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Purpose
It is critical that management is purposeful for each project in their operational context with
interdependencies and synergies between projects (Verma & Sinha, 2002; Aubry et al. 2007;
Meskendahl, 2010; Martinsuo, 2013; Teller et al., 2012; Unger et al., 2014; Martinsuo and
Hoverfält, 2018). However, currently, there is too little knowledge on practices and the role
actors in multi-project management (Clegg et al., 2018; Vuorinen and Martinsuo, 2018), to
control such interdependencies and synergies. Especially, research is called for to understand
how discursive practices among actors influence multi-project management (Clegg et al.,
2018).

Drawing from this background, this paper uniquely uses the concepts of enabling formalization
and enabling control (Adler and Borys, 1996; Ahrens and Chapman, 2004), to understand
multi-project management practices as interplay between different-level actors within
organizations. While existing research shows that, in the multi-project management context,
managers aim to reduce uncertainties and ambiguities by basing their decisions on facts,
constructed and elaborated upon among actors (Laine et al., 2016a; 2016b), particularly, this
paper provides new insights on repairing management control practice in the multi-project new
product development (NPD) context. Thereby, the paper provides new understanding on
“micro-level issues dealing with multi-project management in a dynamic context” (the Special
Issue call’s text). Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, the paper unveils the interlinkages
between those micro-level issues and the broader multi-project management control that
enables strategy enactment.

Theoretical background
Theoretically, the paper draws from enabling control literature to further knowledge on multi-
project management. Recent studies on control for NPD have emphasized more active,
dynamic and supportive role of NPD control (e.g., Jørgensen and Messner, 2010; Moll, 2015;
Curtis and Sweeney, 2017). For example, better quality and lower costs can be simultaneously
required from an NPD project which creates tension and requires thorough understanding of
purposeful multi-project control mechanisms (Davila and Wouters, 2007; Laine et al., 2016a).
At the micro-level, individual actors and actor groups need to deal with those tensions, when
performing tasks within multi-project NPD.

However, current knowledge has largely disregarded the role of actors (such as of those
involved in project management) serving as interpreters or even mediators in the process of
making a centralized control system work at different levels (Barrett et al., 2005; Cruz et al.,
2011). For example, actors at different levels can provide project impact estimates and set
boundaries (Van der Meer-Kooistra & Scapens, 2015). Particularly in the NPD context, recent
research has pinpointed project managers’ key role of being mediators of control and directed
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research toward focusing on these managers’ perceptions of being in and under control (Tervala
et al., 2017).

In all, the paper examines the enabling management control practice that would actually
support the realization of the objectives set for multi-project NPD, and in particular, support
the different managerial actors involved (Wouters and Roijmans, 2011). Academic research
does not adequately cover the dynamics and interplay between different managerial levels in
creating a well-functioning management control system for multi-project NPD, featuring the
possibility of repairing dysfunctional control practices (Ahrens and Chapman, 2004; Chapman
and Kihn, 2009; Englund and Gerdin, 2015). Consequently, our research question is: why and
how can actors repair multi-project management control system practices in NPD?

Methodology
We will answer our research question based on an in-depth, longitudinal case study of a large,
multinational machinery manufacturing company. This case study began with identifying the
shortcomings of previous project management control practices (2009-). After that, new forms
of control practices were developed as a response to those needs (2010–2011). Finally, the
repair of control practices at different levels, including the centralized management control
system was witnessed, to understand multi-project management (2012–2014). Empirical data
were collected from up to 130 documented project meetings, workshops, and other interactions,
and were qualitatively analyzed to identify critical steps in multi-project control practice repair.

Findings
In the case study, the local accounting development led to a broad repair of the centralized
NPD control system. The paper uniquely reports a longitudinal accounting/control system
repair towards more enabling control, as multi-level interplay within the case organization (see
Figure 1).

Figure 1. A schematic organizational chart of NPD personnel in the company.

By employing the notion of interplay, we seek to identify and examine the joint and individual
actions taken by top management, middle management and local management to overcome the
challenges faced in the control system enactment, which led into repairing the project control
system in our case study. In such a process, the middle managers may not only initiate/facilitate
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the local project control development, but also communicate the implications of such
development to the top management level, repairing multi-project management as well. Local
project management and middle management thus play a crucial role in fostering the interplay
required for a repair, and consequently for a changed enactment multi-project control for NPD
(see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Interplay between the centralized control system and local accounting development.

Contribution
First, we contribute to the literature on multi-project management (e.g., Verma & Sinha, 2002;
Martinsuo, 2013; Teller et al., 2012; Unger et al., 2014; Clegg et al., 2018; Martinsuo and
Hoverfält, 2018). In particular, we elaborate on how the repair effort, as multi-level interplay,
shapes local project control between projects (Alpha and Beta) and permanently changes the
understanding and use of global control systems in subsequent multi-project NPD activities
(Verma & Sinha, 2002; Aubry et al. 2007; Meskendahl, 2010; Laine et al., 2016a; 2016b;). The
paper identifies the mechanisms of the repair process, including the prerequisites, actors
involved, process phases and consequences (Vuorinen and Martinsuo, 2018) of a joint repair
effort. Different-level managers shape and direct the repair process via intervention and
reaction, and thus influence the control system development (Laine et al., 2016b). Second, we
contribute to the literature on enabling formalizations and enabling control in NPD (e.g.,
Jørgensen and Messner, 2009; Jordan and Messner, 2012; Englund and Gerdin, 2015) by
showing how repairing a multi-project control system can lead to a positive perception about
control within the NPD organization, resolving tensions inherent.

