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[bookmark: _Toc204879524]Abstract 
This study explores how newly hired audit employees perceive management control systems (MCS) and how these perceptions influence their performance during their early career years. Drawing on the enabling and coercive control framework (Adler & Borys, 1996), the research investigates how specific design features of MCS, such as flexibility, internal transparency, global transparency, and repairability, and how these perceptions affect performance dimensions such as audit quality, efficiency, motivation, and innovation. Using a qualitative methodology rooted in the interpretive paradigm, eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with employees at different levels, associate, senior associate, and assistant manager within a Big Four accounting firm. The findings reveal that MCS in the audit profession are conditionally enabling; employee perceptions of control systems shift based on workload compression. During periods of high pressure, such as audit cycles, mechanisms initially perceived as enabling may be experienced as coercive, effectively transforming the nature of control. Critical performance aspects such as audit quality, knowledge transfer and actual flexibility are negatively affected during the busy season. The study contributes to a richer understanding of how MCS are socially constructed and experienced in practice, particularly in high-pressure environments such as external auditing. These insights offer practical implications for redesigning control systems to better support junior staff, and theoretical implications by highlighting the temporal contingency of enabling and coercive controls.


[bookmark: _Toc204879525]1 Introduction
In recent years, the auditing profession has faced a notable talent shortage, marked by a declining number of accounting graduates even as industry demand grows. For example, the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) reported in 2023 that U.S. accounting bachelor’s degree graduates fell from 57,483 in 2011 to 47,067 in 2021, and master’s graduates from 20,865 to 18,238. This trend has led to a 35% drop in new Certified Public Accountant candidates over the same period (AICPA, 2023). A similar decline is observed in the Netherlands (AFM, 2022). The shrinking supply of new auditors, combined with persistently high demand for financial professionals, has raised concerns about maintaining audit quality and preventing financial misconduct amid talent shortages.
One contributing factor for the increased demand in auditing is the expansion of regulatory requirements and the complexity of audits. For instance, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 (SOX) was enacted after major accounting scandals (e.g., Enron, WorldCom) to improve transparency and reliability in financial reporting. While effective in raising standards, compliance with SOX significantly increased auditors’ workload and organizational costs (Louwers et al., 2018). In the Netherlands, regulatory bodies have noted that audit scopes continue to broaden due to growing emphasis on non-financial disclosures such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) factors. Auditors today must assure not only financial statements but also the credibility of sustainability reports, reflecting a shift toward wider stakeholder accountability (AFM, 2022). In short, the auditing environment is becoming more demanding, even as fewer newcomers enter the field.
As organizational objectives become increasingly complex and demanding, partly due to rising expectations around CSR and ESG reporting, management control systems (MCS) have gained prominence as essential tools to align these objectives with employee behavior and performance. Management control refers to “the processes of organizing resources and directing activities for the purpose of achieving organizational objectives” (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2007, p.5). The goal of management control research is to understand how and why control mechanisms work under various conditions and how to improve them to attain organizational goals (Merchant & Otley, 2006). In the auditing context, effective MCS are seen as vital for addressing the talent shortage and heavy workloads by ensuring that remaining staff operate efficiently and ethically towards the organization’s goals. MCS research thus not only considers economic factors but also human factors such as workload, pressure, and values that influence how control systems are perceived and function. A well-designed control system must balance these factors. Otherwise, it can create more problems than it solves.
[bookmark: _Hlk203215761]Despite initiatives to improve working conditions in audit firms, evidence suggests ongoing problems with employee well-being. Many public accounting firms have introduced measures to enhance audit quality and foster positive organizational culture, yet a 2019–2020 inspection by the Dutch labour inspectorate (Inspectie SZW, Inspectie Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheden in Dutch) found that 24 out of 28 audited firms had inadequate approaches to managing work pressure (Inspectie SZW, 2020). More recent government reports confirm that improvements within the accountancy sector remain insufficient to effectively address the systemic issues facing the audit profession (De Vries and Fonteijn, 2023). Over 70% of young audit professionals felt their employers’ stress-reduction measures were still insufficient. Persistent issues like excessive overtime, staff shortages, tight deadlines, and high client expectations continue to strain auditors, especially newcomers (De Vries and Herrijgers, 2018; NBA Young Profs, 2020.). For example, a recent study found that first year accountants keep experiencing personal struggles and suffering, yet their responses remain overwhelmingly compliant, with active resistance being rare and often unaccommodated (De Vries et al., 2022). These findings indicate that formal organizational changes alone have not fully addressed underlying causes of stress in the audit profession.
An emerging viewpoint in management control literature is that the effectiveness of control systems depends largely on human behavior and perceptions. Traditional control models often assume employees respond uniformly to incentives and controls, but in reality individuals interpret and react to the same control system in different ways (Chua, 1986). As Roman Stanek mentioned “Having a vision and having confidence doesn’t mean anything unless you’re able to communicate it to your team. The ability to communicate well didn’t come easily for me. I always assumed that everybody would see things the same way I see them, and now I understand it takes a lot of time to get people aligned.” (quoted in Merchant & Van der Stede, 2007, p.11). Having a clear vision and goals is futile unless it is communicated effectively to the team. In practice, simply implementing controls systems does not guarantee desired outcomes. Success relies on how employees perceive those controls and whether they embrace or resist them. If people do not understand or agree with a control system, they may not engage with it as intended. Thus, researchers increasingly recognize that “each individual interprets the same control system differently” (Chua, 1986; Chua, 2019), and these subjective interpretations can crucially influence performance results.
The early career stage of audit professionals is a critical period in which perceptions of control systems take shape. New audit hires, armed with academic knowledge and a critical mindset, enter firms with fresh perspectives but must undergo socialization processes to adapt to the workplace. Upon entry, newcomers must learn the organization’s expectations, which are embedded in both formal MCS (e.g. performance metrics, standard operating procedures) and informal controls (e.g. culture, values, peer influence). Some expectations are explicit, communicated through formal systems like targets or guidelines, whereas others are implicit, conveyed via informal social interactions and norms (Malmi & Brown, 2008). This socialization is demanding, new auditors often work long hours up to 60 hours per week during busy season while also studying for certifications. They face pressure to meet high professional standards and adapt to the firm’s way of working, all governed by the firm’s control systems.
Management control systems can either facilitate or hinder new employees’ adjustment and performance, depending on how those systems are designed and perceived. Certain control mechanisms clarify expectations and provide resources, thereby “enabling” employees to perform better. For instance, comprehensive training programs, mentoring systems, and well-communicated procedures can enhance a newcomer’s sense of capability, autonomy, and understanding of their role (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2007). These enabling controls empower employees by fostering skill development and allowing some discretion in how to meet objectives. In contrast, overly rigid or punitive controls may “coerce” employees, undermining their autonomy and motivation. If new hires encounter strictly enforced rules with little input or flexibility, they may feel discouraged or distrusted, which can erode morale and performance. Thus, the same control system may be experienced as supportive (enabling) or oppressive (coercive) depending on design and implementation (Adler & Borys, 1996). How newcomers perceive this as either helpful guidance or burdensome micromanagement is likely to influence their work outcomes and well-being.
Performance in the audit industry is characterized by uncertainty, uniqueness, competence, and autonomy (Knechel et al., 2013). Given that each client’s engagement presents distinct challenges and audit procedures often demand professional judgment, young auditors require specific capabilities to perform effectively. Therefore, it is hypothesized that enabling characteristics of MCS support the development and expression of these performance dimensions among auditors. De Vries et al. (2022) concluded that when trainee accountants tried to resist coercive control mechanisms, they were often neglected, which led to disengagement and stress. For instance, “trainees who openly criticize the going-on in their firm were mostly not accommodated. The views of most of these trainees were ignored; they were ‘punished’ during job appraisals and were given a mediocre appraisal and/or fewer clients to attend to” (De Vries et al. 2022, p3). By contrast, providing understanding in the underlying process and clarifying the rationale behind the rules can foster the perception of fairness, thereby enhancing motivation and eventually develop adequate competences (Adler and Borys, 1996). 
In summary, management control systems in audit firms have a dual potential: they can enhance employee performance and well-being, or they can impose stress and confusion, largely depending on how they are perceived and enacted. For new auditors, whose first impressions of corporate control will shape their ongoing attitudes and contributions, understanding these perceptions is crucial. This study therefore asks the following research question:
How do young audit employees perceive management control systems, and how does this influence their performance in the early years of their profession?
By investigating this question, the research aims to shed light on whether control systems in practice are enabling or coercive in the eyes of young audit employees, and how these perceptions relate to dimensions of performance such as efficiency, quality of work, motivation, and innovation. Addressing this issue can provide insights for both theory and practice on designing control systems that better support young professionals in the auditing field.
The remainder of this thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 2, the Literature Review, begins with clarifying the historical and contemporary definition of MCS. Relevant theoretical perspectives from various disciplines are explored to provide a comprehensive foundation for understanding the core concepts. The chapter ends with the introduction of enabling and coercive framework development by Adler and Borys (1996) to capture employee’s perceptions and explains the theoretical connection between performance. Chapter 3, the Methodology, explains the relevant research paradigm and research method used to operationalize the concepts for empirical field research. Chapter 4 then presents the analysis of the interview findings. Chapter 5 provides the conclusion and discussion of the study, offering the implications of the findings, limitations of the study and recommendations for further research.
[bookmark: _Toc204879526]2 Literature Review
This chapter establishes the theoretical foundation for answering the research question by examining how employees perceive MCS and how these perceptions influence performance. It begins by clarifying the conceptual and historical development of MCS, followed by a discussion of how MCS is viewed across different disciplines and research paradigms. This sets the stage for understanding how employees interact with and interpret control systems in their daily work.
The chapter then introduces the two central concepts of this study: perceptions of MCS and performance. To analyze perceptions, this research adopts the framework by Adler and Borys (1996), which distinguishes between enabling and coercive control systems. Their model identifies four key design characteristics: repair, internal transparency, global transparency, and flexibility, that guide how employees experience and respond to control mechanisms. These characteristics form the conceptual core for evaluating MCS perceptions.
Performance is understood as a multidimensional construct and is examined through four aspects: audit quality, efficiency, motivation, and innovation. These dimensions are chosen for their relevance to both individual outcomes and broader organizational objectives, particularly in the context of the audit profession.
The chapter is structured as follows: Section 2.1 offers a historical and conceptual overview of MCS to resolve definitional inconsistencies and provide a clear foundation for its use. 2.2 provides theoretical perspectives of MCS from different disciplines and research paradigms, which forms the theoretical basis of employee’s perceptions towards MCS. Section 2.3 discusses the selected performance dimensions in detail. Finally, Section 2.4 explores employee perceptions of MCS and introduces the Adler and Borys framework as the conceptual basis for measuring these perceptions and examining their link to performance. Chapter 2 also serves as the foundation for the operationalization in the methodology in this research.
[bookmark: _Toc204879527]2.1 Historical development of and contemporary definition of MCS
The concept of management control systems has evolved significantly since it was first formalized in the mid-20th century. Anthony (1965) defined management control as a process to ensure that resources are obtained and used effectively and efficiently toward organizational objectives. Early MCS frameworks in the 1960s and 1970s were heavily influenced by a cybernetic model, often illustrated by the thermostat analogy. In a cybernetic control loop, performance is measured against a preset standard, and corrective action is taken if there is a deviation. This feedback concept underlies traditional budgeting and performance reporting systems. Over time, MCS broadened beyond simple financial or output controls to include day-to-day operational controls and even controls over external partnerships and supply chains. This expansion blurred distinctions between “management accounting systems” (analytical tools for decision-making) and “management control systems” (mechanisms for directing behavior). Malmi and Brown (2008) argued for clarifying the term MCS to focus specifically on systems used to influence employees’ behavior, separate from purely decision-support systems.
Even within behavior-focused MCS definitions, early approaches were not uniform. Merchant (1982) identified three fundamental types of control in organizations: action controls, results controls, and personnel or cultural controls. Action controls ensure employees perform certain desirable behaviors by prescribing or proscribing specific actions, they require clear communication of expected actions and appropriate rewards or sanctions. Results controls set performance targets for outcomes and hold individuals accountable for achieving those targets. Personnel/cultural controls rely on selecting the right people, training, and instilling shared values so that employees naturally behave in the organization’s best interest. Merchant argued that the optimal mix of these controls is contingent on situational factors. For instance, if management has high knowledge of what actions are desirable, action controls or results controls can work well, but if measuring results is difficult or knowledge of the “right” actions is low, then cultivating trust and values (personnel control) may be more effective. Additionally, the feasibility of control types depends on cost–benefit considerations, some controls are too costly for small firms, so the level of control must align with the organization’s resources.
