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The business partner perspective in job advertisements of financial and business controllers
Introduction
The last thirty years there has been a growing interest into the different roles management accountants (controllers) have and from a more practitioner based view, should have. A theme that has dominated the discourse is the difference between financial controllers and business controllers. Controllers in the latter category want to be a real partner for the business and they do not want to be restricted to producing reliable financial reports. Especially in more practitioners oriented journals there is a plea that controllers should shake of the image of a bean counter and add value for the business.  Controllers should be involved in management and fulfill the role of a business partner for senior management. In academic journals several publication indeed describe cases of the transformation process of controllers into a more business-oriented role. However, evidence of a wide spread shift of controllers towards a business partner role is lacking and is even regarded by some researchers as a myth (Burns and Baldsvindottir, 2005, Lambert and Sponem, 2012).
One possible explanation of the differences between the normative call for business partnership and the lack of empirical evidence could come from research based on a contingency approach; there may be different types of controllers because of the presence of different contingency factors. Over the years different classifications of styles and roles of controllers have been distinguished (Sathe, 1983, De Loo et al.,2011, Verstegen et al., 2007, Lambert and Sponem, 2012). Academic research empirically confirms that indeed there are different types of controllers. De Loo, Verstegen and colleagues empirically found two different coherent combinations of activities of controllers in the Netherlands (Verstegen, De Loo, Mol, Slagter, Geerkens , 2007, De Loo, Verstegen, Swagerman, 2010). The contingency factors for being more a type of business partner found relate to factors that relate more to the characteristics of the controller, old versus young, extrovert versus introvert, female versus male (Verstegen, De Loo, Mol, Slagter, Geerkens , 2007, De Loo, Verstegen, Swagerman, 2010). Empirical evidence in the Netherlands shows that although there are different types of controllers, the different roles of controllers do not exactly match the opposite images of bean counters versus business partners (Verstegen et al. 2007, De Loo et all. 2011, Van Veen-Dirks and De Loo, 2011) and the roles also evolve over time. Lambert and Sponem (2012) distinguish also different types of controllers in their qualitative study of ten multi-national firms in to the level of authority (high versus low) and who is regarded as the client of the controller, the business unit or headquarters. 
The ratio behind contingency theory suggests that organizations have a rational explanation to attract different types of controllers. If the client of the finance function is the business the organizations a business partner adds more value. More experienced and extrovert persons are probably more suited for this job than young and introvert controllers. This could be the underlying reason of specialization into different types of controllers, controllers who function as business partners and controllers who focus on the fiduciary and oversight responsibility. And therefore explain why not all financial controllers turn into business controllers. 
Another explanation could be that business partnership for controllers has become a representation with which the controller profession has identified her self over the years. Controllers believe that they should be business oriented. Controllers must be business partners however putting it in to practice is difficult. Controllers face dilemma’s to implement a more business orientation caused by the different and conflicting responsibilities and the struggle between independence and involvement and by lacking authority. Operating as business partners remains difficult to realize. These dilemmas could lead to decoupling between the image of controllers and controller activities in practice and this decoupling could explain the aforementioned differences between the actual controlling practices and the normative call for more business orientation. 

This research aims at finding empirical evidence that helps us to understand the difference between the normative call for controller to become business partners and the lack of empirical evidence of this shift in practice by looking at the content of job advertisements of financial and business controllers. The different job titles refer to opposite controlling roles. Where one expects from financial controllers a more independent role and from business controllers a more business oriented one.  Following the contingency based argument, we would expect that the business orientation and related competencies and skills play an important role in the advertisements of business controllers. The adds for financial controllers would stress less business orientation and more the knowledge of financial reporting and competencies and skills related to fiduciary and oversight responsibility. If both advertisements of financial and business controllers ask for a high degree of business orientation it supports the argument that business orientation is more a legitimized professional identity than a specific role controllers have in daily practice. 
Research method

From May till December 2013 all job offerings (131) for business controllers (85) and financial controllers (41) on the three most popular Dutch websites for controller vacancies have been collected. The analysis was based on an interpretative content analysis method described by Wester (2006). A preliminary coding list was derived from literature for controller roles, competencies, skills, personal characteristics and business partnering activities. The preliminary coding schema was tested and adapted based on a meeting where seven students coded the some job advertisements and coding differences were discussed. The analysis of the advertisements was coded in NVivo10 and analysis of the coding of the advertisement led to further elaboration of the coding scheme into sub-nodes. 

