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Abstract

Successful mergers and acquisitions (M&A) require organizations implement effective
management control systems across the organization and its subsidiaries. Quite often,
organizations resort to a top-down integration of these control systems due to high pressure to
standardize the systems across the global firm often at a fast pace. These actions are likely to
induce negative responses by the new organizational members in acquired subsidiaries, as
suggested also by prior literature.

Drawing on the framework of enabling formalization, this dissertation enhances our
understanding of management control integrations in the context of M&A. Composed of three
inter-related essays, it investigates how management control systems can be perceived as enabling
instead of coercive by the organizational members during post-acquisition integration. Using a
qualitative, interpretive case study the research reveals new factors affecting how management
control systems are perceived by the objects of control. The dissertation finds trust as an
incremental factor influencing employees’ perceptions of the controls whether it concerns
managerial intentions, the development process, or the daily use of the controls. It further shows
how enabling control systems can support socialization of new employees during post-acquisition
integration. Consequently, it explains how managers’ actions lead to enabling perceptions and
how employees deal with temporary coercion with frame switching. With these theoretical
contributions this dissertation moves the line of inquiry forward in the management control
literature using the concept of enabling control.

As for practical contributions for organizations undergoing M&A, the dissertation suggests
focusing more on how to integrate people, not merely systems, by creating trustful interpersonal
relationships between key persons of the parties of the M&A. Taking the time to rationalize and
give support to the local subsidiaries helps gain the new organizational members’ commitment to
the new parent. Organizational members’ perception and commitment matters in order for the
whole firm to aim for shared goals. This will help organizations be successful also in the future,
including after M&A.

Keywords: case study, enabling and coercive, management accounting, management
control systems, mergers & acquisitions, trust
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Tiivistelmä

Menestyäkseen yrityskaupoissa yritysten on luotava tehokkaat johdon ohjaus- ja kontrollijärjes-
telmät pääkonttorin ja tytäryhtiöiden välille. Näissä tilanteissa turvaudutaan usein ylhäältä alas-
päin johdettuun integraatioon globaalin yhtiön järjestelmien harmonisointivaatimusten sekä
aikapaineiden vuoksi. Aiempi kirjallisuus osoittaa tällaisen toiminnan aiheuttavan usein negatii-
vista suhtautumista ostetun yrityksen henkilöstössä.

Tukeutuen mahdollistavan byrokratian viitekehykseen, tämä väitöskirja lisää ymmärrystäm-
me ohjausjärjestelmäintegraatioiden toteuttamisesta yrityskauppatilanteissa. Kolmen toisiinsa
liittyvän esseen avulla väitöskirja tutkii sitä, kuinka johdon ohjausjärjestelmät voidaan integroi-
da niin että ostavan yrityksen henkilöstö kokisi ne mahdollistavina järjestelminä pakottavien
kontrollien sijaan. Käyttäen laadullista ja tulkitsevaa tapaustutkimusotetta, tutkimus paljastaa
uusia tapoja kuinka mahdollistavaa näkemystä voidaan vaalia. Tutkimus paljastaa luottamuksen
olevan keskeisessä roolissa vaikuttamassa henkilöstön näkemyksiin ohjausjärjestelmistä koski-
en niin johdon tarkoitusperiä, järjestelmien kehitysprosesseja, kuin myös järjestelmien päivittäis-
tä käyttöä. Lisäksi väitöskirja tuo esille, kuinka ohjausjärjestelmäintegraatiot voivat toimia tuke-
na yrityskauppojen kohteena olevan henkilöstön sosiaalistamisessa osaksi uutta yhteisöä. Näin
ollen, se tuo esiin keinoja, joita yritykset voivat hyödyntää johdon ohjausjärjestelmäintegraatioi-
ta toteuttaessaan auttaakseen ostetun yrityksen henkilöstöä sopeutumaan uuteen tilanteeseen ja
näkemään järjestelmät mahdollistavina työkaluina. Tutkimus osoittaa myös, kuinka henkilöstö
käsittelee väliaikaista pakottavaa näkemystä niin sanottujen raamien vaihdannan keinoin. Nämä
teoreettiset tulokset lisäävät tietoa johdon ohjausjärjestelmistä ja henkilöstön suhtautumisesta
niihin. 

Käytännön tasolla väitöskirja ottaa kantaa yrityskauppojen jälkeisiin integraatioihin suuntaa-
malla huomiota ihmisten integrointiin, pelkkien järjestelmien sijaan. Luottamuksellisten suhtei-
den luominen ostajan ja ostetun yrityksen välille auttaa henkilöstöä suhtautumaan järjestelmiin
mahdollistavina työkaluina. Järjestelmämuutosten taustalla olevien syiden avaaminen sekä tuen
tarjoaminen tytäryhtiöille paikallisesti auttaa saavuttamaan ostetun yrityksen henkilöstön luotta-
muksen, varmistaen yrityksen menestymisen myös tulevaisuudessa.

Asiasanat: johdon ohjausjärjestelmät, luottamus, mahdollistaminen ja pakottaminen,
sisäinen laskentatoimi, tapaustutkimus, yrityskaupat
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1 Introduction 

This section sets the scene for this dissertation and explains its positioning in the 

management accounting literature. It explains the objectives of this research, and 

while doing so it introduces the main concept of enabling control used and 

developed further in this study. Finally, it presents the structure for the rest of the 

dissertation. 

1.1 Background 

Today’s global organizations operate in a highly competitive and dynamic 

environment. Succeeding in this setting requires firms to be highly efficient in 

utilizing existing resources, while simultaneously remaining flexible to seek new 

opportunities (Bisbe & Otley, 2004; Mundy, 2010). The puzzle of the opposing 

forces pulling organizations, and organizational members, towards increasing 

either efficiency or creativity, formed the origins for this dissertation. This 

intriguing dilemma is connected to organizations’ management control systems 

(MCS) and their role in helping organizational members in the following question: 

how to simultaneously pursue goals related to both efficiency and flexibility? This 

is a particularly relevant issue in MCS integrations in complex situations such as 

mergers and acquisitions (M&A), and one that the author of this dissertation has 

witnessed herself. Working in a firm during post-acquisition integration raises a lot 

of concerns and questions in organizational members mind: How does one manage 

control integration of two firms and their staff accustomed to using different 

management accounting and control systems, coming from two totally different 

places – figuratively and literally speaking? 

Indeed, corporate restructures, such as M&A, are an essential part of the 

business world today, offering organizations ways to seek growth, enter new 

markets, and gain new technologies (Graebner et al., 2017). In order to succeed 

after M&A, organizations need to integrate and formalize their MCS within their 

new subunits (Busco et al., 2008; Chenhall, 2003; Granlund, 2003; Roberts, 1990). 

To fully gain from the technology and knowledge transfer firms need to avoid 

turnover among the specialized and skilled R&D workers (Ranft & Lord, 2002) as 

well as the key managers (Bilgili et al., 2017; Cannella & Hambrick, 1993). 

The issue of how MCSs should be implemented in M&A situations is a tricky 

question and one that has not been fully explored in management accounting 

literature thus far. On the one hand firms should move quickly and firmly to avoid 
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prolonging uncertainty and distress experienced by members of the acquired firm 

(e.g., Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Sinkovics et al., 2011). But this kind of action 

could be perceived as coercive by the new organizational members, who may 

experience it as alienating and demotivating (Adler & Borys, 1996). On the other 

hand, firms should let the employees participate in the design of the controls to 

increase their commitment (Wouters & Roijmans, 2011; Wouters & Wilderom, 

2008). But this is often impossible at the fast pace that the post-acquisition 

integration should take place for the global organization to manage its daily 

business. Efficiency requires standardization across sites, though there should be 

flexibility to adapt to the local contingencies. Therefore, the question comes back 

to the efficiency vs. flexibility tradeoff, where the enabling formalization 

framework formulated by Adler & Borys (1996) will be an appropriate tool for 

investigating the matter more thoroughly. 

1.2 The purpose of the dissertation 

Management control’s (MC) primary goal has traditionally been seen as achieving 

and securing goal congruence between organizational and individual goals by 

constraining employees’ behavior (e.g., Merchant & van der Stede, 2007), making 

MCs an important part of formal bureaucracy. However, more recent studies 

highlight that MCSs can also enable employees to search for new opportunities and 

solve problems (Adler & Chen, 2011; Jørgensen & Messner, 2009; Mundy, 2010). 