Contingency theory in MCS emerged from the recognition that no single control system is universally optimal, the effectiveness of a control practice depends on various internal and external factors. Early contingency-based research often examined a single independent variable (like task uncertainty or environment) and one dependent variable (like performance) to identify a relationship. For example, Ouchi (1980) posited that the choice between markets, bureaucracies, or clans as control mechanisms depends on the ability to measure performance and the degree of goal congruence among members. If performance is hard to measure but goals are shared (high congruence), a clan culture with informal control is appropriate, if goals differ (low congruence), formal bureaucratic controls are needed. Similarly, Transaction Cost Economics (Williamson, 1981) suggested that activities are efficiently controlled within firms (hierarchies) when market transactions would be too costly, implying an underlying factor (transaction characteristics) that dictates control structure. These and other variables (technology, environment, size, etc.) were studied to derive optimal control arrangements.
As MCS research progressed, more comprehensive contingency frameworks were developed. Simons (1994), for instance, introduced a levers-of-control model that identified four types of control systems used by top managers: diagnostic systems, belief systems, boundary systems, and interactive systems. Diagnostic control systems are comparable to traditional cybernetic controls for monitoring performance against targets. Belief systems communicate core values and mission to inspire and guide employees (similar to cultural control). Boundary systems set out what actions are off-limits, telling people what not to do rather than what to do, this helps encourage innovation within defined limits. Interactive control systems involve frequent personal involvement of managers with subordinates, creating a space for meaningful dialogue and mutual learning. Simons highlighted that interactive controls are especially critical in dynamic environments, as they enable organizational learning and adaptation. His framework underscored that managers use multiple control levers in combination, and the emphasis on each lever can vary with strategic context and environmental uncertainty.
Over decades of study, contingency theorists have identified numerous factors that can influence the design and effectiveness of MCS, from external environment and technology to organizational structure, culture, and employee characteristics. A critique of early contingency research is that it often examined variables in isolation, potentially missing the holistic interplay of controls. In reality, different control mechanisms within an organization can complement or undermine each other. This realization led to the idea of examining MCS as a “package” (Otley, 2016; Malmi & Brown, 2008), considering the collective system of controls rather than singular mechanisms. By the 2000s, scholars argued that focusing on one contingent factor at a time was too simplistic, instead, one must analyze how combinations of controls function together in situational contexts (Otley, 2016). In summary, contingency theory contributes the valuable insight that the design of control systems must fit contextual conditions, but it also points to a need for integrating multiple perspectives to fully understand control effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc204879528]2.2 Perceptions of MCS
Understanding underlying assumptions about human behavior is essential for designing effective management control systems. Two contrasting theoretical perspectives have historically influenced MCS design: a rational-economic view of humans versus a social-psychological view. The rational-economic model, rooted in classical economics and agency theory, portrays individuals as self-interested, rational agents who seek to maximize their own utility. Under this model, controls are necessary because employees are presumed prone to avoid responsibilities or diverge from organizational goals unless incentivized or monitored (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Agency theory explicitly frames the employment relationship as a contract where managers (principals) must limit opportunistic behavior by employees (agents) through appropriate incentives and control systems. This perspective breeds a degree of distrust, without controls, agents might exploit information asymmetries or act opportunistically. In line with this, management control is seen as a tool to reduce internal transaction costs (Williamson, 1981) by bringing activities under hierarchical oversight. Top-down control structures, clear rules, and performance-based rewards are justified by the assumption that individuals need external motivation and constraints to act in the firm’s best interest.
While the economic model has been foundational, it has notable limitations and has been critiqued by behavioral scholars. Human behavior is not always rational as economic models claim to be, human behavior often deviates from the mathematical optimal solution. Individuals favor options that are subjectively more appealing, especially under complexity or uncertainty, even if they are not objectively optimal (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979). The behavioral theory of the firm similarly posits that organizations tend to satisfice rather than optimize, treating performance as good as long as it stays above a critical threshold (Cyert & March, 1963; referenced in Douma & Schreuder, 2008). Moreover, critics argue that purely technical control instruments can be dehumanizing or serve power imbalances. Miller and Power (2013) warn that even seemingly neutral accounting controls can reinforce inequality and concentrate power. Importantly, the economic model largely ignores intrinsic motivation, social norms, and culture. For instance, a control system purely focused on extrinsic rewards might inadvertently “crowd out” intrinsic motivation (this will be discuss further under motivation theories). Recognizing these shortcomings, many researchers advocate incorporating psychological and social dimensions into control system design.
The social-psychological model offers a more nuanced view of human behavior by integrating insights from sociology and psychology. From a sociological perspective, individuals are seen not in isolation but as members of social groups; group norms, cultures, and interpersonal relationships strongly influence behavior (Hartmann et al., 2020). An auditor’s behavior, for instance, may be shaped by the firm’s team culture or the values of the profession, beyond just personal gain considerations. Psychological perspectives add that individuals have beliefs and desires that drive behavior. Motivation is central here: it is defined as the direction, intensity, and persistence of effort toward goals (Hartmann et al., 2020, p.82). Unlike the economic view where motivation is mainly extrinsic (tied to rewards or penalties), the social-psychological view recognizes intrinsic motivation (e.g., personal growth, purpose) and the importance of fairness and self-actualization (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
Adopting a psychological lens on MCS often leads to a more positive view of control systems’ potential. For instance, goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2006) demonstrates that setting specific, challenging goals can significantly improve performance compared to easy or vague goals. When employees perceive control systems as providing clear direction and meaningful challenges, they may respond with higher motivation and engagement. In other words, MCS can be seen as providing guidance and feedback that fulfill employees’ need for achievement. However, the psychological perspective also cautions that controls must be perceived as fair and attainable. If employees are held accountable for outcomes beyond their control or face unrealistically high targets, they may experience frustration or demoralization (Merchant, 1987; Giraud et al., 2008). In summary, a psychologically informed MCS design strives to set clear and fair goals, provide supportive feedback, and acknowledge human needs, thereby harnessing intrinsic motivation alongside extrinsic incentives.
Integrating economic and social views, McGregor’s (1960) famous Theory X and Theory Y provide a simplified contrast in assumptions about workers. Theory X aligns with the economic model: it assumes the average person dislikes work, avoids responsibility, and must be coerced or controlled to perform. Theory Y, conversely, aligns with the social-psychological model: it assumes people find satisfaction in work, seek responsibility, and can self-direct toward organizational goals under the right conditions. McGregor advocated that managers should shift toward Theory Y assumptions, treating employees as self-motivated adults rather than lazy children, but he acknowledged that a purely Theory Y approach might be idealistic. In practice, elements of Theory X (such as some monitoring and incentives) often need to complement Theory Y practices. This balance is evident in modern MCS: while organizations aspire to create empowering environments (Theory Y), they still employ controls to guard against undesirable behavior (Theory X).
Motivation theories further elaborate on the interplay of intrinsic and extrinsic factors in performance. An important concept is the crowding-out effect from self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This theory posits that excessive use of extrinsic rewards or controls can undermine intrinsic motivation. For example, if auditors are rewarded monetarily for every audit completed, they might lose some internal satisfaction or curiosity in the work itself; the activity becomes a means to an external end (a paycheck) rather than an inherently rewarding task. Studies have shown that introducing external rewards for activities people already find intrinsically rewarding can reduce their overall motivation, they attribute their effort to the reward rather than their own interest. This does not mean extrinsic incentives are bad, but it suggests they should be designed carefully. Self-determination theory argues that people have basic psychological needs such as autonomy, competence, relatedness, and controls that support these needs, for instance offering choice, enabling skill growth, fostering teamwork will enhance intrinsic motivation. Conversely, highly controlling environments like rigid rules, micromanagement can frustrate these needs, diminishing motivation over time. Effective MCS design, therefore, often seeks a balance: providing sufficient structure and rewards to guide behavior while also allowing autonomy, growth, and social connection
Traditionally MCS research, particularly within the positivist paradigm, has treated control systems as objective mechanisms, assuming they influence all individuals in a uniform way. However, the interpretive paradigm in organizational research challenges this view, arguing that organizational structures, including MCS, are socially constructed and mediated by individual perception (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). From this perspective, what matters is not just how control systems are designed, but how they are perceived and enacted by employees within their specific social context. Perception here refers to the process by which individuals interpret and make sense of control practices, shaped by their beliefs, experiences, and interpersonal interactions. Therefore, understanding MCS effectiveness requires not only technical and structural analysis, but also deep attention to how employees experience and internalize control.
Chua (1986) noted that mainstream accounting research long ignored subjective perceptions, viewing people as passive objects and social order as given. However, by the 1980s a stream of research began examining how managers’ and employees’ differing interpretations of control systems could lead to different outcomes. For instance, a study by Simons (1994) found that when managers were strongly committed to a strategy and regularly communicated and involved subordinates in interactive controls, employees performed better. Here, it was not just the existence of an interactive system that mattered, but the manager’s perception and use of it, their genuine engagement signaled to subordinates the importance of the goals, aligning interpretations. If that same system were used only in a symbolic way (e.g., holding meetings but ignoring input), the perception by employees would differ and likely not yield the same performance gains.
From an interpretive standpoint an MCS is not a fixed entity but a phenomenon co-created by people. Employees actively construct the meaning of budgets, performance metrics, policies, etc., through day-to-day sensemaking. They talk with colleagues, gauge managers’ intent, and compare the rules with actual practices. Over time, this process can lead to widely shared interpretations, forming a company culture that reflects how things work, or it can reveal subcultural differences, with different departments perceiving controls in distinct ways. The interpretive paradigm suggests that researchers should seek to understand these varied meanings rather than assume uniformity. By exploring perceptions of management control systems, it becomes possible to understand why a control technique may succeed in one setting but fail in another, as the surrounding social reality can differ significantly. 
In summary, evaluating the effectiveness of MCS requires insights from multiple disciplines and research paradigms, as each highlight the importance of different components of control systems. The effectiveness of MCS relies on human interpretation of the system and the interaction with the control system. Understanding these perceptions is therefore essential to evaluating how MCS influences performance. Section 2.4 will explore this in detail through the enabling and coercive framework proposed by Adler and Borys. However, before addressing how MCS perceptions relate to performance. It is necessary to clarify the concept of performance itself and the specific performance dimensions relevant to the audit profession.
[bookmark: _Toc204879529]2.3 Employee performance
In management control, “performance” generally denotes how effectively and efficiently an organization or individual achieves its objectives. A fundamental purpose of MCS is to measure and influence performance so that organizational goals are met. Effectiveness refers to the degree of goal attainment (doing the right things), while efficiency refers to the optimal use of resources (doing things right) (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2007). However, doing the right thing is much debated in the audit profession and there remains little consensus about how to define good performance in the audit profession. To provide guidance, Knechel et al. (2013) identified key elements of effective audit performance, including competence, professional skepticism, and incentives. In this study, these elements serve as the basis for the following four performance aspects: audit quality, efficiency, motivation, and innovation.
2.3.1 Audit quality
In the audit industry, effectiveness is defined as the extent to which audit quality is achieved. However, according to Knechel et al. (2013), what constitutes as high audit quality depends heavily on the perspective of the observer. For example, users of financial reports may define high audit quality as the absence of material misstatements, regulators may view high audit quality as compliance with professional standards and auditors conducting the audit might see it as satisfactorily completing all tasks required by the firm’s audit procedure. Regardless of the perspective taken, literature consistently identifies several key factors that contribute to audit quality.
The first factor influencing audit quality is competence and capabilities to perform the audit. Auditors need the necessary knowledge and skills to detect misstatements caused by error or fraud. Second the auditor must appropriately act on the discovery when it happens (Louwers et al., 2018; Knechel et al., 2013). This indicates that formal education is insufficient on its own to ensure the effectiveness of auditors.
Auditors also need the autonomy to maintain professional skepticism and exercising professional judgment when necessary. Higher professional skepticism is positively associated with audit quality, leading auditors to confront clients, perform additional procedures, detect fraud, and exhibit high-quality evidence assessments (Knechel et al., 2013).
Thirdly, auditors need to comply with relevant ethical requirements, auditors need to have independence in fact. Personal relationships or financially oriented relationships may hinder audit quality. Auditors may become less skeptical or reluctant to challenge management judgements to preserve the client relationship. Auditors are also expected to have independence in appearance, to maintain the credibility (Louwers et al., 2018).
2.3.2 Efficiency
The second dimension of performance is efficiency, it refers to the auditor's ability to achieve high-quality outcomes while minimizing resource usage such as time, effort, and cost. Audit efficiency is particularly important in increasingly complex and time-pressured environments, where delays or inefficiencies can affect both client satisfaction and the credibility of audit findings. While efficiency is important from a commercial perspective, it should never come at the expense of audit quality. For instance, Dowling and Leech (2014) found that the adoption of new technology can enhance auditors’ efficiency by reducing the time required to perform audit procedures. However, they also observed that overreliance on audit support systems may hinder auditors' critical thinking, particularly in evaluating whether the prescribed audit procedures are appropriate for achieving the desired level of audit quality. 
