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1. INTRODUCTION

Accountability — “the giving and demanding of reasons for conduct” (Roberts & Scapens, 1985,
p. 447) —is argued to be the most important social function of accounting (Ahrens & Chapman,
2002) as it influences organisational practices by outlining expectations and demanding ex post
accounts (Munro & Mouritsen, 1996). How one is held accountable and for what are argued to
shape not only employees’ identities (Messner, 2009; Munro & Mouritsen, 1996; Roberts,
1991; Shearer, 2002), but also how employees perceive themselves as part of a group (Ahrens,
1996; Frow, Marginson, & Ogden, 2005; Goretzki & Messner, 2016), how employees interpret
their responsibilities (Bovens, 1998; Kamuf, 2007; McKernan, 2012; Pedersen, 2013; Roberts,
2009), and what is considered to be ‘good management’ (Ahrens, 1996; Dent, 1991).
Accountability processes can thus have vastly different influences on organisational practice
(e.g., Ahrens, 1996; Frow et al., 2005; Jonsson & Macintosh, 1997; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999;
Roberts, 1991).

As accountability is closely connected to individuals’ subjective perceptions of their
responsibilities to themselves and others, it is argued to be a ‘morally significant practice’
(Messner, 2009; Roberts, 1991, 2001; Schweiker, 1993; Shearer, 2002). However, a shared
concern in the accountability literature is that formal controls may reduce responsibility to what
must be accounted for (e.g., Cooper, 2015; McKernan, 2012; Messner, 2009; Roberts, 1991,
2009, 2018; Shearer, 2002). For instance, according to Messner (2009, p. 918), the literature
adopting a critical perspective on accountability argues that “extant management accounting
practices embody a rather restricted form of accountability that falls short of our mutual

responsibilities as more than economic subjects”.

This concern is directed at the language and assumptions of economic theory, which treats
employees as self-maximising agents who cannot be trusted. Given such assumptions, formal
controls are needed to produce accountability processes that constrain the opportunistic
behaviour of the agent, often through monitoring, incentives or sanctions (Jensen & Meckling,
1976b; Roberts, 2001; Vosselman, 2016). Such assumptions regarding human nature and the
resulting controls reflect and promote instrumental rationality, which is argued to produce
instrumental accountability (Vosselman, 2016). This type of accountability emphasises
compliance, discipline and output-related performance measurements and incentives in a way

that masks the complexity and uncertainty of organisational reality, and reduces reflection and



thought (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012; Kamuf, 2007; McKernan, 2012; Roberts, 2009, 2018;
Vosselman, 2016).

However, an established stream of literature has argued that formal controls need to be viewed
as embedded in the wider frameworks of accountability. Within these frameworks, controls
can influence both identity and structures, and the relevance of the controls is confirmed or
rejected through interactions (e.g., Roberts, 2001; Roberts & Scapens, 1985; Willmott, 1996).

Building on the assumption that the self is continually constructed through social interactions
(e.g., Roberts, 2001, 1991; Shearer, 2002), research adopting a critical perspective on
accountability argues that the practice and discourse promoted by economic theory may have
a self-fulfilling influence on the individual (Kamuf, 2007; McKernan, 2012; Roberts, 2001;
Shearer, 2002; VVosselman, 2016). Therefore, the portrayal of individuals as purely economic
agents will construct identity in such a manner that individuals are obligated only to
themselves, making them narcissistically preoccupied with how they are seen by others (e.g.,
Messner, 2009; Roberts, 1991, 2009, 2018; Shearer, 2002). Vosselman (2016, p. 612) refers to
this performativity of economic theory as a “performance management paradox”, as

performance management may create the very behaviour it tries to attenuate.

Consequently, the critique is not only directed at the assumptions and language of economic
theory, but also at extant accounting practices called ‘traditional’ or ‘hierarchical’ management
controls, such as budgets or responsibility accounting (Van der Meer-Kooistra & Scapens,
2008; Vosselman, 2016). The argument suggests that such controls have a tendency to
individualise organisational action. In other words, they focus individuals on fulfilling or being
seen as fulfilling the demands made of them, but they do not encourage them to reflect on the
wider consequences of their actions (e.g., Cooper, 2015; McKernan, 2012; Messner, 2009;
Pedersen, 2013; Roberts, 2009, 2018; Shearer, 2002).

This criticism has fostered the rethinking of accountability in ways that acknowledge our moral
responsibility and intersubjectivity (Kamuf, 2007; Roberts, 2009, 2018; Schweiker, 1993,;
Shearer, 2002). However, there are limited empirical studies on such alternative forms of
accountability. Moreover, previous research along these lines has primarily treated formal

controls as needing to be balanced, compensated for or simply removed.

