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Abstract

This thesis examines how an existing management control is repurposed to address new
organizational challenges. It investigates how a broad-based equity program (BBEP), in-
itially introduced to improve working capital management, was repurposed and rede-
signed as an ideological control supporting organizational culture and post-acquisition
personnel integration. Based on a retrospective longitudinal case study of INDUCO, a
pseudonymized U.S. industrial company, the study analyzes the BBEP across three or-
ganizational episodes: an IPO, a mega-merger, and a shift toward an acquisition-based
growth strategy. Based on interviews and documentary material, the thesis uses institu-
tional work theory to examine how managers theorized new control problems, legitimized
the BBEP as a solution, and embedded it within the organization. The findings show that
the BBEP evolved from a performance-oriented incentive mechanism into an ideological
control associated with INDUCO’s ‘ownership mindset’. The thesis contributes to re-
search on management control systems (MCS) evolution by showing how prior institu-
tional work shapes later managerial problem framing and control design, and to literature
on management controls in merger and acquisitions (M&A) settings by suggesting that
extending an acquirer-side control can be perceived as successful by management when
the control carries symbolic meaning and is reinforced through active institutional work.
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1. Introduction

“Whosoever holds this hammer, if he be worthy, shall possess the power of Thor”
— Stan Lee

“If all you have is a hammer, everything starts looking like a nail”
— Abraham Maslow

Management control systems (MCS) are central to shaping organizational behavior and
supporting strategy, and the controls available to top management range from budgets,
monetary incentives and performance measurement systems to educational activities and
organizational norms and values. Prior literature recognizes that controls are not static
instruments; their roles can change over time (Abernethy & Brownell, 1999); often in a
firm-specific manner, as control design is path-dependent (Merchant & Otley, 2020). This
is especially relevant in settings of mergers and acquisitions (M&A), where control sys-
tems often must be redesigned to manage the combined entity and support post-acquisi-
tion integration. Prior research suggests that MCS can play an important role in successful
personnel integration following M&As (e.g., Jones, 1985b; Granlund, 2003).

However, even though we know that controls may change over time, we know less
about how a specific control is repurposed when a firm’s overall strategic context
changes. Existing MCS research often discusses control design or adaptation, but less
often traces the process through which managers reinterpret an existing control as a solu-
tion to a new problem. Research “directly [observing] the decisions being made, and the
reasons for them” (Merchant & Otley, 2020, p.6) has been called for, to better understand
the managerial reasoning process surrounding MCS design. Additionally, prior research
on post-acquisition integration suggests that the creation of new “group controls” — where
both the merging entities adapt their control systems — is better suited to facilitate the
integration efforts than to merely “mechanically extend” the MCS of one organization
onto the other (Jones 1985b; Granlund, 2003). While this might be perceived as appro-
priate in “one-off” M&As, it is not necessarily seen as a viable alternative in companies
whose strategy is doing frequent M&As, so called serial acquirers.

This is important for two reasons. Firstly: without understanding management con-
trol repurposing, we cannot fully understand how MCS evolve and therefore risk treating
controls as either designed for a stable purpose or redesigned from scratch, when, in prac-
tice, existing controls may be reinterpreted and used for new and different purposes. Sec-
ondly, as poor personnel integration is a major source of M&A failure (Steigenberger,
2016), not understanding how management controls can be utilized as a post-acquisition
integration tool ultimately poses a risk for the value creation from the M&A. This be-
comes especially salient in serial acquisition contexts, since repeated acquisitions create
recurring integration challenges. As acquisition-driven strategies have gained traction in
recent years (Wiley, 2025), a better understanding of these challenges is vital.

In this thesis, we therefore perform a retrospective longitudinal case study of IN-
DUCO (pseudonym), a global U.S.-based industrial company listed on the New York
Stock Exchange (NYSE). INDUCO has undergone major organizational transformations
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in recent years — including an [PO, a mega-merger, and a subsequent shift to becoming a
serial acquirer. What particularly stands out across INDUCQO’s organizational changes is
management’s continued emphasis on embedding an “ownership mindset” throughout
the organization — a mindset to which they attribute much of the company’s success in
recent years. Against this backdrop, we will study how INDUCQO’s broad-based equity
program (BBEP) — originally introduced as a control aimed at increasing organizational
performance through mainly improved working capital management — has been repur-
posed over several cycles to become perceived as a key enabler of INDUCO’s personnel
integration, and their efforts to integrate new employees into the company’s culture of an
“ownership mindset”. Our research question therefore is:

“How do top managers repurpose a control tool within an evolving control package
to address new control problems?”

We have conducted several interviews with INDUCO’s top management and ana-
lyzed both internal and external documentary material. Institutional work theory (Law-
rence & Suddaby, 2006) is then used as our theoretical lens to examine how top managers
across the three distinct organizational transformations have theorized new control prob-
lems, legitimized and repurposed the BBEP as a solution to these new problems and then
engaged in institutional work intended to embed the BBEP and make it taken for granted
within the company.

Through this, we contribute to prior literature by showing how a control’s purpose
— even in cases when the components of the control itself are relatively stable — evolves
over time, something we refer to as temporal multifinality. We find that management’s
engagement in institutional work aimed at embedding a new control affects not only em-
ployees — to whom the institutional work was directed — but also perceptions and control
institutionalization among top management themselves. This recursive effect leads exist-
ing controls to shape how managers define later control problems, expanding our
knowledge of the path-dependency of management controls. We also contribute to the
literature on MCS in M&A settings by showing that mechanically extending the ac-
quirer’s controls, rather than constructing new group controls for each acquisition, can be
perceived by top management as an effective way to facilitate personnel integration. Alt-
hough further research is needed, we theorize that this could be because the extended
control is a symbolic (Jones, 1986) or ideological control (Kraus et al., 2016), and because
its implementation is coupled with different forms of institutional work.

Overall, the thesis shows that management controls may become repurposed not
only because they are perceived as a technically suitable solution to new control prob-
lems, but also because prior institutional work makes them taken for granted among top
managers as legitimate, reusable, and cost-effective responses to new control problems.
This creates both opportunities and risks. On the one hand, managers may maximize a
control’s value by applying it to a broader set of organizational challenges, making it a
powerful tool. On the other hand, when a control becomes taken for granted, managers
may be more likely to interpret new problems through the lens of that existing control,
potentially overlooking alternative controls better suited to the situation.



2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

This section presents the theoretical foundations of the research by reviewing prior liter-
ature and subsequently presenting the theoretical framework. It begins with a literature
review of previous research on the repurposing and redesign of management controls and
management control problems in post-acquisition personnel integration. The review con-
cludes by identifying the research gap and outlining the contribution of this thesis. The
section then introduces the theory on institutional work, which serves as the method the-
ory (Lukka & Vinnari, 2014) for this study. The section ends with a description of the
conceptual framework used to analyze the cyclical process of how top managers prob-
lematize new control challenges arising when shifting to an acquisition-based strategy,
legitimize and repurpose an existing management control as a solution, and mobilize in-
stitutional work to make the control institutionalized and taken for granted over time.

2.1. Literature Review

This thesis contributes primarily to domain theory (Lukka & Vinnari, 2014) on the repur-
posing and redesign of management controls, with a focus on addressing control problems
relating to post-acquisition personnel integration in acquisition-driven firms. More spe-
cifically, it aims to understand the processes by which a specific control mechanism — a
BBEP — that was initially put in place to improve working capital management has been
repurposed and redesigned by top management as a mechanism intended to support per-
sonnel integration, in a U.S.-based manufacturing company whose corporate strategy is
centered on doing frequent acquisitions. The literature review below therefore focuses on
existing studies addressing the design, purpose, and interdependencies of management
controls, and the control challenges a firm faces when integrating personnel from acquired
firms. Based on this review, we identify a clear research gap that this thesis aims to ad-
dress.

2.1.1. Repurposing and Redesign of Management Controls

MCS constitute “a combination of control mechanisms designed and implemented by
management to increase the probability that organizational actors will behave in ways
consistent with the objectives of the dominant organizational coalition” (Abernethy &
Chua, 1996, p. 573). The control mechanisms available for an organization cover every-
thing from standardized operating procedures, role descriptions, reward systems, budgets
and performance measurements to personnel selection, training and socialization pro-
cesses (Abernethy & Chua, 1996). One way to classify management controls is to distin-
guish between formal controls and ideological controls. Formal controls seek to influence
employee behavior directly through, for example, output controls (such as KPIs and re-
ward systems) or behavioral controls (such as rules and written guidelines). Ideological
control, by contrast, seeks to influence behavior indirectly by shaping employees’
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underlying beliefs, emotions, values, thoughts, and feelings, for instance through the ver-
bal communication of the organizational ideology and the use of ceremonies, rituals, and
symbols (Kraus et al., 2016).

The role and outcome of a management control are not necessarily static and spe-
cific to the execution of a certain strategy — but rather something that can serve different
roles or purposes in different settings (Abernethy & Brownell, 1999). Previous literature
points to the fact that research on management controls must therefore accommodate both
multifinality (that the same control mechanism can serve multiple purposes for different
organizations or actors), and equifinality (that the same outcome can be achieved through
different means and controls) (Merchant & Otley, 2020).

The processes through which a certain type of control shapes organizational behav-
ior is therefore not necessarily well-suited to be studied using a positivistic and instru-
mental approach, as the controls deployed within an organization are subject to both or-
ganizational contingencies, interactions between different control elements, and the in-
terpretations made by various organizational actors. Additionally, as the evolution of a
MCS is both “path-dependent” (a result of previous experiences and choices) and subject
to manager’s relationships, interpretations and reactions to the external environment
(Merchant & Otley, 2020), not only is the outcome of implementing a specific manage-
ment control dependent on firm-specific factors — but so is the process of designing and
deciding on what controls to implement in the first place. Much of previous research on
MCS design is built on the foundation of contingency theory and the assumption that the
design and use of MCSs within a firm, is dependent upon that firm’s specific organiza-
tional context (Martin, 2020) such as the environment, technology, size, structure, strat-
egy and national culture (Chenhall, 2003).

While much of the existing contingency based MCS research is done cross-section-
ally, comparing firms from different settings at a specific point in time (Davila, 2004;
Martin, 2020), some studies take a longitudinal approach and investigate how a firm
adapts its MCSs over time. This process is not just a matter of pairing a control problem
with the management control that decision-makers consider to be best at solving the prob-
lem, as managers have been found to, for example, also include dimensions such as cost-
effectiveness into their design decisions (Malina & Selto, 2004). Other studies have illus-
trated the relationship between the existing controls and the process by which new con-
trols are developed, for example in how a firm moving from a “budgeting” to a “forecast-
ing” process leaned on its previous budgeting experiences to roll-back some of the
changes and create a new process including both budgeting and forecasting elements
(Bukh et al., 2024); and how the perceived deficiencies in existing controls can prompt
the deployment of new controls, developed through a back and forth process where new
control problems are identified and handled over time (Davila et al., 2023). This illustrates
the path-dependency of control design and how existing controls and previous choices
are likely to have a large impact when new control problems are framed and controls
chosen.



The interrelationships between different control elements have given rise to an ac-
ademic discussion on whether the overall combination of controls should be conceptual-
ized as a “control system” or a “control package”. The “systems-approach” implies that
the different management control practices deployed by the organizations are interde-
pendent and that these interdependencies have been taken into account when designing
the overall system, whereas the “package-approach” looks at the complete set of control
practices in place, even though these can be designed and put in place by management as
independent control practices addressing unrelated control problems (Grabner & Moers,
2013; Merchant & Otley, 2020). Regardless of whether one assumes that the design pro-
cess is “system-oriented” (with a conscious and deliberate choice of interacting controls);
“package-oriented” (with new controls being deployed to handle different control prob-
lems independently); or a combination along the continuum between the two, it is of clear
importance to pay attention to the existing and previous management controls when en-
gaging in management control research, as these are likely to affect what new controls
top management chooses to deploy. However, we find limited research examining how
the purpose of a specific management control might evolve over time, and how definition
of control problems and subsequent control design is affected by existing controls and
previous design choices. This is an important gap to fill as the introduction of new con-
trols can complement or enhance the effect of existing controls, substitute them and create
costly redundancy (Manthei et al., 2022), or at worst, lead to reduced combined control
performance (Van Der Kolk et al., 2020).

As some researchers argue that we will never find patterns of optimal control de-
signs that are consistent across organizations and over time (Merchant & Otley, 2020),
we think it is fruitful to view management control design as a continuous process of ad-
aptation and redesign (Merchant & Otley, 2020), and therefore as a process that can move
between different states along the “package-systems-continuum” rather than as an “ei-
ther/or”. For simplicity reasons, we will, however, refer to a firm’s combination of man-
agement controls as its Management Control System (MCS). This thesis can therefore be
seen as addressing the need for additional in-depth field studies investigating how MCS
develop over time and how their components interact and are used by management (Otley,
2016), and the call for more research on the managerial processes of MCS design, or —
put in the words of Merchant and Otley (2020, p.6): “what is missing from most papers
is that there is no attempt to understand what is inside the designers’ heads as they make
MCS choices”.

Finally, despite the fact that engagement in M&A has been addressed as an example
of when strategic change can prompt the need to adapt a firms’ management controls
(Abernethy et al., 2021), and the fact that growing inorganically is a commonplace cor-
porate strategy (Gaughan, 2010), empirical evidence using M&A-driven growth as a set-
ting to study longitudinal changes in management controls remains limited. This prompts
a relevant question: can post-acquisition integration in M&A-driven firms be conceptu-
alized as a management control challenge that reveals how control systems evolve over
time?



2.1.2. Post-Acquisition Personnel Integration as a Management Control Problem

Having an acquisition-driven strategy is usually justified by expectations of value crea-
tion through, for example, growing market share, reduced costs, acquiring patents etc.
(Gaughan, 2010). Different types of M&A transactions involve the combination or acqui-
sition of one or more firms to create a new entity (Lubatkin, 1987). Particularly relevant
acquisitions strategies are concentric acquisitions — which consider firms with adjacent
but distinct products serving similar customer bases (Lubatkin, 1987) — and horizontal
acquisitions — that occur when firms operating at the same stage of the value chain com-
bine, often with the benefit of expanding market share and broaden product offerings
(Lubatkin, 1987; Gaughan, 2010).

Much of the empirical evidence, however, suggests that many M&As fail to meet
the expected value creation (Ruess & Voelpel, 2012; Steigenberger, 2016). The complex-
ity of integrating two or more companies — regardless of their respective positions in the
value chain — significantly reduces the chances of adding shareholder value, with more
than half of acquisitions failing to accomplish the objectives that were set prior to the
acquisition (Ruess & Voelpel, 2012). Steigenberger (2016) suggests that value destruc-
tion is commonly attributed not to the transaction itself, but during the post-acquisition
integration. The transaction per se only constitutes a transfer of ownership — value crea-
tion depends on how effective the combination is of the merging firms' organizational
structures, internal systems and how employees across previously independent organiza-
tions are combined (Steigenberger, 2016).