The framework of enabling formalization (Adler & Borys, 1996) was first 

introduced in accounting literature by Ahrens and Chapman (2004) in the context 

of restaurant management accounting. Since then, the framework has been widely 

used in various accounting studies (e.g., Cools et al., 2008; Henttu-Aho, 2016; 

Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008) demonstrating its usefulness 

in explaining organizational members attitudes towards MCs. However, as all 

theories should be treated as provisional and incomplete (Vaivio, 2008, p. 77), this 

dissertation focuses on refining this established theoretical framework and, while 

doing so, aims to provide new insights into management accounting and control 

theory. 

Furthermore, it is widely recognized in the literature that our society has moved 

from a traditional production society into a “knowledge society” (see Knorr Cetina, 

1999 for a review). The interpretation is that knowledge has turned us into a “post-

industrial” society, where the nature of work and of production systems have 

fundamentally changed (Bell, 1976), hence changing the demands on the work 



21 

force (Drucker, 1994). As employees’ knowledge and creativity have become 

important success factors for organizations (e.g., Amabile, 1988; Nonaka, 1991; 

Zhou, 2003), this research seeks to understand how management controls can 

support in managing creative and innovative work and workers (e.g., Abernethy & 

Brownell, 1997; Amabile, 1998; Chenhall & Moers, 2015; Grabner & Speckbacher, 

2016). 

This cumulative dissertation is situated between two main research fields: 

management control and enabling formalization, which are studied in the context 

of M&A. As a whole, the dissertation adds to research examining the meaning and 

the role of enabling management control in M&A, the main contributions targeted 

towards management accounting literature. 

This dissertation aims to expand the management accounting literature by 

thoroughly investigating the concept of enabling control. Three separate essays 

tackle the issue from slightly different perspectives. The first essay investigates 

situations where organizations struggle with the participative development process 

of MCs and other “enabling” characteristics of MC integration due to the 

standardization following M&A and other constraining pressures (e.g., ERP, IFRS, 

SOX). The essay questions whether enabling perceptions of MCs can be fostered 

during post-acquisition integration where rigid controls are being imposed upon 

employees, and which prior literature would interpret as coercive (cf., Wouters & 

Wilderom, 2008). The second essay continues to look at the role of enabling MCSs 

in supporting organizational socialization processes following M&A. The essay 

investigates how social integration is achieved together with the technical control 

integration, of which we have limited prior knowledge (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2019). 

The paper also investigates how the integration of global controls impacts social 

relationships between operational managers within the subsidiary.  

Finally, the third essay explores the issue of the simultaneous presence of 

enabling and coercive aspects which prior literature has not been able to fully 

explain (e.g., Cools et al., 2008; Dowling & Leech, 2014; Free, 2007). This essay 

investigates how and why employees can perceive MCSs simultaneously as 

enabling and coercive and how they deal with this ambivalence. 

The dissertation as a whole aims to increase our understanding of the design, 

use and the effects of enabling management control in the context of M&A. The 

topic is extremely important for several reasons. Firstly, it relates to the seeming 

trade-off between efficiency and flexibility, highlighting ways to promote both 

aspects and how they could co-exist. Secondly, today’s knowledge workers are 

often organizations’ biggest asset and many times the very reason to carry out M&A 
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to begin with. Post-acquisition integration is crucial phase for the success of M&A 

(Graebner et al., 2017; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Hitt et al., 1998). Failing in it 

could easily lead to alienating and de-motivating the new knowledge workers 

which in turn quickly leads to inefficiency and high turnover of workers. Therefore, 

it is important to look at the perceptions of the workers when planning post-

acquisition integration. Thirdly, researchers have pointed out some ambiguity in the 

theoretical concept of enabling control and its characteristics (e.g., Englund & 

Gerdin, 2015; Goretzki et al., 2018; Janka, 2021), and therefore it would be highly 

beneficial for the purpose of future research to clarify which factors contribute to 

enabling control, and especially enabling perception of control. 

1.3 Structure of the dissertation 

This dissertation consists of this introductory chapter and three essays. The 

remainder of the introductory chapter is organized as follows. Earlier literature on 

enabling and coercive control, as well as control systems in M&A, are reviewed in 

section 2. Section 3 focuses on the research design, covering the research questions 

and methodological construction. Section 4 offers summaries of the essays and 

discusses their specific contributions to the literature. The main results of each 

essay are reported, and their wider implications are discussed in Section 5, which 

also concludes the chapter. 
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2 Theoretical foundations 

The literature forming the theoretical background for this dissertation is reviewed 

in this chapter. In order to arrive at the proposed contributions, it is important to 

explore the key theoretical concepts addressed in this research. Consequently, a 

summary of theoretical development is presented. 

The idea of “enabling” control has its origin in the theories of bureaucracy 

covered in the organizational literature. Dividing bureaucracy into enabling vs 

coercive types of formalization was introduced by Adler and Borys (1996) and the 

framework has since been used extensively in management accounting and control 

literature. The first researchers using these concepts were Ahrens and Chapman 

(2004) analyzing restaurant chains’ MCSs and using the framework in explaining 

how the management was pursuing simultaneously efficiency and flexibility 

objectives. Following their path, studies have used the framework in several 

different areas in accounting, such as transfer pricing (Cools et al., 2008), new 

product development (Jørgensen & Messner, 2009), audit support system (Dowling 

& Leech, 2014), costing systems (Mahama & Cheng, 2013), forecasting system 

(Goretzki et al., 2018), budgetary practices (Henttu-Aho, 2016), and supply chain 

accounting (Free, 2007). However, the most popular area using the concepts of 

enabling and coercive in management accounting is performance measurement 

systems (e.g., Cäker et al., 2021; Jordan & Messner, 2012; van der Hauwaert et al., 

2021; van Veen-Dirks et al., 2021; Wouters & Roijmans, 2011; Wouters & 

Wilderom, 2008). The concepts of enabling and coercive have proved to be 

valuable in increasing our understanding of how the features and use of MCSs are 

experienced as facilitating or constraining by the objects of control. In the following 

chapters, the concepts of enabling and coercive and their theoretical development 

will be thoroughly reviewed and analyzed to theoretically justify the relevance of 

this dissertation. 

2.1 Two types of bureaucracy: enabling and coercive 

The aim of enabling bureaucracy was first defined as formalization that enables 

employees to better perform their work tasks, whereas coercive bureaucracy 

attempts to coerce employees’ effort and compliance (Adler & Borys, 1996, p. 61). 

Under an enabling type of formalization, “procedures provide organizational 

memory that captures lessons learned from experience” and “codifies best-practice 

routines so as to stabilize and diffuse new organizational capabilities” (Adler & 
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Borys, 1996, p. 69). A formalized system, such as PMS or some other MCS, will 

be regarded as enabling by employees if they feel it facilitates their work (Adler & 

Borys, 1996; Englund & Gerdin, 2015; Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & 

Roijmans, 2011). In turn, this will increase their willingness to use the system 

(Mahama & Cheng, 2013) forming a virtuous circle where the more employees feel 

the system helps them, the more they use it and the more their task performance 

improves (ibid.).  

By contrast, coercive formalization is a formalization that forces “reluctant 

compliance” and removes “recalcitrant effort” (Adler & Borys, 1996, p. 69). Under 

a coercive type of formalization, “procedures are designed to highlight to superiors 

whether subordinates’ actions are in compliance” (Adler & Borys, 1996, p. 71) with 

the aim of sanctioning deviation. Whether it is because employees are seen as error 

prone (lacking competence) or as lazy (lacking commitment), procedures and 

systems are designed to be foolproof, and thus, replace the skills and discretion of 

the employees (Adler & Borys, 1996; Ahrens & Chapman, 2004). A formalized 

system will be regarded as coercive by employees if they feel it facilitates the tasks 

of their supervisors rather than their own (Adler & Borys, 1996). In turn, employees 

will reciprocate their management’s lack of trust by reducing their own effort, or 

by trying to circumvent the system (ibid.), thus forming a vicious circle. 

Adler and Borys (1996, p. 69) specified that the enabling type of formalization 

has several characteristics which are manifested in three dimensions, namely (1) 

the design process, (2) the implementation, and (3) the features of the system. The 

characteristics that contribute to the enabling type of formalization in each 

dimension according to Adler and Borys (1996) are listed in Table 1.  

Table 1. Dimensions of enabling formalization (Adler & Borys 1996). 

Enabling formalization 

Design process: 

- Usable 

- User-centered 

- Skill-based 

- Learning facilitated 

Implementation: 

- Participation 

- Modification 

- Interpretation 

- Empowerment 

Features: 

- Repair 

- Internal transparency 

- Global transparency 

- Flexibility 

Adler & Borys (1996, p. 69) have also given the following definitions for the 

enabling formalization: “In what we call the enabling type of formalization, 

procedures provide organizational memory that captures lessons learned from 

experience …. Formalization codifies best-practice routines so as to stabilize and 
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diffuse new organizational capabilities.” Since the original authors have given 

many definitions to enabling formalization, the following literature has also used 

the concepts in different ways, with differing interpretations (Janka, 2021). In this 

dissertation, the enabling formalization is interpreted as formalization that supports 

employees to better master their tasks and enable them to deal directly with the 

contingencies of their work, following the path of most of the qualitative studies 

using the concept (e.g., Goretzki et al., 2018; Jordan & Messner, 2012; Jørgensen 

& Messner, 2009; Wouters & Roijmans, 2011; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008).  