The extant literature asks for informal socialising processes (Frow et al., 2005; Goretzki &
Messner, 2016; Jonsson, 1996; Roberts, 1991, 1996, 2001), for counter-practices that allow for

2



time to think and reflect (Kamuf, 2007; McKernan, 2012), for an absence of accounts (Catasus,
2008), and for an alternative ethic (Roberts, 2009; Shearer, 2002) that can foster a more
‘intelligent’ accountability that “enacts our responsibility for others, and for each other”
(Roberts, 2009, p. 967). Common among these calls is an attempt to restore accountability as
a morally significant practice that reflects the individual’s role in the community and
responsibility in a way that allows for uncertainty and vulnerability. However, the role of
formal controls in such forms of accountability is unclear, as the calls to rethink accountability
refer to less calculation and measurement, more open discussion, and more active reflection on
the wider consequences of individual behaviour (e.g., Catasus, 2008; Jonsson, 1996; Kamuf,
2007; McKernan, 2012; Roberts, 2009; Shearer, 2002). Hence, the calls reflect a concern that
formal controls may reduce responsibility to what is made visible through the accounts. In
order to allow for responsibility, one must reduce formal controls and allow for more informal
mechanisms (e.g., Bauman, 1994; Catasus, 2008; Jonsson, 1996; Kamuf, 2007; McKernan,
2012; Roberts, 1991, 1996).

This dissertation questions whether controls have a role to play in such alternative
accountability processes. It builds on and examines the notion of intelligent accountability, a
form of accountability that tries to address the complexity of organisational practices rather
than what is made transparent (Roberts, 2009, 2018). While the role of formal controls in such
accountability processes remains unclear, Roberts (2009, 2018) recognises that we cannot
manage without them. Shearer (2002) suggests that formal controls may actually help us
acknowledge our obligation to the Other, while Roberts (2009, 2018) proposes that
transparency through, for instance, formal controls can help us understand and make sense of
operational complexity if approached intelligently. However, we still have limited knowledge

of what this entails or how it is attempted in organisations.

The purpose of this dissertation is to expand our theoretical understanding of intra-
organisational accountability processes by examining the potential for formal controls to
contribute to intelligent accountability processes. Hence, it challenges the view that formal
controls necessarily foster instrumental accountability processes that have a tendency to
individualise organisational action. While an established debate makes it clear that this is the
case in many situations (e.g., Alvesson & Spicer, 2012; Cooper, 2015; Roberts, 2018), this

dissertation questions whether formal controls can play a facilitating role in which they help



limit individualising and instrumental tendencies by stimulating more intelligent accountability

processes.

Based on the above problematization, the dissertation poses the following overarching research

question:
How do formal controls contribute to intelligent accountability processes?

To answer this question, the dissertation presents three academic papers that answer three sub-

research questions:

a) How do control and trust interact as a company changes its accountability styles?
b) How does overlapping accountability for performance measures interact with lateral
coordination processes?

c) Can accountability be intelligent? If so, what informs such processes?

All three papers are based on an interpretive case study of a Norwegian multinational energy
company with a dynamic management control system based on Beyond Budgeting principles.
This represents a critical case in the accountability debate, as both the company’s context and
management philosophy differ from the Anglo-Saxon context that dominates the literature.
While Norwegian society is characterised by high levels of trust and decentralised
organisations (Schramm-Nielsen, Lawrence, & Sivesind, 2004), characteristics that are echoed
in the case company’s management philosophy, the Anglo-Saxon context is informed by the
assumption that the world works “on the basis of an exploitive capitalistic system”, where
companies operating under community rather than hierarchical control may be viewed as naive
(Jonsson & Macintosh, 1997, p. 368). The case is therefore expected to have strategic
importance, as it can allow for logical deductions in the form of ‘if formal controls produce
solely instrumental accountability processes in this case, then it applies to all cases’ (Flyvbjerg,
2006). The case can thereby add to our understanding of how formal controls may influence

accountability processes.

The study adopts an ethnomethodologically informed approach in which the primary data-
collection methods consisted of qualitative shadowing (Czarniawska-Joerges, 2007; Mcdonald,
2005), site visits and observations, which were supported by semi-structured interviews and
document analyses. This allows for a study of the ‘logic of practice’ together with the ‘logic of

representations’ (Czarniawska, 2001), which is particularly important, as accountability



processes are both implicit and explicit. Furthermore, as accountability processes are
continuously evolving, the data were collected in two rounds approximately one year apart (in
2016 and 2017). The first round focused on exploring the company’s accountability processes
and organisational practices, while the second round was explanatory in nature, and sought to
explain the accountability processes and their influence on organisational practice.

The dissertation emphasises “thick” descriptions, and the discussion is validated through
authenticity and plausibility (Lukka & Modell, 2010). It aims to contribute to the accountability

debate by examining the role of formal controls in intelligent accountability processes.