This highlights a key tension within the efficiency dimension of audit performance. While technological advancements and standardized procedures can streamline audit tasks and improve resource utilization, they may also reduce the degree of professional judgment exercised by auditors. Efficiency in the audit context is not merely about minimizing time and cost but also about achieving these savings without compromising audit quality or professional skepticism.
2.3.3 Motivation
The third dimension of performance is motivation, as discussed in section 2.2 it is defined as the direction, intensity, and persistence of effort toward goals. The relationship between motivation and performance is complex, because motivation can be classified under the broader category of incentives (Hurtt et al., 2013, p 55). When incentive systems are designed to only reward outcomes, critical performance aspects such as professional skepticism may be undermined. Motivation is also closely related to perception, because individual perception of rewards is subjective. This makes motivation difficult to measure in empirical research. Nevertheless, studies have still identified a relationship between motivation and professional skepticism, indicating that highly motivated individuals consistently demonstrate greater skepticism, regardless of their personality traits or external conditions. In contrast, individuals with lower levels of motivation exhibit more variable skepticism, influenced by both personality factors and situational elements (Hurtt et al., 2013, p 55).
2.3.4 Innovation
The fourth dimension of performance is innovation, which refers to the ability of individuals or organizations to develop and implement new ideas, methods, or technologies that enhance performance. Although innovation may not result in immediate efficiency gains, it strengthens an organization’s ability to adapt to changing circumstances and supports long-term resilience and future readiness. Simons (1994) mentioned the role of interactive control systems in fostering innovation, as these systems encourage open communication and employee engagement in problem-solving. Managers can therefore leverage this information to promote innovative thinking, contributing to improvements in both operational efficiency and audit quality.
2.3.5 Summary
This section examined four key dimensions of performance relevant to the audit profession: audit quality, efficiency, motivation, and innovation. Audit quality remains the central objective of audit work, though its definition varies depending on the stakeholder perspective. Key drivers include auditor competence, professional skepticism, and ethical integrity. Efficiency is vital in modern audit environments, but it must be carefully managed to avoid compromising audit quality through overreliance on automation or time-saving shortcuts. Motivation influences performance through its connection to incentive structures and professional skepticism, with evidence suggesting that highly motivated individuals are more likely to maintain skeptical and diligent audit behavior. Lastly, innovation enables auditors and firms to remain adaptive and resilient in a changing environment. Through mechanisms such as interactive control systems, innovation can support both audit quality and efficiency by encouraging problem-solving and continuous improvement. The next chapter discusses how auditors’ perceptions of MCS relate to these performance aspects, exploring how enabling or coercive uses of control may influence audit outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc204879530]2.4 The relationship between perception of MCS and performance
From the previous sections it became clear that MCS are important for organizational goal attainment and which performance aspects are considered important in the audit industry. This section further elaborates the relationship between perceptions of MCS and performance. Motivating why the enabling and coercive framework of Adler and Borys (1996), capture employees’ perception of MCS and the effectiveness of MCS in the audit profession. 
2.4.1 Framework for enabling and coercive control systems
The Adler and Borys (1996) framework is particularly well-suited for capturing employees’ perceptions of management control systems because it explicitly accounts for how control mechanisms are experienced and interpreted by individuals. Rather than viewing MCS as neutral or purely technical tools, their distinction between enabling and coercive control emphasizes the contingency dimension of subjective experience. The Adler and Borys (1996) framework has been widely adopted in empirical research to examine individual perceptions of control systems in relation to performance outcomes. For instance, Dowling and Leech (2014) employed the framework to investigate how employees’ perceptions of enabling versus coercive controls influenced their acceptance and use of new audit technologies. Their findings highlight that when control systems are perceived as enabling, employees are more likely to adapt positively to technological innovations. Similarly, Ahrens and Chapman (2004) applied the framework in their study of restaurant chains, demonstrating how perceptions of enabling control facilitated operational flexibility and efficiency through collaborative relationships between managers and staff. These studies underscore the framework’s utility in capturing the experiential dimension of control and its impact on critical performance aspects such as adaptability, efficiency, and motivation.
Building on this empirical relevance, it is important to understand the conceptual foundation of the framework. Adler and Borys (1996) developed their influential typology by distinguishing between enabling and coercive forms of formalization, offering a theoretical lens through which to understand how control systems are not only designed but also perceived and enacted. Enabling control systems are designed to support and empower employees in their work, whereas coercive control systems aim to strictly regulate and constrain employee behavior. In Adler and Borys’s terms, an enabling formalization reckons with the intelligence of workers and is not built on mistrust, while a coercive formalization distrusts the intelligence of workers and tries to create a foolproof system. This dichotomy reframes controls not by their technical type but by the spirit in which they are implemented and perceived. Crucially, a rule or procedure is not inherently enabling or coercive, it depends on how it is designed and used in context.
The enabling versus coercive perspective can be seen as a synthesis of many ideas discussed earlier, from human motivation to contingency fit. A coercive system aligns with Theory X assumptions and often emerges under conditions where performance is highly measurable and tasks are routine. Merchant’s contingency view suggested that when knowledge of actions is high and tasks are straightforward, tight controls can be effective. This aligns with the notion that coercive controls are suitable in predictable environments. However, in complex or uncertain tasks, such as many audit activities that require professional judgment, coercive controls backfire, harming performance (Sakka et al., 2013). They undermine motivation by removing discretion and implying distrust. By contrast, enabling systems resonate with Theory Y and the social model, they grant autonomy, promote learning, and trust employees to improve processes. These systems tend to be beneficial especially in knowledge-intensive, variable work where employees’ insights can enhance outcomes.
Ahrens and Chapman’s (2004) field study exemplified enabling controls in action. They examined a restaurant chain’s budgeting systems and found that managers sometimes allowed flexibility in budget rules to enable local innovation and service quality improvements, rather than enforcing budgets rigidly. In other words, the same budgeting tools could be used in an enabling way as guides and learning tools or a coercive way as fixed constraints, and the outcomes differed. This study reinforced that enabling and coercive are not properties of the controls themselves but of how organizations employ them and how employees perceive them. It also showed that enabling uses of MCS can coexist with formal financial targets, by providing employees with information transparency, opportunities to repair problems, and input into processes, formal controls become less alienating.
Adler and Borys (1996) identified four key characteristics that differentiate enabling versus coercive formalizations: repair, internal transparency, global transparency, and flexibility. These can be used as criteria to assess an organization’s control orientation:
Repair refers to employees’ freedom and ability to fix issues or modify the system when unexpected problems occur. In enabling systems, workers are empowered to find solutions and learn from mistakes; errors are seen as opportunities for improvement. In coercive systems, workers are expected to follow the preset procedures strictly, with mistakes leading to punishment rather than learning.
Internal transparency is the extent to which employees understand the inner workings and logic of the control systems they use. High internal transparency means information, procedures, and reasons behind rules are accessible and clear, so employees grasp how their actions connect to outcomes. Low internal transparency leaves employees in the dark, following rules without understanding why.
Global transparency is the awareness of the bigger picture, how one’s work fits into the broader organizational objectives and context. An enabling MCS helps employees see their contribution to overall goals, for example auditors recognizing their role in protecting public interest or company reputation. Coercive systems might isolate employees, not sharing broader context, which can reduce meaning and engagement.
Flexibility denotes the freedom to deviate from or adapt formal controls when necessary. Enabling controls are adaptable, employees can exercise judgment to handle non-standard situations. Coercive controls are rigid; employees must follow rules even when circumstances change, which can hamper performance in dynamic environments.
2.4.2 The theoretical relationship between perception of MCS and performance.
Having established a comprehensive understanding of the key concepts, the theoretical relationship between employees’ perception of MCS and the various dimensions of performance will be discussed here. 
Repair and performance 
While capabilities, such as the process of detecting financial misstatements can be taught, developing professional skepticism or the competence to critically think and act on suspicious statements remains difficult to cultivate (Hurtt et al., 2013). Traditional training methods, like learning from more experienced auditors, may also have limitations, as they can pass on personal biases. Since every audit is different, it is nearly impossible to create one perfect set of rules that covers every situation. This is why enabling control systems such as repair are important in auditing. They give auditors the flexibility to solve unexpected problems as they arise. Without this ability, the role of external auditors would lose its value, because dealing with uncertainty and making sound judgments is a core part of what auditors do. Another characteristic of an audit is that each client is different and therefore unique. Having the autonomy to adjust audit procedures so that it better match the client’s needs also requires flexibility to adapt to new situations and circumstances.
Internal transparency and performance
Employees who understand why controls are in place are more likely to accept them and see their value. This understanding helps build commitment and lowers resistance, especially when the controls seem useful rather than random (Adler and Borys, 1996). Clear expectations help foster motivation by providing employees with a concrete understanding of what is required of them and by reinforcing a sense of recognition for their contributions. When individuals clearly understand their roles and how their efforts contribute to the overall outcome of a project, they are more likely to remain engaged and committed. Understanding internal processes should also be regarded as a core competence for auditors. This knowledge enables them to be more self-aware. When motivation is viewed within a broader framework, as suggested by Knechel et al. (2013), it becomes evident that auditor behavior is not solely driven by individual intent, but also by external influences such as incentives. Experimental research has shown that auditor judgments can be significantly affected by incentive structures, which may either enhance or impair audit quality. Well-designed, positive incentives can promote diligence, thoroughness, and accountability, while poorly aligned or excessive incentives may lead to biased decision-making and diminished professional skepticism (Knechel et al., 2013). 
Internal transparency, therefore, plays a critical role not only in supporting motivation but also in preserving auditor independence. When auditors understand the rationale behind procedures and see how their work contributes to the integrity of the audit process, they are more likely to act impartially and resist undue influence. As a result, internal transparency contributes to higher audit quality by reinforcing both competence and credibility.
Global transparency and performance
Just as internal transparency is vital, global transparency can also be regarded as a core competence for auditors. Auditors are expected to remain independent and base their judgments on objective evidence rather than external pressures or client influence. To sustain this level of professional conduct, auditors must adhere to high ethical standards and maintain a clear understanding of the broader purpose and implications of their work. Global transparency supports this by enabling auditors to see how their individual tasks contribute to overall audit objectives, including the protection of public interest. For this to be effective, audit firms must provide auditors with sufficient transparency regarding organizational goals, ethical expectations, and the role of the audit function within the broader corporate and regulatory environment. This contextual awareness reinforces auditors' independence and strengthens their ability to apply professional skepticism consistently.
Fostering professional awareness among employees is also essential for identifying inefficiencies and uncovering opportunities for performance improvement. As Simons (1994) emphasized, the day-to-day operational level of work represents the core of organizational performance. When employees are provided with sufficient transparency in their roles, they are better equipped to engage with critical knowledge and competence-related factors. This enhanced understanding enables employees to share valuable insights and innovative ideas from the work floor.
Flexibility and performance
Flexibility is particularly important due to the complex and often unpredictable nature of audit tasks (Knechel et al., 2013). Auditors frequently encounter unique client situations, varying risks, and emerging issues that require professional judgment beyond standardized procedures. Flexible controls allow auditors to deviate from rigid checklists when necessary, enabling them to apply skepticism, tailor audit approaches, and address nuances that rigid systems might overlook (Hurtt et al., 2013).
This adaptability enhances audit quality by supporting auditors’ ability to detect errors or fraud and respond effectively to new information. Moreover, flexibility fosters auditor motivation by granting autonomy and trust, which can improve job satisfaction and encourage proactive problem-solving. Conversely, overly rigid control systems can stifle auditors’ professional judgment, leading to mechanical compliance rather than critical evaluation, which may compromise both audit quality and efficiency (Adler and Borys, 1996).
In summary, this chapter has highlighted the critical role of management control systems (MCS) in achieving organizational goals within the audit profession, emphasizing how employees’ perceptions of these controls influence performance outcomes. The enabling and coercive framework by Adler and Borys (1996) offers a valuable lens to understand how control systems are experienced by auditors. Enabling controls characterized by repair, internal transparency, global transparency, and flexibility, support auditors in exercising professional judgment, maintaining independence and skepticism. These factors collectively enhance audit quality by fostering competence, credibility, and innovation. Conversely, coercive controls tend to restrict autonomy and may reduce motivation and performance, particularly in the complex and knowledge-intensive environment of auditing (Sakka et al., 2013). Overall, the chapter underscores that the spirit and implementation of control systems, as perceived by employees, are crucial determinants of audit performance and organizational effectiveness. It provides the theoretical foundation for understanding how MCS influence key performance dimensions in the audit context. Moreover, this chapter serves as a conceptual bridge to the methodology chapter, where these core concepts will be further operationalized and empirically examined.



