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Preface

This thesis with the topic “Integrating Autonomy and Control: Implications of New Work
Adoption on Management Control Systems” was written by Jan Kerbach and Sarah
Baumgirtner under the supervision of Rafael Heinzelmann. It was completed from January
2024 to June 2024 to fulfil the requirements for the master’s degree in International Business

at the University of Agder, Norway.

Our interest in the topic of managerial control emerged during the Management Control
Systems course we attended as a part of our master’s program. While we had not encountered
this topic in our previous studies, we had firsthand experience with it in our professional lives,
with some companies we worked for adopting stricter controls while others implemented looser
control systems. Therefore, the question arose as to how the theoretical concepts we learned at
university could be applied in practice, particularly in regard to New Work. New Work is a
buzzword especially prevalent in Germany and describes a more flexible and autonomous way
of working that has risen in popularity since the COVID-19 pandemic, which forced many
companies to adopt remote working. Although the concept is not new, it has gained traction in
recent years, highlighting the need for research into its different aspects in the managerial
context. This relevance and topicality of the subject along with our interest in flexible working
and management control motivated us to explore it further. During the course of the thesis, we
gained valuable insights both academically and methodologically. Academically, it was
interesting to dive deeper into the topics of flexible working and management control, allowing
us to hear different perspectives and shape our own opinions. Methodologically, we learned
about qualitative research, analyzing qualitative data, and structuring a thesis to present a
common thread. In the course of this thesis, Autotekst, an Al-based tool, was used to generate
the initial transcripts of the conducted interviews (OpenAl, 2024a). Subsequently, these
transcripts were manually revised by the authors to enhance their accuracy. Additionally, GPT
UiO, an Al-based language model, was utilized for proofreading and grammatical

improvements to ensure comprehensibility and clarity (OpenAl, 2024b).

We would like to extend our sincere gratitude to our supervisor Rafael Heinzelmann, whose
timely and valuable support facilitated the development of the thesis. Furthermore, we would
like to express our great appreciation to our interview partners for sharing their insights, without

which this thesis would not have been possible.
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Abstract

This thesis investigates the impact of New Work adoption on management control systems.
New Work describes a flexible and autonomous way of working that has gained traction in
recent years after the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite entailing several advantages, flexible work
arrangements present challenges for organizations in general and organizational control in
particular. This along with the topic’s recency and popularity calls for more research that takes
a holistic look at job autonomy and management control rather than focusing on specific aspects
like remote working. To expand the existing literature, this study employs a qualitative approach
conducting six structured interviews with individuals from Norwegian startup companies and
analyzing them using the Gioia method. It demonstrates that while organizations acknowledge
the importance of balancing autonomy and control, they tend to adopt a limited and varied set
of formalized performance management approaches. This suggests that traditional control
methods may be more difficult to implement and may be perceived as coercive in the context
of New Work. Instead, findings show a shift towards employee-oriented management control
with a focus on trust as a control mechanism, establishing the foundation for an enabling
management control system that supports autonomy while still ensuring organizational control.
While the study’s focus on startups may limit generalizability, its findings can facilitate the
acceptance and implementation of job autonomy by demonstrating that autonomy and control

do not have to be mutually exclusive.
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1. Introduction

The nature of work has developed considerably over the last decades, being driven primarily
by technological advancements and changing values. In the 1980s, the philosopher Frithjof
Bergmann brought forward the so-called New Work theory, being influenced by societal and
economic conditions, especially in terms of the transition from the industrial economy towards
the knowledge-based one, and the advancements in the technology sector (Vith, 2016). Those
advancements, marked by the enhancement of IT hardware and software, digital
communication, and automation, have allowed for new opportunities and restructuring of the
workplace and processes at the time. The concept's objective was to acknowledge human needs
like the pursuit of competence, meaning, and autonomy—values Bergmann claims were not
considered by traditional capitalism (Schermuly, 2020). While the pillars of the theory are
perceived as utopian nowadays, its values provide a framework for the development of more
practical New Work theories (Véth, 2016). The empowerment theory by Spreitzer (2008) and
the New Work Charta, for instance, establish principles like autonomy, a sense of purpose,
competence, and impact, accompanied by social responsibility as crucial elements of modern
work life (Schermuly & Meifert, 2023; Vith et al., 2019). The practical relevance of these rather
hands-on theories has gained significance over time. Increasing job autonomy and more flexible
work arrangements, such as remote working, have become an important element of the working
world and traits that individuals seek when looking for a job. Furthermore, employees
increasingly seek decentralized and transparent leadership, an open feedback culture, together
with a trustful relationship between employees and managers (Schermuly & Meifert, 2023). All
the mentioned practices and preferences are something that in the past did not come to the fore
within the workplace and were not widely recognized as important, marking a shift in

preferences and dynamics.

New Work is gaining popularity as organizations increasingly recognize the benefits associated
with flexible and autonomous work practices brought by the concept (Carr & Jooss, 2023).
These include an increase in employee performance, heightened commitment, and greater work
satisfaction, as well as a decrease in turnover rates (Lewis et al., 2019). In addition, particularly
remote work arrangements allow organizations to make use of global expertise, creating a
competitive advantage (Ferreira et al., 2021). The foundations of New Work showcase

similarities with the current trends towards work-life balance and sustainable practices, not



focusing solely on profits but also the impact the organizational actions have on a wider scale.
An additional reason for the rising recognition of New Work is the generational change.
Historically, the so-called Baby Boomers constituted the majority of the workforce, embodying
values such as commitment and a willingness to work hard (Petroulas et al., 2010). Meanwhile,
a new generation, Generation Z - those born after 1995 - displays a shift in values towards
openness, trust, and flexibility, which will contribute significantly to the growing relevance of
New Work (Aggarwal et al., 2022). Even though many organizations acknowledge New Work,
a considerable number does not have a detailed plan for operationalizing this change, which
could lead to detrimental effects (Carr & Jooss, 2023). Remote working, if implemented
wrongly, can, for example, negatively impact employee motivation and identification with the
organization, leading to lower performance and higher turnover rates (Flassak et al., 2023). In
addition, coordination challenges along with struggles with time management can occur not
just in remote work settings but also in flexitime arrangements (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011;
Ferreira et al., 2021). Flexible work arrangements, characterized by an increased level of
autonomy and openness, increase the need for control systems that ensure that employees work
towards organizational goals. Likewise, self-determination is an organizational control
challenge. Employee autonomy and management control seem to be diametrically opposed,
suggesting that organizations may need to make compromises in their control systems to be

able to build a trust-based culture and grant autonomy to their employees (Lewis et al., 2019).

Based on this tension between the potential benefits of the New Work concept and the
challenges associated with its implementation, our master thesis aims to address the research
question: What implications does the adoption of New Work have for the design and use of

Management control systems?

On the one hand, New Work emphasizes employee empowerment in various aspects and offers
advantages such as increased job satisfaction or productivity. On the other hand, the practical
implementation of such practices presents a challenge, putting pressure on the redesigning of
the management control systems frameworks with the wider adoption of the New Work
practices. This research targets this challenge, and its findings are particularly relevant for the
Norwegian startup scene as the thesis works directly with inputs from multiple Norwegian
startups. The outcomes of the thesis hold significance for managers as they originate from

practical case studies and gather inputs from senior employees experienced in the subject



matter. Moreover, it identifies strategies and offers insight into how organizations integrate the

New Work practices while maintaining a level of management control.

To conclude, the research contributes to the field by providing insights into how organizations
can effectively integrate New Work practices with management control systems. The findings
are relevant for startups and other dynamic, collaborative environments where employee
empowerment is key. By exploring the balance between autonomy and control, the study offers
practical recommendations for designing management control systems that support both

organizational objectives and employee well-being.



2. Theoretical Framework

2.1 New Work

New Work has its origins in a socio-philosophical theory developed by philosopher Frithjof
Bergmann in the 1980s. Witnessing the decline of the automobile industry in the USA,
Bergmann argued that capitalism negatively affects humanity and the environment (Véth, 2016)
by neglecting human needs such as autonomy, competence, and purpose (Schermuly, 2020). He
identified wage labour in particular as the fundamental problem promoting financial and
psychological dependency, ultimately leading to dissatisfaction and fear. In response to these
observations, Bergmann established the Center of New Work with the aim of transforming
capitalism and exploring alternatives to wage labour. This resulted in the development of his
New Work theory, which is based on three pillars: the reduction of wage labour, the pursuit of
one’s professional calling, and the promotion of self-sufficiency (Vith, 2016). Bergmann
suggested limiting wage labour to two to three days a week, allowing workers to use the
remaining days to follow their vocational aspirations. In addition, he proposed a model where
individuals would autonomously produce essential goods, thereby fostering skill development
and facilitating the discovery of their professional calling. In sum, Bergmann aimed at creating
work that empowers people and helps them to live more fulfilling lives (Schermuly, 2020).
Even though this radical approach is perceived as utopian nowadays, it builds the foundation

for more pragmatic New Work theories (Vith, 2016).

Gretchen Spreitzer, for instance, expanded upon Bergmann’s idea in her empowerment theory
(Schermuly, 2020). She described two different approaches to workplace empowerment: the
social-structural and the psychological. While social-structural empowerment revolves around
the fair distribution of power, information, and resources across all levels of the organizational
chart, psychological empowerment focuses on four psychological elements that shape an
employee’s work experience, reminding of Frithjof Bergmann’s New Work theory. These
elements include meaning, which is the alignment of an employee’s role and their beliefs;
competence, reflecting an employee’s skills and capabilities; self-determination, indicating the
level of autonomy over one’s own work processes; and impact, meaning the level of influence
an individual has on work outcomes (Spreitzer, 2008). Similarly, Véth et al. (2019) established
five principles in their New Work Charta that aim to provide philosophical guidance for the

management of modern work life. These principles encompass the freedom to try out alternative
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ways of working; enhancing corporate social responsibility; establishing and fulfilling a sense
of purpose; promoting growth and learning; and implementing autonomy and self-organization
(Vith et al., 2019). What all theories have in common is their emphasis on self-determination,
competence, and a sense of purpose as the main elements of New Work. Consequently, New
Work can be defined as work characterized by a high degree of flexibility, virtualization, and
interconnectedness, accommodating evolving employee expectations regarding participation,

autonomy, and meaning (Hofmann et al., 2019).
Applying these theoretical concepts in practice, measures of New Work can be divided into
three distinct categories: organizational structure, corporate culture, and flexible work

arrangements.

Organizational Structure

New Work initiatives advocate for a re-evaluation of organizational hierarchies, including
flattened structures, decentralized operations, and increased agility, thereby democratizing
responsibility and decision-making processes (Schermuly, 2020). By fostering employee self-
organization and the creation of a participative work environment, organizations enhance
autonomy, flexibility, and learning opportunities. Potential organizational forms include a
holacracy, sociocracy, or the use of elected leaders to distribute power more equitably

(Hofmann et al., 2019).

Corporate Culture

Leadership plays a pivotal role in integrating New Work practices. Leaders should embody
transparency, transformation, and empowerment, and inform, coach, and develop their team.
They should serve as role models and empower employees to take on responsible tasks while
reducing excessive control measures (Schermuly & Meifert, 2023; Spreitzer, 2008). Open task
feedback further promotes employee competence and autonomy (Spreitzer, 2008). Central to
this is the cultivation of trust in the manager-employee relationship, as New Work prioritizes
trust over control (Hofmann et al., 2019). Corporate culture also influences employees’ sense
of meaning, a cornerstone of New Work, by incorporating environmental, social, and economic
goals in the organization’s purpose (Handelsblatt Research Institute, 2021). Moreover, job tasks
should inherently possess meaning and be aligned with the organization’s and employee’s

values (Hofmann et al., 2019; Schermuly, 2020).



Flexible Work Arrangements

Flexible work arrangements are an integral part of New Work, including working time
autonomy, workplace autonomy, task autonomy, and flexible forms of employment (Aroles et
al., 2019; Handelsblatt Research Institute, 2021; Hofmann et al., 2019). Working time
autonomy describes the flexibilization of schedules, incorporating practices such as trust-based
hours, flexitime, and alternative work arrangements like part-time or shorter work weeks
(Hofmann et al., 2019). Workplace autonomy is characterized by a decentralization of work
(Handelsblatt Research Institute, 2021), enabling employees to work from home or remotely
from anywhere (Hofmann et al., 2019; Schermuly & Meifert, 2023). Additionally, flexible
employment models like zero-hour contracts or freelancing (Aroles et al., 2019), along with
flexible work structures like job sharing or job rotation, are fundamental principles of New

Work (Handelsblatt Research Institute, 2021).

To facilitate an in-depth analysis, this thesis focuses on the aspect of job autonomy in the context
of New Work, encompassing concepts such as working time autonomy, workplace autonomy,
and task autonomy, because according to Hofmann et al. (2019), these aspects of New Work

are most prominent in contemporary work environments.

The popularity gain of job autonomy stems from a variety of reasons. For once, organizations
are increasingly recognizing the benefits of flexible and autonomous working arrangements
(Carr & Jooss, 2023). Job autonomy is positively related to reduced job stress (Kubicek et al.,
2017; Lewis et al., 2019; Spreitzer, 2008) and fosters better compatibility of work and family
life (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2021; Kubicek et al., 2017; ter Hoeven &
Zoonen, 2015). Moreover, autonomous work environments can promote employees’ skill and
knowledge acquisition, stimulating personal growth (Kubicek et al., 2017; Lewis et al., 2019).
Ultimately, this leads to increased job satisfaction and improved mental and physical health
while mitigating the risk of burnout (Ferreira et al., 2021; Kubicek et al., 2017). These
employee-related benefits positively affect the organization as well. Employees with greater
autonomy regarding when, where, and how to work display higher levels of motivation,
contributing to increased productivity and performance (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Ferreira
et al., 2021; Lewis et al., 2019; Spreitzer, 2008), as well as enhanced customer satisfaction.
Likewise, they demonstrate heightened loyalty and commitment, which results in reduced

absenteeism and turnover rates. In addition, the implementation of job autonomy serves as an



incentive for attracting, recruiting, and retaining employees (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011),

making use of global expertise, and creating a competitive advantage (Ferreira et al., 2021).

Another factor for the increasing popularity of job autonomy is the generational shift that is
taking place within the workforce. In the last few decades, baby boomers have constituted the
majority of the labour market. Characterized as career-oriented and loyal (Barhate & Dirani,
2022), they believe that sacrifice and hard work are necessary for success (Petroulas et al., 2010;
Tolbize, 2008). Furthermore, Baby Boomers are described as process- rather than result-
oriented and obedient to authority. However, younger generations with different values are
beginning to take over. Their emphasis lies on flexibility, independence, and the achievement
of a work-life balance. In contrast to previous generations, they are less loyal and more result-
oriented, appreciate open feedback, and do not feel intimidated by authority figures (Tolbize,
2008). Especially the latest generation entering the workforce, Generation Z, expects job
flexibility and freedom to be able to concentrate on their personal lives (Barhate & Dirani,

2022). Consequently, organizations need to adapt to changing expectations (Aggarwal et al.,

2022).

Besides that, the COVID-19 pandemic, urging organizations to change their work patterns,
contributed significantly to the rise of flexible work arrangements (Carr & Jooss, 2023).
Statistics from the European Union, for example, reveal a significant increase in remote work,
with the percentage of people working from home increasing from approximately 5.5% in 2019

to 13.5% in 2021 (Eurostat, 2022).

With the rising popularity of flexible and autonomous working arrangements, however, more
and more downsides become apparent. Employees working autonomously often report a higher
workload and an intensification of their work efforts (ter Hoeven & Zoonen, 2015). This can
lead to time management problems and the inability to disengage from work (Downes &
Koekemoer, 2011), negatively impacting the employee’s personal life. Moreover, job autonomy
imposes challenges on work relationships, making workers feel isolated from their colleagues
and detached from the organization, ultimately lowering motivation and engagement levels and
decreasing performance and productivity (Ferreira et al., 2021). Additionally, flexible work
arrangements can cause communication and coordination problems with both colleagues and
clients, as well as impose challenges on training and monitoring processes (Downes &

Koekemoer, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2021).



2.2 Management Control Systems

The concept of management control systems has evolved significantly since its inception at the
beginning of the 20th century (Barros & Ferreira, 2019; Hared et al., 2013). Henri Fayol is
credited with first associating controls with the management field in 1916 in France (Dunlevy,
1965). However, it was not until 1965 that Anthony coined the definition of management
control, primarily focusing on the usage of resources and their application to achieve
organizational goals (Carenys, 2013; Hared et al., 2013; Otley et al., 1995; Simons, 1990). As
industry and technological advancements progressed, so did management control systems.
Kaplan (1992) and Otley (1994) proposed that the earlier developed controls were applicable
to large-scale manufacturing organizations and thus should be reassessed to address current
challenges. In 1994, Otley argued that the traditionally understood management control systems
had become narrow due to changes in organizational structures (Otley, 1994). Today,
management control systems play an important role in organizations by indicating whether
performance aligns with strategic goals (Brand, 2013). As the landscape of management control
systems evolved alongside organizational structures and technological advancements, the need

for an updated framework became prevalent.