1.1. Contributions

This dissertation contributes to the accountability literature by expanding the image of
accountability. For instance, it shows that formal controls can be used for empowerment, as a
signal of trust, to encourage employees to take responsibility and to facilitate a shared
understanding of interdependencies. Importantly, while the extant literature argues for an
absence of or reduction in formal controls, this dissertation provides a more nuanced picture in

which formal controls can be part of a more intelligent form of accountability.

The first paper connects accountability with the trust and control duality, and argues that the
duality can be understood by studying accountability processes. Furthermore, by analysing
how employee behaviour and formal controls are interpreted as relational signals, the paper
provides empirical support for Roberts’ (2001) argument that accountability processes
informed by formal controls can produce both trust and distrust. Moreover, the paper
contributes to the management control debate (Johansson & Baldvinsdottir, 2003; Long, 2018;
Van der Meer-Kooistra & Vosselman, 2000) by explaining how formal controls interact with
trust over time, showing how formal controls shape organisational practices and demonstrating
how trust changes formal controls. Hence, the paper shows that what has previously been
termed as a ‘classic dilemma’ (Frow et al., 2005; Long, 2018), ‘paradox’ or ‘tension’ (Spreitzer
& Mishra, 1999; Van der Meer-Kooistra & Scapens, 2008) within the management control
literature needs to be studied as a duality in which trust and formal controls interact and develop

together over time (Mdllering, 2005; Vosselman & Van der Meer-Kooistra, 2009).

The second paper explains how accountability based on performance measures led to
conflicting interpretations of interdependencies between units, which influenced coordination

practices. The paper contributes to the accountability debate by showing how formal controls



can create accountability processes that frame employees as part of a group in ways that
influence their interpretation of interdependence (Frow et al., 2005; Goretzki & Messner,
2016). The paper also shows how formal controls used for coordination are neither hierarchical
nor lateral, but rather create both individual and overlapping accountabilities depending on
their design and the individuals or units to which they apply, which in turn influences

coordination between units.

The third paper explains how formal controls can help foster intelligent accountability,
potentially limiting the destructive influence from what the literature argues are ‘traditional’ or
‘hierarchical’ management controls (Van der Meer-Kooistra & Scapens, 2008; Vosselman,
2016). The paper shows how the case company’s employees interpreted accountability as
actively taking responsibility, an interpretation that was informed by the management
philosophy, formal controls, holistic performance evaluations and an emphasis on learning.
This paper challenges the critical literature on accountability (e.g., Cooper, 2015; Kamuf, 2007;
McKernan, 2012; Shearer, 2002) by demonstrating how accountability can be intelligent. It
also further develops the notion of ‘intelligent accountability’ (Roberts, 2009, 2018). The paper
contributes to the management control literature by showing how formal controls can foster
accountability processes that are more intelligent, such that they are concerned with making

sense of what lies behind the numbers in a manner that motivates reflections on responsibility.

The remainder of this introductory chapter briefly introduces the dissertation’s theoretical
foundation. As an in-depth theoretical framework is provided in each paper, this introductory
chapter centres on the underlying problematization that motivates the overarching research
question — the role of formal controls in frameworks of accountability. Thereafter, | present the
research methodology, the empirical case and the abstracts of the three papers before

summarising the papers and offering some overarching conclusions.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1. Accountability as a morally significant practice

Accountability can be seen as “a chronic feature of daily conduct” (Giddens, 1979, p. 57) and
in its broadest sense, it simply refers to “the giving and demanding of reasons for conduct”
(Roberts & Scapens, 1985, p. 447). While the definition is easy to accept, the practice of
accountability is more complex and dynamic, as it is both context dependent and subjective,

containing explicit and implicit expectations that one will have to justify one’s beliefs, actions



or feeling to others (e.g., Ahrens, 1996; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Sinclair, 1995). Even when
formal controls are carefully defined, accountability processes may still be elusive, as the
meaning of what we say and do may be open to multiple interpretations (Ahrens & Chapman,
2002; Willmott, 1996). These interpretations, in turn, shape and reconstitute accountability
processes (Boland, 1993). Hence, accountability is a reflexive component of social action in
which the rationality on which it builds is simultaneously reproduced through interactions
(Ahrens, 1996; Garfinkle, 1967).

In contrast to responsibility, which is often connected to internal control and morality,
accountability is typically associated with external controls and instrumentality (Lindkvist &
Llewellyn, 2003). However, this view fails to acknowledge the relationship as a duality. We
cannot clearly distinguish between the concepts because they both draw on and influence each
other. For instance, Bovens (1998, p. 26) proposes that accountability can be seen as a passive
form of responsibility that requires the individual to account for previous actions by answering
the question “Why did you do it?”. However, Bovens (1998) suggests that an active form of
responsibility should be seen as a virtue, as it is concerned with the future. This type of
responsibility arises from the question “What is to be done?”. These two forms are inherently
related because expectations about accountability shape subjective perceptions of
responsibility (Bovens, 1998; McKernan, 2012). Thus, accountability can be seen as having
both ethical and moral dimensions. It is a ‘morally significant practice’ that reflects
intersubjectivity as well as moral responsibility (e.g., Messner, 2009; Roberts, 1991, 2009;
Schweiker, 1993; Shearer, 2002)?.

