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Abstract

This paper addresses an apparent empirical puzzle from a large Por-
tuguese utility. Preliminary evidence suggested that the BSC imple-
mented across all the business units of this organization two years be-
fore was not being used consistently, or even not used at all, by their
managers; overall, actual use across the organization seemed not to be
aligned with the BSC designers’ objectives.

In line with this preliminary evidence, we confirmed that the types
and the intensity of BSC use indeed varied across the business units.
The most popular uses were monitoring, control and management sup-
port, while strategy communication was the least popular - although
it was the most emphasized objective when the BSC was proposed. Ap-
plying an extended version of Madsen and Stenheim’s (2014) framework
of problems with BSC usage, we explain this diversity of types and in-
tensity in BSC usage, based on multiple conceptual, technical, social
and political issues. These explanatory issues include: the BSC concep-
tualization, alignment with new strategic priorities and timeliness;
existent competing tools; organizational culture; the level of scrutiny;
the not-invented-here phenomenon; the controllability principle; top
management commitment; uncertainty about the BSC continuity; and
power games. Through this in-depth explanation, we contribute to the
literature on the diversified usages, and the non-usage, of the BSC by
managers in firms which have officially adopted this tool.

Key-words: Balanced Scorecard, Management Control, Strategy,
Balanced Scorecard usage
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1. Introduction

When implemented in an organization, a Balanced Scorecard (BSC) may
be used by managers for different purposes, not necessarily equal to its
designers’ objectives. Therefore, its use may differ across the organiza-
tion, and it may not even be used at all by some managers. Furthermore,
the effects of any techniques may be determined more by their actual
usage(s) in each particular organization than merely by their formal
adoption or their intrinsic characteristics as a theoretical construct
(Tessier and Otley, 2012). This recent call of attention gave renewed per-
tinence to Scapens’ (1990) seminal and widely followed recommenda-
tion to study management accounting and control as practices in actual
organizations, in particular when confronted with apparently puzzling
empirical situations.

Such an apparent empirical puzzle was identified based on preliminary
evidence from a large Portuguese utility, where the first author had re-
cently started working and here anonymised as UtilCo, that the adopt-
ed and implemented BSC was not being used across the company in a
consistent way and as originally intended; indeed, the BSC was even
not used at all by some managers. While multiple uses of the BSC have
long been highlighted, including by the prolific BSC creators Kaplan
and Norton (1992, 1996, 2001, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2012, among others),
such intra-organizational diversities in actual practices could not be
readily explained merely based on such literature. However, research
has also identified multiple factors influencing BSC implementations,
practices and effects, as recently reviewed in Hoque (2014), including a
stream of literature exploring difficulties and even failures around the
BSC (for example, Norreklit et al. (2008) and Madsen and Stenheim’s
(2014) review).

Making sense of this puzzle therefore became the theoretical motiva-
tion of this study, leading to a case study of the case company based on
two main research questions: 1) How was the BSC actually used, if used
at all, across the various business units in the case organization? 2) How
and why did those actual usages (or non-usages) of the BSC emerge?
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By answering these questions, this study intends to fill an existing re-
search gap regarding BSC non-usage by managers in firms which have
adopted a BSC, and contributing to the literature about the different
uses (and non-usage) of BSCs, with empirical evidence from one of the
largest companies in Portugal. This examination was also relevant to
the case company, which was seeking to better identify and understand
existing divergences in order to improve the actual usage of the BSC, in
a consistent way across the organization.

After reviewing the literature in the next section, we explain the re-
search method in section 3. In sections 4 and 5 we present and discuss
the empirical results. In section 6, we present the conclusions, contri-
butions and limitations, and indicate potential future research topics.

2. Literature Review
2.1.Balanced Scorecard: anintroduction

In the first version of the BSC, Robert Kaplan and David Norton de-
fined the BSC as a performance measurement system, integrating fi-
nancial and non-financial measures to enable a comprehensive view
of a business into four interconnected perspectives: financial, cus-
tomer, internal-business-process and learning and growth perspec-
tive (Kaplan and Norton, 1992). Only later, in 1996, they highlighted
its use as a strategic management system, translating the organiza-
tional strategy into concrete objectives and measures (Kaplan and
Norton, 1996). Thereafter, these authors’ work has been focused on
strategy execution (Kaplan, 2012). In 2001, Kaplan and Norton ex-
plained this change of emphasis, and defined five principles to keep
strategy the focus when managing processes (Kaplan and Norton,
2001):

1) Translate the strategy into operational terms;

2) Align the organization to the strategy;

)
3) Make strategy everyone’s everyday job;
4) Make strategy a continual process;

)

5) Mobilize change through executive leadership.

Subsequent books further developed these principles. In Strategy Maps,
the authors explained the first principle, showing how to customize



strategy maps and BSCs according to the strategy of different organi-
zations (Kaplan and Norton, 2004). Then, in Alignment, they described
how to take advantage of vertical and horizontal alignment between
sub-units to create or capture existing corporate synergies, and how to
motivate employees to execute strategy in their daily work (the third
principle) (Kaplan and Norton, 2006). Finally, their last book, The Ex-
ecution Premium (Kaplan and Norton, 2008), integrates not only an ar-
ticulation of the fourth and fifth principle but also synthesizes all their
prior work.

The concept of the BSC has therefore gradually shifted from an all-in-
clusive performance management system to a tool of strategy imple-
mentation that simplifies and controls performance measurement and
management. This gradual change of emphasis of the BSC usefulness is
a factor that may explain some of the differences in the interpretation
of this tool’s purpose and in its type of usage in practice by companies
and their managers.

2.2.BSC and Performance

The influence of BSC usage upon organizational performance has
attracted significant attention. Davis and Albright (2004) found
evidence suggesting a positive relationship between BSC usage and
improved organizational performance, which is coherent with the
findings of other authors (e.g. Hoque and James, 2000; Braam and
Nijssen, 2004); Banker et al. (2000) identified a similar relation-
ship, with regard to incentive plans including non-financial per-
formance measures (though not specifically the BSC). In contrast,
Ittner et al. (2003) found a negative relationship between the ex-
tensive use of the BSC and Return on Assets. In turn, other studies
relating the focus on non-financial measures with improved finan-
cial performance presented mixed results, potentially explained by
a lack of coherence of the emphasis put upon each measure (Davis
and Albright, 2004). Exploring why using a BSC does not automati-
cally improve performance, Braam and Nijssen (2004) pointed out
that this effect depends on the extent to which its use is linked to
the strategy. For example, a mechanistic use (measurement-fo-
cused use) may lead to a negative impact, and complementing the
BSC with other management control systems may strengthen, neu-
tralize or work against each other in terms of performance.
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2.3. Different uses of control systems and of the BSC

In 1995, Simons proposed four Levers of Control, which must be prop-
erly combined when designing management control systems in or-
der to ensure their effectiveness in the implementation and control
of strategy (Simons, 1995). The four Levers of Control are diagnos-
tic control systems, interactive control systems, belief systems and
boundary systems.! The purpose of the diagnostic control systems is to
“coordinate and monitor the implementation of intended strategies”
(Oriot and Misiaszek, 2004:267), while the purpose of the interactive
control system is to “facilitate and guide emerging strategies” (Oriot
and Misiaszek, 2004:267). In a nutshell, diagnostic controls follow a
top-down approach in strategy implementation, while interactive
controls aim to involve several players in the identification of strategic
opportunities through their regular interactions and organizational
training.

The definitions of these levers may be somehow ambiguous and vague,
especially in the case of interactive controls (Tessier and Otley, 2012).
According to Bisbe et al. (2007), interactive controls have to include five
components to be under the interactive label. These first two compo-
nents are the intensity of use by senior managers and by operating man-
agers, i.e., how much attention they pay to controls and how involved
they get with their subordinates’ activities by using these systems.
Third, face-to-face meetings between both sides of management must
be regular and frequent to debate and challenge important assumptions
or implemented action plans. Since the content and nature of this com-
munication is also relevant, the fourth component states that it should
be focused on the strategic uncertainties of the business. Finally, the
fifth component involves “non-invasive, facilitating and inspirational
involvement” (Bisbe et al., 2007:807).

In a revised framework of Levers of Control, Tessier and Otley (2012)
defined diagnostic and interactive controls based on how controls can
be used, instead of control systems per se, as depicted in the original
version. Additionally, the authors propose a less inclusive definition of
interactive controls compared with the one suggested by Bisbe et al.
(2007). Tessier and Otley (2012) divided the interactive control con-
cept in two components, as it had been suggested by Ferreira and Ot-
ley (2009): the ‘strategic validity controls’, used to manage strategic
uncertainty and adequacy of the strategy; and the ‘interactive use of

! Beliefs systems and boundary systems are not further analyzed due to their lower rel-
evance to this study.



controls’, related to how intensively controls are used, viewing a more
intensive use as promoting and facilitating communication (Adler and
Chen, 2011; Tessier and Otley, 2012), and learning (Ferreira and Otley,
2009; Tessier and Otley, 2012). On the contrary, diagnostic use refers
to a less intensive use of controls, i.e., if the controls are only looked
at when there are discrepancies with the targets (Tessier and Otley,
2002).

According to Ferreira (2002), a control system does not have to be part
of only one lever, because each control mechanism may be given differ-
ent emphases in its use (Ferreira and Otley, 2009). Tuomela’s (2005) case
study found both diagnostic and interactive uses of the BSC. More than
thirty measures within a BSC were reported and reviewed on a regular
basis (without much discussion), which allowed people to be aware of
the deviations from the goals and indicates diagnostic control. Concur-
rently, the interactive use occurred through meetings at the measure-
ment team, management and sub-unit levels to discuss and question
the strategy translated in the BSC, a use which promotes learning and
may reshape the current strategy.

Regardless of the issue of different usages, several authors ques-
tioned whether the BSC itself was a diagnostic or an interactive con-
trol system. Due to its top-down approach, many authors consider
the BSC to be a diagnostic system, including Simons (1995), and in
fact Kaplan and Norton (1992, 1996) focused mainly in the diagnostic
character of the tool. Only later did Kaplan and Norton (2001) start
to highlight the ability of the BSC to work as an interactive control
system as well.

Given Kaplan and Norton’s gradual change of emphasis for the BSC,
many authors attempted to develop frameworks describing the main
types of BSC (see Speckbacher et al. 2003; Lawrie and Cobbold, 2004;
Brudan, 2005; Soderberg et al., 2011; Perkins et al., 2014). Although dif-
fering in terms of classification schemes, in general all these authors
refer to the types of BSC as generations of BSC implementation and de-
sign. Their studies suggest that the BSC has been improving throughout
its generations from a simple version of the BSC with an emphasis in
performance measurement to a fully developed BSC that supports stra-
tegic management.