A particularly important dimension of post-acquisition integration challenges re-
lates to the personnel integration — the process through which employees from an ac-
quired firm are merged into the acquiring company and included into its organizational
culture and its ways of working (Steigenberger, 2016). Several studies suggest that culture
clashes and organizational differences are the main reasons underlying for most M&A
failures (e.g., Jones, 1985a, 1985b, 1986; Roberts, 1990; Granlund, 2003; Jordao et al.,
2013; Bauer et al., 2016; Steigenberger, 2016), suggesting that it is practically impossible
for two cultures to fully assimilate with each other. The cultural and organizational het-
erogeneity can create misunderstanding regarding decision-making norms and perfor-
mance expectations, which increases the difficulty of establishing common ways of work-
ing (Bauer et al., 2016). Other studies report employee reactions to integration efforts as
the main source of uncertainty (Razi & Garrick, 2019; Vuorenmaa, 2024), suggesting that
employees experience mistrust, resistance, or reduced identification with the organization
following an M&A, especially when integration decisions affect their perceived organi-
zational identity. Such disruptions to employees’ attachment and apprehension towards
the company has been shown to lead to increased rates of employee attrition during and
immediately after an acquisition (Shi et al., 2023), and thereby the acquirer will not ben-
efit from the talent for which it paid for.

Because post-acquisition personnel integration involves reconciling organizational
practices and behavioral expectations across previously independent organizations, prior



research has conceptualized MCS as key mechanisms for achieving such coordination
amid the rapid change and uncertainty that accompany M&As (Jones 1985a; Jones,
1985b; Roberts, 1990; Granlund, 2003). In this view, MCS play an active role in how
integration is carried out and should not merely be seen as subordinate controls in the
post-acquisition process. Empirical evidence further shows that acquiring firms often do
not trust their acquired company and compensate for this lack of trust with extensive use
of management controls (Steigenberger, 2016), through, for example, centralizing and
standardizing decision-making and redesigning current control systems (Jones, 1985b).
While such approaches enhance the control efficiency and facilitate convergence between
the acquirer and target, they also indicate that integration rarely involves simply extend-
ing existing control systems. Rather, “group controls” — defined as joint controls of the
acquirer and acquired — should be changed to fit the new post-acquisition context. It is
simply naive to assume that order can be imposed on an acquired company by the me-
chanical extension of the acquiring firm’s controls (Jones, 1985b). Subsequently, Jones
(1986) also suggests that group controls have a symbolic and cultural meaning beyond
their formal function, which ultimately shapes the corporate culture of the combined en-
tities post-acquisition. Further research from Granlund (2003) also points that post-acqui-
sition controls should draw on the integration of the managerial practices from both or-
ganizations. Harmonizing distinct control mechanisms into a coherent, “group-wide”
framework can improve integration outcomes by mitigating control related challenges
associated with having larger organizational size, or changed competitive situations
(Granlund, 2003) — which is especially salient when the corporate strategy involves con-
centric and horizontal M&As.

This implies that the applicability of these results within the context of MCS in
post-acquisition personnel integration is ostensibly twofold; research first points that
MCS need to be actively redesigned and changed to the new organizational context to
facilitate the coordination between two previously independent firms, but they must also
function as integrative mechanisms that address the cultural differences and employee-
related uncertainties to support personnel integration, and thus reducing the risk of value
destruction from the M&A.

2.1.3. Contribution of the Study

Together, prior research suggests that the role of a specific management control may
change over time as the organization evolves. Choices regarding control design are likely
to be affected by the existing configuration of controls, as well as by past managerial
choices when designing them. Concurrently, research on management controls made in
M&A settings shows that post-acquisition integration — especially personnel integration
— introduces new managerial challenges that often require the firm to actively adapt and
redesign existing control systems. While prior studies suggest that post-acquisition man-
agement controls should reflect a combination of managerial practices from both the ac-
quiring and acquired firms, we observe that the existing evidence comes from single-
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acquisition contexts where controls can be tailored to specific organizational pairing. In
contrast, companies pursuing acquisition-driven growth through frequent acquisitions are
likely to face more standardized integration conditions, which may constrain the extent
to which controls can be tailored to each individual acquisition. As a result, these firms
may rely more heavily on control mechanisms that can be applied across multiple inte-
grations, while still addressing the challenges associated with personnel integration.

This raises questions about the role of existing control systems. Specifically, we
know relatively little about how a firm’s current control package affects the way new
control problems are defined in acquisition-driven settings, and how specific controls are
repurposed over time to address recurring integration challenges. While the research sug-
gests that there is a need to redesign and integrate controls following acquisitions, they
have paid limited attention to how the purposes and uses of specific controls change when
doing multiple acquisitions, and how such development is constrained or enabled by the
firm’s existing control arrangements.

In this thesis we investigate how a specific control mechanism — a broad-based
equity program (BBEP) — that was initially put in place to improve the firm’s working
capital management, has been repurposed and redesigned with the managerial intent of
enabling the personnel integration of acquired firms into the group organization, ina U.S.-
based manufacturing company whose corporate strategy has shifted from a focus on or-
ganic growth to being a serial acquirer. A BBEP is a compensation strategy where non-
executive (i.e., non-managerial) employees receive stock options, restricted stock units
(RSUs), deferred stock units (DSUs) or shares from the employer (Bova et al., 2014).

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research question:

“How do top managers repurpose a control tool within an evolving control package to
address new control problems?”

2.2. Method Theory — Institutional Work

In this thesis, institutional work theory (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) is used as a method
theory (Lukka & Vinnari, 2014) to analyze the institutionalization of a management con-
trol. The theory on institutional work is based on institutional theory, which has been
commonly used in management accounting research in the last few decades (Modell,
2022). It has even been claimed that “to study management accounting change is to study
institutional change — as an ongoing process rather than optimising events or outcomes”
(Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005, p.727). At the very core, institutional theory builds on the
concept of “institutions”. The literature does not provide a unified definition of what con-
stitutes an institution, but Lawrence et al. (2010) argue that “the concept of an institution
can be thought of as those (more or less) enduring elements of social life [...] that affect
the behavior and beliefs of individuals and collective actors by providing templates for
action, cognition, and emotion”’ (Lawrence et al., 2010, p. 53). Burns and Scapens (2000)
suggest that “institutions can be regarded as imposing form and social coherence upon
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human activity, through the production and reproduction of settled habits of thought and
action”. Similarly, “institutionalization” refers to the processes by which “organizational
practices come to be taken for granted and imbued with legitimacy” (Modell, 2022, p.
2,564). In other words, institutions are those elements in social life — such as organiza-
tional practices and management controls — that make people repeatedly reason and act
in certain ways.

However, a challenge inherent in institutional theory is that if all norms and collec-
tive beliefs are conceptualized as being determined by institutional pressures, then human
agency cannot reasonably be a factor in institutional change (Battilana et al., 2009); but
on the other hand, if humans are conceptualized as fully rational actors having complete
agency, the “institutions” of institutional theory is no longer of relevance. The issue of
explaining how actors can create, change, or disrupt social structures and institutions
when their thoughts, intentions, and behaviors are shaped by those same structures is
commonly referred to as the “paradox of embedded agency” (Battilana et al., 2009). The
theory on institutional work takes aim at incorporating human agency into the study of
institutions. Research based on institutional work theory explores the practices and pro-
cesses associated with actors’ efforts to create, tear down, maintain, adjust and transform
institutions, as well as strengthen or moderate their effects (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006;
Hayne & Free, 2014; Hampel et al., 2017), rather than accepting institutions as unavoid-
ably enduring. The questions at the heart of the institutional work perspective are there-
fore focused on “how, why and when actors work to shape sets of institutions, the factors
that affect their ability to do so, and the experience of these efforts for those involved”
(Hampel et al., 2017, p. 558).

Previous studies suggest that institutional change can be initiated by what Green-
wood (2002) calls “precipitating jolts” and Arroyo (2012) define as “triggering events”,
such as social upheaval, technological disruption, competitive discontinuities, or regula-
tory change (Greenwood et al., 2002; Arroyo, 2012), or by institutional contradictions
that create tensions in the existing arrangements (Seo & Creed, 2002; Sharma et al.,
2010). However, those events or contradictions do not automatically lead to change; in-
stead, actors — such as managers — must make them actionable through theorization, by
specifying them as problems and justifying possible solutions (Greenwood et al., 2002;
Arroyo, 2012). This process is subject to the managers’ interpretation of the situation, as
the theorized alternatives are both subject to — and must be integrated into — the actors’
existing cognitive maps (Lawrence et al., 2005; Arroyo, 2012). In a management control
setting, this implies that existing and previous controls could help shape management’s
theorizing on the control problem to be solved, and the solution to be deployed. The “the-
orizing” can be conceptualized as the first in a series of activities falling under the um-
brella term “institutional work”, but it must be accompanied by other subsequent, activi-
ties of institutional work to ensure that the institution is transformed or established, to the
point where it is taken for granted by organizational actors. Previous research have iden-
tified different types of institutional work performed to create and maintain institutions,
including for example changing the normative associations of existing practices and
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giving them a new meaning (Zilber, 2002; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006); educating actors
and providing them with the information needed to use the institution (Lawrence &
Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014); creating new rules or roles to enable the institution
and support it with resources (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014); my-
thologizing the institution by creating and sustaining myths about its history (Lawrence
& Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014); and embedding the institution in the day to day
routines of organizational actors (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Over time, when the in-
stitution has become embedded in ongoing routines and is enacted and reproduced in the
day-to-day work of organizational actors, the practice might become disconnected from
its original intended purpose (Burns & Scapens, 2000; Zilber, 2002) and widely accepted
in the organization as an “unquestionable form of management control” (Burns &
Scapens, 2000, p.12); at this point the practice can be said to have become institutional-
ized (Burns & Scapens, 2000).

Even though Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) originally categorized these different
types of institutional work as either intending to “disrupt”, “create”, or "maintain" insti-
tutions in a rather linear manner, studies have found that in practice, the different activities
occur synchronously and non-linearly (Hayne & Free, 2014).

As the interpretations made by actors — both when managers engage in theorizing
and when actors engage in enactment — are affected by existing institutions (Burns &
Scapens, 2000), the process above points to the complex interplay between institutions,
actors and agency. In section 2.3 we develop the conceptual framework used to study the
institutionalization process of a management control within our case company.

2.3. The Conceptual Framework

Based on institutional work theory (see section 2.2), we will analyze how a BBEP within
our case company has been repurposed and institutionalized over time, using the model
presented in Figure 1.

The model draws upon Lawrence and Suddaby’s (2006) description of different
forms of institutional work such as theorization; changing the normative associations of
existing practices; educating; enabling the institution through new rules, roles, and re-
sources; mythologizing; and embedding and routinizing. As “theorization” constitutes a
key phase in the repurposing process, and “embedding and routinizing” closely resembles
the enactment and reproduction in the day-to-day work identified by Burns & Scapens as
key to institutionalizing a new management accounting practice (Burns & Scapens,
2000), these forms of institutional work are each represented by distinct and analytical
boxes in the model. We will use the model to analyze the institutional work performed
by top management within our case company since the BBEP was first introduced. Lastly,
as we study the repurposing and redesign of the BBEP, occurring in several iterations
over time, we draw upon Arroyo (2012) and conceptualize each repurposing or redesign
of the BBEP as beginning when a triggering event, contradiction, or organizational issue
is made salient by actors and becomes the basis for a new round of theorization
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(Greenwood et al., 2002; Seo & Creed, 2002; Arroyo, 2012). In this process, top manage-
ment specify the problem, justify the BBEP as a solution, and subsequently engage in
institutional work within the organization. As the theorization process is highly influ-
enced by management’s existing cognitive maps (Lawrence et al., 2005; Arroyo, 2012),
we view the process as cyclical rather than linear, with previous institutional work carry-
ing over and affecting how new problems are specified and solutions justified. This is
also in line with the path-dependency of management control design found in previous
studies (Merchant & Otley, 2020).

As this thesis focuses on top management processes of management control design,
the theoretical ambition is not to identify whether the BBEP has been fully institutional-
ized throughout the entire organization; instead we are interested in what elements be-
come institutionalized and taken for granted enough by top management so that they
carry-over and affect managements’ subsequent control design decisions.

This presented framework is suitable to study the repurposing of the BBEP across
multiple change episodes as it allows us to systematically analyze the institutionalization
and repurposing process in a structured manner.

Adapted from Lawrance and Suddaby (2006) and Arroyo (2012)

Triggering
Event

What happened within or Theorizing
outside the organization
to initiate the change
episode?

Changing the normative associations of existing
practices

How was the control problem caused by the triggering event ~ f—
framed and defined by top-management and how was the purpose
of the BBEP (re)-theorized to justify it as a solution to the new Educating
control problem?

Carry-over into
next event/episode Institutionalization / Embedding and
Taken-for grantedness Routinizing

'
What elements from the |
episode became '

H

i

1

1

Enabling the institution through new rules, roles,
and resources

Mythologizing

How did management

institutionalized and taken- } ensure that the BBEP was
for-granted among top- continuously enacted and
management so that they reproduced to facilitate
! carried over and influenced ! organizational
: the theorizing of the next : institutionalization?
! triggering event? 1
b '

What institutional work did management engage in
to institutionalize the BBEP?

Figure 1. Adaptation of Lawrence and Suddaby’s (2006) theory on institutional work and
Arroyo’s (2012) work on institutional change in management accounting.
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3. Empirical Setting and Research Methodology

This section outlines the methodology used to conduct the research. It first outlines the
overarching research approach and justifies the selection of the case study as an appro-
priate empirical setting for addressing the research objectives. The section then outlines
the data collection and explains the methods used to analyze and interpret the empirical
material.

3.1. Research Approach

3.1.1. Epistemological Stance and Research Strategy

Historically, management accounting practice has commonly been conceptualized
through a “realist” ontological lens assuming that there is an objective state of economic
affairs, organizational relationships and goals, which the accounting system seeks to
model (through e.g. costing systems) and effectively navigate (through e.g. performance
measurement and reward systems) (Hopper & Powell, 1985). This ontological position
relates closely to an epistemological stance where the role of the researcher is to “iden-
tify” the relationships between different variables using, for example, statistical tech-
niques (Hopper & Powell, 1985). Adhering to this functionalist research paradigm im-
plies that a management control can be seen as a tool or instrument that can be evaluated
based on its ability to achieve a specific organizational outcome.

The objective of this thesis is to analyze and understand how top managers interpret
and repurpose a control tool — in our case a BBEP — within an evolving control package
to address new control problems across major organizational transitions. Previous re-
search has highlighted both the potential multifinality and equifinality of management
controls (Merchant & Otley, 2020), and that the process through which management con-
trols are redesigned is iterative, complex, and requires tradeoffs (Malina & Selto, 2004;
Busco et al., 2008). It could therefore be argued that the ontological and epistemological
positions of the functionalist research paradigm are not well aligned with the study of the
complexity of social reality. An alternative, interpretative, paradigm argues that organi-
zations and control systems shouldn’t be conceptualized as only having an empirical ex-
istence independent of any individual's cognition, but that they are instead something that
is subjectively understood and perceived by each individual (Hopper & Powell, 1985).
Nuance to this can be added by adopting a pragmatist approach where the social reality
is individually constructed, but that the shared and dominating truths constructed and up-
held by a multitude of people together is of prime interest to explain a phenomenon
(Lukka & Modell, 2010). In other words: the common social reality is continuously con-
structed in the interaction between people. The epistemological implications of this inter-
pretative research paradigm are that the researcher does not seek to uncover a single ob-
jective reality but rather to understand how social reality and the phenomenon of interest
— in our case a management control — is collectively constructed and negotiated (Hopper
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& Powell, 1985), and given inter-subjective meaning (Lukka & Modell, 2010). Given the
nature of our research question, this thesis should be seen as building on this interpretative
research paradigm and the growing body of accounting research within this paradigm
(Lukka & Modell, 2017).