Indeed, the enabling framework has been extensively used and further 

developed in the literature. A review of the application of the framework in 

accounting literature will be presented in the following sections. 

2.2 Enabling development process and design features 

From here on the focus will be specifically on management control systems, 

interpreted as a type of formalization, since these are what the accounting research 

has studied using the enabling and coercive concepts.  

The dimensions of enabling design process and implementation are difficult to 

distinguish empirically, which is why they are usually combined in accounting 

research and addressed as the development process (e.g., Englund & Gerdin, 2015; 

Goretzki et al., 2018; Wouters & Roijmans, 2011; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). The 

main indication of the enabling development process is that employees are involved 

in the design and implementation of the systems or the processes. Specifically, 

Wouters and Wilderom (2008) argue that when a development process 1) is 

experienced-based (i.e. it builds on existing skills, local experience and utilizes the 

intellectual capital of the existing practices of lower-level employees), 2) allows 

experimentation (i.e. it is developed, tested and improved), and 3) builds on 

employee professionalism (i.e. employees learn for the purpose of improving work 

practices), it is likely to result in an outcome experienced as enabling by the 

employees. Indeed, since the new procedures often have to compete with the former 

ones (Goretzki et al., 2018), employee participation in the development process 

increases the likelihood that procedures will serve productive ends (Adler, 2012). 

In addition to the development process, enabling controls have four design 

features: repair, internal transparency, global transparency, and flexibility. Repair 

refers to the non-routine tasks of repairing and improving procedures, and 

specifically, to who gets to perform these tasks (Adler & Borys, 1996). With regards 

to control systems, repair has been interpreted to refer to the extent to which users 
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can fix the control system themselves in the case of a breakdown by providing 

capabilities for repairing them (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004). Deviation is seen as an 

opportunity to learn, provide training to users and improve procedures (Adler & 

Borys, 1996), rather than as a threat to authority (Adler et al., 1999).  

Internal transparency refers to the internal working and the logic of the 

procedures, and specifically, whether they are visible to users or not (Adler & Borys, 

1996). It focuses on the functioning of local processes (Chapman & Kihn, 2009) 

providing visibility and information aiming to increase employees’ understandings 

of its underlying logic (Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). 

Global transparency refers to the understanding of where and how the local 

processes fit into the organisation as a whole (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004, p. 277), 

and whether employees have this understanding or not. When global transparency 

is provided, managers understand the upstream and downstream interdependencies 

of their work (Jordan & Messner, 2012).  

 As for flexibility, it is associated with procedures that provide several 

acceptable scenarios (Adler & Borys, 1996). Flexibility was interpreted by Ahrens 

and Chapman  (2004, p. 277) as “users’ discretion over the control systems to adjust 

formal rules to local circumstances”. Providing organizational members discretion 

over the use of control processes by giving them the opportunity to adjust global 

rules to local circumstances (Jørgensen & Messner, 2009) advances the enabling 

nature of controls.  

The accounting literature so far has shown that the development process and 

the four features play an important role regarding the MCs being interpreted as 

enabling by the organizational members being controlled. However, some of the 

studies also indicate that enabling (or coercive) design does not automatically lead 

to enabling (or coercive) perceptions. For example, Jordan and Messner (2012) 

show that the perception of operational managers can change over time even when 

the design characteristics of the control system remain stable. These results indicate 

that the same system can be perceived differently despite the four design 

characteristics of enabling formalization. In a similar vein, enabling development 

processes assume that employees can participate in developing MCs, and that this 

leads to enabling outcomes (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). However, in contrast to 

earlier results, Englund & Gerdin (2015) found that top management’s coercive 

implementation of MCs did not lead to a coercive perception, but actually gave 

impetus to the development of enabling MCs. In turn, Henttu-Aho (2016) argues 

that enabling flexibility and transparency does not always lead to positive accounts, 

as actors can also experience the situation as distressing. Prior literature provides 
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some evidence that the absence of one feature does not automatically lead to 

controls being perceived as coercive. For example, in Dowling and Leech’s (2014) 

study, the extent of repair facilitated by the system was low, yet users still viewed 

the system as enabling. Moreover, Englund and Gerdin (2015) have shown that 

some features may support the development of other features by showing flexibility 

and repair as a way to increase internal and global transparency. These results 

therefore suggest that features “form and feed each other” in a dynamic relationship 

(Englund & Gerdin, 2015) with the aim of compensating or improving identified 

weaknesses in the control system. On the other hand, in Cools, Emmanuel and 

Jorissen’s (2008) case, a new transfer pricing policy emphasized internal and global 

transparency to the detriment of repair and flexibility. 

What is important to note is that even though Adler and Borys (1996) 

recommend designing the formal systems using the participative development 

process and the four features to make a formal system more enabling and claim that 

these characteristics are contributing to more enabling formalization, further 

studies have shown that the features do not always point in the same direction. 

There can be other factors that also contribute to enabling formalization in other 

contexts and situations, and one of the main objectives of this dissertation is to 

reveal some of those factors. 

2.3 Managerial intentions and employee perception 

The way Adler and Borys (1996) define the concepts of enabling and coercive 

formalization combines two different points of view: managerial intention behind 

the implementation of controls (to enable employees or to coerce them), and how 

employees perceive these controls (as enabling them or coercing them) (Tessier & 

Otley, 2012). These two points of view are interrelated since, as argued by Jordan 

and Messner (2012), control systems are a matter of interaction between managers 

and employees. These authors claim that whether employees “regard a system as 

enabling for their work will to an important extent depend on how top management 

uses that system for control purposes” (Jordan & Messner, 2012, p. 546).  

When managers implement and use controls with the intention of enabling 

employees to perform their tasks better (Adler & Borys, 1996), rather than to 

control opportunistic behavior (Free, 2007), this requires a certain level of trust 

toward their employees. The four features are often interpreted as a level of 

autonomy granted for employees by the management (Bisbe et al., 2019). While 

trust (or mistrust) can influence why controls are being implemented in the first 



28 

place and how these controls are designed (Adler et al., 1999), it is not clear how 

management’s trust (or lack of it) affects the perception of controls. According to 

Adler and Borys (1996), a lack of trust by management could lead to employees 

having negative attitudes towards control systems. Indeed, as the authors mention, 

if “staff analysts formulate procedures in distrustful isolation from line employees, 

it is not surprising that those employees resist the resulting system” (Adler & Borys, 

1996, p. 75). They also suggest that “employees inevitably will reciprocate 

management’s lack of trust” (1996, p. 70). This is also illustrated by Ahrens and 

Chapman’s (2004) study where the head office managers’ distrust towards 

restaurant managers was echoed back to them. The restaurant managers’ lack of 

trust towards the head office managers meant that they also doubted the controls 

and therefore perceived them as coercive (i.e., solely as a control device for top 

management) (ibid.). Therefore, this dissertation suggests that managerial 

intentions and reasons for implementing the controls are likely to affect employee 

perceptions of control as being enabling or coercive. 

Management accounting and control literature using the enabling and coercive 

framework have largely emphasized the structural nature of formal controls, rather 

than focusing on the actors’ perception of the controls. However, the association 

between individual design features and the enabling perception of control is not 

evident. For example, although increasing internal and global transparency should 

yield enabling perceptions, Jordan and Messner (2012, p. 560) argue that 

transparency can open “the possibility to identify incompleteness in the control 

system, which may entice managers to question the system”. Prior literature also 

provides some evidence that the absence of one feature might not automatically 

lead to coercive perceptions (Dowling & Leech, 2014; Englund & Gerdin, 2015). 

Focusing on either the development process or the features of management control 

systems, which is what prior literature mainly does (Goretzki et al., 2018), or 

treating design features as standalone, could lead to an incomplete understanding 

of enabling formalization and its outcomes (Englund & Gerdin, 2015). Moreover, 

whether employees perceive controls as enabling or coercive seems to be 

influenced by the situation, the balance (or imbalance) between the features, and 

the characteristics of other controls in the organization. This suggests that while the 

features and the characteristics of the development process are associated with 

controls considered enabling by organizational members, there may be other factors 

that can contribute to their perception of it. 