Malmi (2001) and Witcher and Chau (2008) differentiate the BSC
types of usage based on how users classify BSCs as a control sys-
tem. Those who see the BSC as a performance measurement system
(Kaplan and Norton’s original idea) use the BSC operationally, i.e.
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to evaluate and control their performance as well as to manage op-
erational activities in general. On the other hand, those who clas-
sify the BSC as a strategic management system, use it to implement,
manage and control the strategy, in line with Kaplan and Norton’s
(1996) later positioning.

Overall, the use and interpretation of a BSC matters for its implementa-
tion success and relevance for adopting organizations (Braam and Nijs-
sen, 2004), and indeed the effects of some control information may be
more determined by the type of use given to it than the formal char-
acteristic of the control system (Ferreira and Otley, 2009; see also Fer-
reira, 2002). Therefore, the literature has provided ample evidence of
the need to correctly identify and understand those multiple uses and
their causes.

2.4.BSCproblems

Once the BSC is introduced in an organization, several factors may
work against or disturb its acceptance and use. Making a system usage
mandatory does not imply uniformity in the intensiveness of individual
usage (Hartwick and Barki, 1994). According to Gallivan (2001), most of
the problematic issues arise after the adoption of an innovation. Those
issues may lead to diverging uses of the new management system, of
the intensiveness of its use or even to its non-usage.

Madsen and Stenheim’s (2014) literature review on BSC implementation
issues identified four categories of issues: conceptual, technical, social
or political. Table 1 adapts and extends Madsen and Stenheim (2014),
including for each category additional topics (identified with asterisk
[*]) suggested by other authors. This table structures the remainder of
this section and will provide a theoretical structure for the empirical
analysis.
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Table 1. Categories of problems associated with BSC (adapted and extended
from Madsen and Stenheim, 2014)

Timeliness *2

Issue Type Problem Explanation
o Difficulties on the customization of the BSC to the
Contextualization o L
organizations’ specifications.
. . The definition of a clear link between cause and ef-
Causal relationships .
Conceptual fect may be challenging.
issues Difficulties on the implementation and understand-
Strategy maps .
ing of strategy maps.
Evolution 0 The necessity of voluntarily adjust the BSC to
changes on strategy
Technical Infrastructure Problems on getting good infrastructures that sup-
port the BSC.
Available software packages for purchase are too
Software .
focused on technical aspects of BSC.
Too much focus on Too much focus on measurement and little focus on
Technical measurement strategic issues.
issues

Time demands, inaccurate information systems and
manual work may affect the timeliness of the BSC.

Competing tools *©

Other formal (or informal) management control
tools may be preferred.

Social issues

Organizational culture

Incompatibility between the BSC and the culture of
the organization.

Scrutiny

Low willingness to cooperate in the implementation
due to closer monitoring and higher scrutiny.

Not-invented-here *4

Low receptivity to the implementation of novelties
proposed by someone else.

Controllability *©

Violation of the controllability principle, i.e., only hold-
ing one accountable for what one is able to control.

Commitment

Lack of commitment from important agents in the
organization (e.g. top manager or BSC project team).

Political issues

Time and resources

The BSC implementation and use is highly time and
resources-consuming.

Concept champion

Loss of the most important player of the BSC pro-
ject (e.g. project manager or consultant).

Continuity Turnover or external factors such as economic de-
cline may threat the continuity of the BSC.
Resistance Organizational members may offer resistance to

the BSC implementation.

Power games *(

Conflicts between different professional groups wi-
thin the organization (e.g. engineering and finance).

*These problems were analyzed by:  Mendoza and Zrihen (1999); @ Ittner et al. (1997), Kasur-
inen (2002), Oriot and Misiaszek (2004); ®» Mendoza and Bescos (2001), Malmi and Brown (2008);
@ Kasurinen (2002);® Jakobsen and Lueg (2014); ® Wickramasinghe et al. (2007).
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2.4.1. Conceptual issues

The BSC proposed by Kaplan and Norton (1992) is a ‘generic model’ di-
vided into four perspectives, each one containing key performance in-
dicators linked to strategy. Therefore, such generic model requires ad-
justments to match each firm’s characteristics, a task that may be very
challenging (Madsen and Stenheim, 2014). Madsen and Stenheim (2014)
found that the BSC is susceptible of various interpretations and that the
concept was difficult to understand in practical terms. Several research-
ers also criticized the BSC concept and highlighted pitfalls implicit in its
design. Narreklit et al. (2008), for instance, argued that the BSC oversim-
plifies the complexity of organizations and that the use of a large amount
of indicators leads to the existence of trade-offs and clashes. If the rela-
tive importance of each indicator is not explicit, their multiplicity may
be confusing and drive frustration among BSC users, instead of focus and
confidence (Banker et al., 2004; Nerreklit et al., 2008).

In spite of the importance given by Kaplan and Norton to the development
and test of causal relationships between measures, and Norreklit et al.’s
(2008) argument that the validity of a BSC depends on a precise defini-
tion and validation of these links (see Albuquerque, 2015 for an example
of such validation), managers sometimes neglect this crucial step (Madsen
and Stenheim, 2014). Moreover, Norreklit et al. (2008) added that there are
timing difficulties related to these causal relationships, since there may be
a time lag between the cause and its effect (see again Albuquerque, 2015).
Nevertheless, this time dimension is not explicitly a part of the BSC. These
problems can lead, over time, to obscure the understanding of why things
happen in an organization (Nerreklit et al., 2008).

Speckbacher et al. (2003) found that less than 10% of the firms they stud-
ied had strategy maps, though these were defined by Kaplan and Norton
(1996) as part of the BSC. Evidence shows that there is a measurement fo-
cus instead of a strategic one (Speckbacher etal., 2003), although accord-
ing to Lucianetti (2010) companies that use strategy maps perform bet-
ter than those who do not. Actually, the non-existence of strategy maps
makes the scorecard a simple aggregation of key performance indicators
(KPIs) that lack a connection to strategy (Wilkes, 2005).

The BSC should be flexible and adapt when strategy changes. Never-
theless, it remains to be explained how that evolution should be man-
aged, since the BSC does not provide the means to evaluate its relevance
or need to change (Mendoza and Zrihen, 1999). Since the BSC is not a
self-evolving tool, there is the need to regularly check for any strategic
changes and, if needed, adapt the BSC accordingly.



2.4.2. Technical issues

A recurrent technical problem is the difficulty in acquiring a good IT
infrastructure to support the BSC (Madsen and Stenheim, 2014). Some
companies prepare their own Excel-BSC-sheet, while others purchase
software packages, potentially incurring in the contextualization prob-
lem discussed above (Madsen and Stenheim, 2014).

Another problem identified by Madsen and Stenheim (2014) was a ten-
dency to focus on the technical and measurement issues instead of
concentrating on the conceptual, organizational and strategic ones.
According to Braam et al. (2002), this is even more noticeable among
employees with an accounting/finance background, but Kasurin-
en’s (2002) case study showed that engineering culture also “tended
to weaken the role of strategies and strengthen the role of diagnostic
measurement” (Kasurinen, 2002:337).

Other technical issues in BSC implementation were found in Ittner et
al.’s (1997) field study of U.S. retail banking operations. Issues were re-
lated with time demands, since it was necessary to review and correct
numbers with other intermediaries, to carry out meetings, write nar-
ratives and so on. In addition, there were complaints about the existing
management information systems, regarding distrust in the accuracy
of the information provided and delays in information disclosure that
compromised the BSC timeliness.

Problems in data collection and processing were also pointed out by
Ittner et al. (1997), Kasurinen (2002) and Oriot and Misiaszek (2004),
related to incomplete automation and hence significant need of manual
work, ‘delaying’ the BSC (Kasurinen, 2002) and compromising its time-
liness. Timely information emerges as a key requirement for managers.
When timeliness is compromised, managers may develop their own
ways of getting the needed information in a quicker way, through, for
instance, observations, personal contacts and informal reports (Men-
doza and Bescos, 2001), hence bypassing lagging systems.

Given that companies have a management control systems package
(Malmi and Brown, 2008), i.e., a collection of controls and control sys-
tems, an often raised question is how specific controls relate to each
other and whether they operate as substitutes and complements (e.g.
Abernethy and Chua, 1996; Chenhall, 2003). According to Kaplan and
Norton (1996), the BSC is not a substitute for a day-to-day measurement
system - indeed, the BSC needs to be complemented by information
systems disaggregating the summarized data in the BSC, in order to
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identify the detailed causes of those results (Kaplan and Norton, 1992).
However, seeing the BSC as a tool within this ‘package’, its compat-
ibility with the existing instruments must be assessed before its im-
plementation, since superimposing tools risks overloading managers
with information (Mendoza and Bescos, 2001). In the study of Mendoza
and Bescos (2001), more than 90% of the interviewees were faced with
redundant information provided by different tools, which led them to
disregard or only quickly assess parts of them, focusing only on a few
key indicators and reading them more carefully just in case anomalies
arise.

2.4.3.Socialissues

Compatibility between the BSC and organizational culture characteris-
tics may be an issue. Oriot and Misiaszek (2004) reported resistance in a
BSC implementation in an organization dominated by engineering pro-
fessionals due to its culture of emphasising the technical and mecha-
nistic aspects of the BSC over the management ones. On the other hand,
Madsen and Stenheim (2014) found empirical evidence where a culture
dominated by financial numbers also led to resistance to a multi-di-
mensional measurement system, since it took into account other as-
pects than just finance.

An innovative organizational culture also positively influences accept-
ance of new management systems (e.g., see Baird et al.,2004 regarding
the adoption of activity management practices). On the opposite direc-
tion, the implementation of the BSC may not only be affected by culture,
but also influence it, since changing the way performance measure-
ment is done may modify the context where the change is implemented
(Andon et dal., 2005). This influence can be positive or negative. On the
positive side, an organization dominated by engineering professionals
could change its focus to a more business-orientated one, as Dent (1991)
found in his study of a British rail organization’s case about the adop-
tion of a profit-base performance measurement. On the negative side,
some researchers alerted that the BSC may become a ‘straight jacket’,
hindering innovation and creativity (Voelpel et al., 2006) and interac-
tion and organizational learning (Antonsen, 2014).

Managers may also feel threatened by the closer monitoring and higher
scrutiny of their activities, leading to low willingness to cooperate with
the new management control system development (Vaivio, 1999; Braam
and Nijssen, 2004; Madsen and Stenheim, 2014). In addition, the lack
of motivation, by members of an organization or of a group of people
within an organization, to implement a novelty proposed by another



player - the not invented here phenomenon - was also found to be an
obstacle of the success of the BSC in Kasurinen’s (2002) case study.