References
Adler, P.S., Borys, B., 1996. Two types of bureaucracy: enabling and coercive. Administrative Science

Quarterly, 41(1), 61–89.
Ahrens, T., Chapman, C.S., 2004. Accounting for flexibility and efficiency: a field study of management

control systems in a restaurant chain. Contemporary Accounting Research, 21(2), 271–301.
Aubry, M., Hobbs, B., & Thuillier, D. (2007). A new framework for understanding organizational project

management through the PMO. International Journal of Project Management, 25(4), 328–336.
Barrett, M., Cooper, D.J., Jamal, K., 2005. Globalization and the coordinating of work in multinational

audits. Accounting, Organizations and Society 30, 1-24.
Chapman, C. S., Kihn, L-A., (2009). Information system integration, enabling control and performance.

Accounting, Organizations and Society, 34, 151–169.
Clegg, S., Killen, C.P., Biesenthal, C., Shankaran, S., 2018. Practices, projects and portfolios: Current

research trends and new directions. International Journal of Project Management, 36, 762–772.

New Alpha
production ramp-up

New Alpha
NPD project

New Beta
NPD project

Top
management

Local
management

Initial NPD control

Project model repair
with well-defined roles
and responsibilities

Interplay:
Established ramp-up
meetings
(R&D director, Project
manager, Cost controller)

Increased
transparency

Reaction:
Need to understand target setting
with new resources (Project manager)

Interplay:
call for accounting
support for NPD
(R&D director)

Reaction:
Developed new
accounting tools for NPD
(Researchers, Cost controller)

Intervention:
New process model adoption

Increased
transparency

Decreased flexibility

Lack of
transparency

Intervention:
Changed project scope with
lack of accounting support

Decreased
flexibility
Decreased

transparency
Interplay:
Target setting process revisited
Established cost reference groups
(R&D director, Product manager,
Project manager)

Repair

Intervention:
New Beta project target revision,
revisited targets achieved
(Project manager)

Flexibility

Increased transparency
Increased flexibility for
target setting

Middle
management

Increased
transparency

Reaction:
Increased flexibility and
transparency for certain types
of projects



Cruz, I., Scapens, R.W., Major, M., 2011. The localisation of a global management control system.
Accounting, Organizations and Society 36, 412-427.

Curtis, E., Sweeney, B. 2017. Managing different types of innovation: mutually reinforcing management
control systems and the generation of dynamic tension. Accounting and Business Research, 47(3),
313-343.

Davila, T., Wouters, M., 2007. Management accounting in the manufacturing sector: managing costs at the
design and production stages, in: Chapman, C.S., Hopwood A.G., Shields, M. (Eds.), Handbook of
Management Accounting Research. Elsevier, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2, 831–858.

Englund, H., Gerdin, J. 2015. Developing enabling performance measurement systems: On the interplay
between numbers and operational knowledge. European Accounting Review 24(2), 277-303.

Jordan, S., Messner, M., 2012. Enabling control and the problem of incomplete performance indicators.
Accounting, Organizations and Society. 37(8), 544–564.

Jørgensen, B., Messner, M., 2009. Management control in new product development: the dynamics of
managing flexibility and efficiency. Journal of Management Accounting Research, 21, 99–124.

Jørgensen, B., Messner, M., 2010. Accounting and strategizing: a case study from new product development.
Accounting, Organizations and Society, 35(2), 184–204.

Laine, T., Korhonen, T., Martinsuo, M., 2016a. Managing program impacts in new product development:
An exploratory case study on overcoming uncertainties. International Journal of Project Management,
34(4), 717-733.

Laine, T., Korhonen, T., Suomala, P., Rantamaa, A. 2016b. Boundary subjects and boundary objects in
accounting fact construction and communication. Qualitative Research in Accounting &
Management, 13(3), 303-329.

Martinsuo, M., 2013. Project portfolio management in practice and in context. International Journal of
Project Management, 31 (6) 794-803.

Martinsuo, M., Hoverfält, P., 2018. Change program management: toward a capability for managing value-
oriented, integrated multi-project change in its context. International Journal of Project Management,
36 (1), 134-146.

Meskendahl, S. (2010). The influence of business strategy on project portfolio management and its success:
A conceptual framework. International Journal of Project Management, 28(8), 807–817.

Moll, J. 2015. Special issue on innovation and product development. Management Accounting Research,
28, 2-11.

Teller, J., Unger, B. N., Kock, A., & Gemünden, H. G. (2012). Formalization of project portfolio
management: The moderating role of project portfolio complexity. International Journal of Project
Management, 30(5), 596–607.

Tervala, E., Laine, T., Korhonen, T., Suomala, P. 2017. The role of financial control in new product
development: empirical insights into project managers’ experiences. Journal of Management Control,
1(28), 81-106.

Unger, B. N., Rank, J., & Gemünden, H. G. (2014). Corporate innovation culture and dimensions of project
portfolio success: The moderating role of national culture. Project Management Journal, 45(6), 38–
57.

Van der Meer-Kooistra, J., Scapens, R. W. 2015. Governing product co-development projects: The role of
minimal structures. Management Accounting Research, 28, 68-91.

Verma, D., & Sinha, K. K. (2002). Toward a theory of project interdependencies in high tech R&D
environments. Journal of Operations Management, 20, 451–468.

Vuorinen, L., Martinsuo, M., 2018. Program integration in multi-project change programs: agency in
integration practice. International Journal of Project Management, 36(4), 583-599.

Wouters, M., Roijmans, D., 2011. Using prototypes to induce experimentation and knowledge integration in
the development of enabling accounting information, Contemporary Accounting Research, 28(2),
708–736.