Recognizing the added value of the management control systems on organizational
performance, scholars have made efforts to map and structuralize the framework. One such
concept has been introduced by Malmi and Brown (2008), who proposed a comprehensive
framework of controls and categorized them into five areas: cultural, planning, cybernetic,
reward and compensation, and administrative controls. Nonetheless, as the authors stress, the
idea of the framework is not to view those categories as separate units, but rather as an
interconnected package. Malmi and Brown (2008, p. 290) claim that management control
systems are designed to ensure the employees' actions are “consistent with the organization's
objectives and strategies”. The concept was selected due to its multifaceted nature as it
“synthesized the empirical results of the last four decades” (Hared et al., 2013, p. 4), and
encompasses various control types. Today, this framework is considered to be among the most

universal and encompassing ones (Hared et al., 2013).
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Figure 1: Typology of Management Control Systems as a Package (Malmi & Brown, 2008, p. 291)

The following section will delve into the specifics of each control type as defined by Malmi

and Brown (2008) in their work.

Cultural Controls

Cultural norms are characterized by collective and shared values and beliefs that shape the way
employees within an organization act. This alignment ensures that employees' actions are in
line with the organizational objectives (Flamholtz, 1983). The cultural controls are viewed as
essential in relation to other types of control as they directly support and are a basis for other
controls (Malmi & Brown, 2008). A challenge in the context of the startup scene is maintaining

the defined culture as the startup expands and grows from its original size (Denison, 1990).

Planning Controls

The authors state this form of control refers to future events more than the role of determining
the path an organization should take, as well as activities that will allow it to reach its strategic
objectives. It also serves a motivational aspect as it facilitates a sense of commitment to these
activities. Through establishing goals, organizations are able to guide employees' actions. The
authors distinguish between two main approaches to planning, dividing it into action planning,
which are short-term objectives and activities enduring up to 12 months, and long-range
planning, goals of medium to long term range. According to the authors and their mapping of
the controls within the package, planning controls serve as a baseline for cybernetic controls.
Planning controls, in terms of New Work, are advocated to be inclusive and agile (Malmi &

Brown, 2008; Rigby et al., 2016).



Cybernetic Controls

The result controls, also known as output controls, are designed to make employees responsible
for their performance at the workplace. The application of cybernetic controls is underpinned
by being able to quantify individual or group performance in order to assess organizational
goals. This is dependent and closely tied to the controllability principle, drawing on the premise
that individuals should be able to influence what is being asked of them. An employee should
not be reprimanded for what is beyond their control. Similarly, in the case of companies, its
performance should generally be taken into account in the event of extremely negative market
and economic conditions. Cybernetic controls can be measured in different ways. It can be, for
instance, measured through customer satisfaction measures, budgeting, financial measures (e.g.
profit measures), non-financial measures (e.g. on-time delivery), and hybrids (e.g. Balanced

Scorecard) (Malmi & Brown, 2008).

Reward and Compensation Controls

When composing the reward and compensation controls section, the authors drew particularly
from the work of Bonner and Sprinkle (2002) titled “The Effects of Monetary Incentives on
Effort and Task Performance”. The authors see the added value of this category mainly in the
enhancement of motivation and performance, as well as the possibility of influencing employee
efforts. Similarly to cultural controls, the reward and compensation package and incentivization
element can motivate the employees to align their actions with the organizational goals (Bonner

& Sprinkle, 2002; Malmi & Brown, 2008).

Administrative Controls

The authors distinguish between three types of administrative controls: organization design and
structure, governance structures within the firm, and procedures and policies. This type of
control aims to coordinate employee behaviour within the organization, monitor it, and establish
a common ground in regard to certain processes. A practical example of this control is the
organization's structure and design, or procedures and policies. This definition reveals that
administrative controls can be perceived as standards in the form of formal arrangements,
serving a purpose of the technical aspects of administrative controls. Alternatively, there is also
an accompanying aspect of administrative control, which encompasses a conceptual dimension,
reflecting employees' mindset and perspectives toward the established controls, playing a

significant role in adherence to this type of control (Malmi & Brown, 2008).
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Otley (1994) conducted a study suggesting the structure of organizations is changing together
with the management control systems in place, and despite them still being necessary, they are
evolving and differ from the ones used in the past. The author continues and proposes an
empirical study to be conducted to bring light to the changes happening in this matter. Although
the study is relatively old, the rationale of changing organizations is still valid today, supported
by Barros and Ferreira (2019) who take into consideration the aspect of innovation and also

propose further research through a qualitative approach.

This work does not expand on the theoretical concept proposed by Malmi and Brown but rather
utilizes it as a concept and structure in exploring how the Norwegian startup ecosystem applies
New Work practices in contemporary settings. Thereby, it enhances the theoretical
understanding and, based on the outcomes of the study, proposes practical implications for
managers and organizations in terms of the design and implementation of management control

systems in connection to New Work practices.

3. Literature Review

Traditionally, management control in organizations has been primarily implemented through a
top-down system where workers adhered to what had been prescribed by their supervisors
(Alvesson & Kérreman, 2004; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013). Based on their presence and
visibility in the workplace, employees’ actions were easily observable and guidable (Felstead
et al., 2003). There was significant emphasis on organizational hierarchy, resulting in clear goal
setting, formal face-to-face feedback, and extrinsic, individual performance rewards like

bonuses, promotions, or public recognition (Petroulas et al., 2010).

Today’s flexible and autonomous working world however imposes challenges on the traditional
way of exercising management control. For one thing, flexible working arrangements remove
employees from physical workspaces and therefore present obstacles to visibility and presence.
The lack of visibility undermines managers’ ability to directly observe and communicate with
their staff and thereby guide and monitor their actions, whereas reduced presence challenges an
organization’s cultural controls. Socialization practices like face-to-face meetings and informal
gatherings are no longer available (Flassak et al., 2023; Noto et al., 2023), diminishing the

possibility for team integration, cultural reproduction, and peer surveillance (Bispe &
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Sivabalan, 2017; Felstead et al., 2003; Flassak et al., 2023). In addition, informal learning, trust
development (Kurland & Cooper, 2002), and the feeling of recognition (Newman & Ford, 2021)
are impeded. For another thing, autonomy and control are generally viewed as being
diametrically related, meaning that the more control an organization applies, the less job
discretion is possible, because management control tends to be perceived as coercive, rigid, and

restrictive (Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Langfred & Rockmann, 2016; Lewis et al., 2019).

Nevertheless, due to the downsides of job autonomy outlined in Section 2.1, the need for
effective management control systems is even more important for organizations embracing New
Work principles. As Simons (1995b, p. 163) notes: “...empowerment requires greater
control... ", highlighting the necessity for supervisors to grant job discretion to workers while
at the same time coordinating their efforts and ensuring that they act in line with the
organization’s objectives (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Langfred &
Rockmann, 2016; Lewis et al., 2019). To be able to give up control without losing it, managers
have to redesign and adapt their existing control systems. By using a combination of
management control methods, organizations can either maintain the presence and visibility of
their employees despite their flexible work arrangements, or they can make presence and
visibility as pillars for management control redundant (Felstead et al., 2003). Leaders can create
a structure that supports and holds employees accountable while simultaneously providing a
framework within which autonomy can be exercised. Thereby, control and self-determination

can co-exist and be optimized by effective management (Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013).

Still, research on this topic is limited. Despite the growing popularity of New Work, the majority
of studies in the field of management control focus on traditional, formal settings or concentrate
on specific aspects of job autonomy, predominantly remote work (Downes et al., 2023). It is,
however, crucial to examine the topic of job autonomy holistically to be able to offer guidelines
for organizations that want to operationalize the transition toward novel work arrangements
(Carr & Jooss, 2023). In the following section, existing management control literature is used
to map how control systems provide both direction and boundaries to employees, while at the
same time facilitating the adoption of job autonomy. In addition, this review serves as the
foundation for the empirical part of this thesis. Recognizing the need for combining various
control mechanisms to effectively manage autonomous workers, the subsequent section draws
upon the management control systems package proposed by Malmi and Brown (2008), which

has been described in detail in Part 2.2.
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Cybernetic Controls

When adopting job autonomy, a special emphasis is placed on result controls (Carr & Jooss,
2023). This means that the focus shifts from evaluating inputs such as hours worked, processes,
behaviours, and outputs to measuring the achievement of targets (Downes et al., 2023; Felstead
et al., 2003; Groen et al., 2018; Noto et al., 2023; Pianese et al., 2023). Thereby, employees are
controlled indirectly (Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013). The emphasis on outcomes is especially
suitable for implementing New Work as the opportunity for direct observation of behaviour is
limited while monitoring outcomes remains possible. By holding employees accountable for
results rather than processes, a high level of control can be maintained despite the loss of
visibility and presence (Groen et al., 2018). What is more, result controls afford flexibility and
autonomy to workers by allowing them to independently determine how they achieve specified
performance goals while still providing them with direction and feedback (Lewis et al., 2019;
Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999). At the same time, supervisors can assess whether important

organizational objectives have been accomplished (Speklé et al., 2014).

To be able to focus on outcomes, the creation of agreed-upon short- to medium-term objectives
is critical. Following the SMART method, goals should be “specific, measurable, actionable,
realistic and time-limited” (Newman & Ford, 2021, p. 3). Examples of performance targets
include levels of customer satisfaction, sales or profit goals (Downes et al., 2023) as well as
participation rates in meetings (Felstead et al., 2003). Another model that can be used to
establish a wide variety of organizational and employee metrics is Kaplan and Norton’s
Balanced Scorecard (Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Malhotra et al., 2007). The Balanced
Scorecard contributes to goal setting within a flexible environment by evaluating both financial
as well as non-financial performance indicators across four dimensions - financials, customers,
internal processes, and learning and growth - derived from the organization’s strategy. This
approach leads to a common understanding of objectives and expectations, consequently
aligning employees’ autonomous efforts with the strategic direction of the company (Kaplan &

Norton, 1996).

In addition to facilitating goal setting, the Balanced Scorecard is understood as a valuable tool
for monitoring and feedback purposes. It provides a balanced view of performance and
therefore constitutes a fair framework for evaluating employees, monitoring deviations, and
implementing corrective action (Kaplan & Norton, 1996). Flexible work arrangements, in

particular, require more frequent, timely, and informal feedback compared to traditional settings

13



to ensure continuous oversight (Carr & Jooss, 2023). This can entail regular review meetings
(Newman & Ford, 2021), evaluation of self-reports (Noto et al., 2023), and performance
measurement tools like cost management systems (Mundy, 2010). Moreover, work outcomes
can be monitored using project management software, enabling employees to record completed
tasks, and making their results visible to managers as well as team members (Bispe &

Sivabalan, 2017; Malhotra et al., 2007).

However, there is a consensus in the literature that a pure reliance on outcomes in an
autonomous work environment is not sufficient. Firstly, there is the risk of employees
manipulating the data used to report their results (Downes et al., 2023; Simons, 1995a).
Secondly, outcome controls tend to be short-term focused and can hinder workers’ skill
development and professional growth. Shifting the focus away from inputs can hamper
learning, a process that is already challenged by flexible working arrangements (Kurland &
Cooper, 2002). Therefore, cybernetic controls should be reinforced by cultural controls (Carr
& Jooss, 2023; Downes et al., 2023), which support social interaction and build the trust

necessary for implementing result controls (Noto et al., 2023).

Cultural Controls

Cultural controls play a vital role in disseminating corporate values, general principles, and
beliefs within an organization. This fosters the alignment of employees’ goals with
organizational objectives, ensuring that workers identify with the organization and exhibit
desired behaviour (Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007; Newman & Ford, 2021; Zhang et al.,
2007). Furthermore, belief and value systems serve as inspiration and guidelines for employees
(Heinicke et al., 2016; Mundy, 2010). Therefore, it is especially important to use cultural
controls when implementing job autonomy and flexible work arrangements because a strong
corporate culture can mitigate the disadvantages arising from the difficulty of directly observing
workers and the limitations associated with relying mainly on result controls (Downes et al.,
2023; Zhang et al., 2007), fostering employees’ willingness to behave in accordance with
organizational objectives despite the lack of direct control (Pianese et al., 2023). In addition,
cultural controls allow for an enhanced level of flexibility and autonomy, because instead of
prescribing specific behaviours, they afford employees the freedom to determine their actions
independently, as long as they are consistent with the organizational values and beliefs

(Heinicke et al., 2016).
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However, the adoption of New Work also imposes challenges on traditional cultural controls.
Due to the lack of physical visibility and proximity in flexible work arrangements, several forms
of cultural control, such as socialization, face-to-face meetings, peer control, or informal
communication and learning are becoming less practicable. Therefore, it becomes necessary to

modify an organization’s cultural controls (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Noto et al., 2023).

To foster the alignment between employee goals and organizational objectives in flexible work
environments, establishing and communicating an organization’s vision, values, and beliefs is
crucial. This can be achieved by consistently reminding workers about the values during
meetings and presentations or by using visual cues like displaying the vision statement as
wallpaper on corporate computers or featuring it on the front page of documents (Bispe &
Sivabalan, 2017; Newman & Ford, 2021). Besides serving as guiding principles, organizational
values can also form the basis for setting outcome targets and measuring the performance of
cybernetic controls (Mundy, 2010). Alongside the establishment of organization-wide values
and beliefs, the formulation of group norms within teams can promote peer control, a horizontal
control mechanism where workers in a team control each other based on their contribution to
the team’s objectives (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017; Lewis et al., 2019). Internalizing an
organization’s vision and values can also facilitate workers’ self-control, enabling them to set
their own goals and monitor their progress to some extent (Pianese et al., 2023; Zhang et al.,

2007).

Besides continuously communicating the belief and value system, it is crucial to recruit workers
who share the same values and goals with the organization from the beginning (Heinicke et al.,
2016; Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999). Moreover, recruiters should look for employees who possess
key characteristics like responsibility, experience, maturity, and strong communication skills to
ensure that they are capable of working autonomously (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Downes
et al., 2023; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Kurland & Cooper, 2002). What is more, hiring a so-
called team integrator, a manager who fosters interpersonal relationships within the
organization and ensures that the organization and employees share a congruent understanding,
can aid in implementing cultural controls (Noto et al., 2023). By selecting employees who are
not only skilled but also fit culturally, organizations can build a solid foundation for a flexible
and autonomous work environment. To further develop a shared culture and common language
and values, it is essential to arrange continuous employee training (Metallo et al., 2022). As

suggested by Newman and Ford (2021), learning modules should be made available on demand
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to accommodate job flexibility. Training content can cover a variety of topics, including
professional skills such as executive training or guidance on working autonomously, as well as
personal skills like stress management. What is more, training and education can foster
employee’s understanding of expectations and organizational goals, contributing to aligned

decision-making (Johnson, 2004; Kurland & Cooper, 2002; Newman & Ford, 2021).

The second main role of cultural controls in the context of New Work is concerned with
improving organizational identification through socialization because working autonomously
outside the traditional office environment can lead to feelings of isolation and lower team
cohesion (Noto et al., 2023). To counteract these challenges, it is crucial to arrange regular
virtual meetings that cover both job-related as well as personal topics. For instance, at the
beginning of the meeting, each employee can tell a personal anecdote to reconnect with other
team members (Malhotra et al., 2007). To further build connections with other employees,
virtual socialization events like virtual after-work gatherings or team-building activities can be

organized (Noto et al., 2023; Pianese et al., 2023).

Aside from relationship-building between employees, a supportive, trust-based, and empathetic
relationship between manager and subordinate plays a crucial role in promoting organizational
identification as well. Open, clear, and timely communication is especially critical when
nonverbal and informal interactions are limited. Actively listening to workers and
understanding their personalities is equally important (Newman & Ford, 2021). Additionally,
leaders are required to adopt the role of coaches and team integrators, balancing job-focused
instructions on the one hand with informal communication on the other hand to reduce distance
and boost morale (Noto et al., 2023; Pianese et al., 2023). According to Pianese et al. (2023), a
leadership style particularly suitable for New Work integration is transformational leadership,
an approach focused on encouragement, inspiration, values, and visions. Transformational
leadership has the potential to enhance employee motivation and engagement, ultimately

leading to improved performance (Pianese et al., 2023).

Role of Trust

By fostering relationship-building, promoting a sense of belonging, and ensuring alignment,
the cultural control mechanisms outlined above significantly contribute to the development of
trust between managers and subordinates (Noto et al., 2023). Trust, as defined by Bispe and

Sivabalan (2017, p. 14), is “...a psychological state comprising the intention or willingness of
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a person to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behaviour
of another person and stemming from assessments of that person’s trustworthiness, irrespective
of the ability to monitor that other person”. This implies that managers have confidence in their
employees’ ability to make decisions and exhibit behaviour in accordance with organizational
goals, based on their belief in the employees’ competence, reliability, and alignment with the
values of the organization (Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999). Due to the lack of direct observation in
a flexible work environment, trust is considered a key lever of control by many scholars that
promotes autonomy and performance (Felstead et al., 2003; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Noto
etal., 2023; Pianese et al., 2023; Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999). It increases employee commitment,
motivation, and compliance by improving the manager-subordinate relationship (Bispe &
Sivabalan, 2017), thereby reducing the manager’s risk associated with granting autonomy to
employees (Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999). Still, developing trust in flexible settings is challenging,
because traditionally, trust has been built based on face-to-face interactions facilitated by
presence and visibility. Flexible work arrangements therefore often lead to a lack of references
on which trust can be based (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017). For this reason, it is crucial to adopt
cultural controls when implementing New Work practices to foster socialization and an
alignment of employee objectives and organizational objectives, which in turn cultivates trust

as a control mechanism.