To strengthen the receptiveness of the organization to a new system
such as the BSC, it is crucial that the project manager puts effort into
selling the instrument and the concept (Dutton et al., 2001). Training
managers (Wiersma, 2009) and involving them in the definition of new
control systems (Nerreklit, 2000) have been found to promote their
commitment and lead to a better understanding and acceptance.

The design of the BSC may violate the principle of controllability (Ja-
kobsen and Lueg, 2014) that one should only be held accountable for
what one is able to influence or control. Jakobsen and Lueg (2014) found
that the BSC may cause unintended breaches of this principle at the
middle managers’ level, since these managers’ performance is depend-
ent of external factors, decisions taken by others, by superiors or taken
by themselves at an earlier stage. These authors also proposed that dys-
functional applications and failed implementations may arise from this
problem. The situation worsens if performance evaluation and compen-
sation be linked to the BSC, leading not only to sub-optimization but
also to stress and dissatisfaction among BSC users (Giraud et al., 2008).

Finally, when top-management or the project team is not committed to
or strongly interested in the concept, it is very difficult to successfully
adopt the new management system (Oriot and Misiaszek, 2004; Wick-
ramasinghe et al., 2007), because the low interest in the BSC will spread
to the rest of the organization (Madsen and Stenheim, 2014).

2.4.4.Political issues

A BSC project requires a huge amount of time and resources (Madsen
and Stenheim, 2014), not only to implement it but also to assimilate the
concept in people’s minds. Not everyone may be willing to invest the
time and resources required in the development and implementation of
the BSC (Kasurinen, 2002), particularly if benefits are perceived not to
compensate the costs involved (Papalexandris et al., 2004). This risk is
particularly significant regarding lower level managers, if top-manag-
ers lack commitment to the BSC project (as discussed above).

The continuity of the BSC project in an organization after its imple-
mentation may be threatened by various political factors. If the project
manager or consultant responsible for the BSC implementation leaves
the organization during or right after the completion of this process,
the organization is said to lose its “champion” (Chakrabarti, 1974) or
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“soul-of-fire” (Stjernberg and Philips, 1993), endangering the surviv-
al of the BSC. Other factors such as a high turnover, many new hires,
or external factors like an economic recession (Madsen and Stenheim,
2014) may also endanger the project through a weaker internal political
support in the new context.

The scepticism of organizational members regarding the capability
of the BSC to serve them can lead to some resistance against the BSC.
This scepticism may arise due to previous failed experiences in imple-
menting other innovative concepts in the organization, becoming this
way immune to ‘fashionable ideas’ (Revik, 2011) in general. Moreover,
as explored above, incompatibility between a particular concept and
existing organizational culture promotes resistance to its implementa-
tion (Madsen and Stenheim, 2014). According to Rogers and Shoemaker
(1971, cited in Wiersma, 2009), receptiveness to innovative ideas may be
influenced by their innovativeness personality trait. Actually, a higher
receptiveness to new types of information systems was found to posi-
tively influence the level of BSC usage (Wiersma, 2009).

Other sources of scepticism and consequent resistance are the
ambiguity and subjectivity of BSCs, a poor BSC’s design and the
perception that the weight of BSC’s indicators has been affect-
ed by the political weight of stakeholders (Modell, 2012). Focus-
ing on intra-organizational power struggles, power games be-
tween finance and non-finance personnel may hamper the pro-
ject success, as Wickramasinghe et al. (2007) suggested based
on a case in which non-finance people started to be required to
provide additional information, implying an extra effort from
them. This last situation stresses the need to ‘sell’ the BSC con-
cept to non-finance people, in order to motivate them to cooperate.

3. Methodology

Given our descriptive and explanatory research questions, requiring
an in-depth, contextualised and holistic understanding of actual or-
ganizational practices in a particular organization, we chose an inter-
pretive research approach and the case study method. This approach
and method enabled rich descriptions and a deep understanding of the
UtilCo case, promoting new learning about the behavior and mean-
ing of the real-world (Yin, 2009). Given the need to investigate multi-
ple topics and perspectives, multiple sources of evidence were used to
collect qualitative data from three sources: interviews, documents and
direct observations.



Three different interviews’ scripts were developed, each one corre-
sponding to a different group of interviewees (from the sub-units, the
Management Control department and the Executive Board). Interviews
were semi-structured (Yin, 2009) to enable spontaneous commentaries
on issues not covered in the scripts. Following Yin’s (2009) recommen-
dations, the interviews’ general scripts were adapted to each particular
manager, based on our research questions and updated during the re-
search process to incorporate on-going empirical findings and issues
needing to be confirmed or further explored (see the scripts final ver-
sions in the appendix).

We interviewed the managers of the majority of the sub-units of UtilCo
which have a BSC (eight out of eleven), the BSC designers (two people
from the Management Control department) and two members of the
Executive Board. The interviews were carried out between December
2015 and March 2016 and took from 27 minutes to 1 hour and 3 min-
utes. All of them were recorded and transcribed. The following table
summarizes the interviews details per interviewee, including a code to
identify the author of each quote to be used in the next section.

Table 2. Interviews details
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Department | Interviewee code | Date (day/month/year) | Duration (hours:minutes)
Asset AM1 04/02/16 01:03
Management AM2 08/02/16 00:31
(sub-units) AM3 12/02/16 00:45

SPI1 21/12/15 00:35
Studies, SPI2 28/01/16 01:02
Projects and SPI3 02/02/16 00:37
Investment SP14 05/02/16 00:27

SPI5 08/02/16 00:31
?;:;gfme"t MC1 and MC2 14/03/16 00:44
Executive EB1 15/03/16 00:30
Board EB2 18/03/16 00:31

1 session with 2 interviewees

In addition, documents that supported the design of the BSCs (strategy
maps and presentations of the BSC proposals) and direct observation
during daily work in the Management Control Department also con-
tributed to the generation and collection of information. Using differ-
ent sources allowed triangulation of information to test for consistency,
strengthening the research credibility and mitigating the risk of biased
results.
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4. Empirical Analysis
4.1. The case company

The case company, here anonymised as UtilCo, is an utility, with plants
in various countries, and one of the largest subsidiaries of a market
leader in Portugal. In Portugal, UtilCo’s departments are grouped in
three parts, according to their role: Asset Management; Studies, Pro-
jects and Investments; Support Areas.

The Asset Management (AM) part comprises five centres, each of which
manages the operations of a particular plant. The Studies, Projects and In-
vestment (SPI) part is divided into six sub-units: three Project Teams man-
age specific expansion investment projects; and three Engineering Depart-
ments facilitate the implementation of the expansion projects, as well as the
execution of the maintenance investments of the plants, providing them
specialized engineering services. Finally, the Support Areas encompass all
departments assisting the entire organization, such as management control
(responsible for the BSC creation and operation), regulation, sustainability,
maintenance, human resources and general administration.

All these departments have a leader, here referred as ‘middle manag-
ers’, and report to and follow instructions from the Executive Board,
whose members are referred as ‘top managers’. Figure 1, below, depicts
UtilCo’s organizational structure.

Figure 1. Organizational Structure of UtilCo

Executive Board (EB)

Asset Management Studies, Projects and

(AM) Investment (SPI) Support Areas
> Groups ; Management
of Plants 3 Project Teams Control (MC)
3 Engineering Others

Departments



4.2. The implementation of the BSC

In 2013, UtilCo launched a project that aimed at optimizing the organi-
zation, processes and employee behaviour for strategy execution, in-
cluding the implementation of the BSC and the improvement of other
reporting activities.

Initially, the desire was to make a first level BSC, i.e., a BSC at the com-
pany level. But since the beginning there was the aspiration to, in a sec-
ond moment, cascading down to the department level, in order to im-
prove the reporting of the sub-units that had a major contribution and
best explained the financial indicators EBITDA and CAPEX. However,
after implementing second level BSCs, UtilCo ended up eliminating the
BSC at the company level, considered redundant given the existence of
other systems enabling adequate monitoring of the company perfor-
mance. In contrast, BSCs still exist at department level, and these are
the ones addressed in this study.

Second level BSCs were implemented for the two main departmental
groups: in the beginning of 2014, the BSCs for the Asset Management
(AM) departments; later, in the second half of 2014, the BSCs for the
Studies, Projects and Investments (SPI) areas. Each BSC was adapted
from the first level version and customized to the specificities of each
plant, each Project Team and each Engineering Department. All of
these BSCs had a trial period, and turned official in the beginning
of 2015.

It is important to distinguish the two sub-unit groups (AM and SPI), as
explained by a member of the Executive Board:

“Between AM and SPI, the components of the BSCs are different. The
AM’s activities are much more repetitive, much more associated with the
day-to-day operations. In the SPI, the activities are not so repetitive, they
manage something that has a beginning and will have an end. They have
a long road to go, that has moments in which they go faster and others in
which they go slower.” (EBI)

Due to different types and scope of activities of the two departmen-
tal groups, the BSCs designed for AM diverge from those made for SPI.
By contrast, the BSCs within each group share significant similarities,
although they are not completely identical. In addition, management
styles vary between AM and SPI, and therefore the usefulness perceived
by the different beneficiaries may also diverge.
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4.2.1. Characteristics and Objectives

The BSC in UtilCo was defined as an instrument to support strategic
management. Based on the BSC four standard perspectives, UtilCo se-
lected financial indicators and the operational indicators perceived to
drive future financial performance, balancing short, medium and long
term objectives, financial and non-financial, and internal and exter-
nal performance perspectives. A weight was assigned to each indicator
based on its relative importance, enabling the calculation of a score per
perspective and a global score. Importantly, the BSC was introduced to
complement, not to substitute, other financial evaluation instruments.

The formally approved proposal of the Management Control (MC) De-
partment positioned the BSC as a strategy communication tool, with
the following objectives:

1) Translating strategy into operational objectives and indicators, al-
lowing better communication and understanding of the strategy;

2) Promoting better organization of the sub-units and of the em-
ployees around the execution of the defined strategy;

3) Ensuring stronger connection between the sub-units perfor-
mance and their evaluation.

In the same vein, Executive Board (EB) members indicated the objectives
of communicating strategy, measuring financial and non-financial per-
formance, and monitoring sub-units in terms of evaluation and in terms
of expected improvements. In particular, they highlighted the BSC ben-
efit of synthesizing multiple aspects from multiple perspectives, allow-
ing them to monitor performance through a comprehensive overview.

