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I ABSTRACT 

An extensive discussion can be observed that addresses the role of the Chief 

Financial Officer (CFO) as an essential part of a company’s strategic 

function, whilst the professional origin lies in the technical area of 

accounting. In relation to the discussion, little academic research has been 

conducted on the CFO. The few that exist support the strategic orientation of 

contemporary CFOs but do not address the gap that is the evolvement from 

being an accountant to a strategic contributor. Specifically, no work has 

been done to explain the underlying processes of such a substantial 

transition of a professional role.  

This qualitative study conducts interviews that provide further evidence that 

the contemporary CFO is not only contributing but also consolidating 

strategy. 

In order to explain the addressed gap as well as the past and ongoing 

transition of the CFO, an alteration of Scott’s (1995) framework of regulative, 

normative and cognitive institutional pillars is elaborated that perceives 

these pillars not as distinct but as interdependent. This way, a conceptual 

model is provided that shows that the evolvement of professional roles can 

be explained by the interaction of this institutional concept. 

The foundation of professional roles is seen in the individuals, who occupy 

these roles. Therefore, concepts of identity creation are discussed and related 

to Scott’s institutional pillars. The elaborated relation between institutional 

pillars and identity creation proves as a valid framework for the processes 

that underlie the evolvement of the CFO’s role and its respective occupants. 

  

Furthermore, it is discussed how the evolvement of the CFO’s role affects 

others within the organization and that an application of the elaborated 

framework on other professional roles is possible. 

 

KEYWORDS: 

CFO, institutionalism, professional role, professional identity, identity 

creation, leadership, professions, role transitions, change, evolvement, 

strategy, organizations 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) is one of the most focused leadership 

positions in the contemporary business world. There is a vivid discussion on 

the changing responsibilities and tasks such as being an influential and 

leading part of the organization (Ehrenhalt & Deirdre, 2007; Ganace & 

Juras, 2014), as well as the differentiated focus on “the most challenging of 

strategic objectives: the pursuit of growth” (Jackson & Street, 2015, p. 18). 

Leading a corporation’s strategy and being responsible for the wealth of it, 

not only in maintaining contemporary assets but moreover in acquiring 

valuable and promising ones and thus building the basis for the company’s 

growth, necessarily shifts the CFO in the spotlight of discussion. Thus, the 

CFO is in general responsible for the implementation of financial, operational 

and risk management practices that shall ensure the above mentioned 

demands. 

Not only does the CFO maintain public appearances, for instance at regular 

reporting, which makes him or her apparent in a broader audience; the CFO 

is also “prominent as the voice of the company in investor relations” 

(McKinsey, 2013). This apparently addresses the responsibility of the 

company regarding their shareholders. The shareholder-value approach, the 

focus on the one group of a company’s stakeholders which isn’t secured by 

legal contracts with the company, which arose in the last century, is still 

valid and present. However, the great accounting scandals of the early 2000s 

shook the corporate world and differentiated the view on a constant pursuit 

of keeping the value of shares high. Fraudulent accounting practices that 

inflated earnings (Enron 2001) or shifted reserves into profits (WorldCom 

2002) by billions in order to meet Wall Street expectations as well as 

embezzlement of company assets (Tyco 2002) resulted high prison sentences 

and thus huge loss of trust and discussion about the future role of financial 

executives. Nevertheless, in order to understand the status quo of the CFO 

one has to consider where this professional role is originated. 

The power of control of the CFO’s role was not available in the beginning of 

its rise. The origin of the CFO is considered to be that of a technical 

accountant, “whose duties were confined to tasks like bookkeeping and 

preparing tax statements” (Zorn, 2004, p. 345). Unlike the current position 

of the CFO as being in front of the company, the above mentioned tasks 

describe a “back-office function” (Zorn, 2004, p. 345). The responsibility of 
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those early financial officers thus has been collecting financial information 

and reporting the status quo of monetary capabilities of the company “well 

after […] decisions had been made” (Zorn, 2004, p. 347) – a subsequent 

activity without influential or strategic components whatsoever and a basic 

contradiction to the above mentioned strategic objectives a contemporary 

CFO has to take into consideration.  