Research based on this epistemological stance typically relies on qualitative meth-
ods (Hopper & Powell, 1985; Hoglund et al., 2018, Hoglund et al., 2021) such as a single-
case interview study. In qualitative single-case study research — which is the research
design this study employs — the aim is not to study large samples or to identify cases that
necessarily represent the average case in a population (Yin, 2018). On the contrary, val-
uable theoretical insights can instead be gained by focusing on carefully selected individ-
ual cases that deviate from the average on the phenomenon studied, if they provide rich
or relevant information (Siggelkow, 2007). Given that our research question focuses on a
dynamic repurposing process taking place over time, a longitudinal case study is particu-
larly suitable to capture the details of how the process unfolds (Burns & Scapens, 2000;
Siggelkow, 2007). We consider the method especially suitable to investigate our research
question, as longitudinal case studies have been used previously to study, for example,
the integration of accounting systems in corporate mergers (Granlund, 2003). Addition-
ally, recent MCS research has called for “much more research [that tries] to directly
observe the decisions being made, and the reasons for them. This direct research can be
done by field research (e.g., interviews or direct observations)” (Merchant & Otley,
2020, p.6). To conduct a longitudinal case study of a process spanning across multiple
years within the time constraints of a master’s thesis, a retrospective longitudinal study
(Retrospective Case Study, 2010) is suitable. Retrospective research methods are, how-
ever, associated with some challenges, notably that people may not always accurately
recall past experiences (Bernard et al., 1984; Golden, 1992). While it is not possible to
fully overcome this problem, it can be mitigated by combining methods and data sources
(triangulation) to cross-verify the findings (Patton, 1999; Bowen, 2009; Yin, 2018). This
can be done by, for example, combining interviews with document analysis, and by com-
paring interview responses from different stakeholders (Patton, 1999; Bowen, 2009).

To investigate our research question, a suitable case organization would be a com-
pany that has experienced multiple organizational changes and has used a specific man-
agement control — such as a BBEP — to address different organizational challenges over
time. The fact that such a case could be unique in a broader environment is not a problem
in itself (Siggelkow, 2007), but could give rise to issues arising from the fact that potential
interviewees — the management team responsible for management control design — con-
stitutes a limited set of people. We therefore complement our key interviews with some
complementary interviews with other stakeholders, and an analysis of a wide array of
relevant documents, to triangulate our findings. The data collection process is further de-
veloped in section 3.2.
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3.1.2. Case Setting

Our study of how top managers repurpose a control tool — in this case a BBEP — to
address new control problems took place within INDUCO (pseudonym), a large U.S.-
based industrial manufacturing company. INDUCO is headquartered in the United States
and operations are managed globally with activities primarily structured across the Amer-
icas, EMEA, and Asia-Pacific. The company currently employs over 20,000 employees
worldwide, of which approximately a third are based in the United States, and has re-
ported revenues of around USD 8§ billion. INDUCO is listed on the New York Stock
Exchange, included in the S&P 500 index, and has a market capitalization of approxi-
mately USD 40 billion.

Figure 2 depicts INDUCO’s organizational structure. The firm is organized into
several separate business areas that are supported by centralized corporate functions, in-
cluding Corporate Development (M&A), Accounting and Audit, Financial Planning &
Analysis and Human Resources who are responsible for the administration of the BBEP.
Interviewees mentioned that the firm’s culture is centered on what they described as an
“ownership mindset” with employees being encouraged to identify and act upon oppor-
tunities to improve their day-to-day work, either by implementing changes in their own
tasks, or by raising suggestions in forums such as town halls and internal team meetings.
That said, all employees across the organization are encouraged to propose new ideas and
to establish cross-hierarchical contacts with colleagues from other departments.

Corporate Development
Board of Directors 1 Chairman, President & CEO [t} CFO
A ing & Auditing
1 Financial Planning & Analysis
| Industrial Technologies & i Precision & Science i HR Il HR
Services (Business Area) Technologies (Business Area)
Total Rewards
H Compression Systems M Life Science
Sustainability
H  Process Flow Technologies H Precision Flow
M Power Tools & Lifting M Medical & Lab
9 Air & Gas Solutions 9 Fluid Management

Denotes relevance for BBEP

Figure 2. INDUCO’s organizational structure (simplified).
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INDUCO has undergone several organizational transformations over time. The firm in its
current form is the result of a “mega-merger”, defined as a transformative billion-dollar-
plus merger (Kaske, 2026), completed in 2020 between the industrial segment of the com-
pany MECHCO (pseudonym) and another large industrial equipment manufacturer, here
referred to as GARDCO (pseudonym). This transaction resulted in a major organizational
restructuring and the creation of a newly configured multinational organization operating
under the merged name INDUCO.

GARDCO was acquired by a global private equity (PE) firm in the early 2010s. The
company got listed on the NYSE through an initial public offering (IPO) in 2017, with
the PE firm maintaining voting control of the common stock following the offering. The
IPO also marked the launch of the company’s first BBEP, under which deferred stock
units (DSUs) were granted to all employees, including hourly workers. The initiative was
led by GARDCO’s CEO, who joined during the PE ownership, and is now the CEO of
INDUCO.

No additional equity grants were issued until the 2020 mega-merger between
GARDCO and the industrial segment of MECHCO. Following the transaction, the com-
bined entity INDUCO remained listed on the NYSE and the workforce was increased by
about 10,000 additional employees. In connection with the transaction, all full-time em-
ployees received an equity grant consisting of restricted stock units (RSUs) — a different
equity vehicle compared to the DSUs used in 2017. In 2021, INDUCO further expanded
its approach to employee ownership by implementing the BBEP on a continuous annual
basis, now offering RSUs to all new full-time employees — whether hired directly or join-
ing through an acquisition — after their first year of employment, thereby ensuring that
the equity participation is extended to employees regardless of when they join the firm.

With the mega-merger, INDUCO changed its strategic focus, from a primary fo-
cusing on organic growth, to an accelerated, acquisition-driven capital allocation strategy.
Since then, the firm has pursued acquisitions mainly focused on strengthening its core
industrial technologies platform (horizontal acquisitions) and selectively expanding into
adjacent sectors such as life science and specialty vehicles (concentric acquisitions). IN-
DUCO?’s investor communications from 2021 and onward indicate a continued reliance
on an acquisition strategy; in its capital markets presentations from 2021 and 2023, they
position themselves as a “growth compounder” with a “significant runway for continued
value-accretive inorganic growth”. The company estimates that about 90% of their ac-
quisitions involve family- or founder-owned businesses, the majority of which are based
in the U.S., although they have also completed acquisitions in Latin America, China and
India. In total, INDUCO has acquired several dozen companies since 2020.

A few years after the mega-merger, INDUCO was involved in launching an NGO
with the purpose of spreading information about, and helping with the implementation of,
BBEPs. The CEO of INDUCO has been on the board of BBEP-NGO (pseudonym) since
its inception. As shown in Figure 3, which is drawn from external documents and reflects
the case firm’s own perspective as conveyed through interviews, INDUCO’s
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organizational transformation can be depicted in three phases (2017 to 2020, 2020 and
2021 and onward), each associated with a distinct role of the BBEP.

We also highlight that conducting a case study at INDUCO is particularly relevant
in this research context. First, the company can be characterized as an “old economy”
firm as it operates in a traditional, asset-heavy sector, where equity grants issued to all
employees are relatively uncommon (Ittner et al., 2003; Murphy, 2003). This suggests
that INDUCO has intentionally adopted this as a management control to address the con-
trol challenges arising across its different transition phases. Additionally, the company
note in their capital markets communication and annual reports from 2017 onward that
their one-time grants and their continuous BBEP are the largest equity grants imple-
mented in the manufacturing industry and remain among the few of their kind in the sec-
tor, which further underscores the uniqueness and relevance of the case.

Lastly, the case company was deliberately chosen due to the opportunity to gain
access to top management through personal contacts at a large American university. Such
access is an important consideration, as limited access to key organizational actors is
widely recognized as a major constraint in this type of research (Granlund, 2003).
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Development Stages of INDUCQO’s BBEP

Firm Development

BBEP Development

2017

2019

PE firm exited their investment in
GARDCO 2017 through an IPO on the
NYSE.

Around 6,000 employees, of which about a
third are in the U.S.

Balanced capital allocation combining debt
reduction, reinvestment, shareholder returns
and some M&As. Conducted strategic ac-
quisitions to expand niche, high-aftermarket
businesses.

A few completed acquisitions, but M&A not
part of the core strategy.

A “one-time” DSU allocation totaling
about USD 100 million was granted to
all employees (including hourly work-
ers) but excluding management.

The DSU awards were valued at 40% of
an employee's annual base salary.
Although the awards vested immedi-
ately upon grant, restrictions on share
disposition were imposed, whereby em-
ployees were permitted to access the
shares in tranches of 25%, with full
availability achieved by spring 2019.

2020

Mega-merger between GARDCO and the
industrial segment of MECHCO. The new
entity took the name INDUCO.

Listed on the NYSE and became part of the
S&P 500 index.

Over 16,000 employees, of which about a
third are in the U.S.

Portfolio transformation through targeted
acquisitions to refocus on the core busi-
nesses and fund growth opportunities.
Mega-merger and a few additional com-
pleted acquisitions.

A “one-time” RSU allocation totaling
about USD 150 million was granted to
all employees (including hourly work-
ers) but excluding management in con-
nection with the mega-merger.
Employees received RSUs valued at
20% of their annual salary.

The RSU grant vested with 50% after
one year and 50% after two years.

2021

Ongoing

Operating as the entity INDUCO. Listed on
the NYSE and part of the S&P 500 index.
Over 20,000 employees, of which around a
third are in the U.S.

Involved in launching BBEP-NGO. The
purpose of the NGO is to help spread infor-
mation about BBEP implementation.
Formalization of an acquisition-driven capi-
tal allocation strategy, mainly focused on
strengthening its core industrial technolo-
gies platform and selectively expanding into
life sciences and specialty vehicles

Several dozen completed acquisitions, in ad-
dition to several smaller bolt-on transac-
tions.

Implementation of a continuous BBEP
in 2021, where new employees (both
new hires and employees coming from
acquired firms) are given RSUs equiva-
lent to 10% of their annual base salary
after one year of service.

The RSU grants vests over two years, at
which point the employee receives the
shares and may choose to retain or sell
them.

Figure 3. INDUCO’s development stages as depicted in its external documents and
through interviews.
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3.2. Data Collection

3.2.1. Unstructured and Semi-structured Interviews

The empirical data for this study were derived from two primary sources: interviews and
documentary materials. In both interviews and documents, we collected substantial fi-
nancial data, which has been anonymized and presented under pseudonyms to ensure
confidentiality to the case company.

The first empirical source consists of 14 interviews conducted between January
2026 and April 2026. Of these, 12 were semi-structured interviews (Qu & Dumay, 2011;
Bell et al., 2018) with 12 individual subjects. We also had two unstructured (explorative)
interviews (Qu & Dumay, 2011): one with the CEO of INDUCO to get a broad under-
standing of the company, its organizational structure and its BBEP, before scheduling
formal interviews, and one with a representative from BBEP-NGO. These interviews
were necessary to provide us with the knowledge to construct appropriate interview ques-
tions for the semi-structured interviews. The main advantage of semi-structured inter-
views lies in their flexibility; it enabled us to use probing techniques which allowed us to
draw out more complete narratives when salient or unforeseen themes appeared and sys-
tematically capture reflections on change over time (Gorden, 1992; Qu & Dumay, 2011).
This was particularly useful for the retrospective longitudinal design of this thesis. Over-
all, the interviewees adequately covered the various actors and management levels that
were and are involved in INDUCQO’s BBEP. All interviews were conducted online, as all
participants were located across the United States. Prior to participation, all interviewees
received and signed a general data consent form and were informed at the beginning of
the interview that the conversation would be recorded and transcribed (see Appendix A
for a comprehensive list of interview participants).

The interview sampling combined purposive sampling and snowball sampling
(Saunders et al., 2023; Bell et al., 2018). Most participants were identified with the assis-
tance of the CEO and together with our company contact, VP of Global Communications
at INDUCO, who is part of the top management team and has a good understanding of
both past and current individuals involved in the BBEP. Additional interviewees were
subsequently recruited through referrals following each interview. Given our focus on a
relatively small group involved in the BBEP within a large global organization, this sam-
pling approach helped us to identify and map the relevant network of actors (Bell et al.,
2018). Selection of interviewees was ultimately guided by two main criteria: their in-
volvement in the design, decision-making, or implementation of the BBEP, and holding
relevant top management roles at INDUCO. Based on the information from the interview-
ees and our own assessment of the organizational context, the selected participants were
considered the most suitable to inform our research. Given that the study is positioned to
explain managerial reasoning rather than employee-level reception, we assess that this
prioritization of actors involved in designing, administering, and communicating the
BBEP captured the perspectives needed. However, to further strengthen the study, case
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study interviews were complemented with interview responses from different stakehold-
ers (Patton, 1999; Bowen, 2009) to enable triangulation of the data (Modell, 2009; Yin,
2018). These interviews were conducted with two employees at the case company, one
founder of a company previously acquired by INDUCO, an industry expert on M&A in-
tegration and two representatives from BBEP-NGO. Those interviewees are also included
in the complete list of participants presented in Appendix A.

We developed an initial interview guide to help structure the discussions while sim-
ultaneously stimulating a dialogue (Flick, 2022); however, the guide was adapted for each
interview to suit the interviewee’s role, tenure in the organization and specific responsi-
bilities related to the BBEP. Additionally, since this study adopts an interpretive rather
than a positivist epistemological approach (Hopper & Powell, 1985) and follows an ab-
ductive research approach (Taylor, 2018) — systematically moving between empirical ob-
servations and theoretical concepts — the interview guide was iteratively refined through
our ongoing dialogue with the empirical material and relevant literature. The first version
of the interview guide was mainly exploratory to establish a basic understanding of the
BBEP and its structure. We also sought to understand INDUCO’s acquisition strategy
better. As the research focus became more delineated, the interview questions focused
more specifically on the repurposing of the BBEP as a management control tool and its
role in addressing INDUCO’s different control problems (see section 3.3. for a more de-
tailed description and Appendix C for the initial- and second interview guide).

3.2.2. Documentary Materials

The second source of empirical data consists of various documentary materials collected
from both publicly available sources and internal records provided by INDUCO. We an-
alyzed annual financial statements and capital markets communications published by IN-
DUCO from its IPO in 2017 (at the time operating as GARDCO) through the most recent
reports available in 2024. These documents were readily accessible since INDUCO is a
publicly traded company on the NYSE. Additionally, we reviewed published articles cov-
ering the development of INDUCO’s BBEP since its inception, and internal company
reports including investor communications recording and information presentations pro-
vided to employees during onboarding of the BBEP. These documents were useful to
understand how the BBEP was designed and evolved, and how it has been communicated
and presented internally and to external stakeholders.

Following Modell (2009) and Yin’s (2018) recommendations, using multiple data
sources — commonly referred to as triangulation — enhances the robustness and credibility
of the conclusions drawn from the case study interviews. Documentary evidence is par-
ticularly valuable when reconstructing the timeline of organizational change (Bell et al.,
2018), especially in retrospective analyses where individuals tend to forget, reinterpret or
reconstruct past events (Yin, 2018). We therefore consider, in this research context, which
is characterized by three main strategic changes, that documents serve as an important
source of evidence. However, materials published by the company were treated with
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caution in the analysis, as such sources tend to present a more favorable perspective of
the company and its practices (Bell et al., 2018). We refer to Appendix A for a compre-
hensive document disclosure.