Recently, perception is gaining more and more focus in enabling control 

literature, where research has revealed that even performance measurement 
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systems that are incomplete (Jordan & Messner, 2012) or used extensively for 

control purposes by superior managers (Cäker et al., 2021) may still be perceived 

as enabling by subordinates. 

2.4 Enabling control in post-acquisition integration 

The post-acquisition integration process is seen as a crucial factor in M&A success 

(Graebner et al., 2017; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Puhakka, 2017). Post-

acquisition integration of control systems is likely to increase tensions and conflicts 

within newly formed superior-subordinate relationships (Marks & Mirvis, 1985, 

1997). For example, an acquisition can result in the acquired firm’s managers 

resenting the acquirer’s interference (Goold & Campbell, 1987) and cutting off the 

acquirer from their daily business (Roberts, 1990). Moreover, acquisitions can give 

rise to a range of dysfunctional emotional and behavioral outcomes fuelled by 

distrust (e.g., Appelbaum et al., 2000; Krug, 2003; Marks & Mirvis, 1986; Risberg, 

2001). It can be assumed that employees from the acquired company do not 

necessarily trust the acquirer since at the beginning of a new relationship it is 

difficult for employees to assess the level of benevolence of their superiors towards 

them (Mayer et al., 1995). In this situation it is highly likely that employees may 

interpret the new controls implemented by the acquirer as a signal of mistrust, and 

respond negatively (Christ, 2013).  

As reviewed earlier, employees are more likely to perceive formalization as 

enabling if they are involved in the design and implementation process of the 

controls (Wouters and Roijmans 2011; Wouters and Wilderom 2008). This could 

be difficult to achieve, however, in the case of an acquisition where the MCs are 

typically designed and established group-wide. As a result, controls are often 

implemented top-down (Granlund 2003; Jones 1985), which could potentially lead 

to coercive perceptions. On the other hand, acquisition can be a credible 

explanation to help local management rationalize why controls are implemented 

and this could also reduce negative attitudes towards imposed controls (Christ, 

2013). When the rationale for implementing the system is exogenous, i.e., external 

to the superior, subordinates are more willing to accept it, especially if the reasons 

are well explained to them (Christ 2013; Korsgaard et al. 2002). Explaining the 

rationale behind the controls is especially important since, as argued by Christ 

(2013, p.170), employees rarely know why managers implement controls. Without 

a clear explanation, they have to interpret their managers’ signals “and respond 

according to their beliefs about management’s intentions.” Thus, when control 
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systems are implemented for exogenous reasons, it is important for management to 

consider how to communicate this to employees in order to avoid negative 

responses (Kosgaard et al. 2002; Christ 2013). It is therefore suggested in this 

dissertation that that building and fostering of trusting relationships between the 

personnel of acquiring and acquired firm can facilitate the acceptance of controls 

in the post-acquisition integration. 

Management accounting literature to date has largely focused on technical 

system integration of control systems, and largely ignored social integration of 

people (Busco et al., 2008; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2019). It can be assumed that social 

integration, i.e., socialization, is especially relevant after M&A, as the employees 

in the new subsidiaries do not always enter the firm by their own choice. But the 

relevant question is how the acquirer will get these knowledgeable people to 

continue working for the acquired firm and be committed to the goals of the new 

parent. 

2.5 Summary of the theoretical development 

In this dissertation, it is suggested that the characteristics enabling formalization 

described by Adler and Borys (1996) do not represent a comprehensive list, or even 

a definition of enabling formalization. It is important to clarify that Adler and Borys 

(1996) use different definitions of enabling formalization, which is why different 

studies have used the concepts in different ways (Janka, 2021). In their original 

article, Adler and Borys (1996) claim that the design features (and development 

process) might just explain a tendency instead of strictly resulting in a certain 

assessment of formalization, and they invite future research to investigate the 

perceptions. They explicitly stated that “the objective characteristics of the 

organizational form will account for the central tendency in employees’ attitudinal 

responses. But future research should seek to explain the variability in how these 

characteristics are perceived” (p. 85). In his later work, Adler (2012) was motivated 

to explain the ambivalence of actors’ perceptions, specifically why “bureaucracy is 

experienced by employees as simultaneously enabling and coercive” (p. 245). 

Therefore, it is assumed that Adler and Borys (1996) recommend designing the 

formal systems with employees’ participation and by making sure that the four 

features (repair, internal transparency, global transparency, and flexibility) are 

present in order to make the system more enabling. The authors claim that these 

characteristics contribute to more enabling formalization, but they call for more 

research on other factors that can contribute to enabling formalization: “in future 
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research we need to develop appropriate theoretical explanations for why these 

features (repair, transparency, etc.) should lead to the associated outcomes” (p. 85); 

“we need to develop empirical tests of the hypothesized antecedents and 

consequences of enabling and coercive designs” (p. 85). 

To conclude, increasing one feature, such as flexibility, would be associated 

with perceptions of a more enabling management control (and less coercive), but it 

is not fixed and not all these characteristics need to be present to lead to enabling 

perception by organizational members. In some circumstances, it might not even 

be feasible to have all the features in place. If circumstances prevent managers from 

designing controls in a way that would signal their level of trust towards employees 

(e.g., post-acquisition integration, compliance to regulation), managers should 

actively foster trust through trust-building activities (Long, 2018) and communicate 

their intentions behind the design of the control systems (Christ, 2013) to facilitate 

the acceptance of these systems. 

Furthermore, Adler and Borys (1996, p. 78) clearly stated that they “have 

simplified the representation by dichotomizing both dimensions. In reality, of 

course, both the degree and the type of formalization are continuous variables.” 

Ahrens and Chapman (2004, p. 289) had also concluded that “the design principles 

of enabling formalization [exist] side by side with coercive visions of control.” Still, 

prior research has not yet pursued the co-existence of enabling and coercive aspects 

of controls to develop our understanding about enabling controls. 
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3 Research design 

This section starts by identifying and justifying the methodological choices of this 

dissertation. Then it proceeds by illustrating the data collection methods and 

concludes by describing the data analysis processes. 

3.1 Methodology 

The methodology employed in this dissertation can be characterized as qualitative 

interpretative accounting research (Silverman, 2020). Choosing an interpretivist 

tradition implicates some ontological assumptions about reality consisting of 

context-dependent social constructs (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006). As a social 

practice enacted by people, accounting contributes to larger social realities (Ahrens, 

2022). The ontological position of this dissertation therefore assumes reality to be 

emergent, subjectively created and objectified through human interactions (Ahrens 

& Chapman, 2006; Humphrey & Scapens, 1996). 

This dissertation draws from an in-depth case study method which enables the 

investigation of management accounting related phenomena in their natural 

(organizational and social) contexts (Humphrey & Scapens, 1996; Silverman, 

2017). The main units of empirical analysis are two firms operating in the 

telecommunications industry who at the time of the study merged to form a single 

entity after one of them acquired the other. The acquirer was a stock-listed, 

multinational organization with its headquarters in North America whereas the 

acquired firm was much smaller having its headquarters in Finland. Case study 

method allows the phenomenon of interest to be examined in its detailed context, 

revealing the social dynamics surrounding the studied phenomenon, and offering a 

possibility of arriving to rich explanations with theoretical value (Vaivio, 2008, p. 

74). Therefore, the method is particularly suitable in this dissertation which focuses 

on the organizational members and their attitudes and experiences during post-

acquisition integration of MCs, and the yet unknown factors that may affect their 

perceptions. 

All three essays build on Adler and Borys’ (1996) framework of enabling 

formalization, which provided a set of explanatory concepts and proved to be useful 

for addressing the research questions (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Silverman, 2020). 

The acquisition context is relevant to this study because acquisitions are 

circumstances that pose a challenge to having MCs perceived as enabling by 

employees of the acquired firm. Thus, this offers a great opportunity to look at other 
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factors that may facilitate enabling perceptions during and after the implementation 

of new MCs. The dissertation as a whole aims at refining the theory (Keating, 1995) 

through novel, empirically embedded interpretations (Vaivio, 2008, p. 72) in order 

to study the process of management control integration and employees’ responses 

to it. Following Keating (1995, p. 4) the researcher remained open to the discovery 

of constructs to supplement those constructs making up the original theory brought 

to the research. 

3.2 Data collection 

All three essays reported in this dissertation build upon three main data sources, namely 

theme interviews, archival documents, and observation. The studies employ 

triangulation of data, meaning that the evidence from multiple empirical sources is 

used to cross-check information (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Figure 1 presents 

the data collection methods in detail. 