4.2.2.Intended Beneficiaries

When the BSC was implemented, the objective was to make it useful to
both middle managers (the directors of the sub-units) and top manag-
ers (the members of the Executive Board). This was pointed out by some
of the sub-units’ managers, who considered the BSC to be more useful
to the EB than to themselves. As an EB member put it:

“[ think that the BSCs have a double role: first, to provide to top manag-
ers a clear perception of the efficiency of a sub-unit in a single map; sec-
ond, to allow to middle managers the assessment of their own efficiency.”
(EB2)



[t was also believed that if the EB uses the BSC to monitor its subordi-
nates’ performance, the middle managers will do the same at their sub-
units’ level, as stated by another EB member:

“It is very useful for the top management. But knowing that we use it, the
middle management has to be interested in it as well, because they are
being monitored by us exactly through that tool.” (EB1)

This was also noted by a MC department interviewee, arguing that if
a top manager did not value or use the BSCs, his subordinates would
probably not feel motivated to do it at their level. This usage by middle
managers is, indeed, the main focus of this study, since the BSCs exist
at their sub-units’ level.

4.2.3.Planned frequency of use

The BSCs are produced every quarter, by the MC Department, for all the
AM and SPI areas. When ready, after around 3 weeks, each BSC is sent
to the respective sub-units’ managers, as well as to the top managers.
Therefore, the desired frequency of use is also quarterly, as well as the
periodicity that most sub-units’ directors reported to use. Neverthe-
less, some sub-units reanalysed the BSC every month if necessary, to
recall their performance in the previous quarter, keeping in mind the
required improvements to achieve defined objectives. Importantly, the
BSCs were never supposed to be a day-to-day tool, as described by a MC
interviewee:

“Obviously, the BSC did not have the objective of supporting day-to-day
management activities. This would require a daily BSC, which would
not make sense, considering its positioning [as a strategic management
tool.” (MC1)

4.2.4, Clarification sessions about the BSC

The BSC concept was explained to the middle managers by present-
ing them the strategy maps showing the company strategy, and by
discussing how their sub-units contributed to its execution. After
this first session, the MC department quickly changed its focus to
more practical questions, preparing the first customized BSC pro-
posals and presenting them to the respective sub-units. During the
pilot phase, there was room for suggestions and improvements, in-
volving people in the development of the BSC until reaching its final
and current version.
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4.2.5. Sub-units’ participation and inclusion

According to the MC department, sub-units were suitably included in
the process of selection of the indicators. Explaining the BSC concept
and how it worked and presenting the strategy maps to the sub-units
was a very important step. It also enabled the MC department to collect
detailed information about sub-units activities - crucial information to
propose appropriate BSC models but that the MC Department lacked.
After this phase, the MC department proposed to the sub-units a first
version of their BSCs, followed by a discussion about the suitability of
each indicator. Nevertheless, engaging sub-units was considered to
be difficult, not so much regarding AM managers but particularly SPI
managers, due to opposing attitudes towards the BSC project:

“It can be difficult to find good indicators and measures to translate a
specific objective, as well as to define their weights. All these aspects may
be questioned and the other part must have an open and conciliatory atti-
tude, otherwise it is capable of creating a lot of resistance and preventing
the project progression.” (MCI)

4.2.6. Connection of the BSC to the strategy

The developed BSCs were based on the strategic priorities for 2013-2015.
For each priority, a strategic map was created in order to schematically
illustrate the cause and effect relationships between the objectives and
their respective indicators. This connection was acknowledged and
valued by most middle managers interviewed. However, interviewed
EB members were concerned about the required constant BSCimprove-
ments, not only to find increasingly better indicators to represent a cer-
tain objective, but also to adapt to the changes in strategy whenever
they happen. Importantly, the company has come to the end of a cycle:
existing expansion investment projects are approaching conclusion - a
strategic shift affecting mainly SPI areas, whose activities are mostly
related to investments and expansion.

4.3. The paradox: the different uses and non-usage of the BSC

The BSC proposal suggested different purposes of usage for the BSC, but it
did not differentiate between the degrees of use in general in any way. It
was defined as a tool to communicate the strategy with the objective of cre-
ating awareness about it, promoting better organization between the sub-
units and improving the execution of the strategy and therefore increasing
the visibility of their activities, leading to a greater accountability. Since
some performance evaluation tools already existed, the MC department put



an effort early on to make it clear to its users that the BSC was not a substi-
tute of those performance evaluation tools but a complement to them.

Nevertheless, ensuring an aligned interpretation and hence a uniform
use of the BSC proved to be a difficult task. Interviews revealed that,
for various reasons, there were situations of different perceptions of the
BSC usefulness and therefore a tendency to focus on some of the usages
rather than others, as well as different levels of use in general.

Given the insights collected from the interviews, we categorized the
uses of the BSC according to three different purposes: 1) Monitoring
and Control; 2) Support for management; 3) Communication of strat-
egy. All these type of uses are enhanced by one of the advantages most
frequently mentioned by the interviewees: synthesizing a wide range
of aspects into a brief map. We now analyse each usage in more detail:

1) Monitoring and Control: As previously mentioned, there are other
instruments that serve the formal, ‘official’ evaluation purposes. These
instruments are composed of key performance indicators (KPIs). The
BSC, in order to strengthen the connection between sub-units’ perfor-
mance and evaluation, combines in a single map some of those official
KPIs (used for evaluation purposes) with other KPIs used for other pur-
poses. Hence, some middle managers stated to use the BSC to monitor
their performance and detect where there is need for improvements.
While doing this, they control how they are performing and seek the
achievement of the goals set regarding those KPIs.

2) Support for management: The BSC is also perceived as a very good
tool to support management, by providing managers a comprehensive
view of their sub-units. Interviewees value the combination of quanti-
tative and qualitative indicators from various perspectives that allows
them to do an integrated analysis of the current situation and therefore
make more informed decisions and plan the future.

3) Communication of strategy: A few managers mentioned to value the
communication power of the BSC, not only with regard to themselves
(i.e., to align them with the organizational strategy), but also with regard
to their subordinates, ensuring that everyone understands their contri-
bution to the sub-units’ objectives and, consequently, to the company
results. Within small teams, middle managers usually circulate the BSC
to everyone, but in the biggest ones middle managers only shared the
BSC at the management level. Nevertheless, in the latter case, some of
them acknowledged that it could make sense to circulate it to everyone
in order to make strategy their day-to-day job.
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All these types of BSC usage are in line with the objectives of use de-
fined when the BSC was introduced in UtilCo. In spite of this, there
were sub-units that were more or even exclusively focused in the
two first uses indicated above, disregarding the third one. The pro-
posed BSCs were mainly presented as communication tools that sup-
port strategic management, but in fact just a few interviewees, all of
them belonging to AM, clearly demonstrated to have this mindset.
Even the EB members, when asked about which purposes they used
the BSC for, focused mainly on monitoring and control, as well as
support for management.

In terms of intensiveness of use, both the MC department and the EB
members perceived that differences between AM and SPI areas may
exist, with AM more likely to use it more often and intensively than
SPI due to several reasons. These perceptions are in line with the
interviews to middle managers, with AM managers demonstrating
a higher interest, while SPI areas assumed a lower commitment to
the BSC.

In addition to differences in usage types and intensities, members from
the EB and the MC Department acknowledged the possibility of a total
absence of usage, although without having certainty about it:

“I would say that maybe some of the sub-units do not see their BSCs as
truly representative of their efficiency, and therefore they may not be us-
ing them.” (EB2)

Indeed, some sub-units clearly stated that they do not use the BSC
for various reasons. The majority of these non-usage situations were
found within the SPI group, in line with the perception of the MC
department and the EB members. It is important to clarify that we
classified as non-usage the ‘false uses’, i.e., those situations in which
the interviewees:

1) said that they examined the BSC only to validate its information;

2) refer to the ‘use’ as the provision of information required by the
MC department to the elaboration of the BSC every quarter;

3) refer to the ‘use’ of the BSC as the use of only a relatively small and
insignificant part of the tool.

The existing diversity of uses was not exactly a problem at UtilCo, since
such diversity was already intended. Considering the planned usages
for the BSC, which included all the types of uses found (monitoring and



control, support for management, communication of strategy), the par-
adox found in this case study refers to:

1) The lack of use of the BSC to communicate strategy;
2) The different intensities of BSC usage;
3) The BSC non-usage.

The large number of interviews at the middle management level en-
abled to understand the BSC utilization patterns, between the two
groups of its beneficiaries: the AM and the SPI areas. These patterns
have emerged from a qualitative comparative analysis of the vari-
ous interviews, which allowed to establish a clear differentiation
between the usages across the two groups, and significant consist-
ency within each group. Table 3, below, distinguishes the types of
use found in AM and SPI departments and compares the degree of
intensiveness and the number of non-usage situations between these
two departments.

Table 3. BSC utilization patterns: AM vs SPI

Intensiveness Number of non-usage
Types of use . .
of use situations
AM | Monitoring and control
- Support for management Higher Lower
- Communication of strategy
SPI | Monitoring and control
Lower Higher
- Support for management

As previously stated, we can conclude from Table 3 that the SPI areas
lack the ‘communication of strategy’ type of use, they use the BSC less
intensively compared with AM departments, and a higher number of
BSC non-usage situations were reported in SPI areas comparatively to
AM ones. However, and in spite of these BSC utilization patterns, situa-
tions of low intensiveness of use and non-usage of the BSC also happen
within the AM departments, which suggests that there are problems
related to the BSC that affect all users in general, rather than exclusively
the SPI areas.
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4.4.Explanations for the paradox

The existence of different intensities of use and of BSC non-usage situ-
ations was not predicted at the time of the BSC implementation. On the
other hand, the different uses found among the BSC users correspond
to those intended at the time of its implementation, except for a part of
the organization (SPI) that misses one of the intended uses (commu-
nication of strategy) - interestingly, the most emphasized usage in the
BSC implementation proposal. The results suggested that several factors
contributed to a less intense use of the BSC that, in an extreme situation,
can mean non-use of the BSC. Some of them may also explain the lower
importance of the BSC to communicate the strategy. We now discuss
these explanatory factors, following the structure adopted in the lit-
erature review, categorizing them as conceptual, technical, social and
political issues.

4.4.1. Conceptualissues

The MC department followed several steps in order to develop meaning-
ful BSCs for the sub-units. To recap, they started by creating strategy
maps for each strategic priority, illustrating the cause and effect rela-
tionships between the objectives and the respective indicators. These
maps were then presented to the middle managers, stimulating a joint
debate about which indicators best represented the defined objectives
and what was their relative weight. When consensus was reached, the
BSCs were put into practice and tested during a trial period, after which
they were officially introduced. However, it should be noted that, ac-
cording to the MC department, it was much more difficult to have peo-
ple from SPI areas involved in this process and it was not possible to
reach total consensus between the MC department and these parties. In
spite of this limitation, and in order to escape from the stand-still that
the SPI’s resistance was creating, a final version of the SPI’s BSCs was
proposed by the MC department, approved by the Executive Board and
finally officially introduced.