While there is widespread agreement that accountability is a morally significant practice,
research adopting a critical perspective on accountability argues that formal controls threaten
to reduce individual responsibility. Therefore, the following section offers a discussion of
possible ways to rethink accountability and the role that formal controls play in these

accountability processes.

2.2. Accountability and formal controls
From an agency theory perspective, accountability processes are a function of formal controls

where the principal requires accounts from the agent for the authorities and responsibilities that

1 An in-depth discussion of the relationship between accountability and responsibility can be found in the
third paper of this dissertation.



have been granted (Bijlsma-Frankema & Costa, 2005; Jensen & Meckling, 1976b; Laughlin,
1996). In this view, accountability processes are informed by an instrumental rationality that is
associated with output-related incentives and monitoring with the purpose of reducing
opportunistic behaviour (Laughlin, 1996; Vosselman, 2016). However, given the perception of
accountability as a reflexive component of social action, agency theory offers a limited and
narrow understanding of accountability that fails to acknowledge the complex, reflexive and
interrelated character of social interactions. Therefore, in contrast to the agency theory
perspective, formal controls need to be seen as embedded in the wider frameworks of
accountability, meaning that formal controls can influence structures as well as actors’
identities. The relevance of the controls is confirmed or rejected through interactions (e.g.,
Roberts, 2001; Roberts & Scapens, 1985; Willmott, 1996).

2.2.1. The role of formal controls in the wider accountability frameworks

In the accountability debate, a common criticism concerns the restrictive nature of extant
accounting practices (e.g., Messner, 2009; Roberts, 1991; Roberts & Scapens, 1985; Shearer,
2002; Vosselman, 2016). This criticism has fostered a discussion of alternative accountability
processes. However, the role of formal controls in such alternative accountability processes
remains unclear. While some authors argue for informal accountability processes to balance or
complement the accountabilities resulting from formal controls (Frow et al., 2005; Goretzki &
Messner, 2016; Jonsson, 1996; Roberts, 1991, 1996, 2001; Vosselman, 2016), others argue for
an absence of accounts (Catasus, 2008), counter-practices (Kamuf, 2007; McKernan, 2012), or
alternative ethics (Roberts, 2009, 2018; Shearer, 2002).

Distinguishing between informal and formal accountability processes

A classical distinction that has formed the accountability debate in recent decades is Roberts’
(1991) distinction between hierarchical (or individualising) and socialising forms of
accountability, where the former is influenced by formal controls and the latter takes place in

the informal areas of the organisation. As Roberts (1991, p. 355) writes:

Hierarchical forms of accountability, in which accounting currently plays a central role,
serve to produce and reproduce an individualized sense of self; a sense of the self as
essentially solitary and singular, nervously preoccupied with how one is seen. These
effects are contrasted with what are described as socialising forms of accountability
which flourish in the informal spaces of organisations, and which confirm self in a way

that emphasizes the interdependence of self and others.



This distinction has been argued to portray an overly dichotomised view of organisational
reality (Lindkvist & Llewellyn, 2003), and Roberts (2009, 2018) later expanded his argument
to ask for a more ‘intelligent’ accountability. However, the academic debate has long revolved
around the potentially destructive influence of formal controls and the balancing, compensating
nature of informal interaction (Frow et al., 2005; Goretzki & Messner, 2016).

Frow et al. (2005), for instance, showed how hierarchical or individualising accountability
processes resulting from a budget were complemented with a negotiated, shared or socialising
accountability, which enabled the management of interdependencies. The socialising
accountability processes occurred informally given managers’ preferences for face-to-face
discussions. However, they were facilitated by formal procedures, such as a management bonus
scheme and an process-improvement tool, which provided a framework that stimulated
informal cooperation and served as a backup when informal arrangements were not feasible or
broke down. Similarly, Goretzki and Messner (2016) illustrate how different hierarchical
accountabilities complicated coordination in planning meetings. Notably, in those meetings,
managers sought to strengthen each other’s commitment to a common cause and to balance
competing objectives, which fostered a form of socialising accountability. Hence, the managers
enacted a form of joint responsibility for activities that needed to be managed across functional
boundaries. Both these studies are examples of how the challenges associated with
accountabilities resulting from formal controls can be managed through informal processes.
These informal processes were however supported by formal procedures or meetings, which

provided frameworks or arenas for informal cooperation.