 

Fig. 1.  Data collection methods and the triagulation of data. 
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Theme interviews. Thirty-two theme interviews were conducted between October 

2013 and February 2014. Eighteen people from the acquired firm and fourteen from 

the acquiring firm were interviewed. Interviews were conducted with key actors 

from different organizational levels who had been involved in the implementation 

of management controls. A snowball technique was used, asking the interviewees 

in the acquired firm to identify those people in the acquiring firm with whom they 

were most involved with regard to the new systems, procedures, or controls. After 

collecting the names of these key people, we contacted them and interviewed the 

CFO, several corporate-level managers, and other key players who oversaw the 

formalization process. An interview guide was used during the interviews to guide 

the dialogue towards a useful end (Kreiner & Mouritsen, 2005). Interviews served 

to complement observation in providing insights into what a person thinks about 

the issues and what the motivation behind their actions is (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2008). 

Participant observation. The author of the dissertation worked for the acquired 

firm during the integration process from June 2010 to September 2012, observing 

and experiencing the implementation of MCs firsthand. While this observation 

phase was carried out before the researcher joined academia, this experience led to 

the identification of the research questions. An important advantage of making 

observations is that it records action as it takes place, which is different from people 

describing afterwards what they said or did. Observations, in addition to interviews, 

can thus provide great insights into how events actually unfolded (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008). 

Archival documents. In addition to interviews and observation, documents 

were also collected and analyzed. These included internal material such as 

organizational charts, internal performance measurement reports such as key 

performance indicator (KPI) reports and internal letters and e-mails. Also, publicly 

available material was used, such as annual reports, financial disclosures, mission 

statements, and presentation slides about the acquisition from the perspective of 

both organizations. Other relevant material was collected from company websites, 

and newspaper articles on both companies and the acquisition process were 

gathered and analyzed. All documents were gathered between 2010 and 2014.  

These three main sources of data complement each other, as triangulation 

between different empirical materials is sought to increase the reliability of the 

evidence (Vaivio, 2008). 
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3.3 Data analysis 

For this dissertation, data analysis was similar in each essay with a lot of overlap. 

The data analysis in each essay was conducted by moving iteratively between the 

interviews, field notes, archival documents, and potential theoretical concepts 

(Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Miles et al., 2014). The data analysis proceeded in 

parallel with data gathering, enabling the researcher to bore deeper into initial ideas 

as the project and the data collection progressed (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Ahrens 

& Dent, 1998; Vaivio, 2008). During the research process, the researcher had 

frequent guidance discussions with her supervisors about the different phases of the 

study, such as the research plan, the collection of empirical materials, and their 

analysis.  

As theoretical explanations were searched, the enabling and coercive concepts 

(Adler & Borys, 1996) were found, and they strongly resonated with the data 

gathered. For essays 1 and 3 which are written with co-authors, case analysis 

meetings were arranged to discuss first ideas involving all the authors, and to jointly 

create visualizations to identify similar clusters of actions and interpretations that 

facilitated the systematic analysis of the collected data (Miles et al., 2014). For 

essay 2 within-case analyses and context charts were employed to map the 

interrelationships between different managers and their roles (Huberman & Miles, 

2002). The data was also reduced using Excel spreadsheets classifying controls in 

different ways until preliminary patterns and themes emerged, which were then 

compared against the interviews, field notes, and documents to make sure they were 

supported. 

Being aware that the researcher’s prior involvement with the organization may 

be problematic due to the lack of distance in analyzing the findings, the role of 

supervisors was central in enhancing the point of view of outsiders (Lukka & 

Modell, 2010). Spending a year outside the site before conducting the interviews 

also helped in gaining distance and avoiding “going native” (Vaivio, 2008). At the 

same time, the researcher’s close involvement helped to gain the trust of the 

interviewees and “learn the ropes,” enhancing the validity of the study (Mundy, 

2010). Both emic (understanding the meaning of the examined subjects) and etic 

(outsider’s view) perspectives were used in this dissertation (Lukka and Modell, 

2010). Nonetheless, interpretive research requires an insider’s view to understand 

the meanings being analyzed (see Lukka & Modell, 2010). Therefore, it can be 

argued that this kind of close involvement made it possible to strive for deep 
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understanding (Lukka & Kasanen, 1995) and rich descriptions (Ahrens & Dent, 

1998). 

The dissertation as a whole aimed to analyze the management control systems 

particularly from the perspective of the subordinates instead of focusing on the top 

management perspective (cf., Bisbe et al., 2019). To this end, the framework of enabling 

and coercive formalization by Adler and Borys (1996) was particularly suitable because 

of its focus on the employee’s perspective and efforts to design bureaucracy which 

would motivate and help employees in their work tasks, instead of constraining and – 

while doing so  – alienating them (p. 61). The framework had also been widely used in 

previous management accounting and control studies (e.g., Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; 

Englund & Gerdin, 2015; Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). 

The insights of the three essays of this dissertation extend our understanding of the 

Adler and Borys (1996) framework of enabling formalization, which was built on prior 

literature and focused more on the structural dimensions of the design characteristics, 

rather than on their perception. Consequently, the focus of this research shifted from 

the design characteristics per se to the organizational members’ perceptions of them to 

shed light upon the role of perception in enabling accounting and control systems and 

the factors that may influence that perception. 
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4 Summaries of the essays and their 
contributions 

This chapter will summarize the three essays comprising this dissertation. From a 

general perspective, each of these studies use the concept of enabling control 

(Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008) 

to explore the design, use and perceptions of management control systems in the 

context of M&A. For each essay, this section recaps the (1) motivation and 

theoretical background, (2) findings, and (3) conclusions. Table 2 is presented to 

summarize the three essays that make up this dissertation. 

Table 2. Summary of the essays and their key contributions. 

Number of the 

essay 

Essay I Essay II Essay III 

Title of the 

essay 

Fostering Enabling 

Perceptions of 

Management Controls 

during Post-Acquisition 

Integration 

Facilitating Socialization 

with Enabling 

Management Control 

Systems in Acquired 

Subsidiaries 

Overcoming the Dualism of Enabling 

and Coercive Controls 

Focus of the 

research 

Investigating how 

enabling perceptions of 

MCs could be fostered 

during post-acquisition 

integration where rigid 

controls are being 

imposed upon 

employees. 

Exploring how MCS 

integration can support 

employees’ 

organizational 

socialization process in 

the acquired subsidiary. 

Examining how and why employees 

may perceive MCSs as both enabling 

and coercive, and how they deal with 

this ambivalence.  

Key 

contributions 

Recognizes top 

managers influence on 

employees' enabling 

perceptions on 

management control. 

Analyzes different ways 

managers can foster 

enabling perceptions of 

subordinates. Identifies 

the concept of trust and 

develops its relationship 

with enabling control.  

Suggests that enabling 

control systems can 

support organizational 

socialization of the 

managers and 

employees of the newly 

acquired firm. 

Distinguishes particularly 

the role of global targets 

and group-based 

rewards as a form of 

enabling control in the 

socialization process. 

Identifies top management’s use of 

discursive strategies to impose a 

managerial frame for control system 

in order to influence employees’ 

enabling perceptions. Finds that 

subordinates employ "frame 

switching" distinguishing between 

their individual frame and the 

managerial frame when considering 

the enabling or coercive nature of the 

MC. Depending on how subordinates 

frame the MCS, they see them as 

more or less enabling or coercive. 
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4.1 Essay I: Fostering enabling perceptions of management 

controls during post-acquisition integration 

As the first essay is a published article it is referred in this section as article instead 

of essay. 

Aim of the research 

The main aim of this article was to investigate the factors which would contribute 

to enabling perceptions of new management controls and how enabling perceptions 

could be fostered. First, the purpose was to examine how the organizational 

members of a recently acquired subsidiary responded to inflexible MCs 

implemented in a top-down manner by the new headquarters. Next, the actions of 

the managers and other key actors of the new headquarters were to be closely 

monitored and the factors contributing to enabling perceptions of employees 

collected. Finally, it was to be analyzed how enabling perceptions can be fostered 

in three phases of MC implementation: (1) managerial intentions (2) development 

process, and (3) daily use, in order to get a comprehensive picture of the related 

factors. 

Theoretical background 

There is a growing interest towards better understanding the dual role of MCs in 

supporting simultaneously creativity and control, by promoting both flexibility and 

predictability (e.g., Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Jørgensen & Messner, 2009; Tessier 

& Otley, 2012). To achieve this, according to previous literature, MCs should be 

designed with enabling features and with a participative implementation process 

(e.g., Chapman & Kihn, 2009; Englund & Gerdin, 2015; Wouters & Wilderom, 

2008). However, this is not possible in many situations, such as when top-down 

implementation is preferred after M&A to ensure fast standardization across sites. 

Alternatively, the design features of flexibility and repair may not be allowed due 

to SOX-related rules. This article thus investigated the means of fostering enabling 

perceptions of employees when they are faced with rigid controls implemented in 

a top-down manner. 