However, there is disagreement within the literature regarding whether trust can be conceived
as a substitute or complement to management control. The substitution perspective argues that
an inverse relationship between trust and control exists, implying that the higher the level of
trust, the lower the need for formal controls, because trust acts as a control mechanism,
increasing the predictability of future behaviour (Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007; Gilbert &
Sutherland, 2013; Long & Sitkin, 2006; Noto et al., 2023). Some scholars even argue that
control and trust are mutually exclusive because the employment of formal control mechanisms
like observation and prescribed rules indicates opportunistic behaviour and mistrust. In contrast,
the complementary perspective assumes that trust is a form of control and that the two concepts
are mutually reinforcing, both contributing to organizational performance. Certain controls,
such as outcome targets or shared beliefs, have the ability to build and strengthen trust by
establishing a common understanding and a performance record that can be used as a foundation
for the assessment of an employee’s trustworthiness (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017; Costa &
Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007; Felstead et al., 2003; Long & Sitkin, 2006). Furthermore, relying

solely on trust as a control mechanism is risky because it leaves organizations vulnerable to
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betrayal and disappointment (Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007). In addition, trust is a fragile
construct that takes time to develop and can easily be destroyed. Therefore, it is recommended
that organizations combine trust with other forms of management control to improve

effectiveness and ensure goal achievement (Long & Sitkin, 2006; Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999).

To effectively adopt cultural control mechanisms in a flexible setting characterized by limited
visibility and presence, the use of administrative controls becomes essential. Administrative
controls, such as communication and collaboration technology, along with standardized
procedures, facilitate virtual socialization, strengthen organizational culture and employee
identification, and provide the infrastructure necessary for implementing cultural controls (Noto

et al., 2023; Pianese et al., 2023).

Administrative Controls

Implementing New Work in the form of job autonomy requires a heightened focus on formal
communication and interaction to aid information sharing, coordination, and support for
workers because the lack of visibility and presence makes informal information exchange, such
as conversations in the office hallways, impractical (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Noto et al., 2023;
Pianese et al., 2023). This can be achieved through virtual meetings, allowing managers to
participate in their subordinates’ decision-making processes, stay informed about opportunities
and threats, and openly discuss problems (Mundy, 2010; Simons, 1995a). The objectives of
these virtual meetings include the communication of goals and performance feedback based on
established result controls (Newman & Ford, 2021) along with the alignment and motivation of
employees (Malhotra et al., 2007). Furthermore, meetings constitute a valuable opportunity for
fostering team spirit and socialization, supporting the enablement of cultural controls (Felstead
etal.,2003; Noto et al., 2023). Having a well-defined agenda as well as sharing meeting minutes
and key takeaways afterwards keep the meetings concise while at the same time providing
crucial information to employees who might not have been able to attend (Malhotra et al.,
2007). Increasing the frequency of virtual meetings can further counterbalance limited
interaction opportunities and help maintain regular communication. However, it is important to
organize meetings at times that are convenient for employees. This ensures that they can

participate while accommodating their flexible schedules (Newman & Ford, 2021).

The use of information and communications technology (ICT) plays a crucial role in enabling

the implementation of regular virtual meetings and helps to exercise management control
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remotely (Aroles et al., 2019; Carr & Jooss, 2023). Video call and instant messaging platforms
facilitate communication and information exchange, while applications like cloud services or
project management software support collaboration within a flexible work environment
(Newman & Ford, 2021; Noto et al., 2023). These tools help to manage work tasks, track project
progress, and get an overview of employee availability (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017; Downes &
Koekemoer, 2011). Additionally, technology can assist in the implementation of cultural
controls, because electronic communication helps to maintain contact with coworkers,
promoting a sense of connection, and organizational belonging, and fostering engagement
(Felstead et al., 2003; Pianese et al., 2023). Besides the social aspects, ICT facilitates employee
monitoring. Electronic Performance Monitoring systems can track digital activities and
computer usage, including login times, availability, or time spent on specific applications (Bispe
& Sivabalan, 2017; Felstead et al., 2003). Even software originally designed for purposes other
than management control, such as Customer Relationship Management platforms, can be
repurposed to monitor activities and measure productivity and task progress toward objectives
(Aroles et al., 2019; Felstead et al., 2003; Pianese et al., 2023). Furthermore, technology enables
the monitoring of employee communication and attitude. Due to the difficulty of monitoring
behaviour directly, communication logs provide insights into work activities, individual and
team morale, and mood. Understanding employee attitudes is crucial for interpreting
performance-related issues and job satisfaction (Downes et al., 2023). Overall, the integration
of ICT not only facilitates remote working but also enhances management control in flexible

work settings.

Another important administrative control involves the implementation of policies and
procedures that prescribe behaviour and thereby align the goals of employees with those of the
organization (Pianese et al., 2023). This is especially suitable in settings where direct
observation of employee behaviour is difficult (Flassak et al., 2023). There is, however, a
dissonance in the literature regarding the effectiveness of standard operating procedures in
autonomous work environments. Standardization implies the definition of specific behaviours
that employees should exhibit to achieve desired organizational outcomes. To specify these
behaviours, managers must understand the relationship between actions and results. The
behaviour itself or indicators that this behaviour has occurred can then be monitored and
assessed (Downes et al., 2023; Groen et al., 2018; Kurland & Cooper, 2002). Examples of
standardization include communication rules, for example about response time and meeting

participation, the formalization of tasks and roles, or behavioural norms (Kurland & Cooper,
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2002; Lewis et al., 2019; Newman & Ford, 2021). A large majority of scholars agree that
standardization is necessary in flexible settings. For one thing, standard procedures clarify
expectations. When employees know what is expected from them, they can act accordingly,
which increases managerial trust (Malhotra et al., 2007; Newman & Ford, 2021). Additionally,
policies act as guidelines that support employee decision-making, provide targets and structure
(Herbert, 2009; Langfred & Rockmann, 2016; Mundy, 2010; Newman & Ford, 2021; Pianese
et al., 2023; Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999), and reduce the need for frequent meetings (Flassak et
al., 2023). For another thing, formalized rules promote employee alignment by establishing
shared values, objectives, and a vision. In sum, standardization can lead to higher performance
(Pianese et al., 2023) and enable employees to self-control by providing guidance (Zhang et al.,
2007).

Some researchers, however, argue that excessive formalization restricts flexibility and should
therefore be reduced. Nevertheless, they also recognize the necessity of establishing boundaries
that limit and guide behaviour (Groen et al., 2018; Simons, 1995a, 1995b). To balance this need
for guidance with maintaining employee autonomy, they suggest developing guidelines that
clearly define limits and forbidden behaviours, instead of prescribing permitted behaviour in
standard operating procedures (Simons, 1995a, 1995b; Speklé et al., 2014). According to

‘“

Herbert (2009, p. 239), this means that organizations should transition “...from a position
whereby everything is forbidden unless permitted...to a more professional and supportive
environment whereby everything is permitted unless forbidden...”. This approach grants
workers the freedom to act autonomously without close, direct supervision, but within certain
boundaries (Heinicke et al., 2016). A policy suitable for this approach is, for example, a code
of conduct that prohibits behaviours like accepting bribes or disclosing confidential information

(Simons, 1995a).

While there is consensus in the literature regarding the benefits of administrative controls in
controlling autonomous workers to a certain extent, it is apparent that a strong reliance on these
mechanisms can create tensions with cybernetic and cultural controls. The implementation of
policies and rules like regular mandatory meetings with cameras turned on or strict behavioural
constraints can reduce the perceived sense of independence and flexibility established by
outcome controls and communicated by the organization’s culture (Noto et al., 2023). As stated
by Noto et al. (2023), it is therefore recommendable to prioritize the facilitation of socialization

and communication when introducing administrative controls in the context of New Work.
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Planning Controls

Closely linked to administrative controls are planning controls. Plans and budgets are
particularly important in flexible settings because they communicate the organization’s mission,
establish priorities, and provide guidance to employees while at the same time allowing them
autonomy in how to achieve the organization’s objectives. Offering clarity and direction,
strategic plans reduce uncertainty and thereby improve decision-making and employee
judgment. By translating the plans into measurable targets that can be used in the context of
result controls, the organization’s strategy is linked to distinct goals, making it more tangible
and actionable (Mundy, 2010). Moreover, planning controls contribute to fostering motivation.
Particularly financial forecasts depicting anticipated financial results can serve as a source of
excitement, confidence, and engagement for employees, helping to compensate for any
potential negative implications of autonomous working on employee motivation (Bispe &

Sivabalan, 2017).

The introduction of ICT as an administrative control can significantly support planning
processes within organizations. By providing a mutual platform for planning project agendas,
aligning work tasks, setting deadlines (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017), and sharing work schedules
(Downes & Koekemoer, 2011), ICT supports coordination, communication, and knowledge
integration among team members while facilitating the monitoring of projects and allowing the

adjustment of plans if necessary (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017).

Furthermore, to address the challenge of limited direct observability in flexible work
environments, managers should actively involve workers in the strategic planning process. By
doing so, employees not only receive direction and familiarity with organizational goals but
also feel engaged in the organization’s decision-making, resulting in higher motivation (Flassak
et al., 2023). What is more, planning participation can reduce knowledge gaps that may arise
from working outside the traditional office setting and are caused by the lack of informal face-
to-face communication with superiors and colleagues (Mundy, 2010). Budgetary participation
is equally beneficial. Involving employees in the budget-setting process results in the creation
of more realistic budgets that are adequate for the task requirements because employees can
incorporate their experiences and insights. This fosters an understanding of and commitment to
both the budget and the organization in general, ultimately enhancing motivation and

performance (Nouri & Parker, 1998).
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However, the literature on planning controls in the context of flexible and autonomous work
arrangements is much more limited compared to research on the use of cybernetic, cultural, and
administrative controls. This suggests that planning controls may not be perceived as essential

for the implementation of New Work as other control mechanisms.

Reward and Compensation Controls

Likewise, it becomes apparent from the literature that reward and compensation systems have
not received extensive attention in the context of New Work, despite their potential to align the
interests of both the organization and employees by linking employee success to organizational
success (Heinicke et al., 2016; Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999). For flexible work environments, the
literature suggests that performance-based rewards and compensation, grounded in the targets
established through cybernetic controls, are particularly suitable. These systems establish a
direct connection between reward and effort, thus having a positive influence on motivation
and performance (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Johnson, 2004).
Besides serving as a means of control, performance-based pay and rewards possess, similar to
result controls, an informational effect that directs workers’ actions while allowing them the
freedom to determine how they achieve performance goals. At the same time, this compensation

structure represents a feedback system for employee performance (Balkin et al., 2015).

However, performance-based compensation and rewards can be perceived as controlling,
particularly when targets are overly challenging or narrowly defined, leading to an external
locus of control (Balkin et al., 2015). What is more, it may encourage employees to focus solely
on achieving performance outcomes, potentially resulting in inferior decision-making or
satisficing (Mundy, 2010). To ensure that performance-based compensation and reward
schemes support employee autonomy, it is essential to balance the informational aspect with
the controlling element. For one thing, not determining the details of remuneration, such as its
form or amount, beforehand but rather basing it on actual performance attained can reduce the
focus on pay. For another thing, letting employees self-direct the timing and amount of their
rewards, for example by offering skill-based rewards earned after achieving specific
competencies, enhances autonomy by giving employees a sense of control over their pay.
Generalizing performance goals by providing outcome ranges or comparative targets also
fosters autonomy, allowing employees flexibility in how they perform the task. Additionally,
incorporating small but frequent rewards for good performance reinforces positive behaviour

and strengthens the informational and feedback aspects of the compensation systems while
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decreasing the feeling of control (Balkin et al., 2015). Besides basing incentives solely on the
achievement of results, Heinicke et al. (2016) suggest that reward systems can also take into
account the extent to which an employee acts in conformity with the organization’s values.
Similarly, Zhang et al. (2007) propose that rewarding autonomy and self-control creates a more

holistic approach to performance-based pay and rewards.

Adapting incentive systems to offer a variety of both monetary and non-monetary rewards
promotes autonomy as well. Flexible reward systems that incorporate incentives such as
monetary bonuses, promotions, sabbaticals, additional vacation time, or training opportunities
enable employees to choose rewards that align with their individual preferences and needs
(Johnson, 2004; Petroulas et al., 2010; Stone & Deadrick, 2015). In addition, providing social
rewards like appreciation and recognition, for example in the form of praise during a meeting,
is crucial as well because it reinforces positive behaviour and promotes the relationship between
manager and employee. This is particularly important in flexible work settings where
employees may struggle with organizational identification, commitment, and a potential sense

of not feeling seen (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Metallo et al., 2022; Newman & Ford, 2021).

To summarize, management control systems play a vital role in the adoption of New Work by
providing guidance and monitoring performance while at the same time establishing a
foundation for autonomy and flexibility (Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Lewis et al., 2019;
Simons, 1995b; Speklé et al., 2014). This is achieved, as suggested by Malmi and Brown
(2008), through a combination of various control mechanisms into a management control
package (Downes et al., 2023; Heinicke et al., 2016; Pianese et al., 2023). Cybernetic controls,
administrative controls, planning, and compensation and reward systems are essential for
administrative purposes and boundary setting, while cultural controls are central to enhancing
motivation and organizational identification (Zhang et al., 2007). The different control
mechanisms are mutually reinforcing, creating an information-rich environment that fosters
understanding and motivation. This setting allows for autonomy and flexibility while at the
same time preventing the loss of control (Speklé¢ et al., 2014). Existing controls can be adapted
and emphasized to a varying degree, without necessarily establishing novel controls (Groen et
al., 2018). Despite its synergies, however, tensions exist between different control mechanisms

that have to be addressed by coordinating and balancing their elements (Noto et al., 2023).
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While Malmi and Brown (2008) focus on the design of an organization’s management control
system, it is equally important to consider the mode of control. This is particularly crucial when
researching the relationship between New Work and management control because it helps to
balance the above-mentioned tensions between the different mechanisms (Janka, 2021). Adler
and Borys (1996) differentiate between coercive and enabling formalization, highlighting the
two distinct roles of management control: decision-influencing and decision-facilitating (Janka,
2021). Coercive formalization involves top-down regulations and procedures focused on
control, aspiring to force employees into compliance and goal alignment. In contrast, enabling
formalization encompasses systems and rules that facilitate employee work and improve their
performance by providing information, enhancing decision-making, and supporting problem-
solving rather than solely functioning as control (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Hoy & Sweetland,
2000; Janka, 2021; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008).

Enabling control measures are characterized by specific design features. Firstly, they are
flexible, allowing employees to modify them and deviate from procedures when necessary
while staying aligned with organizational goals. This includes active improvement and
adjustment of established guidelines in the case of contingencies, contributing to the so-called
repair process. Moreover, internal and global transparency are crucial, helping employees
understand the rationale behind specific control mechanisms as well as their role in the broader
context of the organization (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Janka, 2021; Wouters & Wilderom,
2008). Research shows that while coercive management control systems may be perceived as
constraining and unsupportive, consequently leading to estrangement rather than loyalty,
enabling control measures enhance employee motivation, satisfaction, and commitment,
ultimately contributing to employee autonomy. Therefore, implementing the management
control systems package in an enabling manner is beneficial when adopting New Work
principles (Hoy & Sweetland, 2000; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). This implies that existing
control methods should be designed in way that facilitates flexibility and repair, meaning that
employees can modify and improve the measures when necessary. Furthermore, ensuring
transparency by collaborating with employees in the design process fosters involvement and

lays the ground for autonomous decision-making (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008).

Exploring the operationalization of enabling management control in the context of New Work
in more detail, research primarily focuses on the design of cybernetic and administrative

controls (Janka, 2021). Cybernetic controls should be developed in cooperation with
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employees, based on their experiences. This approach ensures the creation of a transparent and
relevant control system that meets employees’ needs and facilitates their work and problem-
solving by providing a framework of information and feedback. Employing a dynamic design
and implementation process, where performance measures are established incrementally
through testing and modification, further contributes to the development of an understandable,
flexible, and accurate cybernetic control system (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). Transparency
and flexibility are also essential in designing formalized administrative control measures.
According to Janka (2021), standards should be formulated as flexible guidelines rather than
rigid rules, allowing employees to deviate from existing regulations when necessary. This
design approach is facilitated through cultural controls fostering a trusting and transparent work
environment that accepts failures and mistakes (Janka, 2021). In conclusion, by designing
control methods in an enabling manner while utilizing cultural controls as a framework,

organizations can balance job autonomy with organizational oversight.