While he does not discuss individualising or socialising accountability, Jénsson (1996, p. 115)
argues for the benefits of trust, which requires a form of accountability that is informally
constructed as “lateral responsibility, based on ethos rather than hierarchical power” and which
can emerge from open communication. As such, Jonsson (1996) differentiates between lateral
and informal accountability and hierarchical and formal accountability, and argues that the
lateral and informal structures in the organisation can facilitate learning and enable adaptation

through dialogue across hierarchical boundaries.

Vosselman (2016) argues for a duality between relational response-ability and instrumental
accountability, between calculative behaviour and dialogue, and between instrumentality and

relationality. Drawing on Roberts’ (1991, 1996, 2001) distinction, he suggests that:



The instrumental accountability in a “nexus of contracts” is centred: a visible hand
(management) is holding calculable selves responsible for their actions and/or
outcomes of their actions. Conversely, relational response-ability in a social network
is a-centred: it originates from the interconnected intentions of individuals at local
positions. It encourages and channels intrinsic motivation, committed behaviour, and
self-realization and it pushes purely economic and opportunistic interests to the
periphery. (Vosselman, 2016, p. 618)

Instead of basing accountability processes on mistrust, Vosselman (2016) suggests that
individuals can be mobilised through trust and a more relational frame of accountability. He
argues that both instrumental accountability and relational response-ability are necessary, but
that instrumental accountability should be moved to the background to avoid the possible
‘performance management paradox’ in which performance management creates the self-
opportunistic behaviour it tries to attenuate. Hence, formal controls need to be complemented
with a relational frame of accountability that overpowers purely economic self-interest
(Vosselman, 2016).

The research on accountability has thus been characterised by dichotomies: hierarchical-
horizontal, formal-informal, individualising-socialising and instrumental-relational. In these
dichotomies, formal controls are balanced or complemented by informal processes. However,
some researchers take a more critical stance on formal controls, and argue for a counter-practice

or the absence of accounts.

A counter-practice or absence of accounts

The emphasis on open communication, which is evident in socialising accountability (Roberts,
1991), lateral responsibility (Jénsson, 2006) and relational response-ability (Vosselman, 2016),
is prevalent in many attempts to re-think accountability. While Frow et al. (2005) show that
such open communication can be stimulated by formal controls, other researchers argue that it
is only possible if formal controls are reduced. Kamuf (2007), for instance, argues for a counter-
practice in which we stop calculating and counting, and instead leave room for reflection and
thought. This counter-practice, which has been labelled ‘account-er-ability’, is argued to be “a
practice of resisting accountability demands while giving accounts” (Joannides, 2012, p. 244).
McKernan (2012, p. 259) similarly argues for accountability as a gift and testimony, where the
testimony “always opens a relation with the other in a way that calculative forms of

accountability do not” and the gift “opens a space for responsibility and accountability beyond
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obligation”. These conceptualizations attempt to a cover a practice through which accounts can
be given without obligation and calculation. As such, they reflect resistance to formal controls.

While he does not argue for resistance, Catasus (2008) suggests that an absence of
accountability may foster responsibility. Similar to the above-mentioned literature, he criticises
the general maxim of “when in doubt — measure more” and argues that “organisations that
offhandedly prefer presence of accounts to absence, risk to be stuck in the blame (and fame)
game of accountability” (Catasus, 2008, p. 1016). This reflects the argument in the critical
literature on accountability that the practice of accountability undermines responsibility (e.g.,
McKernan, 2012; Messner, 2009; Shearer, 2002) and fosters individuals who are calculable
‘entrepreneurs of the self” who are concerned with advancing their own self-image (e.g.,
Cooper, 2015; Roberts, 1991). However, the absence of accounts may foster responsibility,
where “action is taken (or not taken) not on account of what the forum of accountability may
decide afterwards, but whether one considers oneself responsible” (Catasus, 2008, p. 1016).
By allowing for the absence of accounting, one can stimulate reflection on the right thing to do

on the basis of wider moral obligations.

Alternative ethics — from for-itself to for-the-other

Whereas CatasUs (2008) suggests that responsibility can be enhanced through the absence of
accounts, both Shearer (2002) and Roberts (2009) argue for a Levinasian view of ethics. This
view sees the individual not as “the self-interested opportunist of economic thought, but rather
an irretrievably relational entity who cannot but be caught up in responsibility for [its]
neighbour” (Roberts, 2009, p. 967).

