down a step to extract it from the underlying levels. The 

ore is drilled, blasted, and subsequently loaded by machine into dump trucks to be transported for 

processing. This process repeats at the next level and so forth. 

This mining site has a lower grade of iron in the ore than at the organization’s underground 

mining sites. However, the method of open pits and bench mining involves fewer fixed costs than 

underground mining. Furthermore, when all three mines at this site are operational, they are 
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expected to produce around 15-20 million tons of iron ore per year. Thus, they make a substantial 

contribution to the overall output of the organization and strengthen the company’s strategic 

competitiveness. Furthermore, at a relative low fixed cost, an increase in open pit mining output 

could compensate for potential production loss at one of the underground sites. 

While the organization received the environmental permits in 2015 after seven years of 

processing, production is at risk due to recent low iron ore market prices. An interviewed 

controller expresses that the purpose of calculations is not exactly the same as for the other 

mining sites: 

“A lot of calculations, and I mean a lot, have to do with what happens if we close 

this open pit or that one. What happens if we decrease production in all three open 

pits? What contracts are ongoing and what contracts can we cancel quickly and so 

on? We are dependent on the market prices, so should we put everything on hold 

or should we proceed or something in between? Because we mine open pits, we 

have less fixed costs and can easily close off an open pit.” 

This indicates that before resorting to decisions the actors at this site use their calculations as 

what-if models related to market prices and supply situations of the other mining sites in line with 

how Earl and Hopwood (1980) describe learning machines. The controllers explain that 

calculations forecasting all of these costs scenarios are challenging. When asked if calculations of 

the SCIP follow internal guidelines, the answer is: 

“In this mining site, the calculations do not follow internal guidelines, I have no 

idea how such guidelines would be useful. We cannot follow guidelines; there are 

just too many questions that complicate our work. For example, we have to be able 

to postpone some payments, for something like that you cannot have internal 

guidelines; we need expertise. We controllers have to know which supplier will 

accept late payments or whom we can afford to lose as a supplier; it is complicated 

and demands experience. We are also forced to adapt these open pit mines 

depending on how the underground mines fare. In part because it is easier to cut 

costs by shutting down an open pit mine, but we can also increase output at an 

open pit mine faster than in an underground mine.” 
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This episode illustrates a shifting uncertainty fluctuating between high and low objectives as well 

as cause-effects related to calculations for SCIP proposals. The reason for this is that the 

organization views SCIP in open pits differently from in underground mines. This is mainly 

because open pit mines can easily shut down, meaning fewer fixed costs, which lends more 

flexibility. Furthermore, most of the groundwork for the investments was completed during the 

1980s. Therefore, SCIP and subsequent mining in this site rely heavily on passing the 

regulations’ board of environmental issues in the early phase instead of calculations. 

Interestingly, since this mining site has lower quality iron ore, calculations are regularly used to 

predict how much this mining site should produce or even if one or another open pit should close. 

One controller explains: “We continuously produce calculations where we simulate different 

scenarios of putting the operations on hold or continue to produce.” To find creative solutions to 

remain operational, the actors use calculations for operational SCIP resembling idea machines 

(Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Another controller elaborates: 

“We have to be able to go back and validate early in the process to be able to 

answer if we are on the right track and if this investment is profitable compared to 

the other mining sites. We can do this because we have less fixed costs.” 

Production at this mining site is forced to adapt to the organization’s other mining sites as well as 

the market prices of iron ore. This may indicate that calculations are used as learning machines 

(Earl & Hopwood, 1980), where the actors ask questions and explore. However, one way to 

describe this use of calculations for SCIP is as rationalization machines (Earl & Hopwood, 1980), 

where opening or closing mining pits relates to accommodating the organization’s other mining 

sites. 

Because this mining site is seen as a complement to the organization’s other underground mines, 

it relies on production volume and on-time delivery. This also creates differences in perspectives 

among actors. One controller explains: 

“From the controller perspective, the project managers have almost absolute 

power, which means that there is too much focus on the production volumes of the 

SCIP and not the calculations containing pay-offs. We controllers should be more 

involved and use calculations to the same extent in this site as well. Sometimes 
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project managers work too fast, something we controllers have a problem with 

because we have to make sure that financial information is precise.” 