4. Methodology and Research Design

This work is guided by the widely agreed theory that in today's dynamic landscape, the modern
work environment and management practices are continually evolving and are expected to
continue to do so. Born and Drori (2015) argue that this is mainly associated with three factors:
technology, globalization, and the multi-generational workforce. Among those, technological
advancement has been especially visible in recent years and accelerated the change within
organizations and the skills desired in the workplace (Lewis, 2020). To prepare for future work
challenges, organizations need to recognize how each of the factors will affect the skill sets and
retention of their adequate workforce (Born & Drori, 2015). All these factors shape the New
Work environment and necessitate a re-evaluation of the management control systems to
leverage the best practices of each mentioned sphere. Given the context, this research aims to
understand the interplay between management control systems and New Work in terms of
contemporary organizational dynamics and will explore how management control systems are

adapting to the transition towards New Work environments.

To examine the research objective, the work will employ the inductive approach, a method that
involves observing a specific empirical phenomenon. This methodology facilitates the

generation of new theories and concepts grounded in empirical data, rather than testing existing
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theories, which is particularly advantageous when exploring understudied areas (Bougie &
Sekaran, 2016). For example, Patton (2014) emphasizes the value of the inductive approach in
qualitative research for its flexibility in understanding complex human behaviours and the
contexts within which they occur. This approach is also well-suited for investigating the
dynamic, collaborative, and agile environment fostered by the New Work paradigm, especially
in the context of startups, where employee empowerment is particularly relevant. The inductive
approach is the most appropriate for addressing the proposed research question, given that the
topic is relatively little explored. This stance is supported by Thomas (2023), who argues that
the inductive approach is particularly effective in new research areas where specific hypotheses
have not yet been formulated, allowing for the emergence of patterns, themes, and categories
from the data itself. The New Work concept and employee empowerment are especially relevant

to startups, as they foster a dynamic, collaborative, and agile environment.

Qualitative data collection in regard to management topics is essential for uncovering the
organizational processes, supervision experience, and the overall implementation and adoption
of management control systems in connection with the New Work practices. The qualitative
methodological approach offers a solution to elaborate and test theories within the management
field and help the progress within the management knowledge field (Bluhm et al., 2011; Lee,
1999). Furthermore, this approach allows for an exploration of the "how" and "why" questions
regarding the functioning and adaptation of management control systems (Hollweck, 2014).
This method will allow us to explore the perceptions and beliefs of chosen participants, which

will gain a more profound understanding compared to a quantitative approach.

Good research is typically characterized by a degree of generalizability, validity, and reliability
(Heinzelmann, 2012). Stemming from the nature of the qualitative method, these factors are
deemed to be more challenging to acquire as researchers do not possess any tangible and hard
data they can gain through statistical techniques, which are deemed credible by and of
themselves (Noble & Smith, 2015; Siggelkow, 2007). Nonetheless, Morse et al. (2002) suggest
various verification strategies to enhance the reliability and credibility of qualitative research.
Key among these strategies are the recognition and management of personal biases that could
affect qualitative interpretations, and keeping a rigorous documentation for the data analysis.
Siggelkow (2007), on the other hand, argues that what can make research more persuasive is

having a sufficient sample size and being able to collect high-quality data.
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Validity within qualitative research can be divided into two levels, internal and external. The
internal validity of the research mainly concerns the accurate analysis and representation of the
collected data (Johnson, 1997). External validity, on the other hand, mainly refers to whether
the conclusions and consequences of the research can be applied and transferred to other
settings (Kleven, 2008). In terms of reliability, Kassarjian (1977) put forward concepts of
interjudge and category reliability in terms of qualitative research. The concept of interjudge
reliability relates to the level of consistency of coders of the data collected. We plan to engage
in both data collection and analysis together, therefore minimizing the risk of personal bias.
Furthermore, the number of interviews and quality of data collected will be considered
diligently to the point when it is clear the theoretical saturation has been reached. The category
reliability relates to the degree to which the researcher can keep objectivity and define the

categories so it is clear what belongs in each category (Kassarjian, 1977).

The primary objective of the qualitative interviewing is to collect valuable perspectives and
experiences from the participants who are closely related to the proposed topic. The interviews
are aimed to acquire a more extensive understanding of the attitudes towards implementing
management control systems that support employee empowerment, as well as to contextualize
the influence it might have on the management control systems with a special focus on result
controls within startups. This research will use the multiple case study approach and six
interviews will be conducted. The added value of this approach, in comparison to a single case
study, is the possibility of comparison across different organizations and increased robustness

of findings as they do not rely on a single organization and its specifics (Gustafsson, 2017).

As the work aims to explore management control systems and New Work paradigm practices
within the startup landscape in Norway, an initial phase was the familiarization and
understanding of the Norwegian startup ecosystem, including the exploration of the roles played
by various stakeholders such as venture capitalists, accelerators, or incubators operating in
Norway. The initial startup search began through the exploration of portfolio sections on
websites of active Norwegian venture capital firms. In the following phase, the search continued
by registering on Seedtable, a European startup database, through which we were able to access
a list of Norwegian startups with their specifics, allowing us to determine their eligibility for
our study. The selection approach was sector-agnostic, meaning the selection of startups was
not limited to a specific industry, as the proposed subject matter is not directly impacted by

operating in a given industry. The initial step involved obtaining formal permission regarding
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the research objectives and intentions from Sikt, the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in
Education, to be able to conduct the interview process. Subsequently, we reached out to
potential interview participants through email. Similarly to startup specifics, the Seedtable
database allowed us to obtain contact information for the purpose of scheduling an interview.
The message introduced the researched subject matter, and explained the role of the participant
including their rights, while emphasizing the confidentiality and voluntary nature of their

participation.

In their chapter on field interviews, Mahama and Kha (2017, p. 322) argue that field interviews
are "one of the most widely used strategies for gathering qualitative data in accounting
research", which uncovers the importance of the method in the management control systems
field. The authors further claim that particular insights and values help explore the topic on a

deeper level and allow us to learn about things that cannot be easily seen or counted (Mahama
& Kha, 2017).

Mahama and Kha (2017) propose that the management control systems field can range from
unstructured to semi-structured, although the second type is the most widely used. The process
of deciding on the type of data collection method was guided by the belief of McCracken who
argues that an “exhaustive and reflective review of the relevant literature” is the appropriate
preliminary step to the successful creation of subsequent interview guidelines (McCracken,
1988, as cited in Mahama & Khalifa, 2017, para. 12). Thorough literature review and gained
knowledge set the stage to decide that semi-structured interviews are suitable for the proposed
research. The rationale for this method is due to the exploratory nature in the context of
management control systems and New Work, semi-structured interviews stand out as an
effective technique for gathering data as it is crucial to provide interviewees with a degree of
space to elaborate on their responses, allowing them the flexibility to diverge from the strict

confines when compared to fully structured interviews (Gill et al., 2008).

A suitable interviewee for this study is a professional occupying a senior role within a startup
that employs more than five individuals and has maintained a stable market presence for over
a year. This criterion implies that the startup is likely to have encountered New Work practices,
particularly those related to remote working and flexible scheduling. Thus, the perspectives and

experiences of such an interviewee are expected to be of significant value to the subsequent
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analysis and enhance the contribution to the research subject matter. The interviews are going

to be recorded and transcribed for the subsequent analysis.

In the pursuit of understanding the dynamics of management control systems in connection
with New Work practices, this work will use the Gioia method for analysis and reporting, a
process outlined by Dennis Gioia and his co-founders in 2013 (Gioia et al., 2013). The Gioia
method was preferred over the grounded theory approach, whose objective is to develop a new
theory (Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019). The Gioia method has become popular in recent years,
especially after Gioia's work called Organizational Research Methods, presenting the method
in depth (Mees-Buss et al., 2020). The method is suitable for primarily qualitative research due
to its observational characteristics, placing emphasis on the knowledgeable participant and
giving them freedom of expression, and deriving findings from the comprehensive analysis of

the subject matter (Gioia et al., 2013; Mees-Buss et al., 2020).

According to Gioia et al. (2013), the initial data analysis step, assuming research design and
data collection have been conducted, is the coding process that aims to ensure the integrity of
the interview participants' reflections. The coding analyses the text sentence by sentence to
enhance objectivity and be able to capture new and interesting information equally (Rivas,
2012). While breaking down the large number of concepts mentioned in the interview process,
the objective of the coding is to form first-order themes. Within this stage, Gioia suggests that
in-depth acquainting with the data happens and that the researchers understand the dynamics of
the overall data. Once established, restructuring the first-order themes occurs into theory-centric
second-order themes (Gioia et al., 2013). At this step, Gioia believes that researchers should be
able to determine whether the second-order themes approach the observed phenomena. At this
still theoretical point, the focus shifts towards the topics that so far lacked a theoretical
background from the literature review in the studied domain. As a last step of the Gioia process,
only possible if deemed possible, is the formulation of a few overarching themes takes place,
ultimately organizing the second-order themes into an overarching and key theme. Once the
coding and themes are identified, a data structure can be conducted. The idea of this phase lies
in displaying the reduced data and showcasing the complex information in a simplified manner,
highlighting important relationships (Verdinelli & Scagnoli, 2013). This can be done in various
ways, for instance by using charts, graphs, matrices, or diagrams. Following this process,
drawing on and verifying the identified themes and dimensions takes place. This is done by

discussing in detail the newly identified emergent ideas (Gioia et al., 2013).
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In regard to the qualitative data collection, several possible biases were identified and mitigated
to the possible extent. Firstly, it has been the selection bias that by definition the qualitative
research includes (Messner et al., 2017). A limitation of our study is its cross-sectional nature,
which means it provides a one-time measurement from the selected sample. This approach
involves data collection at a specific point in time, capturing a snapshot of the characteristics
and attitudes of the selected sample (Burns & Veeck, 2019). Due to the time constraints of this
thesis, it is not possible to conduct a longitudinal study, which would potentially be able to
apprehend a change over time and offer more reliable data (Messner et al., 2017). The bias was
addressed by selecting several different organizations from the startup landscape of Norway, to

not be reliant on only one respondent, as proposed by Messner et al. (2017).

5. Empirical Analysis

This chapter aims to present the empirical analysis from our study undertaken with Norwegian
startups. The objective of the analysis is to systematically and logically present the data that has
been derived from the qualitative interviews and analysed using the Gioia method (Gioia et al.,
2013). This will lay the ground for the subsequent discussion section which will elaborate based

on those findings.

The Gioia method has been used for the analysis of the patterns and themes emerging from the
interview process with management-level personnel across Norwegian startups. Those
interviews were semi-structured and explored the experiences of implementing Management
Control Systems within the New Work concept. This allowed the interviews to explore the niche
areas in depth and go beyond the asked questions. Before the interview process began, the
interviewees agreed for the interview to be recorded, transcribed, and used for subsequent
anonymized analysis. The Gioia method process was divided into several steps, namely: first-
order themes, second-order themes, and overarching themes. This will provide the necessary

structure and context for the walkthrough of the empirical analysis.

The foundation of the qualitative data analysis process and a needed prerequisite is to have a
high-quality input, which splits into several steps. Once all planned interviews have been
completed and the deemed data saturation reached, the process of anonymization begins.

Interviews themselves were recorded with the participants’ consent, which allowed for
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transcription, the first step of data preparation. To comply with all necessary standards for the
processing of personal data in research and ensure the confidentiality of research participants,
all personal and sensitive information has been removed directly from the transcripts. Each
participant has been assigned a code that replaced their identity and traceability but still allowed
for a reference for a case of verbatim. This step has been followed by data cleaning, where any
irrelevant content, such as off-topic discussions or repeating words, has been removed. The last
step of the data preparation process has been the transcript and data organization, serving as a
preceding step of the coding process as well as iterative coding, allowing for the organization
of large amounts of gathered data. Lastly, before the coding process began, an initial and

thorough understanding of the gathered data took place.

Table 1 visually represents the data structure, providing an organized outcome of the data
analysis process. The table serves as a roadmap to navigate the coding process. The section on
first-order themes represents the identified codes from the interviews, essentially being the
rawest data within the table. Second-order themes are then synthesized concepts derived from
first-order themes, representing a more abstract theory. Lastly, the overarching themes represent

a fundamental aggregation of the second-order themes into consolidated dimensions.
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First-Order Themes

Second-Order Themes

Overarching Themes

Trust as Fundamental Principle; Trust and Management Control Systems; Trust
and Communication; Trust in Employment Context; Remote and Digital Trust;

Trust and Reciprocity; Trust and Responsibility

Trust as an Essential and

Core Principle

Meeting Dynamics and Structures; Communication Channels and Tools; Regular
Meetings; Communication Transparency and Openness; Responsibility and

Control in Communication

Emphasis on Regular and

Transparent Communication

Shared Vision and Goals; Communication of Company Strategy and Values;
Autonomy and Transparency; Team Building; Shared Work Culture;
Organizational Alignment through Meetings

Building Organizational
Culture, Alignment, and

Common Purpose

Qualities and Skills of Ideal Candidates; Significance of Hiring Process;
Employee Onboarding and Training

Autonomy-Focused Hiring

Approach

Unified Vision and Shared Goals; Emphasis on Transparency and Trust; Location
Independence in Goal Achievement; Organizational Alignment Through Regular
Alignment Meetings; Alignment on Purpose; Common Goals Among
Management and Employees; Invested in the Same Goal; "Being on the Same

Boat"

Importance of Aligning
Employees and Management

Towards the Same Goal

Collaborative Governance
Approach or People-
Oriented Management

Control
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Goal Orientation and Flexible KPIs; Consistent Task Monitoring and Process
Control; Diverse Performance Evaluation Methods; Employee Autonomy with

Result-Based Focus; Strategic Data Utilization

Variety of Approaches to
Performance Measurement,

Monitoring and Review

Compensation Structures and Reward Systems; Impact of Salary on Employee

Motivation and Performance

Varying Use of Reward

Systems

Variability in Performance

Management Approaches

Iterative and Experimental Management Processes; Adapting to Swift Changes;
Finding Balance; Department-Specific Operations; Expectations Depending on

Seniority

Management Control as an

Iterative Process

Rejection of Micromanagement and Emphasis on Autonomy; Flexible Work
Arrangements; Remote Work Benefits; Democratic and Egalitarian Workplace

Culture; Advantages of Remote Hiring; Operational Efficiency

Importance of Autonomy

Acknowledgement of Individual Work Styles; Adapting to Personal Needs and
Remote Settings; Core Working Hours with Full Accessibility; Technology for
Planning and Coordination; Role-Specific Management and Autonomy Levels;

Remote Work Lowers Personal Interactions; Concerns Over Job Commitment

Importance of Control in

New Work

Differing Views on the Impact of New Work on Monitoring and Control

Implications of New Work

for Management Control

Importance of Balancing

Autonomy and Alignment

Table 1: Emerging Themes from Data Analysis
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5.1 Detailed Analysis of Empirical Categories

Introduction to Overarching Themes

As indicated by Table 1, the coding process reveals a total of three overarching themes, each
covering a distinct side of management control systems in connection to New Work practices.
Namely, it is the Collaborative Governance Approach or People-Oriented Management Control;
Variability in Performance Management Approaches; and the Importance of Balancing
Autonomy and Alignment. The brief overview serves as a structural framework before delving

into each category in greater detail.

Collaborative Governance Approach or People-Oriented Management Control

This dimension emphasizes the combination of management control with the importance of
human factors and a collaborative approach. This indicates a management style that
acknowledges the value of employee engagement and participation (Wang et al., 2022).
Second-order codes that led to the creation of this aggregate dimension pivot around a human-
centric management approach, which proved to be of great importance throughout the interview
process. The shift towards this approach can also indicate that it can foster innovation (Koen,

2015).

Variability in Performance Management Approaches

This dimension captures the variety of approaches startups use in the context of performance
measurement, monitoring, review, and reward systems. It is visible that in the dynamic and
changing environments today's startups operate, there is not a single and static approach to those

matters that works for all, indicating a need for flexibility and adaptability.

Importance of Balancing Autonomy and Alignment

This dimension acknowledges the importance of autonomy in today's environment but also ties
the matter back to the overall alignment within the organization and understanding of the

common goal and objective.

34



5.2 Detailed Analysis of Each Empirical Category

First-Order Themes

Second-Order Themes

Overarching Themes

Trust as Fundamental Principle; Trust and Management Control Systems; Trust
and Communication; Trust in Employment Context; Remote and Digital Trust;

Trust and Reciprocity; Trust and Responsibility

Trust as an Essential and

Core Principle

Meeting Dynamics and Structures; Communication Channels and Tools; Regular
Meetings; Communication Transparency and Openness; Responsibility and

Control in Communication

Emphasis on Regular and

Transparent Communication

Shared Vision and Goals; Communication of Company Strategy and Values;
Autonomy and Transparency; Team Building; Shared Work Culture;
Organizational Alignment through Meetings

Building Organizational
Culture, Alignment, and

Common Purpose

Qualities and Skills of Ideal Candidates; Significance of Hiring Process;

Employee Onboarding and Training

Autonomy-Focused Hiring

Approach

Unified Vision and Shared Goals; Emphasis on Transparency and Trust; Location
Independence in Goal Achievement; Organizational Alignment Through Regular

Alignment Meetings; Alignment on Purpose; Common Goals Among

Importance of Aligning
Employees and Management

Towards the Same Goal

Collaborative Governance
Approach or People-
Oriented Management

Control
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Management and Employees; Invested in the Same Goal; "Being on the Same

Boat"

Table 2. Detailed Breakdown of “Collaborative Governance Approach or People-Oriented Management Control” Overarching Theme
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The above-outlined dimension suggests the significant role of a collaborative governance
approach that considers and fosters a mutual collaboration between management level and
employees. The Norwegian startups, operating in fast-paced environments, are still capable of

ensuring a human-oriented approach and employee participation in the workplace.