Shearer (2002, p. 544) argues that the language of economic accounts needs an infusion of a
“countervailing ethic that takes seriously the intersubjective obligation to the Other” because
accountability relationships constructed through economic discourse are “cthically inadequate
to capture the full moral obligation of interpersonal accountability”. Hence, although
accountability needs to start with the other rather than with the self, the discourse of economic
theory is incapable of capturing this moral obligation. The rationale behind this argument fits
the criticism discussed above that accountability reduces responsibility as individuals become
concerned with advancing their own self-image. Shearer (2002, p. 565) contends that this
represents an internalization of homo economicus: “the more the rationale of economics
pervades our sense of ourselves as human subjects, the more we begin to see ourselves, and

our rights and obligations in relation to others, in economic terms”. Consequently, individuals
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become unaccountable to the wider society, as accountability revolves around justifying
individuals’ own actions for their own sake. While this reflects the argument in the literature
advocating for a reduction of formal controls, Shearer (2002, p. 570) takes a more pragmatic

stance, contending that:

Accountants can help to make our economic institutions more responsive to the other,
by seeking an accountability that formally recognizes the obligation to the other — even
if it does not and cannot reflect the originary relationship from which this obligation

derives.

Hence, while formal controls can never fully capture our moral obligation to the Other, they
can help recognise and acknowledge this obligation (for a fuller discussion of critical
perspectives on accountability, see Messner, 2009).

Shearer (2002) calls for the implementation of broader accountability through ‘social
accounting’, such as social and environmental reporting, which acknowledges all stakeholders.
Roberts (2009, 2018) centres his discussion on the accountability processes within companies,
arguing that a more intelligent accountability can be achieved if we recognise our own
incoherence. In his discussion of the limits of transparency as the ideal form of control, he
draws on Butler’s (2005) argument that individual conduct can never be fully transparent, not
even to the individual in question. Therefore, accountability must adopt an ethic of humility
towards one’s own limitations, and an ethic of generosity and patience towards the limitations
of others. By acknowledging that no one is perfect, one can move towards a more intelligent
form of accountability in which open communication and learning take precedence over
instrumentality and blame. In this way, accountability can regain an institutional (rather than
individual) focus “as an essential vehicle through which we recognise and manage our

responsibilities to and for each other” (Roberts, 2018, p. 54).

The call for more ‘intelligent’ accountability was first voiced by O’Neill (2002) in a lecture
series questioning the supposed crisis of trust. O’Neill (2002, p. 58) asked for accountability
processes that offer “substantive and knowledgeable independent judgement of an institution’s
or professional’s work”. Roberts further developed the notion and introduced it to the
management accounting debate in his critique of transparency as a form of accountability
(2009) and later in his exploration of the genesis of its antithesis — “a self-conscious choice by

managers to focus exclusively on fulfilling, or being seen to fulfil, the demands of external
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transparency” (2018, p. 53). He argued that managing only what is transparent leads to a
decoupling of management from operational complexity, as it becomes functional for managers
to ignore what is not made visible by the numbers. The task of managing operational
complexity is then left to the employees, “a task made more difficult by the contradictions and
conflicts created by the intrusion of managerial demands to meet ill-informed and thereby ill-
conceived targets and objectives” (Roberts, 2018, p. 53).

In intelligent accountability, there is acknowledgement and acceptance of organisational
complexity and human limitations, which stimulates open communication and an emphasis on
learning. Accounts relate to a particular context and involve active enquiry in a manner that
can be extended over time. In contrast to accountability as transparency, an intelligent approach
to accountability is more reflexive — it seeks to reflect, rather than reduce and conceal, our
wider responsibilities as well as intersubjectivity. As such, intelligent accountability has the
potential to “be a more compassionate form of accountability which expresses and enacts our

responsibility for others, and for each other, rather than just for myself” (Roberts, 2009, p. 967).

While Roberts (2009, 2018) shows that organisations cannot manage only with transparency,
he also recognises that large organisations cannot manage without transparency. Hence,
organisations need formal controls, but those controls should be used intelligently in a way that

acknowledges what transparency conceals. As he argues:

At best transparency furnishes us with indicators that must then be explored and
discussed in a way that relates them back to the always more complex and invisible
interdependencies of a particular context. (...) The focus of accountability would then
be more on learning about the unintended consequences of my conduct for others, rather
than a competitive attempt to attract praise to the self and shift blame to others.
(Roberts, 2018, p. 54)

The arguments for an alternative ethic that allows for more intelligent accountability do not
explicitly address the role of formal controls. Instead, they relate to how individuals are held
accountable and for what. Hence, intelligent accountability is neither a counter-practice nor a
complete absence of accounts. Moreover, it is not either formal or informal. It reflects
arguments in the extant literature that not everything has to be transparent or measured, and
that open communication and an emphasis on learning are also possible through accounts.

Intelligent accountability demands a change in how individuals are held accountable (i.e., the
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procedural aspect of accountability) and for what in a way that acknowledges uncertainty and
the limits of transparency. Vosselman (2016) argues for a duality between instrumental and
relational frames of accountability, where the instrumental frames are pushed to the
background. Roberts (2009, 2018) suggests that instrumentality is something that needs to be
approached and used intelligently. While this may be interpreted as pushing instrumentality to
the background, it can also be seen as a part of intelligent accountability, as intelligent
accountability attempts to acknowledge the weaknesses of instrumentality, and to use

indicators and measures to make sense of and guide complex operational interdependencies.