This episode illustrates the varied use of calculations where controllers and project managers 

have a different perspective on what is important. On the one hand, the actors describe the use of 

calculations as dialogue machines that keep open channels for discussion and communication to 

process financial information (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). Indeed, the actors say that using 

calculations at this mining site is a complicated social process with few guidelines to follow. On 

the other hand, the controllers say that the project managers have more influence on calculations, 

which indicates that calculations are used as ammunition machines (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

In case 3, the actors are forced to handle uncertainties where environmental legislation as well as 

market prices directly threaten continued operation. In addition, uncertainties seem to be related 

to objectives where the actors have difficulty following guidelines. In this regard, the actors 

describe the use of calculations for SCIP as learning machines to try different alternatives (cf. 

Earl & Hopwood, 1980). The described tension between actors relates to a separate view on 

organizational goals where project managers pursue production goals and controllers pursue 

financial goals. This results in the use of calculations as dialogue machines to process financial 

information (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). However, calculations are also used as ammunition 

machines where actors having differing perspectives promote their own agendas (cf. Earl & 

Hopwood, 1980). 

Finally, in case 3, the actors wish that the calculation process could become more like that for the 

underground mining sites. This is related to uncertainties of continued operation and a sense of 

being a complement to the other mining sites. In this regard, the use of calculations is described 

as a rationalization machine, where the actors act to secure continued operation for the other 

mining sites (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

Case 4: Outbound logistics  

This is the studied organization’s largest harbor, a crucial link to the global iron ore market. 

SCIPs occur less frequently at this site compared to the mining sites. The most recent SCIP is 

aimed at creating a new transport system that includes ore handling, storage, and ship-loading 

facilities. The result will be a more flexible, robust ore harbor facility with higher overall 
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capacity. This site has until recently not had a controller; the controller now stationed at the 

harbor explains: 

“I started recently and I was not involved in the early phase of the SCIP. Instead, 

the organization had external entrepreneurs that carried out the calculations and 

then the project managers took over. This approach did not work out well because 

we did not have a controller on-site that knew the reality behind the calculations. 

Therefore, it was decided to have a controller in charge of calculations for ongoing 

SCIP but also future calculations of SCIP in the early phase for SCIP.” 

The controller in charge of the calculations for the SCIP on this site took over during the start-up 

phase after the early phase decisions had already been made. The controller makes it clear that 

this was a problem: 

“The thought is that we controllers are onboard from the early phase to the very 

end of the SCIP. To be handed something like this is problematic, I do not 

understand all the financial information; sometimes you have to understand people 

to understand the numbers.” 

This implies that not being involved in the SCIP early phase can be problematic from a controller 

point of view due to the people involved in this phase. When asked who uses calculations in the 

early phases, the controller answers: 

“This is a specialist organization; we are not very different from hospitals in that 

regard. In spite of the huge fixed cost in our organization, we still make a profit, 

which is rather amazing. In order to understand financial information we 

controllers have to know the actors in the organization. Financial information is 

handled by middle managers during control group meetings, project managers’ 

who report to us controllers; we controllers report to the top managers, well, to 

everyone. We basically share financial information with other managers. This gets 

complicated quickly; therefore, knowing the actors involved is crucial in order to 

create calculations regardless of which phase the SCIP is in.” 
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In sum, when all actors are present in all phases of the SCIP, the use of calculations seems to be 

more efficient for all SCIP phases. The reasoning behind this is the absence of controllers in the 

early phase of the SCIP in this site. The calculations created by the external entrepreneurs are 

described as following standard capital budgeting methods similar to that of answering machines 

(cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). This is described as a hindrance since the actors mention the need to 

use calculations as dialogue machines through discussions (cf. Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

Finally, the actors in case 4 face a situation where the actors inherit the calculations used during 

the early phase. Not actually creating and using the calculations seems to result in problems in 

understanding the financial information for the actors. Thus, it indicates that the actors who use 

the calculations would like to be part of creating them to understand them fully. This can be 

interpreted as involvement in the early phase of SCIPs being important to create understanding 

and commitment to the SCIP. 