Trust plays an essential role in this and is considered vital and a fundamental element in the
workplace. Participant 3 notes that trust can replace rigid control mechanisms and stated, “the
only way to manage and run a company is to have trust in people”. The participants discuss the
importance of trust from various aspects, nonetheless, they stress that trust should be
demonstrated from the top down, enabling a transparent and trustworthy workplace
environment. Participant 3 specifically points out that for them, trust means having confidence
“in other people's competencies and field of expertise”. Participant 4 continues this matter and
indicates that trust promotes a sense of responsibility because of which employees feel a sense
of value and capability. Nonetheless, participant 3 in this regard mentions that trust “sti/l needs
to have a control factor” and that “blind trust” is not always beneficial. Some interviewees
also mention that trust is an enabler of open communication both ways (#5). This control
mechanism plays a significant role and is considered a core value, and in some cases even a
substitute for control mechanisms altogether (#1 and #3). Therefore, employee autonomy is not

possible without trust in place.

This is directly related to the following second-order concept of emphasis on regular and
transparent communication. All the participants unanimously agree that this topic is essential,
especially in remote settings. Participant 5 reports that they appreciate transparent
communication, meaning the organization encourages employees to speak openly, as well as
upstream communication, supporting proactive communication from the employee to the
management level. Consistent and proactive communication is facilitated through various
forms of meetings, some of which are daily standups, regular weekly, bi-weekly, and monthly
meetings, or less frequent all-hands alignment and strategic meetings. Variety also occurs in
where those meetings are held, and participants mention a range of platforms. Frequently
mentioned ones are Slack, Telegram, Discord, WhatsApp, or Google Meet. While some
participants report no issues regarding hybrid meetings, some of them prefer them to be held

fully in person, not to lose a personal touch.
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The elements of trust and communication alone are not sufficient cornerstones. Building on
those established values, the next second-order concept explores the proposition of building
organizational culture and common purpose. Or in other words, as both participants 2 and 4
describe this, “being on the same boat . A repeating pattern can be noticed among the interview
participants with many of them mentioning that having employees on board, sharing common
values, and knowing what the objectives are to achieve the goal as a team, brought a great added
value to the organization. Similarly to transparent communication, an active advocation of
organizational strategy, purpose, and values is also vital in order to have “the entire picture”
(#6). Fostering organizational identification and culture seems to be easier in small
organizations, even if working hybrid or remotely. This is the same in terms of Key Performance
Indicators (KPIs), where communication of shared common goals and creation of value is
dominant. Furthermore, all interview participants report some sort of effort in bolstering the
organizational culture through team-building activities and common gatherings outside of the
workplace. An example of such activities are leisure activities, team dinners, attending sports

events, or cabin trips.

The last second-order concept concluding the first aggregate dimension delves into the
autonomy-based hiring approach. This suggests that organizations acknowledge the importance
of the hiring process and look for individuals who can work with minimal supervision.
Participants describe the “fotal package” (#4) employee as an individual who is smart, self-
directed, motivated, and willing to learn (#2 and #3). Participant 2 elaborates that they try to
incubate such employees internally through internship programs and that the proposition of the
New Work concept is the ability to “fap into global resourcing” and therefore not being
restricted to the headquarter’s city. Organizations tend to have standardized onboarding
processes that typically take place on-site, with more flexibility in the later stages of
employment. In summary, it is essential to hire the right and trustworthy individuals by ensuring
they are a good cultural fit and understand the organization's goals to get them on board. When

trust in them is established, the need for control diminishes or even becomes obsolete.

The last second-order concept considers the importance of aligning employees and management
towards the same goal and creating a sense of togetherness, as a direct response to the
downsides of the challenges regarding New Work implementation. Participants stress the need
for having clear and shared goals that align with organizational objectives. Trust and

commitment still play a pivotal role in the establishment of the common goal. This is a
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precondition for remote work and autonomy, as mentioned by interview participants. These
claims can be supported by the statement of participant 3, who claims “as long as people are
working towards the goal of the company, it doesn't really matter in which environment it is”,
similarly by participant 5 who says “I need to trust them. I need to make sure that we are on
the same side. We're doing the same priorities.”, as well as participant 1, who advocates for a

team evaluation rather than individual targets.

First-Order Themes Second-Order Themes Overarching
Themes
Goal Orientation and Flexible KPIs; Variety of Approaches
Consistent Task Monitoring and Process to Performance
Control; Diverse Performance Evaluation Measurement,
Methods; Employee Autonomy with Monitoring and Review Variability in
Result-Based Focus; Strategic Data Performance
Utilization Management
Approaches
Compensation Structures and Reward Varying Use of Reward
Systems; Impact of Salary on Employee Systems
Motivation and Performance

Table 3: Detailed Breakdown of “Variability in Performance Management Approaches” Overarching Theme

The following section explores the specifics of the second overarching theme dedicated to the
variability in performance management approaches and will focus specifically on two second-
order concepts related to approaches to performance measurement, monitoring and review, and
the use of reward systems. It will showcase the diverse strategies Norwegian startups employ

to manage their daily practices.

The second-order concept variety of approaches to performance measurement, monitoring, and
review reflects on the different approaches Norwegian startups implement into their daily
operations. A variety is witnessed in terms of formal control mechanisms as organizations use
different approaches to evaluate the performance of teams and individual employees. While
some organizations report doing regular one-on-one feedback or peer reviews (#2), some

engage in 360 performance reviews (#4), and some do not perform any performance reviews at
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all (#3 and #6). The frequency of reviews also varies, ranging from continuous feedback on a
weekly basis up to quarterly reviews. Participants mention a variety of perspectives and
differences are spotted based on the size of the organization. Larger startups have experience
with KPIs or Objectives and Key Results (OKRs), smaller and younger startups do not engage
in them or moved away from them and rather put an emphasis on standardization, regular
meetings, or training and education with the objective of having quality outputs and reaching a
shared goal. Participant 1 supports this by explaining that KPIs are deemed as demotivating for
employees as they only focus on targets, effectively leading to dissatisfaction and lower
performance. This is a sign of increased autonomy, trust, and freedom as it allows employees
to deliver on their own. Both participants 1 and 4 go as far as describing this as “it is free as

long as you deliver”.

Diversity is also indicated in the use of reward systems among the interviewed organizations.
While some organizations incorporate incentives linked directly to KPIs as a notable part of the
compensation package, other organizations stick to traditional salary-based without additional
incentivization in the form of bonuses. Participant 2 explains that the compensation package
becomes especially important when working fully remotely and that after an iterative process,
the organization moved towards a more incentivized salary package system to keep the drive
and motivation high. They further explain that hiring fully remote employees presents a risk, as
they may tend to take on multiple jobs simultaneously. Another correlation with the size of the
organization is visible in terms of formal rewards with smaller companies typically not having
formal systems in place. The variability in performance management approaches suggests that
there might be changes toward more flexible and dynamic approaches to cater to the fast-paced

environment the Norwegian startups operate in.
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First-Order Themes

Second-Order

Themes

Overarching Themes

Iterative and Experimental Management Processes; Adapting to Swift Changes; Finding

Balance; Department-Specific Operations; Expectations Depending on Seniority

Management Control

as an Iterative Process

Rejection of Micromanagement and Emphasis on Autonomy; Flexible Work Arrangements;
Remote Work Benefits; Democratic and Egalitarian Workplace Culture; Advantages of

Remote Hiring; Operational Efficiency

Importance of

Autonomy

Acknowledgement of Individual Work Styles; Adapting to Personal Needs and Remote
Settings; Core Working Hours with Full Accessibility; Technology for Planning and
Coordination; Role-Specific Management and Autonomy Levels; Remote Work Lowers

Personal Interactions; Concerns Over Job Commitment

Importance of Control

in New Work

Differing Views on the Impact of New Work on Monitoring and Control

Implications of New
Work for Management

Control

Importance of
Balancing Autonomy

and Alignment

Table 4. Detailed Breakdown of “Importance of Balancing Autonomy and Alignment” Overarching Theme
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The Norwegian startup scene operates in an ever-evolving landscape, where the importance of
autonomy and alignment stands out as a last aggregate dimension within our data collection.
The theme explores how organizations navigate and find the stability between granting
autonomy, as part of the New Work concept, while maintaining alignment as a whole and
ensuring that organizational goals are met. This balance is especially important for employee
satisfaction, establishing a supportive environment, and ensuring the organization stays agile

and competitive.

Several participants indicate the adaptive and iterative nature of finding the management control
practices that suit them the best. Some continue explaining that to achieve the optimal balance,
continued monitoring and refinements of such practices are needed, to find what works and
what does not. Participant 2 mentions that the creation of a strategy for remote work and
“improving throughout progression” proved to be a way to find the right balance in the model
they wanted to pursue. They go further and describe it as an experimental process where they
“test different things, different operating models, just to see what works, what doesn't work”,
indicating the iterative process and trial and error method of identifying the most effective

strategies.

All the interview participants mention that they are aware of the substance of autonomy and its
value in the modern workplace. On a similar note, some participants express their dislike
towards micromanagement, describing it as “dangerous” (#3) and “rigid” (#4). Instead, all the
participants support autonomy in various ways. Participant 4 elaborates on this topic with an
example, explaining that one of the organization's employees, despite the time zone differences,
was able to work from another continent while delivering the same quality outputs, and that this
arrangement was successful due to the employees’ commitment because of the given trust and
autonomy from the management level, underscoring the effectiveness of New Work practices
in today's workplace. Although connected more to management control systems, a different
level of autonomy can be noticed based on the seniority of employees, as senior roles tend to
have more autonomy and emphasis on the delivery of results, in comparison to the more junior
staff. Participant 4 comments on this matter as follows “So it doesn't really matter if they work
in the day time, nighttime, take all the week off and work on the weekend. And if you know the
product gets developed and released at certain deadlines. So, it depends on which role you are

in and how much freedom you can have.” The approach of giving autonomy fosters job
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satisfaction, and empowers employees to contribute their best while organizing other aspects of

their personal lives, thereby creating a more egalitarian workplace.

Although autonomy is key in the New Work concept, participants also recognize the value of
maintaining a certain level of management control. The pressure on having such control can
also be external, as participant 1 suggests, stating that having no control mechanisms is not
good from an investor’s point of view as there is often no concrete data to point out. The
balancing of autonomy and control can be witnessed in a few organizations. A creative approach
has for example been introduced by the so-called core working hours, a period when employees
are expected to be reachable, supporting synchronization and alignment. A need for planning
and coordination is described as a pre-condition to autonomy. Nonetheless, a contradiction in
working location can be witnessed. While some interview participants mention that employees
get more work done working remotely, especially in the technology sector, on the contrary,
other participants mention they like to see their key employees in the office as they bring
invaluable experience. Furthermore, the risk of losing the connection between people and

missing human daily interactions is indicated as a negative of too much autonomy.

A varying view can be seen as a response to whether New Work poses a threat to management
control. It is visible that the concept brings both challenges and opportunities and needs to be
worked with iteratively and continuously. Although negatives are mentioned, the positive
viewpoint is noted as the main response. Some participants deem the concept to be worrying in
terms of traditional control structure, while others want to capitalize on its benefits and see it

as a future.

6. Discussion

This thesis explores the research question “What implications does the adoption of New Work
have for the design and use of Management Control Systems?”. To summarize, our study
suggests the importance of integrating autonomy and management control within organizations.
However, our research uncovers significant differences between organizations in whether and
how they establish performance standards, measure performance, and follow up. Despite this
diversity of approaches to performance management, a common pattern emerges: a

management control approach focused on employees and collaboration with employees.
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In line with Carr and Jooss (2023), our study confirms the growing recognition of the
importance of job autonomy among organizations. Participants agree that autonomy and
freedom are essential for fostering employee performance, creativity, and operational
efficiencies. Nonetheless, the majority also recognizes the need for maintaining at least some
level of control, considering the downsides associated with flexible work arrangements and a
heterogeneous workforce. Therefore, our study supports the notion that autonomy and control
are not mutually exclusive but rather have to be balanced. These findings align with Gilbert and
Sutherland (2013) and Lewis et al. (2019), who identify the interdependent relationship
between these two concepts. However, contrary to prior literature (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Gilbert
& Sutherland, 2013; Langfred & Rockmann, 2016; Lewis et al., 2019; Simons, 1995b), the
results do not indicate a necessity for greater control when adopting job autonomy. Despite
participants acknowledging the negative sides of New Work such as a lack of personal
interactions, coordination challenges, and unpredictability, it does not become apparent that
they perceive control as being more important or more challenging than in traditional work
settings. Surprisingly, interviewee 5 even states that “/flexible working] doesn't challenge the
monitoring and control mechanisms at all.”, while others express concerns about a potential
loss of control over time. This gap between prior research and our findings could be explained
by the participants’ belief that while autonomy and control can and should co-exist, excessive
control could undermine the positive aspects of job autonomy and be perceived as coercive.
This is substantiated by interviewees emphasizing the importance of self-determination, with
participant 1 stating that they “...understood very early that you have to give people the freedom
to perform.”. However, they also advise against overly restrictive control measures, saying that
“...the top-down approach doesn't really work...” (#2) and “I think [micromanaging is] really
hard and dangerous.” (#3). The framework by Adler and Borys (1996) provides an approach
to interpret these findings. Top-down rules and procedures, typically part of coercive control,
constrain employee autonomy and result in estrangement rather than organizational
identification and commitment (Hoy & Sweetland, 2000). What is more, we find a strong focus
on trust as a control mechanism, or even as a substitute for control, a theme that will be explored
in more detail in a later part of this discussion. A trusting environment is typical for the
organizational culture of startups, indicating that our research context may contribute to these
results. In sum, the concern over potential coerciveness and the negative consequences of
excessive control as well as the emphasis on trust may explain why participants feel that

heightened control in the implementation of job autonomy is neither necessary nor beneficial.
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Despite the general consensus that autonomy has to be balanced with at least some level of
control, our findings show that there is considerable diversity in the implementation of
performance standards, performance measurement, and performance feedback among the
organizations interviewed. The majority, as literature (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Downes et al., 2023;
Felstead et al., 2003; Groen et al., 2018; Noto et al., 2023; Pianese et al., 2023) suggests,
prioritizes outcomes and affords employees autonomy in how to achieve them, as participant 4

‘

explains: “...if you deliver, nobody will ask how or why or when...”. However, some startups
place emphasis on task monitoring as well, contrary to scholars like Groen et al. (2018) who
claim that process and activity monitoring are challenging in flexible work environments due
to the loss of visibility and presence. Interestingly, these companies use ICT to maintain the
visibility and presence of their employees through *“...digital checkpoints...” (#1) and
employee documentation on platforms like Customer Relationship Management systems,
enabling them to track activities effectively, even though this has not been the original purpose
of these systems. Participant 1 underlines that “when you run a digital business, you do have a
track of what people are doing... [but] that's not the intent. But with all the systems we are
working in, I can have a clue when this staff member has been using it or logged in or done
anything.”. These findings align with the literature (Aroles et al., 2019; Bispe & Sivabalan,
2017; Felstead et al., 2003; Pianese et al., 2023) suggesting that ICT plays a crucial role in
facilitating both the monitoring of processes and tasks as well as outcomes. Regarding the use
of KPIs, our study uncovers even greater differences among the interviewed companies. While
some participants highlight the use of budgets, focal points, and KPIs, either established
collaboratively with the employees or top-down, others avoid KPIs altogether, stating
difficulties in establishing indicators in a dynamic startup environment or doubts about the

motivational aspect of KPIs.

In terms of performance feedback, our findings confirm the claim by Carr and Jooss (2023) that
performance reviews are essential in flexible work environments, with almost all companies
having some kind of performance review system in place. However, as opposed to Carr and
Jooss (2023), performance feedback seems to be more formal and less frequent than indicated,
even though variability could be observed regarding form and frequency. The companies use
different structures of performance review, including peer reviews, individual performance
reviews, team evaluations, or informal feedback after an accomplishment has been achieved.
Frequency ranges from weekly to quarterly intervals, with some companies stating that they do

not follow a specific schedule. The handling of performance rewards as a result of performance
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feedback shows diverse approaches as well. While prior research (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017;
Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Johnson, 2004) suggests that result-based rewards are beneficial
in the context of New Work, several companies interviewed do not implement reward systems
at all. Those that do acknowledge the motivational effect of incentives base them predominantly
on targets and KPIs instead of considering other factors such as culture fit or self-determined
working, as recommended by Heinicke et al. (2016) and Zhang et al. (2007). Furthermore, our
findings show a lack of non-monetary rewards, differing from previous studies (Johnson, 2004;
Petroulas et al., 2010; Stone & Deadrick, 2015) that highlight the importance of flexible, varied

incentive systems that are aligned with the employees’ individual preferences and needs.