Nevertheless, changes in the U.S. economic environment in the 1970s 

revealed a growing struggle for corporations to get funding (Gerstner & 

Anderson, 1976, p. 101; Zorn, 2004, p. 346), which shifted the prevailing 

tendency of corporations to disregard the finance function and placed 

“financial resources […] [as] the critical determinant of corporate plans and 

strategies” (Gerstner & Anderson, 1976, p. 101). Hence, this re-evaluation of 

the finance function by the operational executive states the first shift of 

finance officers towards the front ranks of a company. Zorn (2004, pp. 

346/349/351) further argues that this development was supported by more 

environmental changes, especially in new accounting rules issued by the 

Security and Exchange Commission (SEC) as well as the Financial 

Accounting Standards Board (FASB).  

However, it is not only the duties of corporations and thus the duties of the 

respective financial officers which have been broadened. The rising of the 

capital markets brought new tools into the corporate game. Mergers and 

acquisitions and thus hostile takeovers, became apparent in the 1980s and 

had to be handled by a sophisticated person inside a company, the CFO 

(Zorn, 2004, p. 351).  

The spectre of engagements of the CFO is continuously increasing and thus 

is the impact followed by the decision making. Engaging in actions that are 

crucial for the survival of a company made the CFO become part of the 

“dynamic duo [CEO and CFO] of the late 1980s and 1990s” (Zorn, 2004, p. 

352). Unfortunately, this development proved as the basis for the fraudulent 

behaviours of financial and chief executives as described above.  

Just as regulatory acts provoked changes in the organizational environment 

in the last century, so did they in the 21st after the reveals of the accounting 

scandals of Enron, WorldCom and other companies as well as their 

responsible consulting firms.   

In 2002, the SEC passed the Sarbanes-Oxley-Act (SOX) (SEC, 2002), which 

requires the CFO to testify the compliance of financial statements with the 

act, specifically that the statement represents the actual financial situation 

of the company. If a false statement is intentionally made, the sentence may 

rise up to 20 years of prison. Even if it is not done on purpose, a maximum 



INTRODUCTION  CLEMENS KANT 

3 
 

of 10 years of prison is possible.  

Even though the Sarbanes-Oxley-Act is an American Law, it affects any 

international company that is listed at an U.S. stock exchange. Thus, it is a 

far reaching change in the international legal business environment and 

“likely elevates the power and importance of CFOs” (Bedard, Hoitash, & 

Hoitash, 2014, p. 789). Moreover and with regard to the empiricism in this 

study, the meaning of SOX and the accounting scandals that led to it are 

well known in the CFOs professional community around the world. Thus, it 

can even be discussed in the context of companies not legally affected by it. 

The subsequent increasing liability implies that the CFO needs to have a 

deep understanding of the company’s reporting systems; for his or her own 

sake. This seems apparent since it is an expected and known responsibility 

of this position; but how the CFO is actually ensuring the compliance with 

the legal and ethical requirements in a complex environment is neglected in 

the ongoing discussion. The CFO has to entrench a value based corporate 

culture in order to support his actions. The bigger the company, the more 

complex the corporate system becomes and thus the more necessary is such 

a non-direct influential system, since one person is not able to take direct 

control about all of the relevant processes. 

Change does not only occur in the legal and regulatory environment of 

corporations. The CFO, as a member of the C-suite, is also affected by 

changes within the leading body of an organization. Following Crist|Kolder 

Associates’ Volatility Report (2015, p.11), there has been a decrease of 

companies in the S&P 500 that employ a Chief Operating Officer (COO) from 

48 % in 2000 to 33 % in 2015 (partial year). This does not only lead to “a 

growing number of CFOs […] [who] find themselves being saddled with work 

that used to belong to the chief operational officer […]” (Ehrenhalt & Deirdre, 

2007, p. 56) but also “alters the relationship between the CEO and CFO […]” 

(Ganace & Juras, 2014, p. 28).   

Regarding the laying off of COOs, questions arise that concern the ability of 

CFOs to cope with the burden of tasks, which are unrelated to the actual 

origin of the CFO’s profession. The CFO, since he or she is presumed to be a 

strategic decision maker, who “sees all the connections across the bigger 

picture” (Jackson & Street, 2015, p. 19), is likely to require holistic 

capabilities that differ from the requirements of the CFO’s original 

profession. 