This dissertation aims to contribute to this debate by discussing how formal controls may
contribute to such intelligent accountability processes.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1. Ontological and epistemological stance

In his discussion of giving an account as a “rationalization of action”, Roberts (2001, p. 1549)
argues that “the constant giving and demanding of reasons for conduct — cannot be viewed as
a mere supplement to an already formed subjectivity, but rather need to be understood as central
to the construction of subjectivity itself”. Thus, the self is “produced and reproduced in the
routines of everyday interaction” (Roberts, 2001, p. 1551). This view is widely shared in the
accountability literature (e.g., McKernan, 2012; Messner, 2009; Shearer, 2002). Drawing on
this argumentation, | take an ontological stance that reality is continuously constructed through
social interaction. However, | adopt the stance of social constructionism with a certain element
of realism, as “things do not just occur in the minds of people, but they also tend to become
intersubjectively objectified in the interaction between them and therefore explainable and real
in their tangible consequences” (Kakkuri-Knuuttila, Lukka, & Kuorikoski, 2008, p. 288).

Building on the ontological assumption that management accounting and accountability
processes have both objective structures and subjective interpretations (Chua, 1986; Hopper &
Powell, 1985; Kakkuri-Knuuttila et al., 2008; Lukka & Modell, 2010; Modell, 2010, 2019), |
adhere to the epistemological position that a combination of an emic and an etic perspective is

needed to accumulate knowledge. Therefore, | adopt an interpretive methodological approach.

The aim of an interpretive approach is to make sense of human action and the meanings

attached to issues in everyday life (Chua, 1986; Hopper & Powell, 1985; Kakkuri-Knuuttila et
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al., 2008). These meanings are only accessible through interpretation and an emic perspective
(i.e., the perspective of a native insider). In other words, an examination of how the research
subjects themselves develop meaning is needed (Kakkuri-Knuuttila et al., 2008; Lukka &
Modell, 2010). By emphasising the richness of a social phenomenon, Lukka and Modell (2010,
p. 464) argue that an interpretive researcher can achieve a “holistic, rather than atomistic,
analysis recognising that meanings are shaped in interaction between people and a broad range

of human and non-human aspects”.

While the emphasis in interpretive research is on the emic perspective, this perspective must
be accompanied by an etic perspective in which the researcher’s interpretations of the
phenomena are central for generating explanations (e.g., Ahrens, 2008; Kakkuri-Knuuttila et
al., 2008; Lukka and Modell, 2010). In the absence of an etic perspective, the study will be a
descriptive presentation of interpretations without theoretical relevance (Kakkuri-Knuuttila et
al., 2008). Therefore, researchers need to assume an etic position “as theoretically informed
outsiders mapping out what is already known about the events and tendencies they are trying
to explain from other contexts” (Modell, 2019, p. 24).

This ontological and epistemological stance informs my research and methodological choices
in that | try to combine the emic and the etic perspectives through abductive reasoning in which
I continuously move “back and forth between theory and empirical data” with an aim of
generating explanations (Lukka & Modell, 2010, p. 473). These efforts are discussed in the

following section.

3.2. Research method

To gain insight into the emic perspective, |1 conducted an ethnomethodologically inspired case
study that focused on four units within one company. This approach allowed for the
development of an in-depth understanding of a highly complex organisation and enabled me to
make sense of activities, processes and developments in that company. The complexity of the
organisation made studying different units within the company appropriate, as there were
significant variations between the units. It also allowed me to analyse how the same
management controls were embedded in accountability processes in similar but different

organisational contexts.

An important reason for choosing this approach was the desire to gain in-depth knowledge

about the actual practices in the company. More specifically, | wished to gain insights into the
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‘logic of practice’ and not only the ‘logic of representation’ (Czarniawska, 2001). Drawing on
the work of Hopwood (1972, 1983), Roberts and Scapens (1985, p. 447) emphasise the need
for in-depth study:

An individual’s account of systems only tells the researcher what that individual would
like, or believes the system to be. To understand the actual operation of systems it is
necessary to go beyond such descriptive accounts and to study the conditions and
consequences of actual practices.

Hence, to make sense of how organisational aspects became intersubjectively objectified, 1
needed to understand what lay behind the accounts given and study actual practices. Case
studies are argued to be suitable when the research aim is to study the nature of management
accounting practices, especially in terms of how formal controls are designed and used
(Scapens, 1990). The use of formal controls is particularly important in studies of
accountability processes, as the literature emphasises the relevance of informal and implicit
processes (Frow et al., 2005; Goretzki & Messner, 2016; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Roberts,
1991).