Another significant deviation from the literature that became apparent was the lack of ex-ante
forms of control, such as standard operating procedures and guidelines. Despite prior research
(Flassak et al., 2023; Newman & Ford, 2021; Pianese et al., 2023) highlighting the significance
of specifying actions and defining off-limit behaviour in flexible work arrangements, four of
the studied startups do not employ standardization or implement specific policies like a code of
conduct while two companies utilize scripts solely for their sales employees. A clarification for

I3

this finding is given by participant 4, who explains “...we don't want to, like, be very static.
And we want people to try to find and build their own roads to work on.”, while participant 3
argues ““...smart people know what to do. Or if not, they can learn by themselves what's needed
to be able to do the task at hand.”. Instead, our study shows a greater reliance on strategic
planning as a control mechanism, with companies utilizing, for example, the plan-do-check-act
(PDCA) cycle. Moreover, in line with the conclusions drawn by Bispe and Sivabalan (2017),
the organizations that implement planning controls emphasize the importance of ICT in
facilitating the planning process. However, it is worth noting that while strategic planning is
widespread among some companies, the majority of the organizations interviewed do not

implement such plans. This discrepancy underlines the variability in performance management

approaches observed in our study.

In sum, our research identifies a significant variation in approaches to performance
management among the researched companies and in comparison to prior research, as
illustrated by Table 5. Despite some similarities, particularly regarding the use of result controls
and performance reviews in autonomous work settings, as well as the utilization of ICT for
planning, collaboration, and control purposes, the startups in our study employ formalized

control to a lesser extent and in different ways than anticipated based on existing literature. One
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possible explanation for this deviation could be the research context of our study with the
research subject being startups. These companies are often in their early stages, lacking
established procedures and prioritizing sales, growth, and daily operations over setting up
control and monitoring systems. Additionally, startups may not perceive the necessity for
formalized control due to their small size and trusting organizational culture. This explanation
is supported by insights from our interviews, where many participants describe implementing
an iterative, agile management approach within a dynamic business environment, claiming that
they “...have to test different things, different operating models, just to see what works, what
doesn't work.” (#2).

An alternative explanation for the observed deviation can be derived from the enabling-coercive
framework proposed by Adler and Borys (1996). Because they serve as comparable
benchmarks, result controls and KPIs inherently lack flexibility and repair characteristics,
potentially leading to their perception as coercive rather than enabling and not in line with the
dynamic environment startups operate in (Janka, 2021). This notion is supported by a statement
of participant 1, saying that “if you set measured KPIs at the beginning of the year and you do
a year, then you find out that the KPIs you started the year with are not relevant anymore
because you have different KPIs.”. Similarly, ex-ante forms of control like guidelines and
strategic plans are often established top-down and require adherence to predefined goals and
norms, which may not align with the agile nature of startup operations. In addition, due to their
inflexibility, they may be perceived as coercive as well (Hoy & Sweetland, 2000; Janka, 2021).
This perspective is consistent with previous studies suggesting that the implementation of
policies, rules, and behavioural standards can diminish the perceived sense of autonomy (Noto
et al., 2023). Therefore, the studied companies may refrain from setting up formalized control

mechanisms.
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Control Methods Company 1 Company 2 Company 3 Company 4 Company 5 Company 6
Promoting
Autonomy
(Derived from
Literature)
Emphasis on Main Focus on Focus on Main Focus on Main Focus on Task Monitoring Potential
Result Controls Outcomes Outcomes Outcomes Rather | Outcomes Rather Establishment in
Rather Than Than Progress, Than Progress, The Future
Progress, but but Indirect Task | but Indirect Task
Indirect Task Monitoring Monitoring
Monitoring Through ICT Through ICT for
Through ICT Sales Employees
Use of KPIs Exist but Are Exist and Are Not Established Exist and Are Exist and Are Not Established
Not Enforced Developed Developed by Developed By
Together with Managers CEO
Employees
Frequent, Timely, Weekly Weekly Meetings; | Not Established | Quarterly Formal Bi-Weekly Not Established
Informal Meetings in Peer Review Performance Meetings
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Performance Addition to Reviews and 360
Feedback Informal Performance
Feedback, but Reviews
No Formal
Performance
Review
Use of ICT for Extensive Use | Extensive Use of ICT Not Used Extensive Use of | Use of Different | Use of Different
Communication, of Different Different Tools Extensively; Use Different Tools Tools for Tools for
Collaboration, Tools for for Collaboration | of Chat and Email | for Collaboration, Collaboration, Collaboration and
Planning and Collaboration and for Communication, | Communication, Communication
Monitoring and Communication | Communication; and Task Task Monitoring,
Communication; Indirect Use of Monitoring for and Planning
Indirect Use for Repositories for | Sales Employees
Monitoring Monitoring
Standardization of | Not Established | Not Established Current Only Exist for Not Established Not Established

Actions/Definition
of Off-Limit

Behaviour

Establishment of

Sales Scripts

Junior Sales

Employees
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and Compensation
System Based on
Results and Culture

Congruence

Collaborative Not Established | Not Established Use of PDCA Not Established Bi-Weekly Not Established
Planning Cycle Planning
Meetings
Facilitated by ICT
Monetary and Non- | Not Established Monetary Not Established Monetary Not Established Payment in
Monetary Reward Rewards Rewards Shares

Table 5: Comparison Between Prior Literature and Research
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However, despite the variations in approaches to formalized control mechanisms, our research
uncovers a pattern that is consistent across all studied startup companies and even more
pronounced than the literature suggests: the importance of an employee-centred management
control approach that highlights the significance of trust as a control mechanism in the context
of New Work. While previous research has acknowledged the role of trust as a control lever in
flexible work settings (Felstead et al., 2003; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Noto et al., 2023;
Pianese et al., 2023; Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999), the overwhelming majority of our study
participants take it a step further and identifies trust as one of, if not the most, essential control

«

mechanism in their organizations. They state, for example, that “...trust is one of the
cornerstones in the company...” (#5) or that “...trust is so important and much more important
if you operate a digital sort of app [like] we do. Because if you don't trust people, then you will
every time they're not on your radar and they're gone from your digital channel, you will start
to think, can I trust these people?” (#1). Participant 3 even goes to the extent of saying that
“...the only way to manage and run [the company] is to have trust in people.”. The reasons
provided for this point of view are diverse and expand upon existing literature. Some
participants cite practical considerations such as the lack of visibility and presence in digital
settings, an unpredictable workload, or the expectations of the modern workforce as reasons for
implementing a trusting culture. Additionally, participants emphasize the positive effects of
trust on organizational performance, highlighting its contribution to employee commitment. As
interviewee 4 notes, “...people then want to give something back because they are not
micromanaged and they feel like their own bosses.”. Furthermore, they underline that trust

provides the basis for self-determined decision-making by giving employees a sense of

responsibility, confidence, and capability.

Nevertheless, in line with prior studies (Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007; Long & Sitkin,
2006), the participants disagree on whether trust is a substitute for or a complement to

“«

management control. While some participants, such as interviewee 3, believe that “...trust
replaces control.”, others recognize the importance of balancing trust with a certain level of
control to mitigate risks. Participant 1 even states “My checking your timesheet for the last
month is, if [ don't ever do that, you will think that I don't care. I can write whatever I want and
my boss doesn't see it anyway.”, implying that trust paired with control functions as an
indication to show that the manager cares about their employee and is interested in their work,
thereby improving the manager-subordinate relationship. Interestingly, participant 2 describes

their company implementing both approaches, saying “So here we're trying to balance that a
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little bit in terms of you have full autonomy, you have full trust until you lose it. Right? So, it's
almost the reverse. Once you lose it, then what we need to do or what we've done is put more
monitoring in place.”. However, while existing literature tends to view trust as a complement
to management control (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017; Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007; Felstead
et al., 2003; Long & Sitkin, 2006), our findings reveal a trend toward trust being seen as a
substitute, with the majority of companies interviewed agreeing on this perspective. Participant
3 for example, states that “...the moment you start introducing control and monitor systems the
trust goes [down in flames].”. Again, this discrepancy could be explained by the specific
research context, as startups typically adopt a trusting environment. Additionally, the limited
long-term experience of startups may contribute to them viewing trust as the main mechanism
for managing employee behaviour and performance. What is more, the Norwegian work culture
in general is based on trust, potentially providing an additional explanation for the discrepancy

between the literature and our results.

In light of the significant role trust plays as a control mechanism in the companies studied, it is
important to examine further how this trust is cultivated, considering the challenges highlighted
in the literature regarding trust development in flexible work environments (Bispe & Sivabalan,
2017). In general, our participants do not seem to agree with the literature suggesting that
building trust in a flexible work environment is more challenging, except for participant 2, who
states “But, the trust factor is a difficult thing to do remotely. And I'll be honest, normally
because when people come to the office, you could see eye to eye.”. A recurring theme that

“«

emerges is that managers trust employees when they perceive that they are “...on the same
side...” (#5), “...know the strategies and... know the priorities...” (#5), “...are invested in the
same goal...” (#4), and have a holistic picture of the company in order to create a feeling of
responsibility. This emphasis on the importance of aligning employee and organizational goals,
particularly in the context of job autonomy and trust development, supports findings in prior
research (Downes et al., 2023; Noto et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2007). In the startups interviewed,
this alignment is achieved through various measures. While some companies share the common
goal and purpose during the onboarding process, others use incentivization by offering share
options, with participant 6 stating “Those shares can become worth a lot if you do your job.”.
In this way, as literature recommends (Bispe & Sivabalan, 2017; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013;
Johnson, 2004), employees’ financial success is tied to the organization’s financial success.

Other organizations in turn rely on building a strong work culture through the communication

of values or the organization of team-building events to facilitate socialization. Surprisingly,

52



however, the study finds that sharing the company’s vision, values, and beliefs, as well as
organizing socialization events do not play as big of a role as expected. In fact, some startups
have not yet established a vision or company values at all. To explain this, besides considering
the early operational stage startups are in, one participant argues that small teams have no
problems fostering organizational identification and culture even when working hybrid or
remotely, pointing out that organizational identification and culture may develop naturally due
to the closeness and familiarity among team members, reducing the need for more extensive

cultural control measures.

Nonetheless, our findings reveal one measure that seems to have a more significant impact on
employee alignment in our studied companies than previously suggested in the literature. All
participants emphasize the importance of open and frequent communication as a key method
for cultivating trust and achieving alignment. Participant 1 states “I try to talk to most of my
employees every day... I try to find out a bit early that people are not functioning or doing what
they're supposed to do.”, while interviewee 2 explains “I think transparency is a big thing that
I've seen working very well, like just being transparent, because if you want everybody to go on
the same boat... I think this is kind of very mice.”. They underline that transparently
communicating the company’s purpose, strategy, and objectives, along with regularly sharing
important updates and information, provides employees with a holistic understanding of the
company’s operations, equipping them with the context and knowledge needed to make
autonomous decisions in accordance with the company’s goals and values. Moreover, open and
transparent communication is perceived to improve the personal relationship between managers
and subordinates, thereby facilitating the development of trust, helping managers to better
understand the reasons behind potential performance issues, and giving them the opportunity
to address these issues together with the employees without losing trust. These results build
upon previous research by Noto et al. (2023), Pianese et al. (2023), and Newman and Ford
(2021).

As proposed by literature (Mundy, 2010; Simons, 1995a), the main tool for facilitating effective
formal communication in the startups interviewed is meetings. All participants report holding
regular team meetings as well as individual meetings with a frequency ranging from daily to
weekly, indicating the significance of highly consistent communication in an autonomous work
environment. Meeting contents include coordination, information sharing, and open discussions

regarding strategy, operations, and targets. Most companies employ a hybrid approach to

53



meetings, with some employees participating in person and others remotely. For those unable
to attend, several of the studied companies offer meeting recordings or share minutes to ensure
transparency. These findings are in line with the recommendations of Newman and Ford (2021)
and Malhotra et al. (2007). However, what existing literature does not adequately address, is
the importance of less frequent, larger-scale meetings for employee alignment. Several of the
examined companies organize major meetings or workshops, typically held a few times per
year, with the goal of aligning all employees with the organizational strategy and reinforcing
purpose and values. Contrary to regular meetings, these gatherings are usually conducted in a
physical setting, with the expectation that all employees participate to ensure effective
alignment. This notion is supported by interviewee 1 arguing “...[ think [it] works best when
you do it physically. That kind of anchoring of your purpose, goals and values. Yeah, that's best
done in the physical workshop actually.”.

To facilitate regular communication within a flexible work setting, our data, in alignment with
the literature (Aroles et al., 2019; Carr & Jooss, 2023; Newman & Ford, 2021; Noto et al.,
2023), shows the widespread use of ICT in all startups. Various platforms are employed for
video communication, instant messaging, collaboration, and meeting management. Smaller
organizations tend to rely more on instant messaging and email, while larger companies often
use more elaborate tools. In addition to formal meetings, our results indicate that
communication often takes place informally and asynchronously across different channels,
making sure that employees stay connected and informed regardless of their location or working

time.

In addition to fostering trust through continuous alignment by establishing an organizational
culture, as well as engaging in regular, transparent communication, a consistent pattern emerges
among the interviewees regarding the recruitment of new employees. Contrary to prior research
where recruitment as a tool to cultivate trust only plays a minor role, the majority of participants
interviewed name hiring the right people as the most essential tool to develop trust in the context
of New Work. Besides evaluating applicants’ skill levels and career development, all studied
organizations consider soft skills and personality traits as well. They agree that recruiting
individuals who are self-determined, purpose-driven, and mature facilitates the development of
trust, as these individuals are expected to be intrinsically motivated and capable of working
autonomously without needing substantial monitoring and control. Participant 3 for example,

states that “...it's all linked to smartness... smart people have the capacity to learn. And the
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smarter they are, the faster they learn. And if they are given a task they don't master, they can
learn how to do it. And they can also learn how to interact with other people, and can learn to
adapt faster and better than not so smart people.”, while interviewee 6 argues “Hire grown-up
people who know how to run the company, then you don't need that many rules.”. This finding
aligns with existing literature suggesting that specific employee characteristics are beneficial in
autonomous work environments (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Downes et al., 2023; Gilbert &
Sutherland, 2013; Kurland & Cooper, 2002). However, as opposed to what the literature says
(Heinicke et al., 2016; Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999), cultural fit does not seem to be as crucial,
particularly when hiring in remote settings. Supporting this, participant 4 claims “For those
who work remotely, we don't look too much into that.”. Having a look at the research context
could provide explanations for this disparity. Due to their dynamic nature, startups may
prioritize other attributes like adaptability, passion for the company’s purpose, or diverse
backgrounds over cultural fit. In regards to how the organizations interviewed achieve the
recruitment of employees with desirable characteristics, our research uncovers diverse

‘

approaches. Some companies prefer to “...incubate them internally” (#2), promoting internal
candidates who have been with the company for some time. Others conduct thorough
background checks on external candidates and utilize technical and personality assessment tests
during the hiring process. Recruiting through agencies or network recommendations is another

method described by our participants to facilitate the selection of suitable candidates.

As indicated by previous research (Johnson, 2004; Kurland & Cooper, 2002; Metallo et al.,
2022; Newman & Ford, 2021), after recruitment, onboarding and continuous training are
emphasized by the interviewees as vital for further aligning employees with the organizational
purpose and goals. Interviewee 4 describes the onboarding process in their company in more
detail, saying “But we have a pretty not strict, but good onboarding process. So for three
months, you are expected to work with the company work hours, which is from 9:00 to 3.00.
And within those three months, that is static. So then that is because you are [taught] and shown
all the tools to perform. And when you have the skills to succeed, then you are allowed to leave
the nest. Yeah. And perform after that. And it works pretty great because you learn by kind of

’

seeing what the other people do.”.

Participants also highlight the importance of ICT in trust development. As mentioned above, all
companies interviewed use ICT for daily operations, allowing them to monitor activities and

task progress as well. Through this implicit monitoring, supervisors get an overview of their
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employees’ activities, thereby facilitating the cultivation of trust. For instance, participant 3
explains, “...we are working towards common repositories so I can easily see what everyone is
producing. And by seeing the quality of the code, I get a very good impression about how they
work and how efficient they are.”. This perspective is supported by interviewee 5, who says
“No, I don't feel that is a problem at the moment because I see they are producing, they're
checking checkboxes and delivering things.”. While the significance of ICT in monitoring
employees in flexible work environments has received considerable attention in research (Bispe
& Sivabalan, 2017; Felstead et al., 2003), its implications for the development of trust have

been understudied in comparison.

Likewise, an alternative strategy adopted by two of the studied companies, in addition to the
several measures applied to cultivate trust, has not received significant attention in previous
literature. Interviewee 3 describes this approach further, stating “...how do you cultivate that
kind of culture? You have to demonstrate it. You have to leave it. I can't see I give you trust and
then second guess what you're doing. Because the moment you start doing that you are ruining
everything. ”, suggesting that trust does not need to be cultivated but rather assumed from the

beginning.