Descriptive results 
The descriptive results of the content analysis of the financial controller and business controller advertisements are described in table 1.

	Financial Controller
	
	
	
	Business Controller
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Role of the controller
	
	
	
	Role of the controller
	
	
	

	
	Manager
	
	20 of 41 
	49%
	
	
	Business partner 
	
	63 of 85
	74%

	
	Business partner 
	15 of 41
	37%
	
	
	(Un)solicited advice 
	
	45 of 85
	53%

	
	(Un)solicited advice 
	8 of 41
	20%
	
	
	Manager
	
	
	18 of 85
	21%

	
	Interlocutor 
	
	1 of 41
	2%
	
	
	Fiduciary role 
	
	
	12 of 85
	14%

	
	Fiduciary role 
	
	0 of 41
	0%
	
	
	Interlocutor
	
	
	9 of 85
	11%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Business Partnering Activities
	
	
	
	Business Partnering Activities
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Report information prospectively
	13 of 41
	32%
	
	
	Report information prospectively
	52 of 85
	61%

	
	Pro-active advice
	8 of 41
	20%
	
	
	Performing business analyses
	
	34 of 85
	40%

	
	Support strategy process 
	5 of 41
	12%
	
	
	Pro-active advice 
	
	31 of 85
	36%

	
	Performing business analyses
	5 of 41
	12%
	
	
	Interpreting business analyses
	
	22 of 85
	26%

	
	Interpreting business analyses
	3 of 41
	7%
	
	
	Support strategy process 
	
	19 of 85
	22%

	
	Non-financial information
	2 of 41
	5%
	
	
	Goals top management 
	
	6 of 85
	7%

	
	Goals line management 
	2 of 41
	5%
	
	
	Goals line management 
	
	5 of 85
	6%

	
	Goals top management
	0 of 41
	0%
	
	
	Non-financial information 
	
	4 of 85
	5%

	
	Horizontal information 
	0 of 41
	0%
	
	
	Horizontal information 
	
	4 of 85
	5%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Competencies:
	
	
	
	
	Competencies:
	
	
	
	

	
	Proactive 
	
	26 of 41
	63%
	
	
	Proactive
	
	
	31 of 85
	36%

	
	Autonomy 
	
	15 of 41
	37%
	
	
	Analytical 
	
	
	23 of 85
	27%

	
	Result oriented
	11 of 41
	27%
	
	
	Autonomy 
	
	
	10 of 85
	12%

	
	Analytical
	
	11 of 41
	27%
	
	
	Result oriented
	
	8 of 85
	9%

	
	Persuasive
	
	3 of 41
	7%
	
	
	Persuasive 
	
	
	8 of 85
	9%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Skills
	
	
	
	
	Skills
	
	
	
	

	
	Communicative
	30 of 41
	73%
	
	
	Communicative 
	
	35 of 85
	41%

	
	Languages 
	
	29 of 41
	71%
	
	
	Languages 
	
	
	14 of 85
	16%

	
	Analytical
	
	7 of 41
	17%
	
	
	Consulting 
	
	
	14 of 85
	16%

	
	Consulting
	
	2 of 41
	5%
	
	
	Analytical 
	
	
	9 of 85
	11%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Personal characteristics
	
	
	
	Personal characteristics
	
	
	

	
	Hands-on 
	
	13 of 41
	32%
	
	
	Hands-on 
	
	
	9 of 85
	11%

	
	Enthusiastic
	7 of 41
	17%
	
	
	Enthusiastic
	
	
	8 of 85
	9%

	
	Integrity
	
	2 of 41
	5%
	
	
	Integrity 
	
	
	6 of 85
	7%

	
	Strong own opinion 
	1 of 41
	2%
	
	
	Curious 
	
	
	6 of 85
	7%

	
	Curious
	
	0 of 41
	0%
	
	
	Strong own opinion 
	
	6 of 85
	7%


Table 1: Descriptive results

Analysis
What do the descriptive data tell us about the relationship between wanting to be business partner and the job advertisements of financial and business controllers? 