[bookmark: _Toc204879531]3 Methodology
This chapter outlines and justifies the research methods employed in the study. It begins by briefly explaining the choice of an interpretive research paradigm, which aligns with the study’s focus on understanding how and why new audit employees perceive MCS in particular ways and how these perceptions shape their performance. Given the subjective and context-dependent nature of these experiences, a qualitative approach is most appropriate. The next sections then elaborates on the overall research design, including the methodological choices, data collection strategy, and analytical approach. Finally, it details the operationalization process, explaining how the key theoretical concepts introduced in Chapter 2 are made applicable for empirical fieldwork.
[bookmark: _Toc204879532]3.1 Research paradigm and research approach
Research paradigms embody fundamental assumptions about reality, knowledge, and how knowledge is acquired, which in turn shape research design and interpretation. In the MCS literature, three main paradigms are commonly applied: positivist, interpretive, and critical. Although the positivist approach dominates the field, alternative paradigms should not be overlooked, as the nature of the phenomenon under study requires appropriate perspectives and methods to be effectively explored (Chua, 2019).
The positivist paradigm assumes an objective reality that can be measured and generalized, often treating human perceptions as irrelevant noise. Positivism emphasizes hypothesis testing and the discovery of universal laws, typically through quantitative methods. This approach prioritizes objectivity and reliability, following a deductive logic that begins with theory or hypotheses and seeks empirical evidence to confirm or challenge them. This approach limits its ability to capture the subjective and context-specific nature of perceptions (Chua, 1986; Chua, 2019). 
In contrast, the interpretive paradigm also known as the constructivist perspective views social reality as constructed through human interaction and subjective experience. It emphasizes understanding how individuals make sense of their environment in specific contexts, acknowledging multiple, valid realities (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Chua, 1986). This is particularly relevant in auditing, where employees’ perceptions of control, whether enabling or coercive, can vary widely depending on contingencies. The enabling vs. coercive framework itself is rooted in how controls are experienced, not just how they are designed, reinforcing the need for a methodology that captures lived experiences. Qualitative methods are inductive and flexible, meaning they can adapt as understanding grows, and they often reveal unexpected factors or perspectives that a fixed survey might miss. Qualitative interviews, therefore, allow for deep insights into how new auditors internalize control mechanisms, navigate professional expectations, and respond behaviorally in ways that affect performance. This approach makes it possible to trace nuanced links between perception and behavior, revealing how control systems either facilitate or hinder motivation, learning, and professional development among employees (Qu & Dumay, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc204879533]3.2 Research setting and sample
The study was conducted within a Big Four audit firm in the Netherlands, focusing on audit employees with five or fewer years of work experience. This typically includes roles ranging from junior associate to senior associate, and in some cases, newly promoted managers. These early-career professionals were selected because the research centers on their initial perceptions during the formative years of their career. Convenience sampling was employed to access participants who were readily available and willing to engage in the study. This approach was practical given time and resource constraints, and it allowed for efficient recruitment within a demanding professional environment where scheduling interviews can be challenging. In addition, snowball sampling was used to complement the initial recruitment strategy. This method allowed the researcher to reach individuals who might not have been immediately accessible but were identified through peer recommendations as meeting the study criteria. Snowball sampling was particularly useful for accessing a broader range of perspectives across different audit teams and levels of experience. It also helped build trust, as participants were more likely to engage when referred by colleagues. Together, these sampling methods supported the goal of capturing a diverse set of insights within the target group while navigating the practical constraints of fieldwork in a busy professional setting.
Ultimately eight interviews were conducted (labelled Respondent 1 through Respondent 8). The sample included six senior associates, one junior associate, and one employee who had recently been promoted to junior manager. This distribution, while slightly weighted toward senior associate level, provided insight from those who have progressed a bit (and seen the firm over a few years) as well as those very new. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym or number to maintain anonymity. Table 3.1 below summarizes the participants’ roles and interview details:
Table 3.1. Interview Participants Overview
	Resp.
	Current Position
	Experience in Years
	Date (2025)
	Interview Duration
	Gender
	Age