This approach to collaborative, employee-centred management control contributes to the
establishment of an enabling management control system. Fostering a trusting and error-
accepting culture promotes the flexibility and repair dimension of enabling control measures.
Employees feel empowered to identify problems and suggest or autonomously implement
changes without fear of making mistakes. This culture is supported by employee training,
providing them with the knowledge and skills to find deficits and modify established control
mechanisms if necessary. Moreover, the strong emphasis on open communication enhances
internal and global transparency, key features of enabling control measures. This transparency
helps employees understand the rationale behind certain mechanisms and provides them with a
holistic view of the company’s operations, enabling them to comprehend how their tasks
influence the whole picture. Consequently, this supports them in making self-determined
decisions, especially in times of uncertainty, that are in line with the company’s goals (Hoy &

Sweetland, 2000; Janka, 2021).

In sum, the adoption of job autonomy has significant implications for the design and use of

management control systems. Traditional controls like policies and procedures, performance
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measurement systems, and strategic plans are becoming more challenging to implement due to
the inherent characteristics of flexible work arrangements. Furthermore, due to their lack of
flexibility and transparency, they tend to be perceived as coercive, making it difficult for
employees to contribute and develop an understanding, consequently fostering a sense of
alienation rather than loyalty. Thus, they might be seen as detrimental to the implementation of
job autonomy. Instead, our study reveals a shift from traditional management control systems
to trust as a control mechanism, fostered by an employee-centred management control approach
that aims to align employees with organizational objectives and establish a common purpose.
Critical pillars in achieving this alignment are the development of an organizational culture,
open, frequent communication on equal terms as well as hiring suitable employees. This
collaborative governance approach lays the foundation for flexibility, repair, and transparency,
thereby contributing to the development of an enabling management control system that
promotes autonomy and flexibility. Furthermore, according to Janka (2021), it helps to make
potentially coercive control mechanisms feel less coercive because it allows employees to
understand the rationale behind the measures, enabling them to engage in and challenge the
system, which ultimately makes the measures more accurate and relevant. Therefore, striking a
thought-out balance between coercive and enabling management controls with an emphasis on
trust in the management control systems package makes the whole package feel enabling,
facilitating the effective implementation of job autonomy by promoting autonomy and

flexibility while simultaneously ensuring the maintenance of organizational overview.

6.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications

This thesis expands the literature on management control systems in light of autonomous work
arrangements by synthesizing control research across various aspects of flexible work, such as
remote work and flexitime, empowerment, trust, and job autonomy, and setting the findings in
a practical context. Creating a holistic picture of the implications of job autonomy on the design
and use of management control systems helps to fill a gap in the literature, which has as of yet
primarily focused on specific aspects of job autonomy rather than considering the concept as a
whole. Furthermore, the study contributes to the research on the evolution of management
control systems, indicating a shift from traditional, hard control mechanisms towards more
flexible, soft measures. In particular, it highlights the considerable significance of trust as a
control mechanism in the context of New Work and explores methods for cultivating trust in

flexible work environments, thus adjusting and broadening the literature on this topic.
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From a practical perspective, this thesis addresses a timely and relevant topic that engages a
growing number of organizations due to the changing expectations of the new generation
entering the workforce as well as the increasingly apparent advantages of job autonomy. It
shows that autonomy and control are not mutually exclusive but can and should co-exist, and it
presents approaches on how to balance these concepts in an enabling manner. Thereby, this
research can help practitioners develop or adapt their management control systems in a way
that ensures autonomy and flexibility while providing a framework in which employees can
operate, thus exploiting the advantages of job autonomy while mitigating potential downsides.
Ultimately, this can lead to an increased acceptance and implementation of autonomous work
practices across organizations, positively influencing organizational performance as well as

employee well-being and satisfaction.

6.2 Limitations

This study has potential limitations that need to be considered. One constraint may be the
sampling. The sample is homogenous, consisting of Norwegian males who are chief executive
officers or hold a senior position in a Norwegian startup. This may lead to sampling bias,
possibly excluding participants with differing demographic and occupational backgrounds. In
addition, it neglects the perspective of non-executive employees and takes on a managerial
viewpoint. Consequently, the generalizability and comprehensiveness of the findings may be
restricted. Likewise, the limited sample size of six interviews conducted by a multiple case
study approach restricts empirical generalizability. However, due to the variety of the studied
startups regarding industry, length of operation, and number of employees, as well as the
achievement of saturation, particularly on the topic of trust as a control mechanism, the findings
are generalizable for the Norwegian startup environment. Nevertheless, the specific context of
startups may limit the transferability of the findings to other organizational forms because this
type of company possesses distinct organizational characteristics that may have influenced the
results. Regarding the data collection process, it was challenging to find suitable interview
partners, representing a reason for the limited number of interviews. In the course of this, self-
selection bias may have occurred, with participants who are personally interested in and
positively inclined towards the research topic being more likely to participate, constraining the
generalizability of the results. Further constraints relate to the scope. Time constraints may have
influenced the extensiveness of the study regarding the sampling, data collection, analysis, and

discussion process. Moreover, the researchers themselves are members of the new generation
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entering the job market that has different expectations regarding job autonomy and flexibility,

which may have introduced researcher bias and influenced the interpretation of the results.

Addressing these limitations could enhance the generalizability of future research. To mitigate
the constraints related to sampling, researchers could select more diverse participants with
differing demographic, cultural, and occupational backgrounds. Furthermore, researchers could
adjust the sample size by either scaling up to achieve robust generalizability or scaling down to
ensure sufficient depth. The limitations identified in this study highlight areas for future

research.

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research

To further deepen the understanding of the interaction between organizational structures,
control mechanisms, and the adoption of flexible work arrangements, future research could
broaden the context by studying larger, more established companies to investigate whether trust
plays a similarly crucial role in balancing autonomy and control in these organizational forms.
Furthermore, shifting away from the managerial perspective and incorporating the viewpoint
of non-executive employees who are affected by an organization’s control system could provide
additional avenues for future work and add to the findings of this thesis. Moreover, expanding
the research to different countries could help to understand the influence of cultural background
on the implementation of management control systems and serve as the basis for a comparative
study across different contexts and cultures. Methodologically, thoroughly analysing a single
company in the form of a case study could provide a deeper insight into the interplay of various
control systems in fostering flexibility while at the same time providing a framework for aligned
decision-making. Moreover, conducting a longitudinal study could help explore the evolution
of management control systems in autonomous settings over time, which could be particularly

interesting in the dynamic startup environment.

Due to the disparity between prior research and the findings in this thesis, expanding on the role
of trust as either a substitute for or complement to management control within the framework
of New Work could help to achieve consensus and fill existing gaps in the literature. Here, it
could be worthwhile to investigate the optimal distribution of trust and control in a control
system, exploring whether a purely trust-based approach could be feasible. Moreover, studying

the interactions between control and trust, for example by looking into whether control
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mechanisms influence trust positively or negatively, could expand the understanding of the
interplay between different control systems. From a theoretical as well as practical perspective,
further examining the methods of trust-building in flexible work environments, particularly
considering the approach of hiring the right people, could be valuable as well. A broader study
approach investigating the transition from coercive to enabling forms of control in more detail
promises another interesting line of research. Potential research questions could be focused on
the characteristics that make specific control mechanisms feel more coercive or enabling, the
practicalities of how companies can achieve a transition from coercive to enabling systems, or
the interaction between coercive and enabling forms of control in facilitating autonomy and
flexibility, especially in light of enabling measures partially mitigating the negative effects of
coercive formalization. Likewise, exploring other aspects of the New Work concept beyond job
autonomy, such as flexible employment models or alternative organizational structures like
sociocracy, in the context of management control can provide further insights into the practical

implementation of contemporary work arrangements.
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7. Conclusion

Especially since the COVID-19 pandemic, flexible and autonomous work arrangements like
remote working, flexitime, and task autonomy are becoming increasingly popular, entailing
advantages such as higher motivation and productivity levels as well as enhanced employee
well-being. However, its consequences for organizations are not fully understood yet.
Therefore, this research aimed to explore the implications the adoption of New Work, with a
particular focus on job autonomy, has for the design and use of management control systems.
Based on interviews with six Norwegian startups, our study uncovered that the implementation
of job autonomy leads to a shift away from traditional management control systems towards a
more collaborative, employee-centred approach. A particularly interesting theme that emerged
is the significance of trust as the prevalent control mechanism across almost all interviewed
companies, cultivated through the development of an organizational culture, transparent
communication, strategic recruitment, and the use of ICT as a monitoring tool. This consensus
underlines the assumption that, due to their flexibility and transparency, people-centred controls
are perceived as being more enabling by employees, supporting them in their decision-making
rather than restricting them. Thus, they align with the principles of autonomy and flexibility,
while at the same time helping to mitigate the potential negative effects of traditional, more
coercive controls. Consequently, implementing a management control systems package that
combines and balances coercive and enabling controls with a focus on trust not only promotes

job autonomy but also ensures organizational oversight and control.

The qualitative research methodology, featuring expert interviews, was highly beneficial to gain
valuable insights into the evolution of management control systems in the context of New Work
as well as the execution of management control in the dynamic startup environment in general.
Even though the focus on Norwegian startups along with the sample size may limit the
generalizability of the findings, the study nonetheless illustrated how different companies
balance autonomy and control, highlighting similarities and differences. While we anticipated,
after reviewing the literature, that employee-centric controls and trust play a significant role in
ensuring oversight and control in flexible work environments, it was interesting to learn that
they are even more essential in practice than expected, whereas the use of more formalized

controls like performance standards was much less developed than suggested in prior research.
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Despite our findings offering valuable insights into the role of trust as a central control
mechanism in autonomous work settings, they also underlined the need for further exploration.
Research into the careful balance of trust and control, as well as the cultivation and maintenance
of trust in autonomous work settings, can serve as worthwhile lines for future research.
Furthermore, adopting different study approaches like case studies, longitudinal analyses, or a
more diversified sample can help to achieve a more profound understanding of the interactions
of coercive and enabling management control systems in diverse New Work environments.
Thereby, together with this thesis, future studies can expand the control literature on trust,
providing or enhancing approaches to management control in flexible work settings. Moreover,
they can serve as guidelines for practitioners, facilitating and promoting the adoption of job
autonomy by illustrating strategies for fostering autonomy and flexibility while mitigating its

associated risks.
In conclusion, our thesis demonstrated that implementing job autonomy does not necessarily

require letting go of control, but rather changes how control is executed, illustrating a transition

from coercive to more enabling management control systems.
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9. Appendix

Interview Guide

General Questions

1. What is your current position within the company?

Adoption of New Work

2. Does your company adopt New Work practices? If so, which ones? (e.g., remote work,
flexible hours, job autonomy)

3. Could you describe your experiences, both positive and negative, with flexible work
arrangements and job autonomy within your organization? (e.g. impact on overall work

environment, productivity, employee satisfaction)

New Work and Management Control Systems

4. How do you ensure alignment between your employees and organizational goals in the
context of increased autonomy and flexibility?

5. What steps would you take if you suspect that an employee is not performing
adequately?

6. Have you introduced or modified measures or controls to specifically monitor and

evaluate behaviour and performance under New Work arrangements?
Administrative Controls
7. What criteria do you prioritize when selecting employees? Do you look for attributes
that suggest their ability to work remotely and autonomously?
8. How is communication facilitated within your organization, especially with remote or

autonomous workers? (e.g. through platforms like Teams, Trello)

Cybernetic Controls
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9. What methods or channels are used to provide guidance to employees? (e.g. KPIs,
targets, standard operating procedures, code of conduct)

10. Is there collaboration with employees in establishing these methods?

11. What approaches and platforms do you employ for performance feedback? (e.g.,

meeting frequency, reports, rewards systems)

Cultural Controls

12. How do you communicate the company’s culture and values, fostering organizational
identification and team spirit? (e.g. through virtual or in-person events, communicating
value statement in shared presentations)

13. Do you find it challenging to communicate the company’s culture in the context of
increased autonomy and flexibility?

14. How do you cultivate trust in flexible work arrangements, and do you believe it can

serve as a substitute for other forms of control?

Concluding Questions

15. In conclusion, have New Work practices presented any challenges to your management

control systems?

16. Do you perceive a tension between employee autonomy and management control? If

s0, how do you propose balancing these concepts?
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List of interviewees

# Role Sector

1 Founder and CEO Information Technology
2 Founder and CEO Information Technology
3 Founder and CEO Educational Administration
4 Senior Consultant Software Development

5 Founder and CEO Robotics

6 Founder and CEO Environmental Services

Table 6: List of Interviewees

74



@'_T] UiA Handelshoyskolen ¥ aacss

Sarah Baumgartner 03.06.2024

Discussion Paper

Responsibility is a core concept of UiA’s School of Business and Law. The following discussion paper
examines this concept considering our Master’s thesis with the topic “Integrating Autonomy and
Control: Implications of New Work Adoption on Management Control Systems”.

Especially since the COVID-19 pandemic, flexible work arrangements like remote working, flexitime,
and task autonomy are gaining more and more popularity due to the various advantages they entail
for both organizations and employees. These advantages include higher motivation and performance
levels, enhanced work-life balance, and improved employee well-being (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011;
Ferreira et al., 2021). Furthermore, the new generation entering the workforce displays different
values and expects a more flexible and autonomous workplace, meeting their needs for
independence and self-determination (Tolbize, 2008). This contemporary way of working is
synthesized under the concept of New Work. However, the more popular New Work becomes, the
more of its downsides become apparent. An intensification of work efforts, feelings of isolation, and
communication and coordination problems can lead to a loss of motivation and organizational
identification (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2021). To mitigate these drawbacks and
ensure that employees act in line with the organization’s strategy and goals, management control
systems play a crucial role (Malmi & Brown, 2008). Yet, due to the difficulty of directly influencing and
monitoring employee behaviour and actions, the implementation of management control in flexible
work settings presents challenges (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2021). Therefore, our
thesis is concerned with the question “Which implications does the adoption of New Work have on
the design and use of management control systems?”. To gain insights into how organizations
implementing autonomous work arrangements execute management control, we have conducted a
qualitative study featuring interviews with six Norwegian startups. Using the Gioia method, our data
revealed that most companies agree that autonomy and control are not mutually exclusive and can
and should co-exist. However, the manner in which control is executed through formalized methods
like the establishment of performance standards, performance measurement, and feedback
mechanisms differs. Still, one pattern emerged that was common across all companies we
interviewed: the importance of trust as a central control mechanism in the context of implementing
job autonomy. Instead of micromanaging employees, managers express trust that they are acting in
line with organizational objectives. This trust is cultivated through employee-centric management
controls such as the development of an organizational culture, transparent communication, and
strategic recruitment. Consequently, we could observe a shift away from traditional, coercive
management control systems towards more people-centred, collaborative, and enabling approaches.
By combining coercive management controls with enabling controls, the whole control systems
package is perceived as enabling, supporting employees in their decision-making rather than
restricting them (Janka, 2021). This aligns with the characteristics of autonomy and flexibility, while at
the same time ensuring sufficient organizational control and oversight.

When granting employees autonomy, it is crucial to consider ethical concerns. On the one hand,
fostering autonomy significantly contributes to sustainable and ethical business conduct. As defined
by Brundtland (1987, p. 41), “sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Applying
this to the organizational context, corporate sustainability aims to create long-term value not just on
a financial basis but across all stakeholders, its surrounding environment, and society as a whole
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(Rasche et al., 2023). To address these issues in a structured way, Barbier (1987) developed a
framework describing sustainability along three pillars: environmental, economic, and social.
Traditionally, most attention is given to environmental sustainability, which focuses on the protection
and improvement of the natural environment. Key corporate concerns in this area include emissions,
waste management, and resource use. Economic sustainability is concerned with organizational
profitability, compliance, and governance, stating that for a business to remain sustainable, it needs
to generate profits. The third pillar, social sustainability, examines an organization’s impact on the
community, its customers, and employees, consisting of topics such as working conditions, diversity,
and involvement in charity. Implementing sustainability strategies offers several benefits for
organizations. Firstly, it can foster the development of innovative products that address
environmental and societal challenges, leading to financial growth. Cost savings through increased
production efficiency, like the reduced use of resources, further support this. Lastly, sustainable
practices can help minimize risks associated with supply chain disruptions and regulatory changes
because the organization invests in future capacity and becomes adaptable to changes. Furthermore,
sustainability enhances an organization’s reputation, improving public evaluation, attractiveness to
potential employees, and customer loyalty. Ultimately, adopting sustainable practices provides a
competitive advantage (Rasche et al., 2023).

Job autonomy positively impacts all three pillars of sustainability. Remote working, in particular, has
numerous environmental benefits. Reduced energy consumption in office spaces results in lower
greenhouse gas emissions, significantly shrinking the carbon footprint, especially when remote work
occurs multiple days a week. In this case, the decrease in office energy usage counterbalances the
additional energy required to operate a home office. Likewise, remote work reduces the need for
commuting, resulting in decreased pollution and the mitigation of traffic congestion during rush
hours, thus enhancing fuel efficiency (Tao et al., 2023). A study by Tao et al. (2023) determined that in
sum, transitioning from office-based work to remote work can lower the carbon footprint by up to
58%. Additionally, job autonomy fosters innovation because self-determination at work encourages
creativity, potentially leading to the development of innovative, environmentally friendly solutions
(Speklé et al., 2014; Spreitzer, 2008).