Theoretical foundations in this study stem from the concept of enabling control 

(e.g., Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 

2008), which is complemented with looking at other factors that may facilitate 
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enabling perceptions of MC. Specifically, the role of trust was identified as being 

a possible factor that should be more closely investigated. Based on the study by 

Adler, Goldoftas and Levine (1999), trust (of lack thereof) influences the 

managerial intentions to implement the control systems in the first place. 

Managerial intentions in turn influences the way employees perceive control 

systems (Adler & Borys, 1996). The role of trust therefore became the center of 

attention of this study. If control implementation is interpreted as a sign of distrust 

by employees (Christ, 2013), this negatively affects their motivation and 

willingness to comply with the rules (Christ et al., 2008, 2012) which undermines 

the effects MCS implementation is targeted to have – to increase motivation, 

efficiency, and performance. Fortunately, trust can be fostered by using trust-

building activities (Long, 2018), the use of which are monitored closely in this 

study. 

Findings 

The findings of the article were drawn from an in-depth case study of an 

organization undergoing post-acquisition integration of its MCs. The evidence 

gathered through interviews, documents, and observation revealed potential means 

of fostering the enabling perception of employees. In particular, trust was identified 

as a key element covering all phases of MCs implementation starting from the 

managerial intentions, continuing in the development process, and ending in the 

daily use. 

This article shows that positive interpersonal relationships and mutual trust 

between the acquirer and acquiree facilitated enabling perceptions of the MCs. The 

study revealed that managers actively fostered trust and communicated their 

intentions behind the design of controls. This helped employees rationalize the 

controls as tools to help them do their work tasks (enabling) rather than as a sign 

of mistrust (coercive). 

Based on earlier literature and the discoveries made in this study, a processual 

framework was made, illustrated in Table 3. In this framework it is presented how 

enabling perceptions can be fostered in three phases of MC implementation, 

namely: (1) managerial intentions, (2) the development process, and (3) daily use. 
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Table 3. A processual framework to foster enabling perceptions (Väisänen et al., 2021). 

Phases of MC 

implementation 

Conceptual development  Empirical examples from this study 

Managerial 

intentions 

Managerial intentions based on trust support 

enabling perceptions 

- Implementing controls to support 

employees so they perform their work 

tasks better 

- Implementing controls to comply with 

exogenous circumstances, including 

SOX, IFRS, M&A, ERP system, etc. 

Acquirer managers trust acquired 

employees, but: 

- Want to keep operations efficient 

- need to integrate acquired firm 

into their MC system 

- Have to comply with SOX & IFRS 

- use ERP system to implement 

required SOX controls 

Development 

process 

A development process that fosters trust 

supports enabling perceptions 

- Managers fostering employees’ trust in 

the new controls: 

- Through experimentation 

- By explaining managerial intentions 

- Managers demonstrating their trust in 

employees by: 

- Allowing them to participate in the 

development process 

- Capitalizing on their experience and 

knowledge 

- Importing local procedures to the 

global organization 

- Managers demonstrating trustworthiness: 

- Through trust-building activities 

Acquirer managers build trust by: 

- Building personal relationships 

with subordinates 

- Steering the integration process 

firmly and decisively 

- Rationalizing implementation of 

MCs relating to SOX and ERP 

- Restricting participation only with 

controls that need to be rigid for 

exogenous reasons 

Daily use Controls that are usable on a daily basis 

support enabling perceptions 

- Usability is enhanced by design features 

- Design features require managers to 

trust employees 

- Design features are not equally important 

to ensure usability if: 

- Employees can rationalize the need for 

standardization and its benefits 

- Managers provide alternative ways of 

overcoming missing features. This 

requires employees to trust managers 

Acquired employees find MCs usable: 

- Acquired employees appreciate 

the benefits brought about by the 

MCs 

- During meetings: Acquired 

employees ask for repair and 

flexibility when needed 

- Information is given to acquired 

employees to provide global 

transparency 

- Positive relationships and mutual 

trust are maintained through 

frequent meetings 
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Conclusions 

This article contributes to the literature on enabling controls (e.g., Ahrens & 

Chapman, 2004; Cools et al., 2008; Goretzki et al., 2018; Jordan & Messner, 2012; 

Wouters & Wilderom, 2008) in several ways. First, the study further develops the 

concept of enabling control by going beyond the original four features. Indeed, the 

findings identified new factors that help employees perceive controls as enabling, 

including the use of trust-building activities, providing means to overcome rigidity, 

and providing a rationale for the rigidity. In doing so, it provides theoretical 

foundations to apply the concept of enabling perceptions to the context of imposed 

and rigid controls. It also further develops our general understanding of the role of 

trust in the making of enabling controls and therefore provides theoretical 

arguments that explain previous results. For example, management’s coercive use 

of MCs does not necessarily lead to coercive perceptions if employees have access 

to other enabling controls (Englund & Gerdin, 2015) because the latter demonstrate 

that managers trust their employees. Based on these findings, the study proposes a 

processual framework that links trust with fostering enabling perceptions of MCs 

from managerial intentions to the development process and the daily use of MCs 

(presented in Table 3). 

The study also contributes to the literature on the complementary relationship 

between trust and control (e.g., Long, 2018; Tomkins, 2001; Vélez et al., 2008) by 

providing evidence of how meetings between superiors and subordinates provide a 

platform where control is enacted simultaneously with trust-building activities 

between the parties (Emsley & Kidon, 2007; Long, 2018). Particularly, in situations 

where control system implementation can be interpreted by employees as a sign of 

mistrust (Christ, 2013; Christ et al., 2008) the study provides empirical evidence of 

how managers use meetings to actively balance trust and control in their 

relationships with subordinates and how this, in turn, fosters positive attitudes 

towards the control system and helps subordinates believe their managers’ reasons 

for implementing it. Furthermore, while Long (2018) examined the various ways 

that managers use controls and trust-building activities to motivate subordinate 

cooperation, this study provides evidence of both the actions of managers and the 

responses of subordinates to such activities, thus showing the actual impact these 

actions can have on the attitude of subordinates and their perceptions of the controls. 

In these ways, it also contributes to the debates on the interrelationships between 

different kinds of MCs (Grabner & Moers, 2013; Malmi & Brown, 2008; Otley, 

1980). 
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On a practical level, this study highlights the importance of trust in 

interpersonal relationships between headquarters and subsidiaries during strategic 

changes such as M&A. These relationships are important at the global level for 

coordinating how the changes are implemented at the local level (cf., Simons, 1995) 

and helping global managers learn about the local situation (Cäker & Siverbo, 

2014). Trustful relationships are required to ensure that employees are willing to 

share information, rather than hiding bad results (Wouters & Roijmans, 2011). 

Based on these results, it can be concluded that control systems have great potential 

in helping to form relationships between global and local managers and in 

facilitating the post-acquisition integration process, if implemented with the focus 

on building mutual trust between the parties. 

For example, when new control systems are considered rigid and inflexible at 

the local subsidiary, this could be an opportunity for global managers to offer 

support to local managers encountering such problems with new controls. As repair 

requirements can be seen as a dialogue which encourages interaction and enhances 

communication between individuals (Adler & Borys, 1996; Chapman & Kihn, 

2009), then hierarchical interventions give the global managers an opportunity to 

demonstrate their trustworthiness to local employees, as shown in this study. 

Implementing MCs in such a way can help avoid the negative effects of increasing 

formalization on employees (Adler, 2012) and the mistrust of management 

(Johansson & Baldvinsdottir, 2003) by increasing interpersonal communication. 

Frequent managerial communication, in turn, can help reduce the stress and 

negative behavior associated with post-acquisition integration (Krug, 2003; 

Schweiger & DeNisi, 1991; Sinkovics et al., 2011). 

4.2 Essay II: Facilitating socialization with enabling management 

control systems in acquired subsidiaries 

Aim of the research 

In the second essay, the main aim was to shed light on the role of enabling MCSs 

in integrating organizational members of the new subsidiaries following M&A. To 

date, management accounting literature has focused more on the technical 

integration instead of social integration (Busco et al., 2008; Carlsson-Wall et al., 

2019). The purpose was to explore particularly the role of enabling performance 

measurement systems (PMS) and other MCSs in the socialization process of the 
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employees of the acquired subsidiary. Furthermore, the aim was also to look at how 

the integration of a global MCS impacts social relationships between operational 

managers within the subsidiary. 

Theoretical background 

Enabling MCSs are intended to facilitate an operational manager’s job (Jordan & 

Messner, 2012) by mobilizing their local knowledge and experience in supporting 

global objectives (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004) and encouraging the sharing of 

knowledge between interdependent departments (Wouters & Roijmans, 2011). 