	1
	Senior Associate
	5 years
	June 2
	19 minutes
	M
	25

	2
	Senior Associate
	4 years
	June 2
	27 minutes
	M
	30

	3
	Senior Associate
	5 years
	June 5
	34 minutes
	F
	27

	4
	Senior Associate
	3 years
	May 28
	24 minutes
	M
	28

	5
	Junior Manager
	5 years
	May 28
	15 minutes
	F
	29

	6
	Junior Associate
	1 years
	May 28
	21 minutes
	M
	26

	7
	Senior Associate
	4 years
	May 28
	20 minutes
	F
	27

	8
	Senior Associate
	5 years
	May 28
	26 minutes
	M
	28




[bookmark: _Toc204879534]3.3 Interview Procedure
Interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams video conferencing. This mode was chosen for convenience and to enable recording with participants’ consent. All interviews took place within a one-week period from the end of May to early June 2025. At the start of each session, the study’s purpose was explained in general terms, without revealing specific theories to avoid bias. Participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, and permission to record was obtained. It was emphasized that there were no right or wrong answers and that honest experiences and opinions were of interest. Establishing rapport and trust was important, as the topics included personal feelings about the workplace. To build a comfortable atmosphere, the interviewer began with a brief introduction and some informal small talk, and reminded participants they could decline to answer any question or stop the interview at any time (Qu & Dumay, 2011, recommend such measures to improve interview openness).
Each interview was semi-structured: a prepared list of key questions and topics was used as a guide, but the exact wording and order were adjusted organically as the conversation flowed. Semi-structured interviewing is well-suited to the study’s aims because it provides consistency across interviews, ensuring all relevant themes are discussed, while allowing flexibility to probe interesting points that arise (Qu & Dumay, 2011). It “enjoys popularity because it is flexible, accessible and capable of disclosing important and often hidden facets of human and organizational behavior” (Qu & Dumay, 2011, p. 246). In practice, this meant that if an interviewee brought up an unexpected but relevant issue, for example, peer pressure during busy season, the interviewer could explore that topic further, even if it was not explicitly included in the interview guide.
[bookmark: _Toc204879535]3.4 Interview Guide Development 
The interview guide was directly informed by our literature review and theoretical framework (see Appendix A for the full guide). Questions were structured around the four enabling/coercive characteristics and four performance dimensions identified in the literature. Specifically:
The interview began with an introductory question: “What are the main responsibilities or duties of your job?”. This served to ease the interviewee in and also gave context about their role and self-perceived priorities.
To explore company’s policies in relation to audit quality, the questions included: “Do the company’s policies support you in your work or do some policies feel restrictive?” Follow-up questions included: “Do you feel that some policies are restricting you?” or “Do the policies help with a better work culture?” These questions were created to investigate whether the audit firm empowered employees to enhance their competence or capabilities, it also tries to navigate whether policies are only carried out or if there was room for professional skepticism. The final follow-up question explored whether participants perceived the work culture as open and aligned with ethical standards.
[bookmark: _Hlk203221077]To explore flexibility (and its impact on efficiency and audit quality), questions included: “How much flexibility do you have in your work? Is it important and does it affect your efficiency or quality?” or “Is there flexibility to plan your own work, manage your own schedule, challenge yourself?”. These were derived from the idea that rigidity vs. autonomy is a key aspect of enabling vs. coercive, and tie to performance outcomes.
For motivation (intrinsic/extrinsic), the following was asked: “Do you feel a sense of accomplishment and motivation in your work? Do you feel rewarded enough?”. This aligns with the discussion on how controls can foster or hinder motivation, and thus performance.
On expectations and clarity (related to internal transparency and motivation), questions were: “When starting a new task, do you understand what’s expected of you? Why or why not? Can you give an example?”. This probes internal transparency and goal-setting clarity, anticipated to influence stress and performance.
To tap into decision-making transparency (internal transparency), participants were asked: “Can you describe how decisions are made in your team? Do you understand the reasoning behind the processes? Do they communicate the decision process with you?”.
For learning and repair, questions focused on experiences of not understanding a policy and how they coped: “Have you encountered a policy you didn’t understand? What did you do? Did you feel supported or left to figure it out?” and “Do you feel supported in learning from mistakes? Do you have time to reflect? Are mistakes seen as guilt or opportunities? Do you feel group pressure to perform?”. These questions directly address the characteristics of repair and the learning culture (enabling vs. blaming).
On involvement and innovation, questions included: “Are there meetings where you can express concerns or ideas to management (like meetings with peers, managers, or a mentor)? Are these helpful or just formalities? Does management encourage you to share ideas?”. This covers the interactive aspect of controls which fosters innovation and engagement (or lack thereof).
Finally, for global transparency, it was recognized that junior staff might have limited insight into high-level strategy. Therefore, the focus shifted to their interest and sense of purpose: “Do you think the organization’s goals help you make better decisions? Do you feel you are contributing to the organizational goals? Is the organizational goal aligned with your values?”. This was to see if they crave more global transparency or feel disconnected from the bigger picture.
To ensure the interview could be conducted within a reasonable timeframe, questions were designed to cover multiple concepts simultaneously. If each aspect of the control system's four characteristics were addressed separately, considering both enabling and coercive perceptions, and their influence on each of the four performance dimensions, this would result in 32 distinct questions. Such a structure would make the interview excessively long and impractical. Therefore, the interview design prioritized conceptual integration to maintain depth while remaining manageable in duration.
Moreover, these questions were used as a guide, not a strict script. In practice, each interview flowed a bit differently. Some participants naturally touched on certain themes before being asked, allowing the interviewer to skip or re-order questions. Probes and follow-ups were critical. For example, if someone answered a question briefly, the interviewer would ask “Could you tell me more about that?” or “Why do you think that is?” to elicit deeper responses. The semi-structured approach thus ensured that core topics were covered while also capturing each individual’s narrative on their own terms.
[bookmark: _Toc204879536]3.5 Data Recording and Transcription: 
All interviews were video recorded with participants’ consent to ensure accuracy of what was said. Recording also freed the interviewer to engage in active listening rather than note-taking. After each interview, the video was transcribed verbatim into text. During transcription, any mentions of specific individuals or firm proprietary terms were anonymized to maintain confidentiality. Filler words (e.g., “um,” “you know”) and repetitive false starts were removed for clarity, but the transcript was otherwise kept true to the speakers’ words and tone (Wester, 1991). The transcripts averaged about 5–6 pages of text each.
English was used for conducting and transcribing the interviews, as all participants were comfortable in the language and it is the working language of the firm. This approach helped avoid any translation loss during the analysis stage.
[bookmark: _Toc204879537]3.6 Data Analysis and Coding
After transcription, a qualitative content analysis was conducted using a combination of deductive and inductive coding. The goal was to identify patterns or themes in how participants perceive MCS and to link those to performance implications. The four enabling/coercive characteristics and performance aspects served as an initial coding framework (deductive aspect), while openness was maintained to allow new themes to emerge during analysis (inductive aspect).
[bookmark: _Hlk202810248]Coding Framework: Initially, a set of preliminary codes was defined based on the conceptual framework.
Codes for Enabling perceptions: e.g., “flexibility experienced,” “transparent communication,” “support for learning,” “sense of contribution.”
Codes for Coercive perceptions: e.g., “feeling micromanaged,” “strict rules no discretion,” “lack of clarity,” “pressure/stress.”
Codes for each performance aspect (as perceived outcome): “efficiency/working fast,” “quality of work,” “motivation level,” “innovation/initiative.”
Mentions of reactions or behaviors that link perception to performance (e.g., “works overtime due to pressure,” “speaks up with ideas because feels safe”) were also anticipated for coding.
Two researchers (the author and a peer reviewer) read through the first few transcripts independently and assigned codes to segments of text. Notes were then compared to refine the code definitions and ensure consistency. For instance, the boundary between the codes “pressure” and “lack of support” was clarified, while these sometimes co-occurred, “pressure” was defined for instances where deadlines or targets were emphasized, and “lack of support” was used when guidance or feedback was missing. Codes were allowed to overlap if a segment touched on multiple themes.
Thematic Analysis: With the full set of transcripts coded, broader themes and patterns were then identified. This involved gathering all instances of each code and summarizing what participants expressed. For example, under the code “flexibility,” about half of the interviewees reported having some flexibility to manage their schedule or approach, and those who did often described it positively (e.g., “it helps me work better”). Under “strict rules,” many comments came from junior staff who felt they had to follow checklists exactly, sometimes hindering their ability to use judgment.
Several key themes were identified: (1) Feeling of Trust vs. Control (aspect of flexibility and autonomy), (2) Clarity of Expectations (aspect of internal transparency and global transparency), (3) Support for Learning and Mistakes (aspect of repair), (4) Communication and Voice (aspect of innovation), and (5) Work Pressure and Motivation (aspect of motivation). These themes encompassed multiple codes and often spanned the enabling–coercive divide. For instance, Feeling of Trust vs. Control included codes such as flexibility, micromanagement, and autonomy. It became apparent that those who felt trusted tended to describe taking more initiative, affecting innovation and motivation, whereas those who felt controlled described doing the bare minimum or experiencing anxiety, which negatively influenced quality and potentially efficiency.
Throughout the analysis, close attention was given to evidence of outcomes. Whenever a participant mentioned an impact on performance or well-being, that connection was noted. For example, one senior associate mentioned that receiving clear feedback (internal transparency) made them more efficient in subsequent tasks, marked as a link between perception and efficiency. Another participant noted that feeling overly monitored led to a loss of motivation and a “just clock in and out” attitude, which was recorded as a perception of coercive control linked to reduced motivation and performance. These connections contributed to addressing the second part of the research question concerning influence on performance.
Ensuring Rigor: In qualitative research, ensuring credibility and trustworthiness is crucial, particularly in the absence of statistical tests. Several strategies were employed to enhance rigor:
Peer debriefing: Coding and emerging findings were regularly discussed with a fellow researcher not directly involved in the project. This external perspective helped to challenge assumptions and interpretations, reducing the risk of overlooking alternative explanations.
Transparent audit trail: Careful documentation was maintained throughout the analysis process, from raw transcripts to coded segments to the development of themes. This documentation allows the analytical process to be traced and demonstrates that conclusions are grounded in the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
By following the above methodology, the aim was to produce a rich, credible account of how newly hired audit employees perceive management control systems and how these perceptions relate to their performance. The next chapter will present the results of the analysis, supported by quotes from the interviews to illustrate each theme, and interpret these findings in light of the theories discussed in the literature review.


[bookmark: _Toc204879538]4 Results
This chapter presents the empirical findings derived from eight in-depth interviews with audit professionals at various junior levels, from junior associate to project manager. The analysis is structured to explore how these employees perceive and experience the firm's management control systems. Rather than a simple binary classification, the findings reveal a complex, often paradoxical reality where the same controls can be perceived as both enabling and coercive, depending heavily on context and circumstance. The analysis is organized thematically, corresponding to the core characteristics of enabling controls: repair, internal transparency, global transparency and flexibility, while also uncovering emergent themes that are critical to understanding the lived experience of auditors. These unexpected findings are presented under section 4.5.
[bookmark: _Toc204879539]4.1 Summary of Respondent Perceptions on Enabling Control Characteristics
The following table provides a high-level summary of the core findings, consolidating the perceptions of all eight respondents across the key characteristics of enabling control systems. This serves as a concise roadmap to the detailed qualitative analysis presented in this chapter.
Table 4.1
	Respondent 
	Role
	Internal Transparency (Expectations)
	Global Transparency (Goals)
	Flexibility (Autonomy)
	Repair (Mistakes)

	1
	Senior Associate
	Varies by manager, prefers clarity.
	Perceived as "fake" marketing.
	Illusory due to high workload.
	Conditional, not supported in final phase.