3.3. Data Analysis

The empirical data — including both interviews and documentary sources — was coded
using NVivo 15, which gave us detailed (line-by-line or even word-by-word) coding ac-
cording to the categories developed iteratively by us (Taylor, 2018). Additionally, we
used Excel to analyze and compare text sections from INDUCO’s annual reports from
2017 to 2024. While these reports often contain recurring content, the material tends to
be reframed across years based on the strategic focus of the organization. By structuring
the data along both temporal (year) and thematic categories, we were able to systemati-
cally compare the reports and trace how the content and emphasis of the annual reports
have changed over time.

We developed an initial interview guide at the outset of the study (see Appendix
C). In line with an abductive research approach (Taylor, 2018), we analyzed the annual
reports and other documentary materials in parallel with the initial interviews. The early
interviews were coded using descriptive codes to build a comprehensive understanding
of the material (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019), resulting in the initial (first-cycle) coding
structure (Appendix B). The changes in the annual reports were also systematically
mapped in Excel (see Appendix B for an illustration of the coding matrix). The first anal-
ysis — combining the initial coding structure and the Excel mapping — revealed two main
insights: first, the BBEP and its design have evolved over time through three distinct
periods — the IPO in 2017, the mega-merger in 2020 and the acquisition-driven strategy
from 2021 and onward — and second, we identified that the organization engages in a
range of complementary activities associated with the BBEP, including educational and
celebratory activities. This in turn informed the development of a second interview guide
(Appendix C), through which we sought to organize the empirical material according to
how the control changed across these periods, and how and why it was enacted (Skeerbak
& Tryggestad, 2009).

Based on the more in-depth responses, we observed that the BBEP appeared to be
largely taken for granted among top management. This is what directed us towards insti-
tutional theory as a base for our method theory. Additionally, we wanted a process-ori-
ented theoretical lens to capture the temporal change dynamics, leading us to draw on
institutional work theory as an appropriate method theory to theorize about the role of the
BBEP in the organization’s strategic changes and how it has been institutionalized over
time (Skerbaek & Tryggestad, 2009; Taylor, 2018). Guided by our conceptual frame-
work, we conducted a second round of coding (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019), structur-
ing and analyzing the empirical material around the three identified episodes and the as-
sociated framework concepts (see section 2.3) for each episode (Appendix B).
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4. Empirical Analysis

This section presents our empirical analysis of the institutionalization process of the
BBEP, and the way management has engaged in institutional work to sustain it. We begin
by presenting evidence indicating that the BBEP has become institutionalized, at least
among the top management team. The section then continues by sequentially laying out
the history of the BBEP, from its initial launch in 2017 and until today, analyzing what
type of institutional work management has engaged in and how preceding work done
affects how the process has unfolded.

4.1. The BBEP: a taken-for-granted control

INDUCO has had a strong stock performance in recent years, and top management attrib-
utes a large part of that growth to the BBEP, and that over time it has become viewed by
management as a key component in INDUCO’s value creation:

“You've seen the market cap growth and the equity value growth of the company from the IPO
to today where the company is multiple times larger in size. Obviously, we think that this [BBEP]
is at least a portion of that value creation story. I think what has happened here, over time, is
what started as normal questions and, in lack of better way to say this, ‘professional curiosity’
from the investor community as to ‘how this program is going to work’ and ‘how you're going
to measure success’, has then translated into that it’s now become part of our culture, our DNA
[...] Investors love the program, they've seen the value it creates. They understand how invested
employees are in the performance of the company they work for and the company they own.” —
CFO

When asking about the future of the program, we find no indications that its continued
existence is under scrutiny, neither from a financial perspective nor from a people man-
agement perspective:

“It's kind of up and running. I mean, it's not to say that we don't have discussions about it from
time to time, but I think the model that we’ve built ourselves here where all employees... So first
and foremost, we do fundamentally feel that employee ownership is a part of our operating model
as [INDUCQO], there is absolutely no intent to change the model or the structure. [...] We have
this ongoing grant whereby any new employee gets 10% one year later. There's no intent to
change it or things of that nature.” — CFO

“This is core to who we are. This is our core purpose and values and ethos. This wasn't a one-
time celebration or a gift, right? This is core. We want owners who will speak up and help us
drive the company. So yeah, I think this will continue. [...] You know there's a couple things that
you could really point to that drove that [financial performance] and our ownership mindset is
absolutely one of those, and it's driving such tremendous financial reward that it will continue to
pay for itself.” — CHRO

This indicates that the BBEP has become institutionalized (Burns & Scapens, 2000; Law-
rence et al., 2010) and taken for granted by INDUCO’s top management, nearly a decade
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after the first employee equity grant was awarded. In the subsequent sections, we trace
the process through which the BBEP became institutionalized and examine how top man-
agement engaged in institutional work to ensure its institutionalization persisted across
organizational transformations related to, for example, company size and shifting strate-
gic priorities — occasions with the potential to become triggering events (Arroyo, 2012)
that may either disrupt or reinforce institutionalized practices, depending on the forms of
institutional work organizational actors engage in (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).

4.2. IPO and Performance Optimization

4.2.1. Triggering event and theorizing: awarding an equity grant to improve working
capital levels and deleverage the firm

In 2017, GARDCO, one of the two companies later merging to form what is now IN-
DUCO, completed its PO after four years of PE ownership. The CFO and CEO explained
that this change in ownership structure posed some challenges relating to the company’s
capital structure:

“Under private equity ownership, there were many opportunities to improve performance and
bring in new talent. [...] A lot changed for the better, that was the catalyst for the IPO. But we
knew there were still areas to improve, and one we focused on was working capital as a percent
of sales.” — CFO

“[...] At the time, we also had high leverage [...] for a public company. So, we focused on un-
locking cash [...] working capital as a percentage of sales, best-in-class was under 20%, and at
the IPO we were at [much higher], showing a clear opportunity to unlock cash.” — CEO

At the same time, the CEO and the then-Chairman of the board (representing the PE firm
owning the company before the IPO) had initiated discussions on how to give employees
“skin in the game” to drive organizational performance. This discussion between the two
stemmed from previous experiences. The Chairman from the PE company had frequently
reiterated in interviews how his father — an hourly construction worker — would regularly
complain at home that there was no incentive for him to engage in productivity, quality
or cost-improving activities at work; he would instead get paid more if he worked longer,
a behavior opposite of what would benefit the company and its shareholders. The CEO
also highlighted the fact that using equity to drive organizational behavior is frequently
utilized at management level:

“I worked at some phenomenal companies that saw incredible stock appreciation. And obvi-
ously, I was part of the management equity plan, so I got a chance to get a piece of that, but the
broad workforce was not, and I think that was a missing thing. So, the idea emerged from the
belief that ownership drives behavior and if we want people to think and act like owners, they
should be owners.” — CEO

Building on the notion that “you get what you measure”, top management therefore de-
cided to use an equity grant awarded to all employees to make working capital
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management more effective and thereby deleverage the firm. The logic described was
that by making the connection between working capital and stock price clear for the em-
ployees, the equity grant would drive working capital-related behaviors from them, some-
thing that in turn would improve the stock price. Both the CEO and the CFO explained
that other measures besides working capital, such as revenue growth and profitability,
were evaluated as alternative measures to communicate in conjunction with the grant but
that working capital was ultimately chosen:

“I think working capital, to be honest, was probably one of the easiest metrics to use because of
the combination of a meaningful room for improvement and, by definition, every employee
touches it [...] whether you're a shop floor operator, whether you're someone on my accounts
payable team, whether you're a sales guy who's interacting with customers. You're touching in-
ventory, you're touching payables, you're touching receivables, right? You're touching one, if not
multiple components of that equation on a day-to-day basis.” — CFO

Several interviewees highlighted that the grant was not supposed to be a “thank you gift”,
but rather a way to drive performance — and to do that it needed to be meaningful in terms
of size. On the other hand, giving away equity would also give rise to a certain amount of
dilution for existing shareholders. Both the CEO and the CFO described that some “dili-
gence and math was done to make sure we understood the sizing” but that ultimately — as
there was no previous reference cases as to what could constitute a suitable size of the
grant — it was a matter of top management judgment:

“I remember a board meeting in February before the IPO. We discussed whether to base it on
salary, total amount, or a fixed number like 10,000 dollars per person, or a monthly salary equiv-
alent. Ultimately, we kept it simple, 40% of annual base salary in equity, about 100 million
dollars in total. We wanted it to be impactful, 40% is roughly five to six months of salary.” —
CEO

By theorizing in a way where the problem specified (the leverage ratio and working cap-
ital levels) was coupled with an equity grant as a justified solution to that problem, top
management could be seen as — at this point in time — engaging in the first instances of
institutional work (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Arroyo, 2012)
in connection with the TPO. Conceptualizing the IPO as the triggering event (Arroyo,
2012) initiating the institutionalization process is further reinforced by senior HR em-
ployees working closely with the BBEP, but not directly involved in the decision to make
the initial grant:

“When a company goes public, some employees may not fully understand what that means, so
the event itself might not feel as significant to them. It was definitely an important event, and
[GARDCO] did a good job of making sure employees understood that. However, I would say
that the equity grant people received was an especially powerful way to engage employees and
make them feel like they were truly part of something big that was happening.” — Director
Global Compensation

“It's unique to go public and how do you connect [the employees] to that specific thing? How do
you connect them to becoming a public company? Stock. Stock would connect them to that and
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make them feel like they're a part of the growth and we have had immense growth.” — VP Total
Rewards and HR Integration

It was also acknowledged in the interviews that for the equity grant to lead to the desired
outcome, additional activities such as training for employees would be needed. The equity
grant was therefore also justified (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006;
Arroyo, 2012) as a suitable solution to the problem at hand by its vesting period; the fact
that there was a delay between awarding the grant and its subsequent payoff to employees,
allowed for the company to buy time to engage in different types of institutional work:

“...because they received this grant and there’s a vesting period, they can’t do anything with it,
they can’t just go and sell it. So, we had time, we had time to educate them and help them un-
derstand what this grant would do for them.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

4.2.2. Institutional work: educating the workforce on working capital and stocks

Through the interviews, we have identified several activities in which top management
engaged to embed the BBEP within the organization. These activities are grouped to-
gether under the umbrella term “institutional work™ (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). The
initial launch of the program was designed as a surprise announcement made immediately
after the stock started trading publicly:

“[The CEO] was in New York at the New York Stock Exchange announcing us becoming public
on the screen and so what we did as a team was that we had these celebrations at every single
site. It was a lot of work on ‘how do we want these to look?’, “What do we want the leader at
that site to say?’. But none of them knew about the stock grant. It was very secret. So, there were
only a handful of us that knew about it. And essentially, they had their script and then [the CEO]
was able to share a video at the site revealing this very big surprise. And it was just very...
very... It was very exciting!” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

Descriptions of the CEO’s video from the launching event and the subsequent celebra-
tions were also included in the 2017 annual report, as well as in promotional online vid-
eos. Mythologizing (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014) to create excite-
ment around the BBEP as a key enabler of stock performance, therefore seems to have
been consciously deployed early on.

Most of the activities aimed at institutionalizing the BBEP were focused on another
type of institutional work: education (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014).
We find education taking place along two main dimensions: working capital management
and practicalities surrounding stock ownership. Several interviewees underscored the fact
that many blue-collar employees might never have owned stocks before, and that it was
important to make the connection between their everyday work with working capital and
how that can affect the share price and ultimately the value of the employee’s grant:

“We also knew there was going to be education after we did that grant. One, educating them

around what a stock grant even means. But two, educating them around how you understand
those financial metrics. Not everybody understands what EBITDA is or working capital. So, we
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did build some good education for all employee levels around how to really understand our met-
rics.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

The education efforts also had a clear purpose of not only explaining what equity is and
how it relates to the company’s financial performance, but also to create excitement
around it. Because the grants were subject to vesting, management recognized a risk that
the initial enthusiasm following the IPO would fade away over time, particularly as on-
going education on complex concepts could dampen engagement if not actively rein-
forced:

So effectively our job was twofold. First, deliver that message in a way that was very exciting
for our employees [...] secondly was to answer questions that were going to be asked and try to
figure out a sweet spot in that timing where we're giving them enough time to be excited, but not
letting it grow stale [...] I'd say one really fun thing to look at was the stock price. Watching the
stock price appreciate obviously would directly mean that the grant that they were holding in
their account, the value would increase [...] showing them that connectivity between their grant
and the value that it actually holds for them in the future was a really good way to keep them
engaged as well [...] Quarterly we have town halls, we announce what the stock price improve-
ment is, we show charts and things like that.” — Director Global Compensation

Interviewees also described how management engaged with existing shareholders to in-
form them of why the BBEP was perceived to be beneficial:

“At least in our peer base and in the larger industrial universe, this is unique. You don't largely
see anyone else doing anything like this. So, I think there was an education factor in the sense
of, you know, ‘what's the thought process?’, ‘what's the rationale?’, things of that nature.” —
CFO

4.2.3. Embedding and routinizing: feedback convincing top management that the equity
grant is good

Besides education and communication, which was being done on a continuous basis, we
have identified several instances where top management, in the months and first years
following the IPO grant, engaged with the BBEP and received feedback in ways that
reinforced their interpretation that the program was valuable and working. Among the
outcomes interviewees attributed to the BBEP were improved working capital levels, in-
creased free cash flow, and reduced debt. In addition to improvements in these financial
metrics, top management also highlighted behavioral changes, which they largely at-
tributed to the BBEP and its associated activities:

“I’ll tell you, the groundswell of feedback that we received in terms of opportunities to behave
smarter with our suppliers and customers, and opportunities on the shop floor to think about
‘how do we replenish inventory’ and things like that! Things that people had in their minds all
along. They just didn't feel the empowerment to be able to have their voices heard. Once you
gave them that equity, once you gave them those targets, once you gave them that education, but
you also gave them that platform to say ‘guys, this is our company, right?’[...] We got quite
frankly feedback upon feedback that obviously made a huge difference. [...] working capital
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percent of sales as a result year over year improved. [...]. So clearly, I would say that has been a
message that was well heard and well executed.” — CFO

Additionally, several interviewees described that the process had made the company ac-
cumulate new knowledge on for example filing requirements in different countries; the
benefits and drawbacks associated with different types of equity vehicles; and what ques-
tions employees have when given equity. This new knowledge could be seen as a valuable
resource that helped sustain the institution (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free,
2014), as the company perceived this as somewhat of a unique knowledge that would be
wasteful not to use. The institutional work that was done in the years following the IPO
therefore largely affected the taken-for-grantedness of the BBEP among top management,
something that in turn made these experiences from the IPO grant carry-over and affect
how the company handled the next large transformational event: a mega-merger that
would more than double the size of the company:

“We want employees to raise their hand. We want employees to bring up areas for opportunity
[...]. That's how we thought about it back in 2017 and that set the benchmark for how the process
has unfolded since then.” — CFO

4.3. Transformational Merger and Organizational Reconfiguration

4.3.1. Triggering event and theorizing: awarding an equity grant as a response to per-
ceived personnel integration challenges

The merger in 2020 between GARDCO and the industrial segment of MECHCO intro-
duced the complexity of integrating different structures, routines, and ways of working
across two previously independent organizations. The mega-merger can be understood
and conceptualized as a triggering event (Arroyo, 2012) arising from institutional contra-
dictions (Seo & Creed, 2002; Sharma et al., 2010), where existing ‘legacy’ practices from
each organization were not fully compatible in the newly formed INDUCO. Top man-
agement can be understood as engaging in theorization (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Law-
rence & Suddaby, 2006; Arroyo, 2012) by framing the merger as an integration challenge
because of the different organizational structures of GARDCO and MECHCO:

“Two companies came together, having very different cultures that were being blended at a
unique time with COVID just happening. [MECHCO] was a well-established company. It was
sizable and had lots of layers of standard work, there was lots of foundation in place. There was
a lot of good to that. But I would also say it could also be a little slow. There was some hierarchy
built into that, where lots of people felt they could say no, but not many people felt empowered
to say yes. On the [GARDCO] side, coming from private equity, there was a lot more speed and
agility. They didn’t always have great foundations, but sometimes they used that to their ad-
vantage to move very quickly.” — CHRO

There were also indications of concerns from management regarding the employee’s mo-
tivation to support the transaction. Another integration challenge, apart from the
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organizational structures, can be understood as addressing the employee resistance com-
ing from the uncertainty associated with the merger, and what would follow:

“I don’t want to make it sound like it was an ‘us versus them’ situation, it never was, but anytime
you bring two sizable companies together, there’s going to be a period of figuring out what our
new processes are, figuring out what our company’s vision and how we’re going to work together
to accomplish our goals. [...]  wouldn’t say we were feeling a disconnect as a company, but there
was an acclimation period, at least from my opinion.” — Director Global Compensation

The organization was confronted with a new control problem: how to integrate two large
firms, particularly as management recognized personnel integration to be a central con-
cern. This differs from the earlier problem of improving working capital levels; neverthe-
less, top management chose to apply the same solution used during the IPO by imple-
menting a BBEP. The theorization of the merger appears to have been influenced by prior
institutional work (Burns & Scapens, 2000). Especially the emphasis on employees sug-
gests that earlier institutional efforts — such as promoting a performance- and ownership
mindset — were carried-over into managerial interpretations of both the integration chal-
lenge and its proposed solutions. Rather than focusing solely on aligning organizational
structures and principles, the integration was framed in terms of aligning employee be-
haviors and mindsets:

“I will credit [the CEO] with being thoughtful about this. At a time when we were bringing two
big companies together, there were a lot of things that would distract our focus. He spent a lot of
time thinking about culture and really defining it. He felt like we had one opportunity to really
define our purpose and our values and who we were going to be in the future. We engaged
employees in that work; we talked about the culture of where [GARDCO and MECHCO] were
both coming from and we defined what we wanted it to be going forward. One of the main things
we talked about was that we saw this as an opportunity to build our purpose and our values and
not just have it be a poster on the wall, but truly have it been who we were and have those values
help answer our business issues.” — CHRO

The initiative to reintroduce the BBEP in connection with the mega-merger was driven
by the CEO who was involved in implementing the program during the 2017 IPO. The
CEO explained that the intention of applying a similar one-time equity grant in the merger
context was raised early in the negotiations with MECHCO, and that it was a “deal-
breaker” for GARDCO to complete the transaction:

“So [the equity grant] really came earlier in the planning, and it was a point of negotiation during
the transaction where we told [MECHCO] ‘this is what we want to do’. [...] And the reason why
we want to do it is because we want to create a unifying mechanism across two very long-stand-
ing legacy companies that have a bit of a different, unique kind of culture.” — CEO

Several interviewees highlighted that the suggestion to continue with the equity grant was
underpinned by the CEO’s personal conviction regarding the value of the program. Given
that the BBEP had been perceived as successful in the [PO context from top management,
the previous BBEP structure was ultimately carried over into the merger setting:
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“[The CEO] was very passionate about [the equity grant]. He knew that he wanted to be part of
a company that engaged employees as owners. He had already done a grant [in 2017] and done
that with [GARDCO] when they went public. That was something he brought right from the very
beginning, and I would say it was very quickly embraced by the leadership team and by employ-
ees.” — CHRO

It was also noted in the interviews that — unlike the IPO grant, which was explicitly tied
to working capital — the merger grant was not linked to a specific financial metric or
target. The CEO justified the program more symbolically as a means of bringing the or-
ganization together; “we want to unify one single culture”. While the overall program
remained the same — a one-time BBEP given to all employees — they adapted elements to
the merger grant based on lessons learned from the IPO grant:

“To be honest, we were learning as we were going as well. So, by the time we got to the merger,
we had a lot of lessons learned and how we wanted to do things for that big grant.” — VP Total
Rewards and HR Integration

Interviewees, particularly those from HR management, noted that the implementation of
the IPO grant revealed that the tax implications and vesting conditions were perceived as
complex, especially among blue-collar employees with limited prior exposure to such
instruments. This complexity was viewed as potentially undermining top management’s
intention behind the grant if not properly addressed, regardless of the communication
efforts involved. As emphasized by the HR interviewees, “there has to be both a technical
side and a communication side of the program for it to work”. Management had to reas-
sess how “seamless” the program was perceived by employees. The merger grant was
therefore structured using RSUs instead of DSUs as used in the [PO grant, which signif-
icantly simplified administration and reduced the tax complexity for employees:

“I would definitely say that the biggest change we made was the equity vehicle itself. We moved
from DSUs to time-based RSUs. That’s a significant difference, particularly in terms of when
vesting occurs. Vesting timing directly impacts taxation, which varies by country and even in
the U.S., it can create complexity. The previous structure made things administratively difficult
and somewhat confusing for employees. Our goal with any equity grant is to create a positive
experience from start to finish. The message behind these grants is a big positive, it’s something
exciting to be part of. But if the messaging is strong and the administrative execution creates
confusion or frustration, then that becomes a problem.” — Director Global Compensation

It was also recognized among management, drawing on experience from the IPO grant,
that the merger grants similarly needed to be “meaningful” in terms of size. On the other
hand, both the CEO and CFO noted that the larger employee base at INDUCO required a
reduction in the allocation percentage to “avoid excessive share dilution and to maintain
costs at reasonable levels”. As with the PO grant, the extent to which the grant size
should be reduced was subject to top management judgment:

“We were [tripling] employees as a combined company. If we give 40%, that’s a lot [...] so we
adjusted it to 20%, which is still meaningful, and that came out to about 150 million dollars.
Again, round numbers that make sense.” — CEO
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The excerpts above illustrate how experiences from the IPO grant carried over and af-
fected the way management adapted and justified (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Lawrence &
Suddaby, 2006; Arroyo, 2012) a new round of a BBEP as the preferred solution to this
new control problem. The decision to reintroduce the equity grants in this context sug-
gests that the prior experience with the BBEP informed its application in the merger set-
ting. More specifically, the reuse of the BBEP in this subsequent organizational change
implies that certain elements of the control had become sufficiently established within
top management’s repertoire to be used in new situations, pointing to an early stage of
institutionalization (Burns & Scapens, 2000; Lawrence et al., 2010).

4.3.2. Institutional work: giving old practices new meaning

Once the BBEP had been justified as a solution, the interviews indicate that top manage-
ment — much like during the IPO grant — continued to undertake various efforts to imple-
ment and embed the BBEP within the organization, now in the context of the merger. The
2020 annual report noted that the training sessions were primarily focused on linking the
value of the grant to employees’ day-to-day work — for example through town halls and
internal communication — emphasizing the same message as for the [IPO grant, “we think
and act like owners”. Although interviewees indicated that working capital was no longer
perceived as a primary issue in 2020, the annual report still described the grant in terms
of continuing efforts to "teach our employees how they can impact our net working capital
metric locally to drive greater cash conversion in the business”. This suggests that the
educational activities, in this case, not only supported the implementation of the BBEP
but also reflected a continuation of early institutional work from the IPO grant, where
similar messages were used by the same top management team.

However, the interviews suggest that discussions about improving performance
were already well established within the organization but gradually became reframed
around notions of ownership and value creation. Rather than management explaining how
employees could improve the share price through better working capital management,
employees were encouraged to connect a broader range of everyday tasks to the com-
pany’s share price:

“One of the positive things I’ve seen with [INDUCO] is a consistent commitment from executive
leadership, from [the CEO] down, to communicate and make sure teams recognize and under-
stand what that value is, how it connects to them and to the broader business. They also present
information in a way that makes the benefits of equity clearer. For example, in town halls, they’ll
show share price trends and what that means in practice. If you had a grant, here’s how it has
grown and how that translates into value. That’s been quite effective.” — Business Development
Leader

In other words, it appears that top management wanted to change how existing operational
activities — such as improving working capital levels — were understood by employees.
Instead of being seen as their “routine work”™, their tasks should be linked to the com-
pany’s value and share price, and since the employee is a shareholder, it also affects them
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personally. This suggests that top management were reframing the normative associations
of the existing practices by assigning them new meaning (Zilber, 2002; Lawrence &
Suddaby, 2006):

“I think it’s important as we’re doing those training sessions. Those explain financial metric, but
also that management can explain to employees what they can specifically do. If 'm an assem-
bler on the floor, even just coming forward with a small improvement to the line. If everyone
does that, it can make an impact on the financials. We’re not asking them to go find a customer
and make a big sale, we’re asking in the job that you do, what are things you see that can improve
how you’re doing the job, or just other simple things. Those simple things can make an impact.
Not every employee will understand how you increase your EBITDA, that’s difficult. But if you
can take it to the level of the work they go in and do every single day, how can they make an
impact in that specific job, that’s where I think we find success.” — VP Total Rewards and HR
Integration

The Business Development Leader explained how this could look in practice:

“We're talking everyday about booking revenue, project margin, growth percentages of our dis-
tribution networks and our direct accounts. Those are very tangible things that we can measure
easily, and we can attribute that quarter-on-quarter. I find in my teams that it's a much easier
connection to say, ‘Okay, you just secured this deal at this price, at this margin, that was much
greater than it was a year ago, so you've added that much value.’. In a company this size, it can
be difficult to connect [those efforts] directly to the share price. But you can say that this specific
effort has made a difference in the financial reporting of this quarter. We have our financial
quarterly calls, internal town halls — both at the global level, regional level and in our business
unit level — where those results, that impact is shared, those metrics are connected, and there is
typically always a moment to reaffirm to the employees ‘Here's what you did, here's what we
achieved over the last period, and here's the results today’.” — Business Development Leader

Shortly after the merger, INDUCO began to shift its strategic focus. As stated in the 2021
annual report, M&A was positioned as a key lever of the company’s growth strategy.
Whereas earlier annual reports framed acquisitions as something the company “may con-
tinue with”, the 2021 report stated that they “have acquired multiple businesses in recent
years and will continue to pursue acquisitions of businesses or assets in the future”, indi-
cating a more proactive commitment to M&A:

“So, in 2021 [...] we wanted to become more acquisitive and build a flywheel around M&A.”
-CEO

INDUCQO’s change in strategic direction towards doing more aggressive M&A 1is also
confirmed by our interview with the founder of a company acquired by INDUCO in 2021,
who explained that “[INDUCO] hadn’t been quite that aggressive [in M&A] before. It
started around that time [2021], but it was a clear strategy that they wanted to grow
through acquisitions, and they were very good at it.”. This development suggests that a
new triggering event (Arroyo, 2012) emerged relatively soon after the mega-merger, as
INDUCO encountered additional organizational challenges and control problems shortly
after the implementation of the merger grant.
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4.4. Acquisition-Driven Growth and System Standardization

4.4.1. Triggering event and theorizing: awarding ongoing equity grants to integrate a
growing personnel population

In the immediate aftermath of the merger, INDUCO — now having become a large player
within the manufacturing industry — adjusted its strategy to focus more on growth through
acquisitions, both strengthening its core industrial technologies platform and selectively
expanding into adjacent sectors such as life science and specialty vehicles. The section
about capital allocation in the annual report, which had previously highlighted items such
as debt repayment, now shifted towards formulations such as “With the capital allocation
strategy anchored by M&A” and “The foundation of this capital allocation strategy re-
mains mergers and acquisitions”’. This meant that when management engaged in institu-
tional work — such as for example town halls and educations — to ensure that the BBEP
from the mega-merger became taken-for-granted (Burns & Scapens, 2000; Lawrence &
Suddaby, 2006) and led to the desired outcomes in the new merged entity, they encoun-
tered what could be defined as a new triggering event (Arroyo, 2012):

“What we found was that those were ‘point-in-time-grants’ and over time, as people left and we
acquired new businesses, we brought in new hires. When [The CEO] was saying ‘we're all own-
ers of this company’, it started to become not as true, right? Because new hires didn't get that
grant in 2020. Companies we acquired didn't get that grant in 2020. So they didn't have the
opportunity to be owners [...] What we were finding was that when [the CEO] would say it at a
global town hall, employees would go talk to their manager, or talk to HR, and say ‘well, I never
got a grant. I don't have stock’[...] So they would listen to a global town hall, and we would show
how the stock is doing and how it is impacting those that have a grant. And it wasn't true for
those people.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

“We realized we were bringing in many new employees who weren’t owners, so talking about
ownership didn’t make sense.” — CEO

We find no evidence that these events led to a broader questioning of, or reasoning
around, whether previous strategic decisions on building what the company refers to as
an “ownership mindset” would be feasible going forward under a M&A-driven growth
strategy. Instead, the problematization (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Arroyo, 2012) focused
on how to get the employees in the acquired companies to adopt the desired ownership
mindset that over time had become taken for granted by management and interpreted as
a core driver of INDUCO’s success:

“So, in the last, roughly six years since the merger, we've done [several dozen] of acquisitions,
largely bolt-on in nature. And we want to make sure that those new employees and those new
companies feel just as empowered as the existing employee base. And when you think about a
lot of these smaller bolt-ons, a lot of them were family-owned companies. They've operated in a
relatively small environment or region, whatever it may be. They're plugging into a bigger IN-
DUCO multinational company. It can be a little bit overwhelming at times, but we want to make
sure that they feel that ‘hey, you can still drive the same amount of value in a larger enterprise
that you could in a smaller enterprise, and we want you to share rewards’.” — CFO
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Although the company had become fundamentally different from what it was in 2017 —
having grown into an organization of nearly 20,000 employees pursuing an aggressive
M&A strategy, rather than a highly leveraged company of around 6,000 employees fo-
cused on improving working capital — recent experiences from the mega-merger and the
institutionalization of the BBEP, contributed to framing the problem in a way that ren-
dered the continued use of the BBEP as a justifiable solution (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996;
Arroyo, 2012). However, as with the grant awarded in conjunction with the merger, the
BBEP was now justified as a tool for facilitating personnel integration and employee en-
gagement rather than for improving a specific financial metric. The company therefore
implemented a continuous BBEP under which all newly hired employees — including
those joining through acquisitions — received equity grant after one year of employment,
with vesting occurring after an additional two years:

“I don’t think there was necessarily a plan in either case of when we went public or when we did
the merger, that we would eventually have an annual program. But I think, organically, as our
culture continued to build around this ‘ownership mindset’, it naturally became something we
felt was important to put in place.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

“It also helps with integration. [...] Engagement is typically lower for new or acquired employees,
but we’ve been able to narrow that gap using this approach.” — CHRO

“At the one-year anniversary, new employees, organic or inorganic, receive equity, with a two-
year vesting cycle. That serves two purposes. First, retention: employees stay at least a year
waiting for equity, and if they leave before vesting, they lose it. Second, it helps ensure cultural
fit, those who don’t align tend to leave before receiving equity.” — CEO

This illustrates that the BBEP, at this point, had become highly institutionalized among
top management, with previous experiences having a large impact on how problem and
solution was theorized (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Arroyo,
2012). It can further be argued that the continued use of the BBEP as a solution to the
personnel integration problem was consciously justified by the management on the
grounds that INDUCO had accumulated much knowledge across previous cycles (IPO
and mega-merger). Implementing a BBEP is described as coming with high initial costs,
with the rewards coming later, and the company perceived themselves as having already
done the initial costly work and now harvesting the benefits:

“At this point, we’ve got pretty good standard work in place that if we’re doing it for 20 people,
you could do it for 2,000 people. [...] There are still things like filing requirements and tax con-
siderations across different countries, but those are standard parts of the process now. Overall,
from that perspective, it’s become a pretty well-oiled machine.” — Director Global Compensa-
tion

“I think that you have to understand the team that needs to be put in place to make it successful.
Who's going to administer it? How are you going to roll this out and educate and communicate?
And there's a lot to consider. We're global, and if you're talking about employees all the way
down to the hourly level, some of them don't speak English, so there's a whole lot to consider.
There are tax implications. [...] Some companies don't have a huge stock program, so you have
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to be willing to bring someone in that knows how to administer those things. [...] It’s probably a
lot of money up front, but the outcome is later.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

”It’s hard to administer around the globe. We do business in over 50 countries, so we have over
50 different ways of doing it with each country, with each regulation, and that's a complex ad-
ministration to set up. It takes work to explain it to employees and make sure that they see the
value in it. [...] I think most companies are intimidated by the scope of doing that.”” — CHRO

We find some evidence that there was a bit of discussion between top management on
whether elements of the BBEP should be changed, for example by offering discounts on
stocks instead of RSUs, but ultimately, they landed on a model similar to the one used in
2020. The grant level was set at ten percent of the employees’ annual salary, smaller than
the 40 percent in 2017 and the 20 percent in 2020. Top management described the grant
as sufficiently large to be meaningful to employees, yet small enough to be financed
through the company’s own cash flow without diluting shareholders, again illustrating
how previous experiences carried over into the justification process (Tolbert & Zucker,
1996; Arroyo, 2012).