To gain insights into these informal practices, | sought to study how individuals made sense of
their everyday existence (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) by adopting an
ethnomethodologically inspired research method that emphasised qualitative shadowing.
Qualitative shadowing entails closely following an individual ‘like a shadow’, and is
distinguished from quantitative shadowing techniques by the fact that the researcher is
gathering data focused on purpose and meaning in addition to data on actions (Mcdonald,
2005). Qualitative shadowing techniques are well suited for documenting simultaneous
managerial processes, the interdependencies of those processes and the ways in which
competing demands are resolved (Mcdonald, 2005). Through extensive field notes,
observations and conversations, | could gain an in-depth understanding of everyday practices
in the organisation (Mcdonald, 2005). This research approach enabled me to generate an emic
understanding and made it possible to develop ‘thick’ descriptions of actor’s meanings (Lukka
& Modell, 2010).

Throughout the research process, my search for an emic understanding was accompanied by
theoretical insights, as | continuously tried to make sense of and explain the empirical data

through theory by assuming an etic position. By moving back and forth between these positions
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— trying to gain an understanding of the insider perspective while remaining an outsider
(Modell, 2019) — | aimed to develop theoretically informed explanations for my empirical
observations through abductive reasoning (Lukka & Modell, 2010). Such an abductive
approach implies “inference to the best explanation” where researchers have to engage in an
ongoing process of “remaining open to new explanations while ruling out explanations deemed
less plausible as they move back and forth between theory and empirical data” (Lukka and
Modell, 2010, pp. 467-468). Moving back and forth between theory and empirical data was a
continuous process both during and after the data collection. The methodological decision to
collect data in two separate rounds further enabled this approach, as I returned to the field a
year after trying to theoretically make sense of the previously collected data. The data-

collection process is discussed in section 3.4.

3.3. Case selection

The case was selected because a research project funded by the case company provided
invaluable access. | believed that a study of accountability processes within this specific
company would be of theoretical and practical interest for two reasons. First, the Norwegian
context distinguishes itself from the often-studied Anglo-Saxon context in that it has a stronger
emphasis on community and equality (Schramm-Nielsen et al., 2004). Second, the case
company has had a management control system inspired by Beyond Budgeting for more than
a decade. This management philosophy builds on the fundamental assumptions that employees
should be trusted rather than controlled (Hope & Fraser, 2003). Therefore, the dissertation
represents a critical case study in which finding the strict instrumental accountability processes
that are criticised in the accountability literature was ‘least likely’. This implies that the case
may have strategic importance for the accountability debate (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The Norwegian
context and the Beyond Budgeting philosophy are discussed in sections 4.1 and 4.2,

respectively.

3.4. Data collection

Data was collected in two rounds approximately one year apart, in 2016 and in 2017, in order
to study potential developments, as accountability processes are continuously shaped through
interactions. This data-collection process also facilitated an abductive research approach that

combined both an emic and an etic perspective.

As the company operated a complex matrix structure, my first request was to study the

management of one platform and a unit that supported that platform. The reason for centring
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the analysis on this management level was to ensure that the managers who were shadowed
had some influence over the use of the formal controls, and that they were in a position where
they both gave and demanded accounts. In addition, to understand the perspectives of both the
people demanding accounts and those giving accounts to the manager, semi-structured
interviews were held with the manager’s superior and subordinate managers as well as the

manager’s controller.

During the initial discussions, it became clear that company representatives saw major
differences between the onshore business area and the offshore business area. The
representatives viewed the offshore business area as more bureaucratic because of its
considerably larger size and they believed the unit was strongly influenced by the high oil
prices that had lasted for more than a decade. The onshore business area was viewed as more
organic and better at operating on small margins, as it was a smaller organisation in a highly
competitive market environment. Based on these differences, the study was extended to include
one operational unit and one support unit in the onshore business area in order to allow for a
more comprehensive understanding of the company. My requests were communicated to

several units through the project’s company representatives.

As such, the dissertation builds on a study of four units within the company: the platform and
its support unit, called the multifield unit; and the plant and its support unit, called technical
support. Three of the units agreed to participate after being asked by the company
representatives, while the technical support unit asked to be part of the study, which it viewed

as a learning opportunity.

The data collection consisted of five days of shadowing each unit’s manager, three in the first
round and two in the second, as well as semi-structured interviews with each unit’s manager,
one subordinate manager, the superior manager and controller. Supplementary interviews were
conducted whenever needed to develop a broader understanding of issues related to the
research questions. For instance, an engineer working with the platform was interviewed in
order to gain an understanding of the platform’s interdependencies. In total, the data were
gathered through 20 days of shadowing (179 hours), 38 interviews with 27 different people, 38

hours of other observations and conversations with employees, and a 48-hour site visit to the
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platform in the North Sea. A summary is provided in Table 1, while a list of the interviews can

be found in Appendix A.?

During the shadowing period, detailed field notes were taken and a daily journal was kept in
order to instantly reflect on the impressions fro