The first analysis is aimed at the roles of the controller that were directly mentioned in the advertisement texts. As expected many (74 per cent) of the advertisements of business controllers being a business partner was part of the text. Also the role of management involvement in the form of giving solicited and unsolicited advice was mentioned in 53 per cent of the advertisements of business controllers. The intention of searching for a ‘business partner’ is explicitly addressed in the advertisements of business controllers. 

However the business partner role is not only addressed in the advertisements of business controllers.  In 37 per cent of the job advertisements for financial controllers the role of business partner was mentioned and in 20 per cent the role of management involvement of the controller by giving (un) solicited advice. So, searching for business partners is not limited to the function of business controllers. The fiduciary responsibility, which is expected in the literature from financial controllers, is not addressed in the advertisements of financial controllers and only mentioned in the advertisements of business controllers (14 per cent). Another difference between financial and business controllers is the managerial role of controllers, which is twice as high for financial controller than for business controllers.

What does the content of the advertisements learn us on how the role of business partner is translated in activities that are important for the controller, competencies and skills that are necessary and the personal characteristics that are necessary for fulfilling the business partner role?

The descriptive results show that business partner activities in this study are no requisite for the job of business controller within the sample of advertisements. Only reporting information prospectively was included in more than half of the advertisements (61%), analysing and interpreting business performance, supporting the strategy process and giving pro-active advice were mentioned in between 26 and 40 per cent of the advertisements. The business controller’s advertisements mention business partner activities less than one would expect based on the normative call for becoming a business partner. On the other hand the advertisements of financial controllers also contain business partner activities, which could be expected because of mentioning of the business partner role in the financial controller advertisements. Between 12 and 32 per cent of the advertisements also mention reporting information prospectively, performing business analyses, pro-active advice and supporting the strategy process. The number of times these activities are mentioned in the business controller advertisements is twice as high as in the advertisements of financial controllers. Only interpreting business analyses is mentioned four times as much. So, business partner activities do not play an important role in the search for business controllers, these activities are also mentioned in the search for financial controllers.

The literature states that for becoming a business partner different competencies and skills are necessary. Competencies, which relate to a business partner such as being result oriented, pro-active and analytical, were mentioned more in the search for financial controller than in the search for business controllers. Especially communicative skills are becoming more important to function as a business partner (Siegel 1999, Järvenpää 2007).  The content analysis of the advertisements show that for financial controllers necessary skills are mentioned more often than in the advertisements of business controllers. Communicative skills are mentioned in 71% of the advertisements of financial controllers as opposed to 41 per cent in the adds of business controllers. Only consulting skills, which relate more to a business partner role, are mentioned three times as much. In the advertisements of business controllers consulting is mentioned in sixteen per cent and in five per cent in the advertisements for financial controller. 

The possible strong influence of personal characteristics on the controller role as mentioned in literature (Sathe 19823,  Siegel 1999, Verstegen et al. 2007, De Loo et al. 2010) is not recognised in the advertisements. Hands-on and enthusiastic are mentioned most and in more financial controller advertisements than in the advertisements of business controllers.

Conclusion
What does the empirical data of the job advertisements of financial controllers and business controllers tell us about the lack of widespread diffusion of business controllers? The data show that in the advertisements there is not such a clear-cut difference between the roles and activities that were mentioned for business and financial controllers and the required characteristics and competencies of the controller as one should expect from the normative difference described in practitioner’s journals. Based on this normative view one would expect that the controller as business partner adds value by pro-actively engaging with management and supports the strategy process. Such a controller needs excellent communication and inter-personal skills. The job advertisements of business controllers are not in line with this normative view. The mentioned aspects do not dominate the advertisement and the advertisements contain different types of roles, different types of activities and different skill and competencies.  The advertisements for the selection of financial controllers show elements of business partnering activities one only would expect for business controllers. The need for communicative and proactive controllers is mentioned even more than in the advertisements of the business controllers. The advertisements of financial controllers also mention the role of business partner (37% of the adds) and business partner related activities, such as pro-active advice (36%) and supporting the strategy process (22%).  
The results of this study suggest that organizations do not deliberately search for different types of controllers (financial and business) and the results do not support a contingency based view that different organizations need and search for different types of controllers. It supports the view of a professional identity of controllers in which business partnering with excellent communication skills becomes an element.
The paper ends with a discussion of the limitations of the study and possibilities for further research.
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