However, the common control problem after M&A is getting the new 

organizational members to agree to and align to the central objectives of the new 

parent. 

Previous literature has shown that the way superiors’ use MCSs affect the way 

they are perceived by employees (Cäker et al., 2021; Jordan & Messner, 2012; 

Väisänen et al., 2021). Resistance to complying with new MCSs and practices can 

emerge if the parent company imposes their MCS on subsidiaries (Kostova & Roth, 

2002), particularly when the new systems do not reflect the values and goals of the 

local employees (Granlund, 2001; Goretzki et al., 2018). Therefore, social 

integration is important. Kennedy and Widener (2019) show that communication 

of organizational beliefs is a particularly important socialization mechanism in 

achieving goal congruence. Indeed, the use of socialization mechanisms has been 

associated with building inter-unit trust and the development of shared vision, 

objectives, and cultural values (Larsson & Lubatkin, 2001). In this study two 

streams of literatures are synthesized: studies on socialization (e.g., Saks & 

Ashforth, 1997) are brought together with studies on enabling MCS (e.g., Ahrens 

& Chapman, 2004) to form a solid base for empirical investigations and further 

analysis. 

Findings 

This essay combined the concept of enabling control with organizational 

socialization to examine how MCS integration can support the socialization process. 

Furthermore, it was investigated how MCS integration affects relationships within 

the acquired subsidiary, i.e., between operational managers of different lateral 

functions. Qualitative methods, namely interviews, observation, and document 

analysis, were used to advance understanding of the above-mentioned issues. 
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The findings of this study revealed that socialization can indeed be facilitated 

with enabling MCSs. Particularly, the new PMS was very effective in conveying 

goals and values of the acquiring firm to the new employees of the subsidiary. 

Using shared targets, instead of individual ones, and collective rewards encouraged 

cooperation of lateral managers and further supported socialization. Also using the 

shared identity of “OneGlobal” helped in socialization. “Weekly meetings” were 

used as an interactive form of enabling control, offering operational managers and 

employees an avenue for proactive socialization. Furthermore, the results show that 

adoption of an enabling MCS can be a central element in resolving tensions in 

acquired firms. 

Conclusions 

The results of this study build an understanding of enabling MCSs supporting 

organizational socialization of employees, especially after acquisitions. These 

results extend earlier studies by stressing the dynamic interplay between social and 

technical controls and the relevance of looking at both, instead of focusing merely 

on technical MCSs (e.g., Kraus et al., 2017). These findings help us to understand 

how enabling control systems can resolve disputes that the use of mainly social 

controls can produce (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, we extend the MC literature that has sought to operationalize the 

notion of enabling control (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Jordan & Messner, 2012; 

Väisänen et al., 2021; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008) by highlighting the role of an 

enabling MCS in socializing employees. Finally, this study contributes to the 

discussions of how to facilitate compliance in MCSs (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; 

Boedker & Chua, 2013; Carlsson-Wall et al., 2019; Englund & Gerdin, 2015; Kraus 

et al., 2017) by arguing that effective socialization of employees can increase 

compliance by helping employees to adjust to the values of the new parent in a 

post-acquisition setting. 



47 

4.3 Essay III: Overcoming the dualism of enabling and coercive 

controls 

Aim of the research 

The starting point of the third essay was the recent developments in the views 

regarding management controls (MCs). The traditional view has been that the 

primary goal of MCs is achieving and securing goal congruence between 

organizational and individual goals by limiting employee deviations from pre-set 

actions, processes, or results (e.g., Merchant & van der Stede, 2007). However, 

MCs and MCSs have recently also been theorized as mechanisms that support 

employees searching for new opportunities and that encourage innovative behavior 

which is not aligned with pre-set actions if they are designed in an enabling way 

(Jørgensen & Messner, 2010; Mundy, 2010). Though recent studies have extended 

the interpretation of the role of MCs in innovative environments and, thereby, have 

overcome the mainly cybernetic understanding of MCs, they still treat MCs as a 

dualism as in the classical approach. This means that MCs are either enabling and 

support employees in their tasks or they are coercive and limit employees in their 

activities. The consequence of treating both aspects as fundamentally opposed and 

in conflict at all times and places (Jackson, 1999) is to give impetus to the real 

conflict of capitalism, i.e., that controls act as a tool for exploiting the individual, 

but simultaneously, act as a tool for undoing collaboration between actors (Adler, 

2012). However, the organization of work in the knowledge society calls for a re-

conceptualization of MCs that overcomes this dualism and allows for the 

simultaneous consideration of individual and collaborative aspects of MC. This 

study aims to explain the coexistence of enabling and coercive aspects inherent in 

any given MC by highlighting the role of the frames affecting the employee’s 

perception of MCs. 

Theoretical background 

This study builds on insights from research on frames and framing (e.g., Chreim, 

2006) to explore how organizational members deal with ambivalent perception of 

MCs. Indeed, recent literature has started to question the traditional dualistic view 

of MCs being either enabling or coercive. For example, Jordan and Messner (2012) 

show that the perception of operational managers can change over time even when 

the design characteristics of the control system remain stable. These results indicate 
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that the same system can be perceived differently despite the four design 

characteristics of enabling formalization. In a similar vein, enabling development 

processes assume that employees can participate in developing MCs and that this 

leads to enabling outcomes (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). However, in contrast to 

earlier results, Jordan and Messner (2012) show that top-down developed MCs, 

without the involvement of local actors, led to enabling perceptions in the 

beginning, as the managers did not feel coerced by the MCs. Moreover, Englund & 

Gerdin (2015) found that top management’s coercive implementation of MCs did 

not lead to a coercive perception, but actually gave impetus to the development of 

enabling MCs. 

Frames perspective attests that organizational members do not construct their 

reality from scratch at every encounter but engage frames of reference to organize 

and ascribe meaning to their ongoing experience in a social situation (Goffman, 

1986). The process of creating these frames is called “framing” and can be 

understood as a continuous social process of context construction in an unfolding 

situation (Lorino et al., 2017; Scheff, 2005; Vollmer, 2013). Managers can perform 

discursive activities and use framing tools aimed at the management of meaning in 

order to make their employees choose one particular meaning (Chreim, 2006; 

Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996). By articulating a specific version of reality through their 

framing activities, managers typically want to achieve frame alignment (Fiss & 

Zajac, 2006), meaning that individual and organizational interpretive orientations 

are congruent and complementary (Snow et al., 1986). Yet emphasizing managers’ 

discursive abilities should not marginalize the agency of organizational members 

when interacting with managers. Employees can be seen as active agents because 

organizational members do not simply adopt what is handed to them (Weick, 1995). 

In this essay, frames are used to acknowledge that employees may contest and resist 

managerial frames in some situations, may partially appropriate them, or 

completely align themselves with managerial frames in other situations (Chreim, 

2006). 

Findings 

The findings of this essay indicates that the managers of the acquiring firm engaged 

in managerial framing activities to emphasize the collective over the individual in 

order to influence employees’ perception of MCs. As a response to this the 

employees who were controlled by MCs used “frame switching” to distinguish 

between their individual and managerial frame when assessing control systems. As 
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both frames can co-exist, an employee’s assessment of the individual and 

managerial frames leads to an ambivalent perception of MCs. Therefore, it is 

argued that an interpretation based on the “[i]nterdependence of opposites in a 

both/and relationship” (Putnam et al., 2016, p. 69) would be more relevant than 

“either enabling or coercive perception” because actors can mentally deal with 

them in a way such that they are not necessarily mutually exclusive (Ashforth & 

Reingen, 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011). At the same time, the results also reveal that 

frame switching leads to what is theorized as “pragmatic appropriation” of the 

newly imposed frame, i.e., a kind of appropriation where actors perceive MCs 

simultaneously as enabling, when referring to managerial frames, and coercive, 

when referring to their individual frames. 

Conclusions  

The results of this essay contribute to the literature on enabling controls by 

highlighting that both enabling and coercive aspects are always present. By 

promoting a duality view of enabling and coercive MCs (e.g., Ahrens & Chapman, 

2004; Jordan & Messner, 2012; Jørgensen & Messner, 2009; Wouters & Wilderom, 

2008), the study highlights the situatedness of the enabling and coercive perception 

of MCs. Furthermore, and as a consequence, this research stresses that the 

perception of MCs is dynamic (e.g., Englund & Gerdin, 2015; Jordan & Messner, 

2012) because of the switching between the individual and managerial frame. Thus, 

assessment of controls is continuously re-created, and enabling and coercive 

qualities are always present. Which aspect – i.e., enabling, or coercive – is at the 

forefront or in the background of an actors’ perception depends on her/his current 

embeddedness and framing (i.e., situatedness) of it. This also provides an additional 

explanation as to why perceptions of controls may change over time although the 

control’s design is stable (Jordan & Messner, 2012). 