6. Discussion, conclusions, and recommendations for further research 

The purpose of the paper is to identify and describe characteristics of using calculations for 

SCIPs and to analyze how actors use calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in the mining 

context. To fulfill the purpose, we start with a description and discussion of characteristics of 

using calculations for SCIPs in a mining context, which are summarized on the next page in 

Table 3. Thereafter, we analyze and categorize how actors use calculations in the early phase of 

SCIPs in the mining context according to the using calculation framework of Earl and Hopwood 

(1980). Finally, we conclude the paper and provide recommendations for future research.
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Characteristics of using calculations in SCIP in a mining context 

Table 3 identifies and presents characteristics of using calculations in SCIPs in the mining 

context. The table summarizes information about how the different actors use calculations in each 

case. Our empirical material suggests several differences in how calculations are used by the 

actors in the different SCIPs. It seems that the differences shape the characteristics of using 

calculations for SCIP. The differences are less associated with the choice of management 

accounting calculations, but more apparent in the way that they influence the actors who use 

calculations for SCIP proposals. 

Our findings indicate that in a mining context with multiple iron ore bodies (our first case) actors 

tend to use many calculations with high variety and low precision and both financial and non-

financial information is included. Interestingly, in our second case, the actors seem to use 

calculations in another way. In the case of a compact iron ore body, the actors use few 

calculations with high precision and low variation but, as in the first case, the calculations are of 

high importance. Typically, the characteristics are precise calculations with high importance in 

the decision-making process. The reason may be that there are fewer uncertainties of cause-effect 

related to SCIP in a single ore body. The third case, the case of open pit mining, again suggests 

another type of use than the previous cases. In the third case, actors frequently update the 

calculations, resulting in many calculations, whereas precision, variation, and importance are 

interpreted as low. In the final case, outbound logistics, the actors are not themselves involved in 

the early phase of the SCIP. Accordingly, in case 4, we expect the use of calculations to differ 

from the other three cases. However, in case 4, all the dimensions of use are similar to our second 

case, resulting in few calculations, with low variation and high precision and importance. Since 

the actors are not involved in the early phase, it is likely that they describe this process in a more 

rational way. 

Our case study also shows that uncertainties related to either internal uncertainties, as in case 1, 

or external uncertainties, as in case 3, influence the characteristics of using calculations for SCIP 

in a mining context. Internal uncertainties may allow more leeway for actors to focus on less 

rational characteristics of using calculations for SCIP because the actors can draw on the 

expertise within the organization. In contrast, uncertainties related to external aspects seem to be 

more troublesome to address. Thus, external uncertainties seem to lead to a focus on rational 
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characteristics of using calculations for SCIP. However, this also seems to lead to disagreements 

between actors regarding how to proceed with SCIP. Our findings support prior research 

suggesting that rational management accounting calculations promote self-interests (Nilsson, 

2008; Moll & Hoque, 2011). In light of the results of the present study, external uncertainties 

related to the rational management accounting calculations seem to be the main reason that actors 

pursue self-interests. 

How actors use calculations in the early phase of SCIP 

In line with previous research (cf. Fauré & Rouleau, 2011), our findings suggest that calculations 

are more than a machine for structuring numbers to provide answers. For example, in case 2, 

informal and subjective information such as interpretations of environmental, safety, and geology 

issues are also weighed into calculations. According to our cases, actors most often use 

calculations as idea machines to find inspiration for creative solutions in the beginning of SCIPs. 

Calculations are mostly aimed toward monetary gains but other aspects are weighed  as well. 

Thus, the primary use of calculations in the early phase of SCIPs in the mining industry is as idea 

machines (e.g., Earl & Hopwood, 1980). This seems logical since uncertainties of both objectives 

and cause and effect are at the highest in the beginning of the early phase of SCIPs. 