It is another rise of responsibilities that can either be seen as possibility or 

obstacle for the individual CFO considering his or her motivation.   
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The closer relationship with the head of the strategic body of the corporation, 

the CEO, is yet another step for the CFO in the transition of a technical 

accountant to a strategic decision maker.  

Considering all the changes in the history of the position that we call CFO 

today, it becomes apparent that such issues can only be mastered when the 

occurring extrinsic change is accompanied by intrinsic development in order 

to account for the challenging transitions of roles and professions. However, 

a theoretical framework that provides understanding of the actual processes 

that accompany such a transition and change of a professional role is still 

missing. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

At the end of the last century, literature on the sociology of profession has 

begun to account for change in “the range of organizational settings in which 

professionals work” (Leicht & Fennell, 1997, p. 217). Even though the CFO is 

rooted in a specific task spectrum that resembles the profession of an 

accountant, the actual environment in which the profession was exercised 

has never been resembling the “models of the solo practice” (Leicht & 

Fennell, 1997, p. 217) or a professional service firm. Suddaby, Gendron & 

Lam (2009, p. 409) support this view by arguing, that “professional work is 

increasingly mediated by organizations” since even “the professional service 

firms have become more complex, diversified organizations, that are often 

larger than their Fortune 500 corporate clients”.   

The profession is conducted within an organizational body, which acts and 

reacts due to occurrences in its environment. Thus, just as the organization 

alters, so does the professional occupation. Suddaby, Gendron & Lam (2009, 

p. 425) reveal a “link between shifts in values, logics and institutional 

change”. Their study focuses on the variation of values and commitment of 

accountants in different organizational settings, the profession from which 

the CFO arose.   

There are few academic studies that explicitly address the CFO. Becker et al. 

(2009) investigated CFOs in German midsized companies. They discuss the 

contemporary perception of CFOs concerning their role with Deloitte`s “Four 

Faces of the CFO” (Deloitte) but with little focus on the reasons for the CFOs 

evolvement. A quantitative study in Australia finds that “CFO value creation 

is most strongly linked to a strategic facilitation role rather than to direct or 

global measures of organizational financial performance such as EPS 
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[Earnings per share] and ROA [Return on assets]” (Sharma & Jones, 2010, p. 

13). This is in line with the ongoing discussion about the CFO’s contribution. 

Nevertheless, these studies lack attention on the actual evolvement and 

transitions a CFO is confronted. Nicholson (1984, p. 173) already stated a 

lacking emphasis of literature on “role transitions”. He further argues for the 

possibility that “role changes trigger major shifts in organizational ideology 

and practice” (Nicholson, 1984, p. 174).   

Another focus is laid on the role of professions in the context of 

institutionalization, especially “professionals as intuitional agents” (Muzio, 

Brock, & Suddaby, 2013, p. 706). They further argue that “as normative 

agents they provide the norms, standards, principles, and benchmarks that 

guide human actions in particular situations” (Muzio, Brock, & Suddaby, 

2013, p. 706). They base their statements on the work of Scott (1995/2008), 

who introduced a first more differentiated view on institutionalism 

considering “three pillars of institutions – Regulative, Cognitive and 

Normative” (Scott, 1995, p. 35). These above mentioned studies’ attention is 

directed at a rather broad view on professions and organization and doesn’t 

account for distinct roles like the CFO. Nevertheless, their underlying 

principles, as quoted above, are congruent with today’s expectations of the 

CFO (Ehrenhalt & Deirdre, 2007; Ganace & Juras, 2014).  

In order to provide more evidence for the contemporary role of the CFO, the 

first research question is: 

What is the role of the CFO within the leading body of the organization? 

Considering that “role transition can be considered as […] personal 

development” (Nicholson, 1984, p. 175), it is likely that changes of the CFO’s 

role also affect him as an individual. To account for the above mentioned 

neglect of the processes that take place when professionals face changes in 

their environment that have the capability of altering their professional 

identity, the second research question is: 

How does the CFO’s professional identity evolve with regard to the individual? 

The evolvement of one professional role within an organization is apparent to 

be influential to other roles or entities: “They create new occupations, 

subordinate others, institutionalize new practices, and redefine relational 

patterns and power hierarchies […]” (Muzio, Brock, & Suddaby, 2013, p. 