Comparing the strategy maps defined for each sub-unit, we could con-
clude that there was indeed a strong concern about customizing the
BSCs to each sub-unit, differentiating them not only between AM and
SPI areas but also within these two groups. The scope of each BSCis dif-
ferent within AM (some departments are composed by totally different
types of plants, using totally different technologies) as well as within
SPI (some departments are Project Teams and others are Engineering
Departments) and an effort was made to capture the precise contribu-
tion of each sub-unit for the results of the company.



In general, the sub-units agreed with the current indicators of their
BSCs, stating that they include the main indicators and that they are
enough for the brief overview that the BSC intends to provide. How-
ever, a particular SPI member disagreed with the conceptualization of
his BSC, questioning its fit to their context and to the company strategy,
as well as arguing that it fails to define a clear link between cause and
effect:

“The indicators are not the most adequate to our activities. There are trade-
off relationships between them that are not clarified. (...) The formulas that
translate the scores do not always translate the company scale of values (...),
and the same happens with the weights given to the indicators.” (SPI4)

Therefore, there was not consensus about the conceptualization of the
BSC, as previously stated, and this lack of consensus still prevails. This
is one of the factors that contribute not only to weaken the intensive-
ness of BSC use but also to the negligence of the use of the BSC to com-
municate strategy by this group of managers.

The concern about the adequacy of the BSC conceptualization is also
shared by the EB members, emphasising that the BSCs should evolve in
alignment with the strategic guidelines:

“The BSCs should be defined in a way that allows them to be adjusted if
the strategy changes. When the critical aspects change, the BSCs have to
change as well.” (EB2)

In their opinion, since the priorities defined for 2013-2015 progres-
sively changed over time, the current BSCs already need some ad-
justments. In addition, they feel that there is always room for im-
provements, and that an effort should be made to continuously look
for indicators which better represent the objectives. Indeed, if the
link between the indicators and the strategy is missing, those us-
ers that value the BSC as a tool to communicate strategy will prob-
ably stop finding it useful to meet that need. Therefore, this issue
weakens the use to communicate strategy by all the beneficiaries in
general. Moreover, according to direct observation and analysis of
the strategic shifts in UtilCo, we could conclude that the change of
strategy mentioned in section 4.2.6 affected mostly SPI areas due to
the scope of their activities. Hence, this limitation is probably af-
fecting more the use of the BSC to communicate strategy among SPI
managers than among AM managers.
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4.4.2. Technical issues

The BSCs were parametrized in Excel-spreadsheets, fed with quarterly
information and returning scores that combine the defined weights
of each indicator, the target and the actual performance figures. Ac-
cording to the scores obtained, red, yellow or green little circles are
presented, providing a clear and friendly view of the sub-unit perfor-
mance.

According to the designers of this infrastructure, the Excel-spread-
sheets’ preparation was not a critical step of the BSC implementation.
In technical terms, the problematic question related to the collection,
processing and validation of information, as stated by a MC department
interviewee:

“These tasks [collection, processing and validation| take time and it gets
worse when some information is not supported by any system because it
implies much manual work.” (MC2)

Direct observation and the interview to the MC department revealed
that the quarterly process of producing the BSC involves interactions
with multiple parties, particularly when dealing with non-financial is-
sues. The collection of this information implies data requests not only
to the respective sub-units but also to other departments (Support Ar-
eas). In addition, validating information, to recheck details and ensure
information quality, requires almost always questioning its provider
again, as described by an interviewee from the MC department:

“Sometimes we notice that some of the information provided by third

parties is not updated or it doesn’t meet some requirements, and therefore
we need to question them again, in order to ensure the quality of the infor-
mation. (...) Each and every quarter we have several interactions with the
information providers for that reason.” (MC2)

According to the sub-units, they also experience difficulties in provid-
ing the information requested by the MC department. For the SPI areas,
for instance, there are difficulties in the estimation of extra costs and
of delays in the execution of the projects, as described by several SPI
managers:

“The question of estimating the extra costs is very complicated because a
project has always a lot of associated uncertainties.” (SPI3)

“The only difficulty has to do with the extra cost estimation.” (SPI5)



“The deadlines are also very complicated variables. In the last two quar-
ters there were things that we knew that were going to affect the dates
but we didn’t know how they were going to affect them. We have to make
some estimations.” (SPI3)

To overcome these issues, SPI managers usually make their estimates
based on historical information and potential future correlations. In
addition, the form in which the information is requested may imply
some data processing before its provision, which may delay it.

All these time-consuming issues put at risk the timely disclosure of the
information - a key issue to the sub-units. Some interviewees argued
that when the BSC is finally disclosed, it is too late, and one of them
even considers it outdated, hence finding it hardly useful. Some sub-
units that reported the timing problem, presented it as the main factor
underlying a non-usage situation, or at least a very low intense use:

“The problems that BSC reports are historical problems. When they are
reported, we have already become aware of them, and solved them.”
(SPI3)

“When the BSC s disclosed we only validate the information, because we
already knew it before.” (AM3)

This problem was also noted by one of the EB members:

“The sub-units have a time lag between the BSC disclosure and the ideal
time to correct some problems. Of course that in some situations there is
no harm, because they can be corrected throughout the year. But in other
situations the information is disclosed much later compared to the time in
which it would be essential to take corrective actions.” (EB2)

The MC department admitted that information timing is critical for
management and that the BSC is not issued as early as they would like
to, which is due not only to the means they have but also due to the
complexity of the adopted BSC model. One of the EB members even
suggested that a possible solution could be to decrease the complexity
of the BSCs to ensure their timeliness, and progressively increase com-
plexity as producing the main variables becomes fully mastered.

Some interviewees also mentioned that a quarterly periodicity may not
be appropriate for some indicators - those that they need to control on
a daily basis. In fact, according to the MC department and the EB mem-
bers, since some indicators in the BSC need closer monitoring, they are
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reported by other tools. This raises the issue, as the MC department put
it, around the expected role of the BSC:

“If the sub-units interpret the BSC as a tool to support current, everyday
management, they will feel that the BSC is not useful. But current man-
agement is not the intended target for the BSC.” (MCl)

Indeed, an important issue that directly affects the intensity of use
given to the BSC is the existence of other management control tools.
The BSCs bring together several indicators also present in various other
instruments, and include some new indicators first introduced in the
company through the BSC. They do not try to completely represent the
sub-units’ performance, but to give a brief view of what it is critical.
As mentioned in the initial proposal, the BSCs will always need to be
complemented by other tools, in line with what directors from various
sub-units feel. But apart from the combination of uses of different tools,
since some sub-units have quicker access to other management con-
trol tools providing the same or more detailed information, they tend
to focus more on those rather than on the BSC, as described by some
sub-units’ interviewees:

“I have to confess that the BSC is not a document to which I pay the at-
tention that it deserves, and this is mainly due to the existence of other
reporting tools.” (AM1)

“The BSC is a ‘high-level panel’, but I have to be able to know what is
happening in a more detailed way (...), and for that I already had a set of
indicators that I monitor in a daily basis.” (AM3)

“The problem is that there are a lot of similarities between the different
tools, they have very close indicators. And when people have too many
tools, which provide them repeated information, it is possible that some
people do not focus so much on the BSC.” (SPI4)

In addition, SPI areas have their own documents to control and man-
age their operations, because they have their own management con-
trol section that produces these specific tools. They therefore tend to
use those other tools more frequently, disregarding the BSC. It should
be noted that these management control tools, in contrast to the BSCs,
do not support the strategy communication usage, which proves that
these areas do not see this usage as indispensable.



4.4.3, Social issues

According to the MC department, the fact that engineering professionals
dominate the company may resultin a greater focus on technical aspects,
to the detriment of other aspects that the BSCs include. Moreover, an EB
member stated that the BSC also tries to change cultures. Since the BSC
considers aspects which are different from the engineers’ focus, it makes
them think about those issues, opening themselves to new perspectives.

Nevertheless, according to the sub-units, the engineering cultural
dominance is not a decisive factor to make them use the BSC differ-
ently among one another, with different intensities or to not use it at all.
The interviewees in general said that in spite of a potential emphasis on
one or two of the BSC perspectives, they would always have to take all
of them into account in their management activities. Similarly, an EB
member noted that the directors of the sub-units had to demonstrate
several management skills, or had specific training to acquire them.
With regard to the focus of the team members, according to the middle
managers an effort was made to communicate to them what their im-
pact in the company results was, ensuring that everyone has the same
openness to other perspectives.

[t was noticeable among all interviewees that the initial receptiveness
to the BSC was higher in the case of AM than in SPI areas, something
which the MC department explained based on cultural differences:

“UtilCo is a company with a long history, and the past of the organization
may dictate the culture fostered among the employees. For instance, SPI
areas constituted an independent company before, although still part of
UtilCo group.” (MC1)

“People responsible for these departments [SPI] are people with a lot of
experience in managing these type of projects, who had never felt the
need of using a BSC to control and support them”. (MC2)

This was consistent with remarks of an SPI interviewee:

“Being responsible for a project, I wouldn’t need to have other people tell-
ing me what I should do, because I know what I have to do. {(...) SPI re-
acted [negatively], because behind the BSC there was a criticism to our
performance, as if the BSC would ‘put us on track’.” (SPI2)

These cultural divergences can be easily associated to the differences
of intensiveness of BSC use between these two groups of departments.
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However, further research about the culture of each departmental
group would be required to clarify how it contributes to the SPI areas’
negligence of the use of the BSC to communicate the strategy.

The SPI areas were also not used to being as scrutinized as the AM de-
partments were. While AM employees already did this kind of reporting,
much greater visibility into SPI activities was created after the BSC im-
plementation, as described by an interviewee from the MC department:

“The AM sub-units were already used to having permanent scrutiny, it
was a normal thing for them. Therefore, with the introduction of BSC they
didn’t feel a strong increase in the level of scrutiny. On the contrary, this
was a novelty in the SPI areas. The BSC revealed issues that were only
discussed in informal conversations, and not in a formal document such
as this new one.” (MCl)

From the interviews we could conclude that SPI perceives the BSC as a
performance measurement system more than a tool to support manage-
ment, and therefore they feel under higher surveillance, even though
they acknowledge that the BSC is not trying to evaluate the teams but
the projects.