4.4.2. Institutional work: standardization and storytelling to sustain the institution

In the interviews, we find several examples of how management continued to engage in
various forms of institutional work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) following the decision
to establish the continuous BBEP. Top management explained that the integration of
newly acquired companies into the BBEP begins early in the acquisition process:

“We reinforced this in every acquisition, explaining ownership, why it matters, what it means,
and how to use equity. We engage in dialogue from day one, comparing cultures and aligning
expectations. [...] [the CEO] leads this well [in townhalls], short remarks, then open Q&A, lis-
tening directly on the plant floor.”” — CHRO

Many elements from previous cycles have carried over, as much emphasis is placed on
education (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014) and making sure employees
understand what equity is and how it connects to their daily work:

“We educate employees on what it means to own stock. For many, it’s the first time they’ve ever
owned shares, especially in the company they work for. We encourage long-term thinking,
though after two years, they’re free to do what they think is best.” — CFO

“We require employees to take two courses: a code of conduct and our economic growth engine.
The code covers integrity. The growth engine teaches how we drive double-digit EPS growth
over a three- to five-year cycle and improve free cash flow. It builds a long-term mindset.” —
CEO

“We make a strong effort to engage local leaders and HR teams, particularly in newly acquired
businesses. We provide them with slide decks and equip them with the key information around
our equity programs including what equity is, what RSUs are, and timelines for how everything
works. Having those managers informed and engaged makes a real difference. Employees
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naturally turn to leaders they know and trust, and those leaders are often better positioned to
explain things in a way that resonates locally. That connection helps employees better understand
and engage with the program.” — Director Global Compensation

Since the current BBEP is continuous — as INDUCO regularly acquires new companies
and hires new personnel — the educational activities are conducted on a recurring basis. It
was described that a standardized handbook therefore had been developed internally:

“We’ve tried to make it simple, while still allowing flexibility. For example, we’ve created a
guidebook that teams can use. Even though we operate in a very digital world, there’s still value
in having something tangible that people can go back to and reference. These materials are also
available in multiple languages, we’re even working on additional translations, like one for India
right now.” — VP Global Communications and Brand

The handbook includes practical information about the grant, such as its size and vesting
timeline, and stories about how previous recipients had seen the value of the grant in-
crease over time. It also provides employees with the space to reflect on and write down
their own ideas about how they can contribute to the company’s share price, as well as an
explanation of the rationale underpinning the grant:

“After your first year at [INDUCO], you will be offered a one-time grant, designed to make all
our employee’s owners of the company. One of our core values of the company is that we think
and act like owners. Owners ensure the problems are owned, that they have a path to resolution,
and they drive it themselves as needed. When there’s a hard problem, owners don’t punt it to
someone else; they figure out how to pull a group of people together to find the right solution
for our customers. We feel it is important that as our company grows, our employees have the
opportunity to be shareholders who benefit from that growth” — INDUCO Internal Handbook
on the BBEP

Another element closely tied to the BBEP that has carried over into the ongoing efforts
to sustain the institution is the practice of organizing celebratory events and creating ex-
citement around the grant. At the sites of acquired companies, celebrations are held on
the first anniversary of each acquisition. Several interviewees explained that the company
has developed standardized processes and communication templates for these celebra-
tions and related information, specifically to ensure a good fit between the BBEP and the
company’s acquisition strategy. Much like in previous cycles, it is described as a process
of combining information and excitement:

“Given the scale of acquisitions in 2025 alone, all those sites will go through their one-year
milestone this year. We’ve put materials and support in place to help those site teams manage
that moment to ensure both consistency and ease of execution. The idea is that communication
around ownership happens throughout the entire process, so when that one-year mark arrives,
it’s not a surprise. Employees already understand what’s coming and what it means.” — VP
Global Communications and Brand

As INDUCO has previously done two large “point-in-time grants”, they have accumu-
lated many internal stories on how these grants have unfolded. These stories are
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frequently utilized in mythologizing (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014)
around the BBEP and the perceived benefits it provides the company. We have found
examples of how videos from the initial IPO grant celebration are used in ongoing com-
munication on, for example, LinkedIn and how "success stories” of recipients of previous
grants are used on both social media, annual reports and in other investor communica-
tions. These success stories are further consistently used in internal communication, es-
pecially towards new employees:

“It is important for them to understand that if they hold on to it, it can grow. [...] but also, there
are success stories after they have sold. [...] We have a lot of success stories of [them] buying
their first home, or buying a new car, or sending their kid to college. So those stories are great.
And what our communication team has done with that is that they have like a video that employ-
ees get to see — [ think it's right after when they start — that kind of goes through some of those
‘how did this change my life’ kind of thing, which is a very impactful way for them to understand
how it can impact them personally.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

The company not only shares stories highlighting the financial benefits employees have
gained from the grant, but also narratives illustrating how employees have demonstrated
an "ownership mindset” and contributed successfully to company performance:

“I think that it is important to reiterate and show examples of employees truly thinking and acting
like an owner. So, whether that was they went above and beyond with a customer or... there was
an engineer in [name of a production site], they were having an issue with finding a certain part.
There was a supply chain issue, and he had this idea that, ‘hey, what if we actually started 3D
printing this?’ [...] then he asked the site lead ‘could we get a 3D printer? Let me test this’. And
he gave him some capital so he could go and test this and now they're 3D printing the part them-
selves and are no longer reliant on a third party. So again, I think sharing some of those stories
of what it really means in action is important, so people know that this is not just something we
say, it’s what people do.” — VP Global Communications and Brand

We also identified found examples of management equipping employees with new re-
sources (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014) to support the institution, as
described by two front-line managers directly affected by these resources:

“For managers in [INDUCO], we have a monthly manager newsletter that contains links to
toolkits for helping have conversations with our teams about grants and awards. Those are man-
ager resources that allow us to have those conversations. In addition to that, in our company
intranet there is a set of employee resources available. So as soon as you are receiving a grant,
in the onboarding process, it's an actual topic that is discussed, covered and resources are pro-
vided and directed to.” — Business Development Leader

“In my department, I'm the ‘go-to’ to find out an answer. I don't want to not have an answer [...]
but [the BBEP] has brought on more questions about ‘how can I better myself with what I'm
doing?’ Say I may have one of my technicians saying ‘I want to be better at a mechanical or an
electrical or an electronic issue. How do I better myself?” Well, I'll tell them that [...] there are
courses that you can take. But yes, I have seen the incentive for my employees to come to me
[and say] ‘I want to know more because I want to get deeper into this cause, I want to step up

29

further in the company’.” — Maintenance Supervisor
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Additionally, INDUCQO’s annual reports from 2021 and onward describe how other pro-
cesses within the organization have been adapted and deployed to support the BBEP. A
new performance management and development process, that emphasized manager en-
gagement and employee ownership, was introduced in 2021, and in the same year an
executive-level program called “Lead Like an Owner” was launched.

In the annual reports, we further observe that INDUCO works actively with chang-
ing the normative associations (Zilber, 2002; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) of various or-
ganizational elements to support the BBEP. Already back in 2017, the company described
in the CEO remarks that a formal employee engagement survey process had been put in
place. The engagement scores from this survey were presented in subsequent annual re-
ports — and in some cases even addressed in the section containing the CEO remarks. A
shift can, however, be seen from 2022 onward. Since then, employee engagement has
been commented on in every annual report’s CEO remark, with the engagement scores
being described as high and primarily attributed to the “ownership mindset” driven by the
BBEP. A similar change in normative associations can be noted in the annual report sec-
tion on INDUCQ’s “compensation and benefits philosophy”, where comprehensive de-
scriptions of the BBEP and the intentions to create an "ownership mindset” have been
added since 2022.

The fact that the company now links the BBEP to broader dimensions of employee
engagement — rather than to specific financial metrics such as working capital, as was the
case in 2017 —was also addressed in several interviews:

“Today we don’t track a specific financial metric. We track safety, we believe it strongly corre-
lates with employee engagement. We measure engagement through an annual, very formulaic
survey. We also track employee satisfaction, including whether employees would recommend
the company to family or friends. Now the focus is more on employee engagement.” — CEO

“We also run an annual engagement survey, and our scores are best-in-class from an engagement
perspective. We do have metrics that reflect this. When we built the program, we expected it to
have an impact in these areas, and it has. Our engagement scores continue to improve.” — VP
Total Rewards and HR Integration

Around this time, INDUCO was also one of founding partners of an NGO (hereafter re-
ferred to as “BBEP-NGO”) with the purpose of spreading information about BBEP’s and
helping other companies implement them. INDUCO’s CEO serves on the board of BBEP-
NGO, and the involvement with the NGO is often highlighted in its investor communica-
tions, such as during investor days, where INDUCO is describing itself as “proud to be a
pioneer in employee ownership”. The engagement with BBEP-NGO can thus be seen as
deploying a new type of resource (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Hayne & Free, 2014) to
support the institution (the BBEP), as it gives managers an external entity to “point to”,
to underscore how BBEPs are a growing phenomenon that many companies want to uti-
lize, and that INDUCO is a leading actor within the field.

Although the term “institutional work™ is understandably not used within the or-
ganization, given its academic and theoretical nature, we identified several instances of
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institutional work aimed at sustaining the BBEP. Moreover, the interviews indicate that
these efforts are carried out both continuously and consciously by management, as illus-
trated by the following quote:

“It’s about making sure the idea of ownership continues to live on, right? Because while the grant
itself is a one-time event, it’s really the behaviors around it and everything you do ongoing that
keep that mindset alive. We do a lot to reinforce that. We’re constantly talking about our purpose
and values in action, whether that’s in town halls or other meetings. [...] We developed materials
for leaders to revisit the company’s purpose and values and really discuss how they show up
within their own teams. — VP Global Communications and Brand

4.4.3. Embedding and routinizing: ongoing employee dialogue and finding unexpected
benefits

There have been no changes to the eligibility criteria, allocation percentages or vesting
conditions of the grant since 2021. As previously mentioned, we find no indications that
the BBEP will be removed or substantially changed in the near future, suggesting that the
program has become highly institutionalized (Burns & Scapens, 2000) among top man-
agement. The interviewees provide several examples suggesting that the BBEP has be-
come embedded (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) and essentially taken for granted (Burns
& Scapens, 2000; Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005) within the organization:

“I've never heard a leader say if we should pull back on this. It's been very successful. It's a very
good attraction tool as we're recruiting to have this as one of the things we offer, it just makes
them feel a little bit more comfortable and excited about being acquired by [INDUCO]. So yeah,
I've never had a leader say let's do something different.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integra-
tion

"It's kind of up and running. I mean, it's not to say that we don't have discussions about it from
time to time. But we do feel that employee ownership is part of our operating model at [IN-
DUCQO], there is absolutely no intent to change the model or the structure.” — CFO

We further note that this perception is also continuously reinforced among top manage-
ment. The CEO and CFO explained that they spend a lot of time visiting INDUCO’s
plants globally, as more than half of the company’s employees and revenues are outside
the U.S. These visits often include site tours and town hall meetings, which enable them
to have direct interaction with employees. Top management perceived that these meetings
have changed over time; the CFO, for example, described how shop-floor employees now
raise questions that go beyond their immediate responsibilities, such as questions about
dividend policy and capital allocation — issues traditionally associated with being an in-
vestor — interpreting this as evidence that “it really starts to cement how your employees
are thinking differently than they historically were”:

“Back in 2011-2012, a typical town hall was [the CEO] doing 30 minutes of presentations, then
Q&A. You ask questions from the audience which is largely a plant-based employee group, and
you typically don't hear a lot. The plant manager generally has to step up and ask a few questions
just to break the silence. And now if you flash forward to kind of how that looks today, generally
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speaking, how a town hall works with [the CEO], myself or even any of the broader management
team, [...] we do 5 minute presentations where we're showing them the exact same slides to what
we show our investors, because they're investors as well, they're shareholders. And then we try
to do 50 or 55 minutes of Q&A, and that Q&A is an open forum.” — CFO

Top management also explained that, during site visits, employees engaged in discussions
that extended beyond their day-to-day responsibilities, which management perceived as
distinguishing the company from other American firms:

“I remember [the CEO] being in [one of our plants in the U.S.] and this employee said to [the
CEOQ], ‘shareholder to shareholder’. That was how she started asking her question. She obviously
knows that he is the CEO, you have a senior leader here, but we are also common. [...] I thought
even how she asked the question was just really unique and different from what I have seen
working at some of these other large U.S. companies in the past.” — VP Global Communica-
tions

Interviewees also described how employees shared personal stories during town hall
meetings. As the CEO noted: “you hear stories from employees on how this [grant] has
been life changing for them”. Such interactions were described as recurring across sites
and, together with managerial observations and interpretations of employees increasingly
“thinking and acting like owners”, appear to have reinforced top management’s percep-
tion that the program was having a positive impact. In this sense, it suggests that the BBEP
has become embedded (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) and taken for granted as an effective
organizational practice:

“There are employees who have sold some of their shares, for example, to make a down payment
on a home or to help put their kids through college. On the flip side, there are also employees
I’ve spoken to who continue to hold their shares, using them as a nest egg for retirement. [...] So
you really hear these great stories on both sides, where people were able to improve their lives
because of the grant.” — VP Global Communications

“An employee in Brazil used equity to pay for proper healthcare for his wife that was available
outside of Brazil. And he had to dip in on the equity, otherwise he could have never done it. Or,
you know, I'm in a town hall meeting in India and basically employees are saying thank you
because they were able to pay off their home. [...] So when you start hearing stories like that,
you know that you're doing some good for the employees and that is just super rewarding, not
only for me, but also engages and motivates our leadership team.” — CEO

It also appears that the BBEP has been perceived as gaining traction beyond the organi-
zation, with interviewees noting that other companies regularly reach out to INDUCO to
learn more about the grant and its design. The external interest appears to have further
reinforced the perception of the BBEP as a legitimate practice by top management:

“I feel like at least twice a year I have companies reach out to me to talk through how we are

doing it, how it is structured, how you get it set up. There's a lot of companies interested in what
we've done, for sure” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration
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“Early on, at the IPO, it was a wait-and-see. People didn’t believe in it as they had never seen it
work. I said, if it works, we’ll talk again. Now that we’ve made it work and driven strong stock
performance, beating the market, there’s more interest.” — CEO

Additionally, although not initially part of how management specified the control prob-
lem of creating and integrating personnel into an ownership mindset or justified the BBEP
as a solution (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Arroyo, 2012), other positive outcomes have been
identified by top management since the continuous program was implemented in 2021.
For example, it is described as having helped in both attracting talent by making the com-
pensation package more attractive, and executing M&A transactions:

“[The grant] is also a differentiator in M&A. When talking to sellers, we can say we’ll take care
of their employees, they’ll become owners with a real stake in [INDUCO]. That matters when
winning deals.” — CFO

“In terms of ownership and M&A, it’s been a real game changer. When we talk to family-owned
companies, the ownership model gives them confidence that their employees will be in good
hands. For many, those employees are like family, they want them to be treated well.” — CHRO

These perceived effects are also in line with what potential outcomes the BBEP-NGO
highlights with implementing a BBEP. A representative for BBEP-NGO argued that an
organization can use a BBEP to “make your compensation package more attractive, [it]
helps with hiring, [it] helps with retention, [...] transformation initiatives. So, to the extent
that you are in a company that needs to [...] integrate several new acquisitions into a single
company [...] operational efficiency [...] build a culture, what you want at the end of the
day is that people contribute their ideas”. The fact that INDUCO is presented by BBEP-
NGO as a successful example of BBEP implementation is therefore likely to further re-
inforce the institutionalization of the program among top management.