Finally, the essay argues that one type of perception requires some elements of 

the other. This means that enabling controls require some coercive features, and 

vice versa. For example, a MC that does not provide global transparency for all 

actors (i.e., coercive) might prevent actors from identifying options to bypass this 

MC, which could negatively influence the performance of other actors. In other 

words, the coercive design underlying a lack of global transparency actually 

enables individuals to perform their specific tasks better. This contribution not only 

highlights the relevance of a duality understanding of controls, but also adds to the 

body of knowledge on formal MCs facilitating both efficiency and flexibility (e.g., 
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Adler et al., 1999; Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Bisbe & Otley, 2004; Jørgensen & 

Messner, 2009). Indeed, the simultaneous presence of enabling and coercive 

aspects considers the relevance of collaboration for organisational value creation, 

but simultaneously takes the required limitation of personal freedom into account 

and vice versa. Finally, this research contributes to the new paradigm in 

management accounting and control research which highlights the importance of 

MC systems in facilitating organizational innovation (e.g., Bisbe & Otley, 2004; 

Carlsson-Wall et al., 2020; Davila, 2000; Ditillo, 2004; Grabner & Speckbacher, 

2016). While prior research has demonstrated the relevance of an enabling 

perception of control for supporting innovation, this study demonstrates how 

constraining the interactions of knowledge workers with their co-workers can 

encourage supportive working conditions that facilitate creativity. 
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5 Discussion and conclusion 

This section summarizes the results of the dissertation and discusses the main 

contributions in relation to the existing research. It also describes some practical 

implications of the research and concludes with some suggestions for future 

research. The main aim of this section is to point out the relevance of this 

dissertation as more than a compilation of the three original essays. The section 

connects the dots between the essays and highlights the key takeaways of what can 

be learned from this research in general. 

5.1 Summary of the key results 

The essays included in the present dissertation address many aspects of enabling 

control in the context of acquisitions. Each essay focuses particularly on the 

employees’ perception of the MCs. While Essay I investigates the role managers 

play in fostering enabling perceptions of employees towards MCs, Essay II moves 

on to look at the implications of enabling MCs in socializing new employees. In 

turn, Essay III investigates managerial and individual frames in enabling perception 

of different MCSs and proposes a duality view on enabling and coercive MCs. 

Taken together these essays paint a comprehensive picture of factors influencing 

enabling control in the context of M&A as illustrated in Figure 2. Together the 

essays stress the importance of looking at the perceptions of the organizational 

members being controlled by the MCS instead of merely looking at the point of 

view of the designer of the MCS. Furthermore, focusing more on the perception of 

employees instead of only the structural elements of the technical systems is 

stressed throughout all three essays. 
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Fig. 2. Key results of the dissertation. 

5.2 Theoretical contributions 

Each essay makes several individual contributions to accounting literature as 

outlined in chapter 4. Collectively, this dissertation contributes to the management 

accounting literature by developing the concept of enabling control further (Ahrens 

& Chapman, 2004). By looking beyond the four original features listed by Adler 

and Borys (1996) this dissertation draws our attention to the enabling perception of 

control. This research lists several new factors that influence employees’ perception 

of controls as enabling or coercive. By incorporating the concept of trust and further 

developing its relationship with enabling control, the dissertation contributes to and 

complements the earlier management accounting literature mobilizing the concept 

of enabling controls (e.g., Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Goretzki et al., 2018; Jordan 

& Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). 

The dissertation shows that the managerial intentions, development process and 

daily use of MCs each contribute to the enabling perception of MCs. It further 

demonstrates the importance of enabling control in socializing employees and 

spreading the values of the firm, which are particularly relevant to achieve following 

M&A. Enabling control systems help bring structure and resolve disputes that the 

use of mainly social controls can produce (Carlsson-Wall et al., 2019).  
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This dissertation further testifies that both the perceptions of the system and the 

managerial framing of it play a crucial role in whether an MC is perceived as either 

enabling or coercive. This means that the same MCS can be perceived as enabling or 

coercive depending on whether the employee is referring to an individual or managerial 

frame. Emphasizing the managerial frame serving the entire organization will lead to 

more positive assessments of the MCS and increase employee’s acceptance of it. This 

contribution highlights the relevance of a duality understanding of controls and adds to 

the body of knowledge on formal MCs facilitating both efficiency and flexibility (e.g., 

Adler et al., 1999; Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Bisbe & Otley, 2004; Jørgensen & 

Messner, 2009). 

5.3 Practical implications 

On a practical level, this dissertation stresses the need for organizations undergoing 

M&A to focus more on integrating people instead of systems and processes. It puts 

forward the importance of looking at the perceptions of the organizational members 

and how they are experiencing the integration of new MCSs. As it emphasizes the 

role of trust in MCS implementation, it guides organizations in building trustful 

interpersonal relationships between superiors and subordinates. 

When new control systems are being integrated in the new subsidiary, the 

situation should be seen as an opportunity for global managers to build inter-

personal relationships and offer support to local managers. Considered at the level 

of the local subsidiary, one could expect to encounter problems with new controls. 

However, rigid control systems can be seen as an opportunity for a dialogue which 

encourages interaction and enhances communication between individuals (Adler & 

Borys, 1996; Chapman & Kihn, 2009). Indeed, hierarchical interventions offer the 

global managers an opportunity to demonstrate their trustworthiness to their local 

subordinates. 

When employees experience the controls as enabling instead of coercive, they 

are more likely to avoid the negative emotions and stress associated with M&A 

integrations (Krug, 2003; Schweiger & DeNisi, 1991; Sinkovics et al., 2011). This 

can help in mitigating the typical problems occurring in M&A situations such as 

employee turnover (Bilgili et al., 2017; Cannella & Hambrick, 1993; Ranft & Lord, 

2002) and cultural conflicts (Granlund, 2003). Therefore, this dissertation strongly 

advocates shifting the focus more toward the organizational members of the 

acquired party and how they are experiencing the post-acquisition integration as a 

way to achieve the commitment and full performance of the workers. This can help 
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organizations avoid the typical mistakes of M&A integrations and help them 

prosper and thrive also in the future. 

Today’s work life is stressful and challenging for workers at it is. Dynamic 

situations such as M&A do not have to be an additional cause of stress and anxiety 

to organizational members. When carried out properly, it can be seen as an 

opportunity instead of a threat, even by the members of the acquired party. Enabling 

control systems can work as a source of inspiration which enable organizational 

members to be perform better, solve problems, and be creative. 

5.4 Conclusion 

Management control assessed as enabling by organizational members is not 

achieved by merely focusing on design features of the control systems. This 

dissertation provides several ways that employees’ enabling perceptions can be 

fostered. Enabling perceptions are important for the motivation and performance 

of the employees. 

As with any research, the studies presented in the dissertation have been subject 

to some limitations. Since the evidence presented in this research stems from a single 

case study, it is not intended to produce generalizations of a statistical nature 

(Vaivio, 2008). Importantly, it can be argued that this dissertation arrives at some 

theoretical generalizations (Lukka & Kasanen, 1995) contributing to the concept 

of enabling control (e.g., Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Englund & Gerdin, 2015; 

Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). 

The present dissertation has considered the different conceptualizations of enabling 

controls. The findings from this dissertation indicate that even rigid controls can be 

perceived as enabling by organizational members, since there are several ways to foster 

enabling perceptions (Väisänen et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, it is likely that the results of enabling perceptions of MCs are 

applicable in other MC implementations besides M&A. These results add to our 

understanding of MCs more broadly in knowledge-intensive environments where 

highly skilled workers often resent and resist implementing constraining MCs (Adler 

& Chen, 2011; Grabner & Speckbacher, 2016). Fostering enabling perceptions with 

trust-building (Long, 2018) and communicating the intentions behind the 

implementation of MCs (Christ, 2013) are likely achieve productive ends. 

Recently, following the path of Väisänen, Tessier and Järvinen (2021), enabling 

perception has gained more and more attention, and very recent research has made 

some interesting discoveries. For example, even PMSs that are used extensively for 
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control purposes by superior managers (Cäker et al., 2021) may be perceived as 

enabling. Furthermore, enabling perception of PMS has been positively associated 

with managerial performance (van der Hauwaert et al., 2021) as well as the 

perceived procedural quality of PMSs (van Veen-Dirks et al., 2021). Future 

research should continue along these lines to find more characteristics of MCs that 

can foster enabling perceptions in different contexts. Furthermore, much more 

research is needed to uncover more additional effects that enabling perceptions could 

have in employees’ behavior (cf., van der Hauwaert et al., 2021).  
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