This was particularly evident in the first case, which is represented by an SCIP in the context of a 

multiple ore body. The actors must consider many different alternatives, resulting in numerous 

calculations. In the second case (single compact iron ore body), there were fewer alternatives yet 

actors seem to still use calculations as idea machines to compare the different calculations. In this 

case, previous calculations are used as an inspirational idea machine but also to explore and 

analyze previous endeavors, similar to a learning machine (see, e.g., Earl & Hopwood, 1980). 

However, as the early phase progresses, the use of calculations shifts toward dialogue machines. 

Using calculations as dialogue machines seems necessary later in the early phase to enable 

discussions about different options. In addition, this makes it possible to obtain informal 

information from meetings and to bring out conflicts among the actors involved in the SCIP. 

Toward the end of the early phase, uncertainties are considered lower and the use of calculations 

changes again to resemble the classical use of an answering machine. Thus, our empirical 

material illustrates that the primary use of calculations changes from the beginning of the early 
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phase toward the end of the early phase, similar to the reduced uncertainty of objectives and 

cause and effect. Figure 2 illustrates how calculations are used during the beginning, middle, and 

toward the end of the early phase. 

The use of calculations in SCIPs 

Beginning of the early phase Middle of the early phase End of the early phase 

Idea machines / learning machines Dialogue machines Answering machines 

 

Figure 2. The use of calculations in SCIPs. 

However, case 3 shows a more dynamic use of calculations than our other cases. For example, 

actors use calculations to test different scenarios, which resembles idea machines. Moreover, 

actors also use calculations as rationalization machines to justify continued production (see, e.g., 

Earl & Hopwood, 1980; Ezzamel & Bourn, 1990). Calculations are also used in frequent 

discussions consistent with a dialogue machine. However, unbalanced influence and a diversity 

of interests between actors suggest aspects of using calculations as ammunition machines. This 

supports findings claiming that calculations can be used with a political agenda (Mouritsen & 

Kreiner, 2016). 

Case 4 differs from our other cases because the interviewed actors are not involved in creating 

the calculations for the SCIP. Therefore, we assume that the use of calculations for SCIP differs. 

This case provides insights that the external entrepreneurs primarily use calculations similar to an 

answering machine. The calculations are few and have high precision and the actors describe 

them as a basis for decision-making. The interviewed actors, however, do not create the 

calculations but use them as objective facts, which provides guidelines for action. Their use is 

similar to a dialogue machine. This supports findings by Fauré and Rouleau (2011) indicating 

that calculations are used in conversational discussions to create acceptability and usefulness. 

One conclusion from the case analysis is that all four cases provide empirical evidence that 

calculations in the early phase of SCIPS in the mining context are used to create ideas, share 

information, rationalize decisions, and support political agendas. We also provide empirical 
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insights into the characteristics of using calculations in SCIPs in the mining context. The cases 

show the varied use of calculations in SCIPs in the mining context. Calculations in the early 

phase are considered of high importance and the variation among different types of calculations 

is low. Our study also suggests that both the numbers of calculations and the precision vary 

depending on the specific situation in each SCIP. To summarize, our findings support previous 

studies suggesting that the use of calculations is not limited to a narrow and rational view on 

calculations since our study provides empirical insights into the existence of several different 

types of use in the early phase of SCIPs. 

This paper has raised issues for future research as well. First, the varied use of calculations 

suggests that management accounting demands more from management accountants than being 

skilled in traditional rational techniques. Therefore, a promising future research area, from the 

perspective of the practicing management accountants, is to explore how and in what way the 

varied use of management accounting creates expectations that influence their role. Second, the 

results of this case-specific study indicate that how calculations are used shifts over time from 

idea machines (less rational techniques) to answering machines (rational techniques) near the end 

of a decision-making process. To confirm the results, a broader longitudinal study in more than a 

mining context would be suitable. 

The study also has practical implications directed toward actors working with SCIPs. For 

example, our study suggests that actors use calculations in a less rational way and not merely as a 

way to provide answers. It is important to be aware of the different types of use that exist in the 

early phase of SCIPS so that managers can get a better understanding of the situation. This study 

has provided evidence that calculations are important to create dialogues and to share 

information, especially in the early phase of SCIPs. 
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