In all interviews with INDUCO, the BBEP in its current form is often described as
a distinctive feature that differentiates the company within the manufacturing industry
and to other American firms; it is consistently placed on a ‘pedestal’ to why the organi-
zation is considered unique in its sense. We notice that interviewees tend to refer to the
BBEP in taken for granted terms (Burns & Scapens, 2000): “it’s just how things are done
at the company”, without reflecting much on its initial purpose — to improve working
capital and link this to share price ownership. It appears that it is more commonly invoked
as a way to identify with the organization:

“[The CEQ] talks about [the BBEP] quite a bit now whether he’s speaking to investors or ana-
lysts. We highlight this program a lot because it really sets us apart from other companies. Es-
pecially in the manufacturing industry, it’s not something you typically see, and that makes it a
distinctive part of who we are.” — VP Total Rewards and HR Integration

To conclude, in the decade since the initial IPO grant in 2017, the BBEP appears to have
become institutionalized among top management, to the extent that it is now perceived as
deeply embedded within the organization and taken for granted as a central driver of IN-
DUCO?’s value creation. Our findings suggest that this institutionalization has been
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shaped by top management’s sustained engagement in various forms of institutional
work. These efforts have also generated important carry-over effects that impact how
management responds to new control problems. Specifically, new control problems tend
to be theorized in ways that position the continued use of equity grants as the most ap-
propriate solution. Consequently, a control mechanism originally introduced to improve
working capital management is now primarily conceptualized by top management as a
tool for integrating new employees, particularly those joining through acquisitions.

5. Discussion

In this section we situate our empirical findings in a broader research context. First, we
discuss how the repurposing of the BBEP broadens our understanding of management
controls’ multifinality and how existing controls and their associated institutional work
affect not only the outcomes of the BBEP, but also how new control problems are defined.
Second, we discuss how this shift in control purpose — from working capital management
to personnel integration — plays out in INDUCQ’s integration efforts, thereby nuancing
the notion that acquirers should create new group controls, instead of mechanically ex-
tending their own controls into the acquired company, to facilitate personnel integration.

5.1. The Repurposing and Multifinality of a Management Control Over Time

Previous contingency-based research has largely studied management controls cross-sec-
tionally at a specific point in time (Davila, 2004; Martin, 2020), to identify how well
different types of controls fit various control problems under specific organizational con-
tingencies. However, this type of research risks missing the fact that the wide array of
controls within an organization interact with each other and create firm-specific — positive
or negative (Manthei et al., 2022; Van Der Kolk et al., 2020) — outcomes (Grabner &
Moers, 2013; Merchant & Otley, 2020), creating the need for longitudinal field studies
within MCS research (Otley, 2016), especially ones attempting to understand what is “in-
side the [MCS] designers’ heads [...] the decisions being made and the reasons for them”
(Merchant & Otley, 2020, p.6).

From our interviews, we found that top management’s engagement in activities of
institutional work aimed at institutionalizing a new control (a BBEP) within the organi-
zation, affects not only the employees — to whom the institutional work was directed —
but also perceptions and control institutionalization among top management themselves.
At INDUCO, this recursive effect played out in a way so that when the original control
problem (working capital management) was addressed, top management specified the
new challenges that they faced (personnel integration in M&A) as control problems where
equity grants could be justified as a solution as well. This indicates that when the theori-
zation of new control problems takes place, top management does not start with a “blank
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sheet of paper”. Instead, this theorization process is subject to which controls having al-
ready been institutionalized among top management. As management engaged in more
institutional work over time — for example educational activities, celebrations and town
halls — these controls got even more taken for granted, increasing the likelihood that new
— and diverse — control problems would be specified in ways so that the control was seen
as a solution. At INDUCO, we found that the BBEP is largely unquestioned among man-
agement and seen as a control solving a wide array of control problems, such as personnel
integration, recruitment, retention and closing M&As, despite these control problems be-
ing very different from the original working capital issue, and we theorize that this is due
to their continuous engagement in institutional work to institutionalize the BBEP. Step-
ping back from the case organization, this has important theoretical implications.
Whereas previous research has highlighted the potential multifinality of management
controls (Merchant & Otley, 2020) — that the same control can serve different purposes —
cross-sectionally in different organizations or for different actors, we find that the purpose
of a control within an organization can change over a relatively short period of time. This
temporal multifinality, as we chose to term it, illustrates that the scope of the control
problem that the control intends to address might broaden over time. Our findings suggest
that the unfolding of temporal multifinality is highly influenced by management’s en-
gagement in institutional work, and the subsequent institutionalization of controls. We
argue that the temporal aspect of the multifinality concept is important to highlight, as it
fundamentally differs from the cross-sectional differences in control purposes identified
in previous research; multifinality between organizations simply refers to the fact that
organizations can have different purposes when implementing a control, whereas tem-
poral multifinality — by definition — contains an element of repurposing and therefore
also MCS change. We therefore contribute to our understanding of how the path-depend-
ency of management control design (Merchant & Otley, 2020) plays out over time, and
argue that not only is the outcome of implementing a control dependent on its interplay
with previous and existing controls within the organization, but so too is the process of
defining the control problem to be solved. Additionally, an important perspective is that
in the case of INDUCO - although some changes were made to the components of the
control, such as a change in equity vehicle and simplified vesting terms — the change
mainly occurred on the level of control purpose and problem definition, as well as in what
way management engaged in institutional work . Even though the term ‘temporal multifi-
nality’ is adjacent to findings from previous research on the temporal change of manage-
ment controls (see for example Malina & Selto, 2004; Davila et al., 2023; Bukh et al.,
2024), we consider it representing a distinct, and somewhat overlooked, feature in that
the purpose of the control can change over time, despite the design of the control itself
being relatively stable.

Building on the concept of path-dependency, previous longitudinal research has
also shown that management control design is about more than just finding an optimal
solution to a control problem. Other factors, such as the perceived cost-effectiveness of
the control, play an important role as well (Malina & Selto, 2004). Interviewees described
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implementing a BBEP as involving high initial costs — costs that INDUCO has already
incurred. Management described these grant and implementation costs, amounting to sev-
eral hundred million dollars, as one of the primary challenges associated with a BBEP.
At the same time, management perceived that this investment was a “drop in the bucket”
relative to the value they believe that the BBEP creates. Continuous use of the BBEP
therefore also appears to be seen as a way to harvest the benefits of having already taken
the initial costs, leading the BBEP to be perceived as a cost-effective management con-
trol. This perspective is twofold: on the one hand, it gives INDUCO the opportunity to
deploy this control to solve new control problems in settings where “starting from
scratch” might not have been seen by management as financially viable — thus expanding
the “control toolbox” available for INDUCO’s top management; on the other hand, it
might make INDUCO’s top management susceptible to Maslow’s old saying “it is tempt-
ing, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat everything as if it were a nail”, in-
creasing the risk that top management deploys the BBEP as a solution to problems where
other controls would be better suited — simply because the institutional work they have
engaged in has made the control so deeply institutionalized. Engaging in institutional
work and institutionalizing a management control therefore comes with both risks and
opportunities. Based on this, we echo the calls from previous scholars for more longitu-
dinal management control research (Martin, 2020), as it can help deepen the understand-
ing of why control problems are specified the way they are, and why certain controls are
perceived as, for example, cost-effective ways of solving the problem.

This type of longitudinal research can also contribute to the ongoing “system vs.
package discussion” within MCS research (Grabner & Moers, 2013; Merchant & Otley,
2020). In the case of INDUCO, we saw how seemingly diverse control practices, such as
training on inventory management, celebrations and interactive town halls discussing the
stock price improvement, were in fact interrelated and deployed consciously to institu-
tionalize the BBEP and establish what the company referred to as an “ownership mind-
set”. As previously mentioned, the elements of the BBEP itself were relatively stable over
time and changes mainly related to its purpose and the interrelated activities described
above. In this thesis we have illustrated how these activities constituted part of the insti-
tutional work performed by top managers to institutionalize the control, showing how the
BBEP and the interrelated activities of institutional work together gradually formed into
what could be conceptualized as an ideological control system (Kraus et al., 2016) tightly
connected to the ownership mindset that management wishes to embed in the organiza-
tion.

This connection between the control and top management’s belief in the “ownership
mindset” also places the importance of the people engaging in the institutional work at
the center of the stage. Our interviews indicate a managerial passion for the idea of an
ownership mindset, especially from the CEO, who also plays a key role within BBEP-
NGO. Several interviewees have also highlighted that the CEO has had a significant role
in implementing the BBEP and ensuring its perceived success. This is in line with the
findings from Kraus et al. (2016) that the leader’s ability to articulate and communicate
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the ideology for the organization is key to the use of ideological control. Our conceptual
framework has analyzed how the BBEP has become institutionalized over several peri-
ods, with experiences from previous institutional work carrying over and affecting the
theorization of new control problems. At INDUCO, several key actors of the top man-
agement team — not at least the CEO — have been within the company since the initial
equity grant in 2017. This means that the same set of people have engaged in institutional
work over a sustained period, becoming increasingly committed to the BBEP and the idea
of an ownership mindset. The fact that INDUCO has seen little turnover among top man-
agement has therefore likely affected why new — and different — control problems are
specified as ones where equity grants are justified as the best solution, indicating that top
management composition has a large impact on how the path-dependency of control de-
sign, repurposing and temporal multifinality unfolds. Investigating this proposition in
depth would, however, require studying an organization having undergone managerial
change and has therefore not been within the scope of this thesis.

5.2. Using an Existing Management Control to Enable Personnel Integration

Our findings also contribute to understanding how management controls can be perceived
as useful to address control problems related to personnel integration in post-acquisition
settings. Our case company has undergone both a mega-merger and a subsequent shift
towards an acquisition-driven strategy, in which the BBEP has been described by top
management as playing an important role in the personnel integration. In line with prior
research, we observe that a merger between two previously independent organizations,
here, the merger between GARDCO and the industrial segment of MECHCO, introduced
an additional layer of complexity to the integration process (Ruess & Voelpel, 2012). This
organizational heterogeneity — the merging of a legacy organization and a more agile,
private equity-shaped firm — can create misunderstandings regarding the different deci-
sion-making norms and performance expectations (Bauer et al., 2016); as described by
the interviewees, there was some disengagement during the post-merger acclimation pe-
riod. Rather than viewing integration as a purely structural exercise, research suggests
that the value creation in M&As ultimately depends, among other factors, on how per-
sonnel are integrated and made mutually reinforcing (Granlund, 2003; Steigenberger,
2016). Our findings indicate that this is how top management — especially from the
GARDCO side — defined the integration problem from the beginning.

Prior empirical evidence in M&A settings suggests that it is unrealistic to think that
a “mechanical extension” of the acquiring firm’s controls will bring order to the acquired
company (Jones 1985b; Granlund, 2003); rather “group controls” should be developed to
fit the post-acquisition context to better support personnel integration and mitigate con-
trol-related challenges associated with having a larger organizational size, as in the case
of this mega-merger. From this perspective, top management should have considered the
current ways of working at both GARDCO and MECHCO (Jones, 1985b; Granlund,
2003); yet management prioritized the implementation of the control previously used at
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GARDCO — the BBEP — as the primary integration mechanism, rather than designing a
control framework better suited to the new combined entity. As the CEO noted, the in-
tention was to “create a unifying mechanism across two very long-standing legacy com-
panies”, positioning the equity grant as a means of achieving such alignment. A similar
logic appeared in the context of the acquisition strategy, where the CFO pointed to the
importance of ensuring that “new employees and those new companies feel just as em-
powered as the existing employee base”, illustrating how the BBEP is continuously used
in the context of personnel integration.

Why do top management favor extending an existing control despite prior research
recommending the creation of group controls? This is a question requiring additional fu-
ture research, but we can offer potential explanations based on our findings. From our
interviews, it appears that top management attributes much of the firm’s success to the
fact that the company is shaped by an “ownership mindset” that is reinforced through the
BBEP. From this perspective, the equity grant does not function solely as a formal control
mechanism, but also as a symbolic device (Jones, 1986) that embodies the organization’s
guiding principle of “thinking and acting like owners”, signaling to new hires and ac-
quired employees the normative expectations within INDUCO. In section 5.1, we have
discussed how INDUCO management’s engagement in activities of institutional work has
broadened the scope of the BBEP’s purpose over time — so that it now largely constitutes
a form of ideological control system (Kraus et al., 2016) tightly connected to this “own-
ership mindset”. This has theoretical implications for management controls in M&A set-
tings. Even though the creation of new group controls might outperform the practice of
mechanically extending the acquirer’s control onto the target with respect to certain types
of controls (Granlund, 2003), this dynamic does not necessarily hold for symbolic or ide-
ological controls as well. Research suggests that cultural clashes are one of the main rea-
sons underlying or accounting for most M&A failures (see e.g., Steigenberger 2016),
meaning that controls specifically addressing company culture could be more suitable for
mechanical extension to acquired firms. Part of the reason why management perceives
the mechanical extension of the BBEP as successful could therefore be their interpretation
of it as an institutional carrier of INDUCQO’s culture of “thinking and acting like owners”,
to which they attribute much of the company’s success. Furthermore, the continuous in-
stitutionalization of the BBEP and the associated ownership mindset in the acquired firm
is not left to passive diffusion; management actively reinforces the BBEP through various
forms of institutional work — for example, celebration storytelling and the ownership
handbook — that further embeds the institutionalization of the BBEP within the organiza-
tion.
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6. Concluding Remarks

This section summarizes the research contributions of this thesis and presents some im-
plications for both researchers and practitioners. We end by acknowledging the study’s
limitations and presenting some potential future research avenues that can be pursued to
further develop the research field.