Most SPI areas mentioned that part of their performance was dependent
on other SPI sub-units (since Engineering Departments work for Pro-
ject Teams) and third parties (for example, suppliers, external services
and maintenance areas). Some AM departments also complained about
the same problem regarding their dependence on third parties. Hence,
they feel that the scores do not truly represent their performance and
that sometimes their scores may be penalized by others’ performance.
This was confirmed by the EB members, who admitted that the BSC is
not able to capture these matrix effects and that this is currently one of
their main concerns for a future BSC reformulation:

“There are objectives that depend on several sub-units in order to be
achieved. We have to be capable to identify the contribution of each of
those sub-units to each of those objectives.” (EB2)

“There is not only an interdependence between the several sub-units but
also a sequential order of their activities. For the BSC to capture these ef-
fects, they should be quantified, but it is not easy. (...) We still don’t have a
solution, but we have to think about how we can improve.” (EBI)

In spite of this, the BSC proposal for the sub-units had shed light on
the fact that these BSCs included relevant indicators for business moni-



toring, regardless of the capacity of the sub-units to control them. The
indicators were set to be useful for monitoring and not supposed to sub-
stitute official evaluation systems. Anyway, this issue is highly likely
to be associated with a lower intensity of BSC use or even with its non-
usage.

Most of the sub-units felt that they were sufficiently involved in the im-
plementation process. They participated commenting on indicators, dis-
cussing whether the strategy maps made sense or not and bringing posi-
tions closer. They also feel that nowadays there is room for them to propose
improvements, and some of them even made proposals during the inter-
views.

As already mentioned, the MC department attempted to make the con-
cept of the BSC clear for everyone. These explanations, according to the
sub-units, were very important for them to be more receptive to this
tool once they understood its meaning and usefulness. One of the sub-
units mentioned that after the implementation they also had the op-
portunity to take a company training program that allowed them to
deepen their knowledge about the BSC and therefore acquire insights
on how to take advantage of its use. The manager stated that this train-
ing could be provided to everyone who has a BSC and that if it had been
done before the implementation, people would have been more open to
the new instrument since the beginning.

According to the MC department, cultural questions may not only af-
fect the use by sub-units but also by the top management. EB members
may have different levels of commitment to the BSC, and their level of
use will be reflected upon middle management, as suggested by the
MC department and top managers themselves. One of them admitted
to finding little value in the BSC at present, because of its timing and
conceptualization:

“The BSCs as they are today have relative [i.e., low| value. In addition to
the lack of timeliness, I feel that its conceptualization is making it impos-
sible to provide a true view of the efficiency of each sub-unit.” (EB2)

4.4.4. Political issues

As explained within the technical issues’ section, the quarterly BSC re-
view takes a lot of time and resources. At a time when activities are
being reconsidered and restructured at UtilCo, understanding the BSC
usages and perceived usefulness is crucial to decide upon potential im-
provements and even upon its continuation. According to the MC mem-
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bers, the continued use of the BSC may be threatened due to the current
limited resources:

“The reason why continued use is threatened has nothing to do with the lev-
el of satisfaction or the existing resistance among the BSC users. We simply
have to rationalize our resources; and there are mandatory activities, and
these have priority over those that are optional, such as the BSC.” (MC2)

The EB members even mentioned the threat of the other tools for the SPI
areas providing them suitable and timely information, as well as the
threat of a new KPI system (a system for official evaluation purposes)
currently being developed taking into account the matrix structure
(which the BSC failed to suitably address, as mentioned above), as is-
sues that may reduce or even eliminate the existing interest on the BSC.

There is little evidence about previous failed experiences when imple-
menting other innovative tools. A few interviewees mentioned a spe-
cific business intelligent system that has high potential but has not been
properly executed so it fell into discredit. Nevertheless, they did not
demonstrate any link between this factor and the paradox we want to
explain. Moreover, as discussed in the previous section, there was some
disagreement between the MC department and the sub-units regarding
the incompatibility between the BSC and the organizational culture,
which could potentially generate resistance to this new tool.

Finally, some sub-units’ interviewees also argued that providing the
data requested by the MC department to produce the BSC implies addi-
tional work. From direct observation we could notice delays for the MC
department to receive information from every sub-unit, which sug-
gests that the BSC was not a priority for the latter group.

5. Discussion
5.1. Theimplementation of the BSC

As already stated, the BSC, when initially proposed in UtilCo, was de-
fined mainly as a Strategic Management System (Kaplan and Norton,
1996), since the main aim was to translate the strategy into operational
objectives and measures, the first principle was to keep the focus on the
defined strategy (Kaplan and Norton, 2001). Therefore, to implement the
BSCs in UtilCo, strategy maps were developed following the guidelines
proposed by Kaplan and Norton in Strategy Maps, in 2004. The strategy
maps and the resulting BSCs provide a framework to look at strategy from
four perspectives close to those proposed by Kaplan and Norton in 1992.



The BSC proposals fulfilled not only the first but also the four remaining
principles to keep a strategy-focused organization (Kaplan and Norton,
2001):

1) By describing the strategy in operational terms, and therefore mak-
ing it understandable to everyone, people would be able to execute it (1*
principle);

2) By linking the several BSCs of each sub-unit to a top-down strategy,
they promote alignment around its execution (2nd principle) and fa-
cilitate the development of synergies between them (Kaplan and Nor-
ton, 2006), since some of the sub-units share the same technologies, the
same business processes and therefore they can take advantage of their
common knowledge;

3) By creating awareness about the strategy, defining objectives linked
to it and ensuring a stronger connection between sub-unit perfor-
mance and their evaluation, the BSCs try to “make strategy everyone’s
everyday job” (3rd principle), motivating employees to execute strategy
in their daily work (Kaplan and Norton, 2006);

4) By integrating the management of budgets and operations with the
management of strategy, the BSCs contribute to “making strategy a
continual process” (4th principle);

5) By defining the Executive Board as beneficiary of the BSC, it allows
top management to “mobilize change through executive leadership”
(5th principle), as explained in Kaplan and Norton (2008).

5.2. The paradox: the different uses and non-usage of the BSC

In UtilCo, we could find different interpretations of this tool among its
users, which were in line with those found by Malmi (2001) and Witcher
and Chau (2008). According to these authors, these divergences can be
explained by Kaplan and Norton’s gradual change of focus for the BSC,
from a performance measurement system (Kaplan and Norton, 1992) to
a strategic management system (Kaplan and Norton, 1996).

The empirical results from this case study show that most of the uses
given to BSCs fit within the performance measurement system’s defi-
nition. When using the BSC to monitor and control performance, peo-
ple are clearly perceiving it as a tool to measure the sub-units’ perfor-
mance. They find it useful both to evaluate them and to control where
improvements are necessary, which is consistent with the operational
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use given to BSCs found in other studies (see Malmi, 2001; Witcher and
Chau, 2008). Another use that our interviewees find concerning their
BSCs is to support management, since it provides a comprehensive view
of the business in a single report, which is in line with Kaplan and Nor-
ton’s (1992) definition as well.

Nevertheless, a smaller part of the company, belonging to the AM de-
partments, also perceives the BSC as a strategic management system,
which is closer to the Kaplan and Norton’s view in 1996. These inter-
viewees see the BSC as a powerful tool to communicate strategy and
ensure the coherence of their management with it, since the imple-
mented BSCs link the strategy of the firm to operational objectives. This
view was also the one highlighted in the BSC proposal.

The uses reported by the interviewees (monitoring and control, support
for management and communication of strategy), as well as those that
were part of the objectives of the BSC (improving communication and
understanding strategy; promoting alignment around the execution
of the defined strategy; strengthen the link between performance and
evaluation), indicate diagnostic use according to Simons’ (1995) defini-
tion of diagnostic systems. This definition states that the BSC aims to be
a tool to support the implementation of the intended strategy, commu-
nicating it from top to down and monitoring whether there were dis-
crepancies from the intended goals.

By adopting Ferreira and Otley (2009) and Tessier and Otley’s (2012)
conceptual frameworks, it is important to distinguish the results from
AM and SPI areas again. Since most of the SPI managers stated to look
at the BSC when there were discrepancies between the critical per-
formance variables and the targets, without much discussion, we can
clearly characterize the use that they give to the BSC as diagnostic (Fer-
reira and Otley, 2009; Tessier and Otley, 2012). AM areas use it more
intensively, but it seems more appropriate to classify their use still as
diagnostic rather than interactive (that corresponds to ‘intensive’, in
the sense of Tessier and Otley, 2012). Although there is some evidence
showing that by using the BSC they are promoting communication
(Adler and Chen, 2011; Tessier and Otley, 2012) and learning (Ferreira
and Otley, 2009; Tessier and Otley, 2012), thereis no clear evidence that
the BSC supports such an intense debate that is capable of leading to the
emergence of strategic opportunities (Simons, 1995).

Allin all, the diversity of BSC uses (monitoring and control, support for
management and communication of strategy) was intended from the
moment the BSC implementation proposal was made. The problem is



not the diversity of uses itself, but the discrepant relevance given to one
type of use in the beginning (strategic management) and the emphasis
currently given to that use (performance measurement).

Moreover, another problem related to the BSC usage has to do with the
different intensities of its use as a tool, in general. In fact, according to
Hartwick and Barki (1994), the fact that system usage is mandatory does
not imply uniformity in the intensiveness of individual usage. There are
several issues that contribute to weaken the use given to the BSCs that
sometimes, in extreme situations, may even cause non-usage.

Among the BSC non-usage situations, not only those in which man-
agers clearly stated not using were included but also those in which
interviewees reported ‘false uses’, i.e., those that were not considered
to be real ‘uses’ due to their insignificance. Within these false uses we
included the simple validation of the BSC information, the provision
of information for the BSC elaboration and the use of just a small part
of this tool. Finding false uses among the interviewees highlights the
importance of the chosen research method and sources (in-depth case
study and interviews), without which it would not be possible to gain
such an in-depth understanding of real-life events.

5.3. Explanations for the paradox

There was a huge variety of issues that arose from the implementation
of BSCs in UtilCo and from its use, in practice, as a tool. In addition, the
correlations between the problems make it difficult to say with accuracy
which ones contributed the most to the existence of different BSC uses,
intensities of use and non-usage situations. In any case, interviewees
were asked about the specific BSC problems that had been previously
summarized in the initial literature review and whether they explained
the empirical findings or not. Additionally, interviewees also made
spontaneous remarks on issues not been initially found in the literature
and hence not directly questioned in a first stage; therefore, we fur-
ther searched the literature and expanded our review with theoretical
support for these unexpected findings. Throughout this section, when
discussing such topics, we will differentiate these from those which
were directly questioned. Once again, we will organise this discussion
adopting the already used classification of BSC problems, based on the
macro-categories of conceptual, technical, social and political issues.
Indeed, we can eschew the short time elapsed since the BSC implemen-
tation as an explanation for the lack of usage (the ‘time lag’ effect amply
described in the management control literature - e.g., Granlund and
Malmi, 2002), since the empirics in the previous section revealed clear
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reasons for non-usage related with the above four macro-categories,
not simply an insufficient passage of time.