707).   

Based on the presumption of influential capabilities, the third research 

question is: 
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How does the evolvement of the CFO affect other roles within the 

organization? 

The outline of the thesis is as follows. Chapter 3 provides the methodological 

concepts that are used in this study as well as the methods for the 

empiricism. Chapter 4 offers a further literature review on institutions and 

professions and subsequently the elaboration of an interdependent concept 

of institutional pillars based on Scott (1995), whilst chapter 5 incorporates 

theories of identity creation into Scott’s framework. Furthermore, a 

conceptual model of an evolving professional role is introduced.  

Chapter 6 contains the empirical research. The content of the interviews and 

related coding is provided. The analysis of emerged categories is conducted 

in chapter 7 with regard to the research questions. Chapter 8 discusses 

further reflections on institutions and their role within the leading body of an 

organization. Also, the discussion of this chapter is addressed in an 

enhanced version (Figure 2) of the introduced model.   

Chapter 9 concludes and chapter 10 offers limitations and stimuli for further 

research. 

3 METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative study strives to enhance existing theory of institutionalism 

by shifting the focus on the organizational micro-level perspective; 

specifically the professional role of the CFO. The subject is on the one hand 

about determining whether or not a specific organizational entity, like a 

professional role, can be seen as an actual institution. On the other hand, it 

seeks to provide understanding about the status quo of the CFO’s 

professional identity by identifying relevant occurrences in the CFO’s 

historical development. These happenings are seen as triggers of an actual 

process of institutionalization and are in chapter 4 embedded into Scott’s 

(1995) framework that describes an institution with the help of three 

institutional pillars – regulative, normative and cognitive. The framework 

describes the direct regulative environment of the institution, its specific set 

of norms and values or short behaviour as well as the actual cognitive 

processing of information and occurrences. However, while Scott (1995, p. 

34) handles the pillars “distinguished” from one another in order to explain a 

stable status of an institution, I elaborate Scott’s concept in an integrated 

and interdependent manner that allows for change. Occurrences in specific 
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pillars that trigger processes of institutionalization that include other pillars 

will be described.  

3.1 APPLICATION OF THE SYSTEMS VIEW 

This relates to a basic presumption of the systems view of methodology– 

holism; which is why the systems approach is used in this study.  

Arbnor & Bjerke (2008, p. 106) state that: 

Holism is the idea that all the properties of a given system (biological, 

chemical, social, economic, mental, linguistic, etc.) cannot be 

determined, explained or understood by the sum of its component 

parts alone. Instead, the system as a whole determines in an 

important way how the parts behave. 

The, with regard to Scott (1995), differentiated approach this study uses 

relies on interdependencies in the system of institutional pillars. Only then is 

it possible for the individual professional to derive implications related to 

pillars that are not the ones in which the original occurrence took place. An 

example is an altered practice (normative pillar) after a regulative change 

(regulative pillar). This individual professional, who is already addressed in 

the title of this study, determines the “magnifying level” of the observed 

system (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 118) as high. This is due to the fact that 

the focus lies not on whole professions or organizational institutions but on 

a specific professional role.  

This study thus follows a combination of two orientations in the systems 

view: “systems analysis” and “systems construction” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, 

p. 123).  

First, an analysis of Scott’s (1995) original system of institutional pillars will 

be provided. However, as mentioned above, his elaboration lacks a dynamic 

and interdependent component that is needed to account for change and 

evolvement of a professional role. Therefore, a construction of the system in 

way that makes it capable of processing change is done. 

The above mentioned derivation of implications requires a treatment of the 

processes of the system that make those derivations possible, whereas the 

system itself is viewed from a “structural perspective” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 

2008, p. 123), since the structure of the three pillars of institutions is stable, 

but faces non-regular processes. This is due to either stochastic occurrences 

in the CFO’s environment as well as the different ways of the processing 

itself, since the role’s underlying objectives are still human beings and thus 

individual.  
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The assumed interdependencies between Scott’s (1995) three pillars provide 

the basis for “finality relations” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 66). This means 

that not only a “causal […] necessity” can be observed, but that “the result is 

explained by the purpose of the driving force” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 66). 