6.1. Contribution and Implications

This thesis has investigated the research question “How do top managers repurpose a
control tool within an evolving control package to address new control problems?”. Us-
ing a retrospective longitudinal case study on a U.S.-based industrial company, we have
found that a specific management control can be repurposed over a relatively short
timeframe to address new organizational control problems, illustrating how the multifi-
nality of management controls (Merchant & Otley, 2020) is not only a concept relevant
when discussing management control purposes cross-sectionally between organizations
and actors, but also a relevant concept within the same organization at different points in
time — something we term temporal multifinality. By utilizing the theory on institutional
work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006), we have investigated how top management’s en-
gagement in activities of institutional work does not necessarily affect only to what extent
the BBEP gets taken for granted among other organizational actors, but that in the process
of institutional work the BBEP gets highly institutionalized among top management
themselves. This, in turn, affects how the theorization of new organizational events and
control problems is framed, and to what extent existing controls are repurposed to address
these as well. This recursive effect of engaging in institutional work has, as far as we
know, not been addressed in previous research, but is a perspective that merits recognition
in understanding managerial reasoning. This also relates to a finding that we consider to
be key feature of temporal multifinality: the purpose of a control within an organization
can change over time, even though the elements of the control itself remain largely un-
changed. MCS research can therefore not limit itself to study only the MCS but must also
strive to understand the thought processes of those responsible for design decisions (Mer-
chant & Otley, 2020).

Additionally, this thesis contributes to a research area largely overlooked: the role
of management controls in facilitating a corporate strategy anchored on M&As. Prior
literature suggests that successful personnel integration depends on the creation of “group
controls” (Jones, 1985b; Granlund, 2003) — joint controls designed for the newly com-
bined entity. Our findings, however, show that INDUCO chose to extend an existing ac-
quirer-side control — the BBEP — rather than develop new group-level controls. Although
further research is needed to fully understand the boundary conditions under which such
mechanical extension of the acquirer’s controls is perceived as successful, our empirical
results offer some potential explanations. When the extended control carries strong
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symbolic weight and constitutes a part of an ideological control (Kraus et al., 2016) — in
this case, an ownership mindset — and the control is further reinforced through repeated
instances of institutional work directed at the acquired firm, management seems to per-
ceive less need to construct the group controls prescribed in previous research.

The insights above pose some implications for both researchers and managers. Pre-
vious research has called for more longitudinal research studying the managerial reason-
ing underpinning the MCS design process (Otley, 2016; Merchant & Otley, 2020), and
our thesis can serve as an illustration of why. INDUCQO’s current use of the BBEP would
have been insufficiently understood if it had been studied from a “point-in-time” perspec-
tive. We argue that to understand a management control and its role in the overall MCS,
the control cannot be studied in isolation. Instead, the researcher should also collect in-
formation about the control’s history, how management has reasoned around the control
in the past, what tradeoffs that have been made, and what actions that have been taken to
embed the control within the organization. This requires a longitudinal perspective. From
a managerial perspective, our thesis illustrates that expanding a company’s existing con-
trols onto another company in an M&A setting can be perceived as a viable strategy, but
that it likely requires management to engage in different forms of institutional work —
rather than to hope for passive diffusion. Additionally, we illustrate that when a control
with high initial costs gets institutionalized, the likelihood that the control can be per-
ceived as cost-efficiently used for other purposes than the originally intended increase,
providing top management with an expanded “control toolbox”. However, we also see
the risk that this leads to the control being perceived as a universal tool that can solve any
problem, even though there might be other, more suitable, solutions to the problem. Based
on our thesis findings, we therefore encourage managers to reflect of how existing con-
trols might affect how new control problems are framed, and how they can most effi-
ciently deploy controls to handle them.

6.2. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

In this thesis we have focused on a specific management control —a BBEP —to investigate
how top management repurpose a control tool within an evolving control package to ad-
dress new control problems. An obvious path for potential future research would be to
study how other types of management controls are repurposed over time within an organ-
ization.

In section 3.1.1 we discussed the reasons for, and limitations of, engaging in a ret-
rospective longitudinal study. To mitigate the risks that interviewees’ inaccurately recall
past experiences further than we have managed to do by our documentary analysis, a
prospective longitudinal research design would offer additional insights.

We also see significant research opportunities on BBEPs specifically as well. Even
though several interviewees underscored that INDUCO strives to benchmark the com-
pany’s stock performance against competitors and indices — rather than to simply look at
the value change of INDUCO’s own stock — it is important to highlight the performance
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of the overall stock market during the lifetime of INDUCO’s BBEP. In the years 2017 to
2025, the S&P 500 index grew by approximately 160% (S&P 500 Index, n.d.) which,
even though INDUCO has grown more than the index in the same period, accounts for a
large portion of the value growth of the BBEP. It is likely that that a sustained period of
poor market performance could alter the perceptions of the BBEP and future research
could investigate this further if the market environment shifts. Additionally, this thesis
has focused on the thought process and activities of top management to understand why
and how management controls are repurposed over time; the perspective of the employees
has not been at the center given the time constraints and limits on organizational access.
Future research could broaden the understanding of control repurposing by investigating
how this process is understood and enacted by employees or other stakeholders. Further-
more, this thesis is based on a single case study of a U.S.-based company. Several inter-
viewees — not least from BBEP-NGO — have pointed out that INDUCO’s approach to
working with the BBEP has thus far been largely, though not exclusively, a U.S.-centric
phenomenon. Given differences in factors such as industry structure, culture, and size of
equity markets, it could be valuable for future research to investigate how the theorization
and implementation of a BBEP differs in a non-U.S. setting.

As noted in section 5.1, a recurring theme across several interviews has been the
impact of the CEO on the BBEP. The CEO, along with much of the top management
team, has remained in the company since the initial grant in 2017. A potential future av-
enue for research would therefore be to examine how the influence of existing institution-
alized controls on the theorization of new control problems changes when a company
undergoes significant shifts in the composition of its top management team. Even though
INDUCO has had consistency in its top management team in both the [PO and the mega-
merger, these types of liquidity events are commonly associated with management exits
(Krug & Aguilera, 2005), making M&A settings especially suitable for studying this re-
search gap as well.

Prior research suggests that group controls are an effective mechanism for person-
nel integration. Our findings, however, indicate that personnel integration can be per-
ceived as possible to achieve without constructing group controls, if the extended control
is a symbolic (Jones, 1986) or ideological control (Kraus et al., 2016) coupled with insti-
tutional work. Future research could build on these insights to further investigate in what
contexts group controls are perceived as appropriate, and when the mechanical extension
of existing acquirer controls is a viable alternative. Besides only looking into whether the
extension of symbolic or ideological controls affects the need to construct group controls,
another interesting research topic would be to study M&A contexts where the acquirer is
significantly larger than the acquired companies. It is likely that large acquirers perceive
it as a strain to reconstruct their control systems when acquiring small firms.
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8. Appendix
Appendix A: Empirical Observations

List of interview participants

Interviewee Date

Initial exploratory interview to understand the company, case setting etc.:

Chairman, President & CEO 7 January 2026

Subject matter interviews within the case company:

Vice President, Total Rewards, HR Integration, and HR Systems 3 February 2026
Vice President, Global Communications and Brand 10 February 2026
Maintenance Supervisor 4 March 2026
Director, Global Compensation 5 March 2026
Senior Vice President and CHRO 9 March 2026
Senior Vice President and CFO 10 March 2026
Business Development Leader 24 March 2026
Chairman, President and CEO 26 March 2026

Initial exploratory interview to understand BBEPs based on industry expertise in a BBEP-non-
profit-organization working with the case company:

Senior Director, Marketing and Communications 2 April 2026

Subject matter interviews to understand BBEPs based on industry expertise in a BBEP nonprofit
organization working with the case company:

Senior Manager, Client Advisory Services 16 April 2026

Senior Director, Marketing and Communications 27 April 2026

Other interviews to triangulate information:

Industry Expert on M&A Integration 23 March 2026

Founder of a company acquired by the case company 8 April 2026
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List of Documentary Materials

Document

Investor Day 2023 Recording

Investor Day 2023 PowerPoint Presentation

Investor Day 2021 PowerPoint Presentation

Press Release on the 2020 Grant

Harvard Business Review Article on BBEPs and Case Company

MIT Sloane Management Review Article on BBEPs and Case Company

Fortune Article on BBEPs and Case Company

Financial Times Article on BBEPs and Case Company

Business Ecosystem Alliance description of Private Equity Owner, Case Company and BBEP

Press Release on a 2025 Acquisition

Promotional Video from the not-for-profit-BBEP-organization featuring INDUCO top-management

Promotional Video from the not-for-profit-BBEP-organization featuring INDUCO employees

Internal “Ownership Guidebook” provided to employees

2017 Annual Report

2018 Annual Report

2019 Annual Report

2020 Annual Report

2021 Annual Report

2022 Annual Report

2023 Annual Report

2024 Annual Report
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Appendix B: Coding Trees

First-Cycle Coding Structure

Building an ownership culture

Employee engagement

Personnel integration challenges

Employee retention / recruitment

Performance-driven culture

Evaluation of the program

Using the program for external communication

Initial identified thematic themes

Purpose

2017 IPO
[ 2020 merger
[ Ongoing equity grants
[ Doing a lot of M&A

Case company as a compounder

Vesting period

Type and size of equity grant

Communication challenges

Financial challenges

One year celebration

One-year celebrations

Training for s

Education on operations and grant

Town hall engagement

Company learning as they go

S —

Internal communication

Important event

Strategic direction

Technical design

Complementary activities
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Second-Cycle (Conceptual Framework) Coding Structure

Capital structure / working capital concerns

PE-to-public transition

Working capital as universal employee touchpoint IPO (2017-2019)

Equity as a behavioural driver

Triggering event

Embedding & routinizing

] i
i

Stock ownership basics for blue-collar workers Problematizing 1 J
I
i

Justifying 1 Theorizing J
Investor education on BBEP rationale i
. i

Surprise /launch celeb AT Institutional work J

A inistrative knowledg Mythologizing }

Improved financial metrics (WC%, FCF)
Quarterly town halls and stock price updates

(
(
(
(
(
[ ‘Working capital metrics and link to share price
(
(
(
(
(

Cultural clash and employee uncertainty ;\ Mega-Merger (2020)
e ——
Personnel i ion as primary chall i - -
Problematizing \?"[ Triggering event
“Unifying mechanism” framing |
Grant design based on IPO lessons Justifying Theorizing

i
]
: )
i
Reframing daily tasks from routine work to ownership Normative associations !
behaviours Institutional work }
i

Town halls linking tasks to share price ]—’/—”{ Education |
Embedding & routinizing ]

Carry-over of IPO inst. work into merger context i

Acquisition-driven strategy

Acquired employ luded from ip

Personnel i ion as scalable chall

i

BBEP as cost-effective reuse § Problematizing : Triggering event
I
Retention and cultural fit logic !

Justifyi i o
dardized onboardine handbook et toolkits }\‘[ fying : Theorizing

'
]};‘ |

Employee life-change stories [EEbi Institutional work }
One-year milestone celebrations Mythologizing :
I
NGO as an external legitimizing resource Embedding & routinizing }
Enabling |
dardized admin infrastructure

|

Employees perceived more engaged

Unexpected benefits such as M&A differentiation,
talent attraction etc

N
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Excel Matrix for Annual Report Analysis

Headings /
Information
inAR

Years (2017 - 2024)
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Appendix C: Interview Guides

Initial Interview Guide

Theme

Ilustrative Questions

Formalities and professional
background

Explanation of the purpose of the study and consent to re-
cording and data handling.

Can you describe your background, current role and responsi-
bilities [at interviewing organization]?

The BBEP

How did you come to know about the BBEP? Was it already
there before you were hired? Did you contribute to its design
/updates in any way?

Do you know why [INDUCOY] introduced this BBEP, or what
motivated its introduction?

Can you describe the BBEP and how it works in practice?
The BBEP was introduced in 2017 and is still ongoing. From
your perspective, why do you think it has continued? What
has been your experience of how it works, and why?
[INDUCOY] has completed many acquisitions in recent years.
What are your reflections around the use of the BBEP with
every company acquired so far? What, in your perspective,
are the main reasons for which it has been constantly used
since its launch?

Perceived effects from the
BBEP

How do you personally experience the BBEP? What would
you say are its main strengths, based on your own experi-
ence?

From your perspective, what challenges or limitations does
the BBEP have? Are there any aspects that you think are
overlooked or under-discussed?

How does the company evaluate or follow up on the BBEP’s
impact? Are they strictly monitored? Are specific KPIs used,
e.g., related to cultural integration, turnover or engagement?
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Second Interview Guide

Theme

Ilustrative Questions

Formalities and professional
background

Explanation of the purpose of the study and consent to re-
cording and data handling.

Can you describe your background, current role and respon-
sibilities [at interviewing organization]?

2017 IPO

Why was the BBEP originally established back in 2017?
What need or problem was it intended to address? Who
were the key drivers and what were their main motivations?
How was the BBEP initially received within the organiza-
tion?

2020 mega-merger

How did you reason around implementing the BBEP in con-
nection with the mega-merger in 2020?

What did you do differently this time compared to the IPO
grant?

2021 and onward acquisition-
focused strategy

What was the rationale for making the BBEP continuously
ongoing?

How is the BBEP affected by doing frequent acquisitions?
What (major) changes have been made to the BBEP since
the IPO until today?

Other considerations around
the BBEP

How do you evaluate whether the program is worthwhile to
maintain? Do you have KPIs or other metrics you use?
What is the purpose of running celebrations and trainings
connected to the BBEP? Are there any other initiatives or
practices linked to the BBEP that are important to consider?
Why do you think not all companies have a BBEP?

What feedback do you receive from investors and what
questions do they typically ask?
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Appendix D: Al Disclosure

For the purposes of this thesis, we used a generative Al tool, ChatGPT, in writing the
literature review, formulating parts of the empirical analysis, and proofreading the final
draft.

When preparing the literature review, we used prompts such as those listed below to
request lists of relevant article titles, including journal names and author details. The ar-
ticles suggested by ChatGPT were subsequently searched in Scopus to verify their exist-
ence and assess their relevance:

e What are the seminal papers in established accounting journals on equity- or
stock-based incentive systems?

e Are there any from Management Accounting Research, Accounting, Auditing &
Accountability Journal, Qualitative Research in Accounting & Management, or
Accounting, Organizations and Society?

e [ want a list of qualitative research studies that use case studies to investigate why
firms implement monetary incentive systems.

e [ want well-cited studies on the role of management controls in organizational
change.

e Give me a list of articles studying the repurposing of management controls over
time. This could, for example, include settings in which a company has had to
repurpose a specific control due to an IPO, an LBO, an M&A transaction, inter-
national expansion, product diversification, financial turbulence, or similar cir-
cumstances.

e I[s there any research on management controls and whether different controls can
complement or counteract each other?

When writing the empirical analysis, we used ChatGPT to assist with phrasing. As both
thesis authors are native Swedish speakers, we sometimes found that we had an appropri-
ate Swedish phrase for presenting our findings but struggled to translate it into a seman-
tically equivalent English expression. In these instances, we often entered the Swedish
phrase into ChatGPT and asked it to provide two or three alternative English versions.
We then either used one of these suggestions in the empirical discussion or drew on them
as inspiration when formulating our own phrasing, depending how well we considered
the Al-generated suggestions captured the intended meaning.

Lastly, we used ChatGPT to proofread the completed thesis draft. This helped us iden-
tify minor errors, such as misspellings of authors’ names.
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