5.3.1. Conceptual issues

In conceptual terms, the UtilCo BSCs designers followed the princi-
ples of Kaplan and Norton (1996), developing strategy maps, defin-
ing cause and effect relationships between objectives and indicators
and specifying the relative importance of each one. Although the MC
members have found it challenging to customize the BSC to the reality
of each sub-unit (a potential problem suggested by Madsen and Sten-
heim, 2014), the results showed that several adjustments were made
to make them fit the different areas and, in general, interviewees sug-
gested that the conceptualization of the BSC was a success, with the
exception of a particular SPI member, who questioned the BSC con-
textualization, the cause and effect relationships and its link to the
strategy of the firm. Actually, total consensus was not reached in SPI
areas, which is probably not only hindering the use of the BSC as a tool
to communicate strategy but also weakening the intensity of its use in
general among SPI members.

Nevertheless, some interviewees spontaneously questioned the con-
sistency of the BSC in current conditions, since initial strategic priori-
ties have changed over time. This seems to be even more serious in SPI
areas, since the strategic shift affected them more significantly. This
suggests that current BSC assumptions may no longer be adequate un-
der the new circumstances and that adaptations to it should be made.
This was one of the things that Mendoza and Zrihen (1999) pointed
out. They argued that the BSC was not able to self-evolve with strategy
and therefore it was necessary to regularly check whether the cur-
rent strategy was still relevant and voluntarily adapt the BSC when it
changes.

All in all, the empirical results suggest that the adequacy of the BSC
conceptualization in SPI areas is lower, which decreases their interest
in using the BSC in general, and particularly to communicate strategy.
The same effect happens when the strategy changes and the BSC is not
adjusted to it, a problem that is particularly relevant in SPI areas.

5.3.2. Technical issues
In the case of UtilCo, the IT infrastructure chosen to support the BSC

included customized Excel-spreadsheets and not a purchased software
package, which does not leave room for the company to have a contex-



tualization problem (Madsen and Stenheim, 2014) through this factor.

The major technical problematic questions presented by the inter-
viewees, who mentioned them spontaneously, involved the collec-
tion, processing and validation of the information. More precisely, the
time, manual work and effort that these activities take to the MC de-
partment and to the other sub-units in order to ensure the quality of
the report, which in the end can lead to a delayed BSC report. Moreo-
ver, the complexity of the adopted BSC model makes the process even
more complicated and time-consuming. These types of issues seem
to be consistent with prior literature. For example, a study of Ittner
et al. (1997) suggested that time demands and inaccurate informa-
tion provided by some management systems affected the timeliness
of the BSC. The need of much manual work was also a problem found
in previous studies (see [ttner et al., 1997; Kasurinen, 2002; Oriot and
Misiaszek, 2004). In the UtilCo case, the delays of the BSC turn out
even more serious since some managers stated that, due to these is-
sues, their BSC it is already outdated when they access it, hence find-
ing little use in it.

To meet information needs, there are other management control tools
at managers’ disposal which, comparatively to BSCs, are quicker and
give them the ability to have a more detailed view on specific key per-
formance indicators. Empirical results collected from spontaneous and
non-spontaneous’ comments suggest that the number of available tools
and the overlap of information that they provide negatively influences
the intensiveness of BSC usage. Therefore, managers tend to focus on
other tools, disregarding the BSC or speed reading it, as Mendoza and
Bescos (2001) pointed out. In addition, in SPI areas they have their own
tools, which aggravates this situation due to potential social issues, fur-
ther discussed in the next section.

In summary, the technical problems that seem to be the most relevant
to explain the low intensiveness of BSC usage, or, in some cases, its
non-usage are the lack of BSC’s timeliness and the existence of com-
peting tools. These issues revealed themselves as being extremely im-
portant since they were pointed out by the interviewees in mainly a
spontaneous way.

2Since the existence of other management control tools was pointed out by several inter-
viewees spontaneously, we included a specific question in the interview guide for subse-
quent interviews.
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5.3.3.Socialissues

UtilCo is a company with a long history, so organizational culture was
expected to play an important role in the BSC usage. Being a firm where
engineering professionals dominate, it might be expected that the BSC
users could have a greater focus on the technical and mechanistic as-
pects of the BSC rather than on management ones, which is consistent
with the opinion of the interviewees and has been previously suggested
by Oriot and Misiaszek (2004). Nevertheless, the majority of the inter-
viewees said that in spite of that focus, this factor had no influence in
their type or intensiveness of use. In any case, it is difficult to be certain
about these results, because the majority of the interviewees belong to
the sub-units, which are made up of engineers. This means that their
opinion constitutes a reflection about their own behavior, an aspect in
which the risk of interviewees’ bias may be particularly relevant.

A top manager of UtilCo commented that the BSCs also try to change
cultures, making engineers consider other perspectives than only
those they are more used to. This seems to be in line with Andon et al.
(2005), who argued that this type of organizations could change their
focus to a more business-orientated one due to the BSC introduction,
as was the case in a case study by Dent (1991) due to the adoption of a
profit-base performance measurement.

The empirical results from SPI areas suggest that receptiveness to such
a system may be hindered by closer monitoring and higher scrutiny,
which seems to be in accordance with prior literature that states that
these factors may threaten people and create resistance among them
(Vaivio, 1999; Braam and Nijssen, 2004).

The tendency to focus more on other tools rather than the BSC, de-
scribed in the technical issues’ section, proved to be more noticeable
in SPI areas. Apart from the fact that they have had their independence
in the past, they still currently have their own management control
section, which produces their own management control tools. Conse-
quently, they use them more frequently and are less motivated to use
the BSC, which was a tool implemented by a third party. This indicates
the not-invented-here syndrome, a social issue also found in Kasur-
inen’s (2002) study.

To make middle managers more receptive, the MC department involved
them in the implementation process (cf. Nerreklit, 2000) and clarified
the BSC concept to them, putting an effort to sell this instrument as
suggested by Dutton et al. (2001). Some middle managers commented



that if training had been provided before BSC implementation, they
could be more receptive to it, working as a way to increase their will-
ingness to accept the BSC, as suggested by Wiersma (2009).

The feeling that teams are being held accountable for what they are not able
to influence or control was one of the topics spontaneously pointed out by
several middle managers, mainly from SPI areas, as an explanation for a
less intense use of the BSC. The EB members also commented the existence
of this problem, although non-spontaneously. This seems to be consistent
with Jakobsen and Lueg (2014), who showed that a situation like this may
lead to a dysfunctional use or to failure in the implementation of the BSC.
In spite of this feeling, in UtilCo, the scores do not constitute a formal eval-
uation of the sub-units. According to Giraud et al. (2008), the problematic
issues can be worse in the case that the performance evaluation and com-
pensation was linked to the BSC, which is not the case of UtilCo.

Finally, the empirical results suggest that some top managers are less
committed to the BSC, and that low interest spreads itself to middle
management. According to the evidence, this seems capable of affect-
ing the success of the BSC, which is in line with Wickramasinghe et al.
(2007). Madsen and Stenheim (2014) also added that top managers’ low
interest would spread to the rest of the organization’s members.

In summary, cultural and historical aspects of the SPI areas dictate
their low receptiveness to the BSC, as well as their resistance to higher
scrutiny since they are not as used to it as AM. Moreover, having their
own management control tools, SPI areas may end up preferring those
in detriment to the BSC. Finally, the violation of the controllability
principle found in the BSC, as well as the lack of commitment of some
top managers to this tool seem to negatively contribute to the intensive-
ness of its use among BSC users in general.

5.3.4. Political issues

UtilCo is currently rationalizing its resources according to its new pri-
orities. The continued use of the BSC in UtilCo is therefore called into
question by both the MC department and the EB due to this political
issue. This is supported by prior literature which suggests that the BSC
project consumes a lot of time and resources in an organization (Mads-
en and Stenheim, 2014) and that not all firms are willing to invest those
time and resources in the development of BSCs (Kasurinen, 2002).

Since the designers of the BSCs are still in the company (in the MC
department) and that, in addition, they are currently responsible for
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orientating and supervising the BSC quarterly review, there is no evi-
dence of the loss of the “champion” (Chakrabarti, 1974) or “soul of fire”
(Stjernberg and Philips, 1993) in the UtiCo’s case.

In UtilCo, there is no clear evidence of the relevance of previous failed expe-
riences in implementing other innovative concepts to explain resistance and
scepticism to the BSC, as it was suggested by Revik (2011), nor regarding the
subjectivity and ambiguity of the tool, its indicators’ weights, and its design
as suggested by Modell (2012)Moreover, as discussed in the previous section,
it was not possible to clearly determine if there is incompatibility between
the BSC and the organizational culture, a situation that constitutes a poten-
tial generator of organizational resistance (Madsen and Stenheim, 2014).

Finally, the empirical results suggested the existence of power games
between finance and non-finance personnel because of additional in-
formation requests made by finance to non-finance employees and
consequently extra effort needed from the latter group, which is in line
with what was stated in Wickramasinghe et al. (2007).

In summary, the empirical results suggest that the uncertainty regard-
ing the continuity of the BSC and the existence of power games between
finance and non-finance personnel may be negatively affecting the in-
terest to use this tool in general.

6. Conclusions
6.1. Summary

Based on the triangulation of information obtained through interviews,
direct observations and documentation, we were able to answer our
two main research questions: 1) How was the BSC actually used, if used
at all, across the various business units in the case organization? 2) How
and why did those actual usages (or non-usages) of the BSC emerge?

The most popular uses found among BSC users were monitoring and
control as well as support for management, while the least popular was
communication of strategy - which, interestingly, was the most em-
phasized objective when the BSC was proposed. Among the members
of the SPI areas, the latter type of use was not found at all. In addition,
different intensities of BSC use and situations of non-use (among which
‘false uses’ were included) were also found among the BSC intended
beneficiaries. Once again, in the SPI areas the intensity of BSC use was
lower and non-usage situations were more common.



We addressed and explained the empirical paradox by identifying
several conceptual, technical, social and political issues. First, the
conceptual issues in this case are related to the adequacy of the BSC
conceptualization and the need of adjustments of the BSCs to new
strategic priorities. Second, the technical issues are associated with
the BSC lack of timeliness and the existence of competing tools. Third,
the social issues concern the organizational culture, the level of scru-
tiny, the not-invented-here phenomenon, the violation of the con-
trollability principle and some lack of top management commitment.
Finally, the political issues are related with the uncertainty regarding
the continuity of the BSC and the existence of power games between
finance and non-finance personnel.