	2
	Senior Associate
	Standardized and clear.
	Disconnected, focus is on the team.
	Both enabling and restricting.
	Depends on the team.

	3
	Senior Associate
	Clear due to standardization and asking.
	Quality goals are relevant; profit goals are not.
	Very important for motivation.
	Supported; culture encourages speaking up.

	4
	Senior Associate
	Clear through proactive communication.
	Questionable impact on daily work.
	Increases efficiency and well-being.
	A mix of guilt and learning opportunity.

	5
	Junior Manager
	Varies by engagement.
	Focus on delivering a good audit for the client.
	Important but constrained by planning.
	Supported, but no time for reflection.

	6
	Junior Associate
	Understood through coaching, not policies.
	Contributes via training.
	High, but team-dependent.
	Supported; not judged on mistakes.

	7
	Senior Associate
	Unclear due to lack of coaching time.
	Aligned with personal learning.
	Appreciated, but more is desired.
	Seen as a learning opportunity.

	8
	Senior Associate
	Own responsibility to clarify.
	Aligned with professional values.
	Limited by time pressure.
	Supported, but pressure can make it tense.



[bookmark: _Toc204879540]4.2 Repair: The Conditional Nature of Learning from Mistakes
The analysis of repair, the organization's approach to handling and learning from mistakes, reveals that the control system is not static but conditionally enabling. The environment for learning is highly supportive and constructive during periods of low pressure. However, it undergoes a dramatic shift towards a coercive and disciplinary model during the high-stakes, time-compressed "busy season."
In general, the firm's culture and formal processes are designed to be enabling. Respondents reported a prevailing atmosphere where speaking up about errors is encouraged. Respondent 3 stated, "I've never came across someone who was mad at me for making a mistake," and that the established norm is to "just speak up" immediately to facilitate a solution. This is reinforced by Respondent 6, who, despite initial discomfort with receiving criticism, came to understand that it is a normal part of the learning process and that they are not "judged on your mistakes". This open environment, where mistakes are framed as learning opportunities, is a hallmark of an enabling MCS, designed to foster competence and psychological safety. 
This supportive framework, however, tends to collapse under pressure. When deadlines loom and client pressures mount, the organizational tolerance for error diminishes sharply. Respondent 1 described this shift explicitly: "if we are in the in the final phase of the audit and you make mistakes, they do not really support that part because there's also some pressure from the client behind". The focus shifts from learning to pure execution. Respondent 5 elaborated on this, noting that during the final audit period, the primary goal is simply "getting through the deadlines." The crucial process of reflecting on mistakes is postponed for months, until formal year-end reviews. By that point, the immediacy and context of the learning moment are lost, rendering the feedback far less effective. 
This evidence strongly suggests that the most powerful contingency variable determining the nature of the control system is not a static organizational feature like size or strategy, but the dynamic factor of workload compression. This single variable acts as a switch, flipping the MCS from an enabling mode, which supports repair and learning to a coercive one, which punishes mistakes and prioritizes compliance. 
[bookmark: _Toc204879541]4.3 Internal transparency: The Importance of Coaching Compared to Formal Rules
This section explores the concept of internal transparency, focusing on how new employees come to understand what is expected of them. The findings reveal a critical insight: informal, person-to-person coaching is the dominant and most effective mechanism for transmitting expectations and knowledge, far surpassing the influence of formal, codified policies and manuals.
Respondents consistently downplayed the role of written documentation in their practical learning process. While formal policies exist, they serve more as a background reference than a primary guide for action. Respondent 6 provided an interesting quantification of this reality, estimating that the formal "library procedures" at the start of a task contribute "like 5%, maybe less" to their actual understanding. The overwhelming majority of learning, they explained, "comes from the coaching of the managers and senior associates". This highlights a heavy reliance on an apprenticeship model, where knowledge is passed down through direct social interaction rather than through the consumption of static, written materials. 
Given its central role, the quality and availability of this coaching become crucial to performance and development. However, the interviews indicate that this critical function is highly inconsistent. Respondent 7 identified the lack of time for coaching as a significant source of frustration and a major performance risk. When managers and seniors are too busy, junior staff are left to "figure it out by yourself," which is not only inefficient but also contradicts the firm's stated culture of support. This inconsistency is further emphasized by Respondent 1, who noted that the clarity of expectations is entirely dependent on the individual manager. Some managers provide a "clear overview," which is preferred for its certainty, while others are vague, leading to "uncertainties" and potential rework. In contrast, Respondent 4 described a more enabling dynamic, where proactive communication between junior and senior staff to clarify expectations from the outset leads directly to greater "work efficiency". 
This analysis points to a structural weakness within the firm's operating model: a "coaching gap." The organization's model for talent development implicitly and explicitly relies on a master-apprentice system of knowledge transfer. The formal MCS, embodied in manuals and procedures, is acknowledged as insufficient on its own. Yet, another powerful force within the system, intense workload and time pressure, actively undermines this crucial coaching mechanism by leaving senior staff with insufficient time to teach. 
[bookmark: _Toc204879542]4.4 Global transparency: The Irrelevance of Global Goals and a Focus on the Team Setting
Findings from the interviews is the unanimous perception among respondents that high-level organizational goals and values are abstract, distant, and largely irrelevant to their day-to-day work and decision-making. Instead of aligning with broad corporate missions, employees' effort, loyalty, and sense of accountability are directed almost exclusively toward their immediate team and manager.
There is a noticeable skepticism regarding the official organizational goals communicated by firm leadership. Respondent 1 dismissed them as "a bit fake" and primarily a "marketing thing" rather than a genuine guide for behavior. This sentiment was shared by Respondent 4, who questioned whether the stated goals "really improve...our work in general" and pointed to a recent logo change as an example of a superficial action with no tangible impact on their daily reality. This perception of inauthenticity creates a disconnect, preventing the firm's strategic objectives from being internalized by employees. 
Consequently, these global goals are not seen as a useful tool for operational decision-making. Respondent 2 was direct, stating that the organizational goals do "not at all" help them make better decisions. Their focus, they explained, is on delivering value "for my team and my people". This respondent also identified a potential conflict between the organizational goal of increasing revenue and their personal and professional commitment to delivering a high-quality audit, highlighting a misalignment of incentives. This demonstrates that when global goals are too abstract or perceived as conflicting with professional duties, they are simply ignored in favor of more immediate, tangible objectives. 
Control, performance, and identity primarily center around the team. It is within this small, cohesive unit that expectations are set, performance is monitored, and accountability is felt. Respondent 2 emphasized that the real management control system is the unique "internal culture and processes" of each individual team, which can vary significantly across the organization. Respondent 5 noted that the greatest sense of accomplishment is felt "together with the team" upon completing a difficult project. This hyper-focus on the team creates a powerful, localized control environment. 
This phenomenon can be understood as a real-world illustration of agency theory operating at a micro-level within the firm. The firm's leadership, acting as principals, sets broad, often difficult to measure strategic goals (e.g., "make a difference," "act with integrity"). The employees, as agents, have their own, more immediate and concrete goals: completing their assigned tasks to a high standard, supporting their teammates, managing their workload, and advancing their careers. The formal MCS, through its communication of corporate values, largely fails to bridge the gap and align these divergent interests. As a result, employees align their behavior with the goals of their most immediate and influential principal, their direct manager and their team, because that is the level at which their performance is most closely monitored, their contributions are most visible, and their social and professional rewards are most directly realized.
[bookmark: _Toc204879543]4.5 Flexibility: Theoretical Autonomy vs. Practical Constraint
The examination of flexibility within the workplace uncovers a noticeable paradox. While the firm's official policies promoting flexible work arrangements, such as remote work and adjustable hours are universally valued by employees for their positive impact on well-being and efficiency, this theoretical autonomy is frequently nullified by the practical constraints of overwhelming workloads and rigid deadlines.
On the surface, flexibility is a highly appreciated and enabling feature of the work environment. Respondents see it as a key contributor to both personal well-being and professional performance. Respondent 4 articulated this clearly, explaining that the ability to work from home improves not only their work-life balance by cutting commute times but also their "work efficiency" due to fewer distractions and higher concentration. Respondent 3, who prefers to work in the evenings, values the autonomy to align their work schedule with their personal productivity rhythm, which is a powerful motivator. These policies signal trust and empower employees to manage their own time, which aligns with the principles of an enabling control system. 
However, for many, this flexibility proves to be an illusion when confronted with the reality of the audit cycle. The sheer volume of work, particularly during the busy season, renders the policy impractical. Respondent 1, despite acknowledging the existence of a flexibility policy, stated plainly that since they typically work 9-to-10-hour days, "you're not really that flexible". The most telling example of this paradox came from Respondent 8, who described the firm's "time for time" policy for logging overtime hours. While employees theoretically earn time off, there is no opportunity to actually use it because their "planning is already fully filled" with billable client work. This transforms a purported benefit into a source of frustration. The system's rigidity extends to project management as well; Respondent 5 pointed out that the planning systems are so inflexible that it is difficult to reallocate hours from one project to another, even when the need is urgent.
The emergence of this dynamic may stem from conflicting priorities embedded in the design of the MCS. When the MCS is primarily grounded in an economic model, focused on maximizing performance and efficiency, it can inadvertently deprioritize or overlook the practical implementation of real flexibility. 
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4.6.1 Audit Quality: The Dual Effect of Policies in Enhancing Quality while Constraining Professional Judgement
The analysis of how employees perceive formal policies, such as the PwC Audit Guide, International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), and other procedural manuals, reveals a notable duality. These policies are seen both as a necessary support for maintaining audit quality and as a restriction that can limit professional judgment and reduce efficiency.
On one hand, policies are seen as a fundamental and enabling component of the professional toolkit. They provide a necessary framework that ensures consistency, compliance, and quality in a high-stakes environment. Respondent 1 described the "PwC Audit Guide" as a critical resource that "really helps me with my work" by providing the standards needed to "have sufficient comfort" and comply with annual quality control checks. This sentiment is echoed by Respondent 3, who sees internal PwC policies as helpful interpretations of complex external regulations. This respondent clarifies that the primary restrictions come from external bodies like IFRS, and the firm’s policies actually support them in navigating these requirements. Respondent 8 reinforces this view, stating clearly that policies are not restrictive for good audit quality; rather, they are "making sure audit quality is assured". In this sense, the formal MCS acts as an enabling mechanism, providing the clarity and structure necessary for employees to perform their duties confidently and competently. 
On the other hand, these same policies are frequently perceived as coercive, primarily through their impact on efficiency and autonomy. The rigidity of prescribed procedures can create significant operational bottlenecks. Respondent 8 offered a compelling example involving a complex case of determining how to categorize a financial instrument. While the policy to refer the issue to the National Office ensured a high-quality outcome, it also delayed the audit process by 'several weeks,' making the policy 'restricting in time.' This highlights a direct trade-off between procedural quality assurance and operational efficiency. Respondent 2 noted that while policies are generally helpful, their sheer volume can "reduce my efficiency" because there are "a lot of policies that you keep in mind," sometimes feeling like "too much". This suggests that an overabundance of rules, even well-intentioned ones, can become a coercive force by creating cognitive overload and procedural hurdles. 
A deeper examination of these views reveals that the perceived legitimacy of a control is a key determinant of its acceptance. Employees appear to differentiate between constraints imposed by external, non-negotiable bodies and those created by internal firm processes. When a policy is understood as a direct application of a mandatory external standard, like IFRS, it is generally accepted as a fundamental aspect of the profession, as articulated by Respondent 3. The control is seen as legitimate and necessary. However, when a firm-specific policy is perceived to create what feels like unnecessary bureaucracy or inefficiency, as in the case of the lengthy consultation described by Respondent 8, it is viewed more critically. This distinction is crucial: employees are far more willing to tolerate coercive aspects of a control system if they believe its source is external and its purpose is to uphold the integrity of the profession itself. 
4.6.2 Motivation: Accomplishment Through People, Not Procedures
The investigation into the drivers of motivation and sense of accomplishment reveals a striking pattern: for junior auditors, these feelings are overwhelmingly derived from social interactions, developmental opportunities, and future career prospects, rather than from the intrinsic nature of the audit tasks themselves. The MCS, while designed to manage work, finds its motivational power not in its procedures but in its ability to facilitate a supportive social architecture.
A consistent theme across interviews is the low intrinsic motivation derived from the core audit work. The tasks are often described as repetitive and disconnected from the final outcome. Respondent 1 was clearly, stating that the work itself "don't think it really gives me an accomplishment". Respondent 2 noted that the work, while initially engaging, becomes "repetitive and structural" over the years, making it "less challenging". This sentiment is particularly acute for junior staff; Respondent 6 described the difficulty in seeing the "end product" of their detailed testing, feeling a disconnect between their meticulous efforts and the single line item that appears in the annual report. This lack of a tangible, satisfying output from the work itself means that motivation must be sourced elsewhere. 
That "elsewhere" is predominantly the social and developmental environment. Accomplishment is found in human-centric experiences. For Respondent 1, the true sense of achievement comes from "growing within the company" and the positive "future outlook". For Respondent 2, deep fulfillment is derived from a mentorship role, specifically "coaching and giving their feedback" to junior colleagues and seeing them improve both technically and personally. The importance of team dynamics was a recurring theme. Respondent 3 emphasized that motivation is highly dependent on the people they work with, stating that a "nice" team culture can "make the work fun". External validation also plays a critical role. Respondent 4 felt a strong sense of reward and recognition from two key sources: appreciative emails from partners after a successful audit closure and, perhaps more powerfully, positive feedback directly from clients who recognize an improvement in audit quality. 
This pattern suggests that the formal MCS, with its focus on procedures and controls, is not the primary source of motivation. Instead, its most effective role may be to create the structures within which positive social interactions can occur. The design of team-based projects, the formalization of coaching relationships and the facilitation of client-facing interactions are the "control" elements that tap into the powerful human needs for connection, growth, and recognition, as described in social-psychological models of behavior. The implication for MCS design in professional services is profound: its effectiveness may depend less on procedural optimization and more on its capacity to build and sustain vibrant social and developmental systems where individuals feel valued and see a path for growth.