However, job autonomy also plays a crucial role in an organization’s economic sustainability. Creative
innovations not only contribute to environmental preservation but can also result in the development
of new products and services that foster organizational growth, competitiveness, and resilience
(Speklé et al., 2014; Spreitzer, 2008). Employee autonomy further enhances organizational resilience
by enabling workers to independently make decisions and adjust work processes and resource
utilization to changing market conditions and trends (Kantur & Iseri-Say, 2012; Lewis et al., 2019).
Moreover, providing autonomy to employees leads to higher motivation and engagement, resulting in
improved overall performance. When employees have the freedom to decide where and when they
work, they utilize their working time more efficiently, report increased concentration, and experience
fewer interruptions. Consequently, this contributes to enhanced customer satisfaction and faster
growth. Furthermore, improved job satisfaction fosters employee commitment and loyalty, ultimately
reducing turnover rates and absenteeism. Additionally, a flexible work environment creates an
attractive workplace, facilitating recruitment, the exploitation of global expertise, and employee
retention (Downes et al., 2023; Ferreira et al., 2021).

By promoting work-life balance, job autonomy significantly contributes to the social pillar of
sustainability as well. Through flexitime and remote work, employees are able to balance job
demands and personal responsibilities such as family care. This, in combination with a sense of
control over the workday and the ability to align job tasks with personal preferences, supports
employees’ physical and mental health by reducing job-related stress and the risk of burnout
(Downes et al., 2023; Kubicek et al., 2017; ter Hoeven & Zoonen, 2015). Job autonomy also benefits
diversity and inclusion efforts. Location and time flexibility accommodate workers with disabilities,

76



@'_T] UiA Handelshoyskolen ¥ aacss

allowing them to organize their workday according to their needs. In addition, the negative effects of
long commutes as well as physical limitations in the office space are mitigated. Thereby, job
autonomy helps employees with disabilities to get and remain in employment (Igeltjgrn & Habib,
2020).

While job autonomy can enhance an organization’s responsible efforts, it also involves challenges. A
study by Lu et al. (2017) highlights that self-determination is closely associated with unethical
behaviour due to employees feeling less constrained by regulations, causing them to act in their own
interest. This can include engaging in practices such as manipulating work outcomes and work time
spreadsheets or accepting bribes (Lu et al., 2017). Besides fostering unethical behaviour, job
autonomy can also have detrimental effects on the three pillars of sustainability.

Even though remote working contributes to reducing the carbon footprint, studies show that it also
has negative implications for the environment. Remote employees often live in rural areas with
insufficient public transport infrastructure, creating the need for private car usage and resulting in
extended non-commute travel distances. Moreover, the reduction in office energy consumption due
to remote working may be offset by increased energy consumption at home, especially when remote
working only occurs infrequently. Additionally, certain emissions from office buildings are not affected
by the building’s occupancy rate and are therefore not influenced by remote work arrangements (Tao
et al.,, 2023).

Likewise, granting employees autonomy can diminish their performance and thereby harm an
organization’s economic sustainability. Weakened organizational identification and team spirit caused
by flexible work arrangements and reduced face-to-face interaction can result in lower work
motivation, negatively impacting employee productivity and willingness to work. This is enhanced by
coordination and communication problems due to scheduling difficulties. Lastly, job autonomy
presents challenges for management, as it restricts employee presence and visibility. This hampers
supervisors’ ability to monitor and align employees’ actions with organizational objectives. Overall,
this can negatively affect an organization’s profitability (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Ferreira et al.,
2021; Kubicek et al., 2017).

Autonomy can be detrimental to social sustainability as well. Self-directed employees often struggle
with time management, with research indicating that workers who have flexibility over when, where,
and how to work tend to intensify their efforts and work overtime. This not only compromises work-
life balance but also makes it difficult to disengage from tasks. What is more, different schedules and
work locations from colleagues can foster feelings of isolation, diminish support networks, and
negatively impact relationships within the workplace. Ultimately, these factors can contribute to
decreasing job satisfaction (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2021; Igeltjgrn & Habib,
2020).

When implemented correctly, job autonomy can have significantly positive implications for
sustainability and responsibility. To foster the advantages of job autonomy while mitigating the
pitfalls, management control systems can be used. Malmi and Brown (2008, p. 290) define
management control systems as “systems, rules, practices, values and other activities management
put in place in order to direct employee behaviour”. They distinguish five distinct types of control that
are employed as a package: cybernetic, cultural, administrative, planning, and reward and
compensation. Cybernetic controls establish performance standards against which actual
performance is measured and, if necessary, modified. Cultural controls, on the other hand, are
concerned with an organization’s purpose and values that influence the behaviour of its members
while administrative controls provide structure by directing behaviour through the definition and
enforcement of standard procedures. This is supported by planning controls, which establish
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objectives and guide decisions. Finally, reward and compensation practices motivate and incentivize
goal-congruent behaviour (Malmi & Brown, 2008).

While approaching the environmental implications of job autonomy requires education (Tao et al.,
2023), unethical behaviour as well as economic and social challenges associated with job autonomy
can be mitigated through the implementation of control systems. Cybernetic controls provide a
framework that not only guides employee behaviour but also serves as a motivator, thus addressing
performance issues, clarifying expectations, and providing goals towards which employees can work,
while simultaneously giving them the opportunity to disengage when they have achieved the goal
(Malmi & Brown, 2008). To further foster motivation and organizational identification, cultural
controls play a crucial role. Cultivating a strong organizational culture, rooted in corporate values and
beliefs, motivates workers to display higher performance and act in line with the organization’s goals
(Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007; Newman & Ford, 2021; Zhang et al., 2007). Furthermore, belief and
value systems serve as guiding principles, facilitating decision-making (Heinicke et al., 2016; Mundy,
2010). To counteract the sense of isolation often experienced by autonomous employees and foster
social sustainability, communicative and trustful leadership as well as virtual socialization activities
like virtual after-work gatherings can be utilized (Newman & Ford, 2021; Noto et al., 2023; Pianese et
al., 2023). This is facilitated by information and communications technology like video call and
messaging platforms, an administrative control mechanism that enables communication, virtual
socialization, and the dissemination of an organization’s culture (Aroles et al., 2019; Carr & Jooss,
2023). Moreover, administrative controls such as standard operating procedures offer a framework by
either specifying desired behaviours (Pianese et al., 2023) or defining off-limit behaviours. Adopting a
code of conduct, for instance, can contribute to preventing unethical actions and promote ethical
conduct (Simons, 1995a). Closely related to administrative controls are planning controls, which,
similar to other control types in the package, function as guidance and motivation, particularly when
employees are included in the planning process. This approach not only enhances employees’
understanding of organizational goals and strategies but also fosters a sense of ownership and
commitment, ultimately leading to improved knowledge, better performance, and contributing to an
organization’s economic sustainability (Flassak et al., 2023). Lastly, reward and compensation are vital
in promoting economic sustainability as well, with research indicating that incentives can lead to
increased work efforts by achieving goal alignment between employees and the organization (Malmi
& Brown, 2008).

To conclude, granting job autonomy can contribute significantly to the sustainable and responsible
development of an organization and society as a whole. Nevertheless, it also entails ethical
challenges for the environment, employees, and the organization itself. It is therefore crucial to
effectively implement job autonomy to elevate its benefits while mitigating its disadvantages. One
tool to achieve this is management control systems, which can guide, support, and motivate
employee behaviour. However, traditional management control systems may conflict with the
principles of autonomy by being perceived as coercive, rigid, and restrictive. Consequently, it is vital
to design and implement control systems in a manner that allows for autonomy and flexibility while
at the same time providing guidance and performance monitoring (Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Lewis
et al., 2019; Simons, 1995b; Speklé et al., 2014). This problem statement forms the main focus of our
Master’s thesis, exploring strategies for integrating job autonomy with management control.
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Discussion Paper

Our master thesis draws on implications of New Work practices for Management Control Systems in
the Norwegian startup scene. The concept of New Work is characterised by employee empowerment
by the means of autonomy, flexibility, or engagement (Schermuly & Meifert 2023). Since the Covid-
19 pandemic, and also due to the generational shift and moving towards more flexible practices,
those elements are desired and believed to offer advantages, such as larger job satisfaction or
productivity (Ferreira et al. 2021). The New Work has gained noteworthy popularity and traction as
its advantages in form of, for instance, flexible and autonomous work practices become evident (Carr
& Jooss, 2023). This has further implications on overall employee performance and satisfaction,
culminating in reduced turnover rates (Lewis et al., 2019). Nonetheless, integration of those practices
into the traditional control system frameworks makes up for a challenge organizations have to tackle,
and raises a question whether the contemporary setup is relevant (Downes & Koekemoer, 2011;
Ferreira et al., 2021). Therefore, the research question has been formulated:

What implications does the adoption of New Work have for the design and use of Management
Control Systems in Norwegian startups?

Through having six qualitative interviews with the management level of Norwegian startups, we
discussed the key strategies, challenges the New Work possesses, and best practices in regard to
Management Control Systems. The findings indicate that Norwegian startups experienced a shift
towards employee-oriented management control style, underlined by the focus of trust, which
serves as a baseline for enabling employee empowerment and engagement. That way, autonomy is
taken into account, while supported by management control in the form of a trust-based approach.
Although the study was limited to Norwegian startups, and therefore possesses specific
characteristics potentially limiting the ability to expand its implications to other sectors and regions,
the findings indicate that autonomy and control mechanisms are not mutually exclusive. To
conclude, granting employees job autonomy while maintaining a degree of oversight is possible. A
shift from rather rigid and coercive methods of control towards those that acknowledge trust-based
approach has been witnessed, indicating a change in the way control is executed, moving towards a
more employee-centred and trust-based approach.

The topic of our master thesis might not seem as reliant to the field of international business at the
first glance. Nonetheless, there are several aspects and concepts related to International Business
that are relevant for the New Work as well as Management Control Systems.

As discussed in the thesis, the Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated globalisation and remote work, a
notable part of the New Work concept. During the interview process with the management levels of
Norwegian startups, some participants pointed out the ability to tap into the global labour market
and having access to talent beyond the borders of the country they operate, purposely looking for an
ideal fit. Similarly, the interview participants expressed a positive attitude towards the remote work,
supported by appropriate control mechanisms they employ. The combination of hiring abroad and
remote work allows organizations to incorporate talent from nearly anywhere, considering having
access to an enabling working environment including a hardware setup. The participants also
described that talent in other countries, often developing countries, possess driven and motivated
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individuals who fit the organization’s needs. As elaborated in the thesis interviews, organizations do
not see the seemingly difficult obstacle in the form of different time zones and do not view it as an
excluding factor in their daily operations. Interview participants described that empowerment over
the employee’s way of work, including prioritisation of tasks, working hours, location, or methods,
supports their accountability, and their effort to give back to the organization for the given trust. The
combination of labour mobility and innovations in ICT largely support the growth of the global labour
market, calling for cross-cultural management and global consideration.

On a similar note, globalisation has brought a broad spectrum of cultural backgrounds together,
posing again as an opportunity that needs to be, however, managed accordingly. Hofstede addresses
this need and the topic of cultural dimensions in his book, the Culture's Consequences: International
Differences in Work-Related Values (1980), and a few decades later in his other book Culture's
Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and Organizations Across Nations (2001).
In his works, Hofstede described six cultural dimensions, which values differ for each region, and
provide a holistic framework for understanding the cultural differences and their consequences for
the workplace. In terms of Norway and our unit of analysis, the Power Distance dimension is
particularly low, reflecting the prevalence of equality and employee-centred approach, supporting
the egalitarian organizational structure (Hofstede, 2001; 2011). On the other hand, Norway scored
high in terms of Individualism, representing the preference for personal freedom and decisions.
Additionally, Norway scored particularly low in terms of the Masculinity dimension, indicating care
and cooperation (Hofstede, 2001; 2011). Overall, depending on geographical location, countries tend
to have distinct working cultures, methods, and values (House et al., 2004). House further argues
that the cultural differences are correlated with the leadership styles, which further strengthens the
cascation of values within the organization, having further implications also for the implementation
of New Work practices- Our thesis was limited to Norwegian startups, which based on the interview
process can be characterised by the largely trust based approach and by the egalitarian way of
organizational structure. It is worth mentioning that this is not a common practice everywhere and
we are aware that each region has its own characteristics and considerations should be made
accordingly. This fact is therefore also applicable to research findings, which should be considered
depending on the region the reader is located in. What might work in one region and is considered to
be a norm, might not always be the same way in the other region and one should operate with care.
To conclude, there are numerous work cultures around the world which have consequences for how
New Work practices are both perceived and implemented (Schneider & Barsoux, 2003).

Nonetheless, it is not only about the cultural backgrounds as the concept of remote work is not a
commonly distributed practice around the world. According to Lund et al. (2020), employees in
emerging economies are often reliant on sectors that focus on manual work, such as “agriculture or
manufacturing”, making remote work often not feasible. The consulting firm continues their analysis
on remote work within nine analysed countries by drawing on the larger benefits of remote work in
developed countries due to the technological advancements and the service-based nature of work in
the developed countries. The World Bank (2023) addresses the disparities between digital adoption
and usage around the world in their "Digital Progress and Trends Report 2023". The data indicates
that over 99% of the Norwegian population uses the internet, a remarkably high number compared
to emerging economies, where the numbers for the same are significantly lower. The willingness to
implement remote work and the experience with doing so has been witnessed in all of our interviews
as participants expressed a positive attitude towards the flexibility to work outside of the office,
supported by proactive communication and control mechanisms. Furthermore, the service sector in
Norway employs 79% of the total workforce, allowing the country with the possibility to implement
remote work on a larger scale than developing countries that do not possess such a large share of
service-based work (Statistics Norway, 2024). Based on this, the implementation alone of remote
work practices is not only dependent on the country's advancement in regards to technology and
economic advancements, but also on the access to hardware and the ability of citizens to be able to
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learn how to use the technology in practice. Additionally, the nature of work, serving as a baseline
for the ability to implement remote work, contributes to the fact that remote work is not equally
widespread and popular around the world.

Although the topic of the master thesis can be applied to any organization and location, the thesis
has not been directly influenced by the concept of internationalisation and it has not been its goal to
take the international aspects into account. The unit of analysis in our paper has been six different
Norwegian startups. The startup scene in Norway operates in a dynamic and fast-paced
environment, which is typically influenced by international trends. Likewise, global market conditions
play an important role for organizational health and stability. From the interview process, it is visible
that organizations are rather quick to adapt to external factors and market conditions. They seek to
be agile and dynamic in the way they react to changes. Although not directly related to
internationalisation, the organizations showcased they engage in iterative processes in different
manners, and react in the form of adaptation in a fast manner. This approach can also be used in
responding to international trends and forces.

Nonetheless, recent years have brought shifts towards deglobalization, forefronted by rising
protectionism, economic nationalism, and reallocation of global economic interdependencies (Moyo,
2019; Luo, 2023). Such policies are often seen by the actions of governments by implementing trade
policies and tariffs to protect the domestic markets. This can pose a threat to organizations who are
not prepared for such shifts in dynamics as those measures can have a direct impact on the business
models of companies operating in international markets (Moyo, 2019). Therefore, this situation
represents a situation that has a possibility to directly reshape the global trade and cross-border
collaboration, which was traditionally convenient and allowed for often limitless international
operations. This constitutes a potential challenge to market actors in small open economies,
including Norway, Sweden, or Finland, who are reliant on international trade and open markets
(Nummela, Saarenketo, Jokela, & Loane, 2014). There are several strategies that organizations can
implement to offset this threat and become more resilient in this regard. If an organization sees that
it is highly dependent on a single or a few countries and suppliers, it might indicate a time to explore
new markets to reduce the dependency. An immediate and direct action to mitigate this risk is to
explore diversification and new partnerships within the domestic country, ultimately localising the
production to the base country. However, this is often not feasible due to the significant disparity in
the cost of inputs and wages between the domestic country and the country of the international
supplier. Another approach, similar to the strategies mentioned by the interview participants, is to
build a resilient and agile organization, supported by hiring the right people that are driven and keen
to keep up with the trends through regular training and participating in education programs.

Although the thesis is not aimed to consider international aspects directly, it can still be considered a
highly relevant topic for further research in terms of international aspects and participants. To
conclude, the Covid-19 accelerated the globalisation and remote work, ultimately gaining traction
also for the concept of New Work, which could be applicable to every part of the globe, although it is
not distributed equally due disparities in the prevalent sector of work and ICT advancements.
However, we witnessed that organizations are aware of the benefits its implementation can bring,
and actively engage in activities from the New Work practices, and their willingness to participate in
cross-borders activities, such as remote hiring and partnerships. This opportunity should be also
approached with considerations, as cultural differences exist and a discourse of expectations and
delivery could occur, calling for cross-cultural management. Nonetheless, the interview participants
showcased a positive attitude towards remote work, while also noting strategies for effective
management control mechanisms supporting remote work and hiring process. A possibility for
further research could be the exploration of global labour markets and cross-cultural management in
context of the researched topic. Globalisation has brought together cultures with diverse cultural
backgrounds and have potential impact on the implementation of New Work and attitudes towards
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Management Control System frameworks. A possibility for further research is the ongoing
international trends and impact on management controls, as today we can see a shift towards
deglobalization and it is not clear what consequences it will have on management controls, business
models, or the global trade dynamics.
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