Other issues suggested in prior literature were explored but were not
found to be relevant to explain the paradox in our case. Among them
there were technical problems related to the infrastructure that sup-
ports the BSC and the tendency to focus too much on measurement, as
well as political issues associated with the loss of the “champion” and
resistance arising from previous failed experiences in implementing
other innovative concepts, from ambiguity and subjectivity of the BSC,
from a poorly designed BSC or from a reflection of the political weight of
stakeholders in BSC indicators’ weight.

The BSCissues found enabled to clearly understand how they can hinder
the degree of BSC usage or contribute to its non-usage by the intended
BSC beneficiaries. The empirical analysis also clearly highlighted that
the current need to adjust the BSCs to the new strategic priorities nega-
tively influence the significance of the BSC usage to communicate strat-
egy among the BSC users as a whole.

However, it was challenging to understand why the uses of the BSC, the
intensities of its use and the number of BSC non-usage situations dif-
fer between the two studied groups of intended users: AM and SPI sub-
units. It was possible to conclude that these two groups differ in several
aspects that influence the utilization of the BSC. The adequacy of the
BSC conceptualization to the SPI sub-units is lower, hence decreasing
their interest in using the BSC in general, and particularly to commu-
nicate strategy. The same effect happens when the strategy changes and
the BSC is not adjusted to it, a problem that is particularly relevant in
SPI areas, since the recent changes in strategy affected their activities
more than those of the AM departments. In addition, the culture and
history of the SPI areas promote a low receptiveness to the BSC, as well
as their resistance to a higher scrutiny, since they are not as used to it
as AM. Finally, having their own management control section that pro-
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duces their own management control tools promotes preferring these
tools, in detriment of the BSC.

6.2. Theoretical, Methodological and Practical Contributions

In theoretical terms, this study contributes to fill an existing gap re-
garding the BSC non-usage of officially implemented BSCs, and it adds
another case study to the existing literature about the diversity of BSC
uses. Moreover, this study identifies explanations of the observed prac-
tices, including some dysfunctional situations, something that compa-
nies often avoid discussing and is under-researched. All in all, it adds
empirical evidence from one of the largest companies in Portugal to the
literature about different uses of the BSC, intensities of use, non-usage
and related problem:s.

The methodological contributions emerge from our finding that some
uses of the BSCs should actually be considered as ‘false uses’, to their
organizational insignificance. This highlights the importance of the
case study methodology, which allows a deep insight into the real-life
of organizations (Yin, 2009). It would certainly be much more difficult
to detect such a context-specific and ‘camouflaged’ situation with other
methods based on distant observation/measurement of control prac-
tices.

From a practical perspective, this study helped the case study company
to be aware of the existing BSC different uses and intensities of use, as
well as non-usage situations. Analysing how managers were using the
BSC was relevant and timely for UtilCo because the implementation of
the BSCs was recent and the company wanted to reflect about the future
of the tool. For other companies, this case study provides them an ex-
ample of issues that may arise after implementing the BSC, giving them
the opportunity to avoid or anticipate them.

6.3. Limitations

The study identified various and sometimes correlated explanatory fac-
tors of the divergences in the BSC use and its non-usage, making it dif-
ficult to accurately determine the ones contributing the most and how.
This study leaves some suggestions, but the inter-related nature of
these complex organizational factors and phenomena limits the iden-
tification of clear evidence on how the factors are linked to the para-
dox and between each other. Moreover, in most cases, the connection
between those issues and different intensities of BSC use or non-usage
situations is clearer than their connection to the negligence of the use



of the BSC to communicate strategy. For instance, cultural divergenc-
es between the AM and SPI departments can be easily associated to
different intensities of BSC use, but it would be necessary to further
explore the culture of each departmental group to be able to clarify
how it contributes to the SPI areas’ negligence of the use of the BSC to
communicate strategy.

Regarding the methodology chosen, we acknowledge its limitation in
identifying the extent to which the findings are shared by other organi-
zations - although the identified factors are theoretically plausible to
be relevant in other organizations. Therefore, this study can contribute
towards a research program aiming to achieve theoretical (not statisti-
cal) generalization (Scapens, 1990).

We acknowledge a potential risk of interviewees’ bias, since most
interviewees were referring to their own behaviour, although the
substantial triangulation carried out across information generated
through different methods and in particular across different inter-
views provide substantial reassurance on its validity. With regard
to direct observations, they did not cover the BSC implementation
phase, so this part of the study counted only on people’s testimonies
and documents. However, it did include first-hand insights into the
issues currently unfolding in UtilCo and to all organizational actors
with relevant insights on the history and the present of the BSC at
UtilCo. The short span of time elapsed further reassured that memory
loss may only be a limited problem.

6.4. Future Research

The insights generated and explored in this paper should be further in-
vestigated in future in-depth studies. More case studies and qualitative
studies across multiple industries will promote understanding to which
extent the suggestions of this study are shared by other organizations.
And since the different types of BSC problems found are likely to oc-
cur at different points in time of the BSC history in each organization,
longitudinal studies should also be carried out. Finally, since at UtilCo,
there is no direct link between the BSCs and the company’s compensa-
tion system, future research may study the relevance of this issue in a
company where BSCs are connected to managers’ rewards for perfor-
mance.

Within the case study company there is still room for further research.
Should UtilCo take corrective actions to mitigate the problems found,
such as adjusting the BSC to the new strategic priorities or improv-
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ing information systems automation to improve the BSC timeliness,
re-examining the case would enable to understand the impacts of the
adopted solutions upon the BSC use and non-use. Another suggestion
is studying the influence of the announced new KPI system (a formal
evaluation tool taking into account the matrix effects that the BSC was
failing to consider) upon the use of the BSC. Finally, since the continued
use of the BSC at UtilCo may be in danger, studying this drastically new
potential scenario would be particularly interesting.

Appendix

A. Questions of the interviews to the sub-units (translated from Portuguese)
1. Sometimes the tools are not useful or suitable in all circumstances,
and the BSC is not an exception. In your opinion, does the BSC have a

purpose that justifies its implementation and use?

2. What is the frequency/intensiveness with which you use the BSC? Is
there some regular utilization pattern?

3. Who uses the BSC? (Director/individual or team/collective)

4. How many meetings have already taken place to discuss the BSC out-
puts in your sub-unit?

5. When do those meetings happen? (When there are negative discrep-
ancies only or whether there are negative, positive or neutral results?)

6. For which purposes do you use the BSC?

7. Do you see the BSC as a way to, in the medium-long term, contribute
to the execution of the strategy of the company?

8. Do you consider that the BSC developed for this sub-unit is well
adapted to your reality? Are the indicators adequate?

9. In your opinion, is the number of indicators adequate? What about
their weights?

10. Are there / have there ever been any difficulties in the collection of
some of the required data to the review of the BSC? If yes, have they
been already solved? How?



11. What other management control tools do you have and how do you
use them?

12. This sub-unit is mainly/completely made up of engineering profes-
sionals, which may lead to a stronger focus on some of the BSC perspec-
tives, in detriment of others. How do you evaluate the compatibility of
your team’s culture and the BSC use? Why?

13. How did your sub-unit respond the BSC implementation?

14. How was the reaction of the team to a higher visibility of their ac-
tivities?

15. Did you ever experiment failed implementations of other tools?
16. How was the participation of the sub-unit to the BSC development?

17. Were the given training/clarifications sessions about the BSC suf-
ficient and adequate?

18. In your opinion, is the time invested in the BSC implementation and,
nowadays, in the data collection to its elaboration, sufficiently compen-
sated?

19. Was there any factor that generated resistance to the BSC implemen-
tation?

20. Do you consider that the BSC permitted a better understanding of

your sub-unit to the MC department? Did it make them question you
more?

B. Questions of the interviews to the Executive Board (translated from
Portuguese)

1. What was the purpose of the BSC implementation?

2. For whom would the BSC serve?

3. For what would the BSC serve?

4. Do you perceive the existence of different uses given to the BSC
among its users?
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5. Do you perceive the existence of situations in which some sub-units
do not use the BSC?

6. What is the desirability of the existence of different uses?

7. Do you see the BSC as a way to, in the medium-long term, contribute
to the execution of the strategy of the company?

8. Do you consider that the BSCs developed for the sub-units are well
adapted to their reality? Are the indicators adequate?

9. Do you consider that the BSCs is timely enough?

10. Do you consider that the sub-units are able to influence the indica-
tors of their BSCs?

11. In which way is the BSC complementing other tools? Excluding oth-
ers, what is the risk of losing interest in the BSC?

12. The sub-units are mainly/completely made up of engineering pro-
fessionals, which may lead to a stronger focus in some of the BSC per-
spectives, in detriment of others. How do you evaluate the compatibil-
ity of the sub-units’ culture and the BSC use? Why?

13. How was the receptiveness of the sub-units to the BSC implementa-
tion?

14. How was the reaction of the sub-units to a higher visibility of their
activities?

15. What is the level of interest of the Executive Board in the BSC? Is it
a priority?

16. Can the continued use of the BSC be in danger? Why?

C. Questions of the interviews to the Management Control department
(translated from Portuguese)

1. What was the purpose of the BSC implementation?

2. For whom would the BSC serve?



3. For what would the BSC serve?
4. According to your perception, what is the real use given to the BSC?

5.Doyou perceive the existence of different uses given to the BSC among
its users?

6. Do you perceive the existence of situations in which some sub-units
do not use the BSC?

7. What is the desirability of the existence of different uses?
8. How was the process of design of the BSC?

9. Did you define and test the cause and effect relationship of the indica-
tors?

10. Did you use strategy maps?
11. Do you consider that the BSCs is timely enough?

12. Do you consider that the sub-units are able to influence the indica-
tors of their BSCs?

13. Was the IT infrastructure that supports the BSCs difficult to devel-
op? Why did you opt for Excel format?

14. Are there / have there ever been any difficulties in the collection of
some of the required data to the review of the BSC? If yes, have they
been already solved? How?

15. In which way is the BSC complementing other tools? Excluding oth-
ers, what is the risk of losing interest in the BSC?

16. The sub-units are mainly/completely made up of engineering pro-
fessionals, which may lead to a stronger focus in some of the BSC per-
spectives, in detriment of others. How do you evaluate the compatibil-
ity of the sub-units’ culture and the BSC use? Why?

17. How did the sub-units respond to the BSC implementation?

18. How was the reaction of the sub-units to a higher visibility of their
activities?
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19. How was the participation of the sub-units to the BSC development?

20. What is the level of interest of the Executive Board in the BSC? What
about the level of commitment of the Management Control department
to the BSC project? Is it a priority?

21. Were the given training/clarifications sessions about the BSC suf-
ficient and adequate?

22. How much time did you spend in the BSC implementation? And
nowadays, in its quarterly elaboration?

23. Can the continued use of the BSC be in danger? Why?

24. Was there any factor that generated resistance to the BSC imple-
mentation?
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