[bookmark: _Toc204879545]5 Conclusion and discussion
This chapter synthesizes the empirical results from the interviews, interpreting them through the dual lenses of established academic literature and the contemporary context of the audit profession. It provides a direct answer to the research question, evaluates the study's theoretical and practical implications, and offers evidence-based recommendations for both industry practitioners and future academic inquiry.
[bookmark: _Toc204879546]5.1 Answering the research question
The research question for this study was: How do young audit employees perceive management control systems, and how does this influence their performance in the early years of their profession? Based on the results, it can be concluded that young auditors perceive management control systems as conditionally enabling, meaning that the extent to which these systems enhance performance depends on specific contextual contingencies.
The cumulative findings from the interviews paint a picture of a management control system that is neither purely enabling nor purely coercive. Instead, it is best described as a conditionally enabling system. This means that the MCS is designed with enabling characteristics, but its practical application and perception by employees are contingent upon a single, dominant factor: workload compression.
The firm's official policies and stated culture actively promote enabling features. There is clear support for learning and development through coaching, a low barrier to communication for problem-solving, and policies that grant flexibility in work arrangements. During periods of normal operational tempo, employees perceive these systems as supportive, allowing them to learn, manage their work-life balance, and collaborate effectively within their teams.
However, during the intense busy season, this enabling framework is systematically overridden. The immense pressure to meet deadlines acts as a switch, flipping the system's logic from developmental to purely compliance driven. In this high-pressure state:
Repair turns into punishment: Mistakes are no longer seen as learning opportunities but as threats to the timeline, leading to a less tolerant and more stressful environment.
Flexibility becomes illusory: Policies for flexible hours or time-off for overtime become practically unusable due to the sheer volume of work, creating a sense of broken promises.
Global transparency and organizational goals are perceived more as marketing tools than as genuine commitments to broader societal objectives.
Internal transparency is sidelined: The critical mechanism for knowledge transfer is sacrificed in favor of meeting billable hour targets, leaving junior staff to fend for themselves.
Therefore, the lived experience of the MCS is one of paradox. It is a system that simultaneously offers support and imposes rigid constraints, with the prevailing experience determined not by its design, but by the temporal pressures of the audit cycle.
[bookmark: _Toc204879547]5.2 Implications for theory and practice
Repair
The findings regarding the repair aspects of control systems underscore workload compression as a critical contingency factor. These findings offer a significant extension to the framework proposed by Adler and Borys (1996), by demonstrating that the same system can embody both enabling and coercive characteristics simultaneously. The prevailing mode of operation is dictated by the level of time pressure at any given moment. This has profound implications for audit quality, as a large body of research confirms that extreme time pressure can lead to dysfunctional auditor behaviors, such as undetected scams and reduced skepticism, thereby increasing the risk of audit failure (Weick, 1983; Hurtt et al., 2013).
Internal transparency
The majority of respondents expressed a clear preference for face-to-face knowledge transfer. This finding aligns with Simons' (1994) concept of interactive control systems, which emphasizes the importance of continuous involvement in promoting organizational learning and enhancing operational efficiency. Consequently, managers and senior staff are not only responsible for their own work but also play a vital role in transferring knowledge by explaining the underlying logic of audit processes. Key performance factors of young auditors, such as competence, efficiency, motivation, and knowledge sharing, are strongly influenced by senior guidance.
Global transparency
The findings related to global transparency reveal a stronger emphasis on team dynamics over broader organizational goals. Respondents often perceived organizational goals as externally oriented, serving primarily as marketing tools or recruitment narratives, rather than as principles for compliance standards. This suggests that internal incentive structures are designed to direct motivation and attention toward specific groups within the firm, such as immediate teams or performance units as presented by Knechel et al. (2013).
Flexibility
The concept of the "hygiene factor," developed by Herzberg (2003), although not discussed in the initial literature review, but is similar to the crowding out effect, provides a useful lens through which to interpret the results from the previous chapter about flexibility on paper and flexibility in the actual workplace. Herzberg posits that certain job elements, such as company policies, supervision, and working conditions, do not directly motivate employees, but their absence can lead to dissatisfaction. 
Flexibility, as experienced in this context, appears to function as such a hygiene factor. While formally embedded in organizational policy, flexibility is frequently undermined by high workloads and continuous performance demands, particularly during peak periods. As a result, employees are often unable to make use of the autonomy promised to them, which can feel like a broken commitment. This dynamic not only erodes job satisfaction but also reflects a deeper structural tension within the MCS: the conflict between economic models focused on efficiency and performance, and psychological models that emphasize well-being, motivation, and perceived support. When flexibility is offered in policy but not supported operationally, it becomes symbolic rather than substantive. This misalignment risks undermining employee trust and morale, highlighting that flexibility policies cannot be implemented in a vacuum, they require systemic support, including manageable workloads, to function effectively.
Unexpected findings
A key contribution of this study is its significant extension of the enabling-coercive framework developed by Adler and Borys (1996). While their typology conceptualizes enabling and coercive systems as relatively static organizational designs, the present findings introduce workload compression as a dynamic and temporal contingency factor. The analysis reveals that the same MCS can shift between enabling and coercive modes depending on the intensity of workload pressure. This dynamic view provides a more nuanced understanding of control systems in project-based, cyclical professional environments, such as auditing. The underlying driver of this workload compression is rooted in the broader crisis facing the audit profession (De Vries and Herrijgers, 2018; NBA Young Profs, 2020). A persistent talent shortage, caused by falling enrollments and high turnover rates, has forced firms to operate with fewer resources while demand remains high. This structural strain contributes directly to the burnout, stress, and poor work-life balance frequently described by participants and consistently reported in industry surveys. These issues extend beyond employee well-being; they directly impact audit quality. Prior research has established that time pressure and heavy workloads increase the likelihood of dysfunctional behavior and audit deficiencies (De Vries and Herrijgers, 2018; De Vries et al., 2022; De Vries and Fonteijn, 2023; Hurtt et al., 2013). The present study illustrates how this degradation occurs in practice, as opportunities for learning, critical reflection, and professional skepticism are often sacrificed in favor of meeting deadlines.
The findings also draw attention to a perceived gap between corporate communication and operational realities. While firms promote well-being and mental health initiatives, these efforts may be undermined by the unchanged workload demands that continue to strain staff. As a result, such programs risk being interpreted as symbolic or performative, rather than as meaningful attempts to improve day-to-day working conditions
Another notable insight is the centrality of informal coaching and team culture as the dominant form of control. Rather than being guided primarily by formal procedures or codified systems, auditors' behavior is shaped through interpersonal relationships and team norms. This supports social-psychological models of behavior, suggesting that in knowledge-intensive environments, the most influential control mechanisms are social rather than procedural.
Finally, as previously discussed in the literature, audit quality is inherently difficult to measure due to the core characteristics of the profession, such as uncertainty, uniqueness, and professional judgment (Knechel et al., 2013). This study confirms that, from the auditor’s perspective, organizational policies can enhance perceived audit quality, but may also undermine professional skepticism and efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc204879548]5.3 Limitations of the study
To ensure academic rigor, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations of this research.
Culture: One limitation of this study is the exclusion of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions from the literature review. While cultural factors, such as power distance or uncertainty avoidance, could offer valuable insights into how control systems are perceived, incorporating them would have significantly broadened the scope of the research by introducing additional layers of complexity and variables, potentially diluting the study’s focus.
Generalizability: The study is based on a small, purposive sample of eight individuals from a single large accounting firm. This inherently limits the ability to generalize the findings to the entire audit profession, which includes firms of varying sizes and cultures.
Researcher Bias: As an interpretive study, the analysis is influenced by the researcher's own perspective and theoretical lens. While this was mitigated by using a structured coding framework and allowing for the emergence of new themes, the subjective nature of qualitative analysis remains an inherent limitation.
Social desirability bias: Even with anonymity, employees of a Big Four firm might be hesitant to be overly critical of their employer in an interview.
Sampling Method: The use of convenience and snowball sampling resulted in a sample dominated by senior associates. This may underrepresent the unique perspectives of junior associates, who are at the very beginning of their socialization process, or managers, who are responsible for enacting the controls. 
Lack of Respondent Validation: Due to the time constraints of the respondents, a process of respondent validation or member checking, where participants review the researcher's interpretations for accuracy, was not performed. This step could have further enhanced the internal validity and credibility of the findings.
Critical reflection: Although four performance dimensions were defined in the theoretical framework (audit quality, efficiency, motivation, and innovation), these dimensions were not consistently differentiated in the subsequent analysis and operationalization. This is because the primary focus of this research was to capture individual perceptions, which entails that even the concept of good performance is inherently subjective. As Knechel et al. (2013) mentioned before, what counts as good performance depends on the perspective of the end user. Regulators, clients or society have different interpretations on what counts as good audit performance. 
Thus, in practice, respondents primarily relied on their own interpretations of performance, often restricting their answers to broad concepts such as quality or efficiency. They rarely mentioned the underlying factors that support or drive these concepts, such as the importance of education in developing competence to conduct good audits or the role of incentive structures that promote and direct motivation in their work. This limitation is partly due to the fact that the performance dimensions were not clearly defined in the operationalization phase. In addition, the interview guide was simplified to make it easier for respondents to understand, which may have limited the depth of their answers. While this simplification improved accessibility, it also led to a lack of detail and insufficient guidance toward the performance aspects. Nonetheless, it is essential to recognize that in qualitative research, the researcher must avoid leading participants or shaping their responses toward desired outcomes. This is important to ensure the credibility and validity of the findings, as the goal is to understand participants' genuine experiences and perspectives, not to confirm the researcher’s assumptions.
[bookmark: _Toc204879549]5.4 Recommendations for future research
The findings of this study hold significant implications for both management practice within audit firms and the academic understanding of management control. The following recommendations are derived from the synthesis of interview data and contextual industry research. They are not intended to replace existing MCS in the industry, but rather to mitigate the negative effects of their conditional nature by enhancing the ability to manage workload compression effectively.
For management and HR in audit firms:
Acknowledge and Manage the "Conditional" Nature of Controls: Leadership must move beyond treating well-being policies as a separate HR function and recognize that they are deeply intertwined with operational planning. Workload forecasting must be integrated with HR policies to ensure that benefits like flexibility and time for reflection are structurally protected, not just offered in theory. This means building slack into project plans, especially for teams with junior staff.
Invest in "Coaching Under Pressure" Training: Given that informal coaching is the primary control mechanism for knowledge transfer, firms should invest in training managers not only on technical review but also on how to effectively coach, provide constructive feedback, and manage the well-being of their junior staff during the intense pressures of the busy season. This directly addresses the "coaching gap" identified by respondents and builds resilience into the most critical part of the control system. 
Implement Structured Post-Audit Reflection: To counter the lack of timely reflection noted by Respondent 5, firms should mandate and schedule brief, team-based "after-action reviews." These should occur immediately following major deadline submissions, not months later during annual performance reviews. This would capture learning moments when they are still fresh and relevant, turning a source of stress into a structured opportunity for repair and improvement. 
For MCS theory:
Propose "Workload Compression" as a Key Contingency Variable: Academic models of MCS, particularly those using the enabling-coercive framework, should be updated to explicitly incorporate workload compression as a dynamic, temporal contingency variable. This would allow for a more sophisticated understanding of how a control system's character can shift in response to cyclical business pressures.
Emphasize Social Influence in Control Research: Future research should place greater emphasis not just on the formal design of control systems but on how these controls are socially shaped, interpreted, and translated into practice by front-line managers and teams. 
For Future Research:
A Longitudinal Study: A longitudinal study that tracks a group of new hires over several years would provide invaluable data on how their perceptions of the MCS evolve as they progress in seniority and experience multiple busy seasons.
A Comparative Study: A comparative study examining perceptions of MCS between Big Four firms and smaller or mid-tier firms could reveal how different organizational structures, client bases, and workload pressures shape the control environment.
A Quantitative Analysis: Building on the qualitative findings, a survey instrument could be developed to measure the perceived conditionality of the MCS. This could then be used to quantitatively test the correlation between this conditionality and key outcomes like burnout, turnover intention, and self-reported audit quality.
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Interview guideline:

The interview consists of ten main questions designed to investigate subjective perceptions of enabling control system characteristics in relation to performance. Depending on the responses, follow-up questions may be asked for clarification or deeper insight. Each question is formulated in simple language to ensure participants can easily engage with the topic. Interviews typically take 15 to 30 minutes, depending on response length and follow-ups.

Interview introduction

Do you give permission to record the conversation?

Hello,
Thank you for participating in my master thesis research. The goal of my research is to investigate employees’ perceptions toward the work culture, work-life balance, and work procedures in relation to work performance. The interview consists of ten questions and some clarifications. The interview takes about 20 minutes, and all identities will be kept anonymous.
If you have any questions, feel free to ask them.
Do you have any questions before we start the interview?

Interview questions:

1. Job Responsibilities
What are the main responsibilities or duties of your job?

2. Flexibility and its impact on efficiency and quality
(Rigidity vs. autonomy)
Do you feel that company’s policies support you in your work?
Follow-up questions:
— Do you feel that some policies are restricting you?
— Do the policies help with a better work culture?

3. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation
(Performance)
Does your work provide you a sense of accomplishment?
Follow-up questions:
— Do you feel motivated in your work?
— Do you feel rewarded enough in your work?

4. Expectation and clarity
(Internal transparency and fairness)
When starting a new task or project, do you understand what is expected from you?
Follow-up questions:
— Why or why not?
— Please explain further.
— For example?

5. Decision-making transparency
(Internal transparency)
Can you describe how decisions are made within your team or department?
Follow-up questions:
— Do you understand the reasoning behind these processes?
— Do they communicate the decision process with you?

6. Learning and repair
(Internal transparency / Repair)
Have you ever encountered a policy or procedure that you didn’t understand?
Follow-up questions:
— How did you address that?
— How did you respond to that?
— Did you feel supported or did you need to figure it out yourself?

7. Learning and repair
(Internal transparency / Repair)
Do you feel supported in learning from mistakes when it happens at your work?
Follow-up questions:
— Do you have time to reflect on your mistakes?
— Do you perceive mistakes as guilt or as an opportunity?
— Do you feel group pressure to perform?

8. Voice and interactive control
(Repair)
Are there any meetings where you can express your concern or ideas to management?
Follow-up questions:
— For example, meetings with peers, managers, clients, or trusted persons?
— Are these meetings helpful to you or useless?
— Does management encourage you to share ideas?

9. Flexibility and its impact on efficiency and quality
(Rigidity vs. autonomy)
How much flexibility do you have in your work? And do you think it is important?
Follow-up questions:
— The flexibility to plan your own work, manage your own schedule, challenge yourself?
— Does freedom support you in performance? Or would you like more guidance?

10. Organisational Goals
(Perception of the stated organizational goals and sense of interest)
Do you think the organisation’s goals help you make better decisions?
Follow-up questions:
— Do you feel you are contributing to the organisational goals?
— Is the organisational goal in line with your values?
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 Coding Framework: Initially, a set of preliminary codes was defined based on the conceptual framework.
 Codes for Enabling perceptions: e.g., “flexibility experienced,” “transparent communication,” “support for learning,” “sense of contribution.”
 Codes for Coercive perceptions: e.g., “feeling micromanaged,” “strict rules no discretion,” “lack of clarity,” “pressure/stress.”
 Codes for each performance aspect (as perceived outcome): “efficiency/working fast,” “quality of work,” “motivation level,” “innovation/initiative.”

The coding framework initially focused on the four characteristics of enabling control systems, developed through deductive reasoning grounded in existing literature. Subsequently, it expanded through inductive reasoning to include new codes that emerged directly from the data. Importantly, each code represents a position along a continuum, either on the enabling/coercive spectrum or on an aspect of the performance spectrum. For example, codes may reflect a range from high flexibility to low flexibility (enabling vs. coercive spectrum) or from highly motivating to demotivating (performance spectrum). The colors given to the codes are presented below in brackets.

The coding framework:

Work transparency and work comprehension
(Yellow)

Communication
(Green)

Involvement
(Light green)

Flexibility and autonomy (subcategories: comfortability)
(Turquoise)

Repair
(Dark pink)

Performance (subcategories: efficiency, performance improvement, performance targets, performance measurements)
(Red)

Work quality (subcategories: accountability, confidence, independence, criticism, responsibility, quality, challenging work, taking initiative, defending your own opinion)
(Orange)

Work pressure (subcategories: lack of support, doubts, hesitation, negligence, deadline pressure)
(Grey)

Expectation (subcategories: trust)
(Dark blue)

Misalignment of interests (Subcategories: Opportunistic behavior, self-interest)
(Light pink)

Work culture (subcategory: empathy, sympathy)
(Dark brown)

Intrinsic motivation (subcategories: mechanistic feeling, motivation, demotivating, micromanagement)
(Light brown)

Uncategorized
(Light blue)




[bookmark: _Toc204879553]Appendix C
 Generative AI tools (e.g., ChatGPT, Copilot) were used to assist in coding, data analysis, and/or refining the language of this thesis. Appendix C of this thesis provides a detailed account of the use of Generative AI tools during the development of this thesis. By submitting this thesis I declare that I am fully responsible for the accuracy and completeness of its content.
 This appendix provides a detailed account of the use of Generative AI tools during the development and writing of this thesis. These tools were used to refine the language, ensuring clarity and precision in the presentation of findings. All outputs generated were critically evaluated and, where necessary, modified by myself to align with the objectives of this research.
Writing and Grammar Refinement
Description: 
· Tool ChatGPT (GPT-4)
· Purpose: Improved clarity and fluency in writing. AI supported in grammar checking and AI provided suggestions to restructure complex sentences, making my intended messages more understandable.
· My Role: All AI-generated suggestions were carefully evaluated and revised, and only adopted when they preserved the original intent of the message.
· My reflection: AI helped me to better structure my text, and to be more concise
in writing while expressing the same content.
· Applied in: The AI was applied throughout all sections to enhance conciseness and improve readability for the target audience.
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