A finality relation with regard to Scott’s (1995) pillars would be a change in 

the regulative environment that needs to be processed cognitively in order to 

make normative derivations possible. 

The above mentioned occurrences in the professional’s environment, e.g. a 

legal change, that initiate a process of institutionalization in the related 

pillar are “factors that are important to the system to consider but beyond its 

control”, which is why the used framework of institutional pillars is an “open 

system” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 117) with one restriction: The system 

won’t “die” when “not provided with input from the environment” (Arbnor & 

Bjerke, 2008, p. 129). It will most likely remain in its current state, even 

though intrinsic motivation of the system’s actors can still lead to alterations 

of the whole. On the other hand, the refusal of the environment’s input is 

possible (an absence of environmental input is in a globalization facing 

economy most unlikely). Considering competition theory, a stop of 

processing in the institutional pillars will prevent progress of the respective 

role or entity and thus innovation in the organization. This will finally lead 

the company to a withdrawal of the economic competition.  

As “a system does not appear overnight […] it is important to clarify the 

system’s history, including critical events” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 51). I 

argued in the introduction that one cannot understand the role of the CFO 

without knowing its history. This is done by identifying triggering events in 

the CFO’s environment since the millennium.  

The occupants of specific professional roles necessarily incorporate specific 

professional identities that on the one hand share a common understanding 

of the respective role inside the professional community; on the other hand, 

since they still are individuals occupying those roles, a certain uniqueness in 

the professional’s identity is apparent. Thus, in chapter 5, Scott’s framework 

of institutional pillars is used to provide a basis for the creation of 

professional identity. Apart from Scott, different fields of research stressing 

identity creation are discussed (Nicholson, 1984; Markus & Nurius, 1986; 

Ibarra, 1999). Congruence in the bases of each field with Scott’s pillars is 

elaborated that shows a direct relation of identity creation to institutionalism 

and supports the change explaining capabilities of the here elaborated 

institutional system.   
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Hence, the “methodical procedure” in this study is the alteration and 

augmentation of existing theories (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 173). 

3.2 DATA COLLECTION 

In chapter 6, empirical research will be provided. In order to validate or 

extend the elaborated theory in this study through primary information, 

interviews with actual CFOs are conducted, which is a “common technique” 

to acquire business knowledge (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 177).  

The aim of the conducted interview is to “ascertain” information, not to 

“mediate” (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 244). The individual perception of the 

interviewee is the point of interest which is why a “co-creation of social 

reality”, how it is found in dialogues, is not desirable (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, 

p. 191). It is rather about “transferring objective and subjective facts from 

respondent to interviewer” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 191). The 

determination of these facts is done in order to account for the systems 

view’s “conception of reality” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 128). Objective facts 

are collected by both considering the history of the CFO, e.g. legal changes, 

as well as the interviews whereas subjective facts are solely collected by the 

interviews.  

The evolving role of the CFO, as it is elaborated in this study, has two faces. 

First, objectively recognizable economic occurrences since the millennium 

that directly or indirectly affected the CFO’s occupation and professional 

role. Second, the CFO’s subjective perception of those occurrences and the 

process of evolvement as a whole. These aspects match the “basic 

assumptions” of an interview (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 191). Furthermore, 

this study elaborates the underlying concepts of role evolvement, which are 

known as the creation of professional identity. I argued earlier that one 

cannot explain the status quo of the CFO’s role and identity without knowing 

what did happen that made the current state possible. Therefore, 

“understanding [the] experiences, opinions, attitudes, values, and processes” 

related to the evolving professionals is necessary and attached to interviews 

(Rowley, 2012, p. 262). 

3.2.1 THE INTERVIEWS’ METHODS 

To gain knowledge about these aspects, the interviews draw on the 

professional biography of the respective CFOs. Thus, a combination of 

“curriculum vitae analysis” (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 315) and “guideline 

interview” (Hopf, 1978) is used in which the CV serves as the guideline in 

order to identify possible work role transitions.   



METHODOLOGY  CLEMENS KANT 

10 
 

Due to the individuality of the CFOs’ CV, semi-structured interviews are 

conducted (Rowley, 2012, p. 262). This is not only because of differences in 

the CFOs’ careers, but also about a possible different meaning of specific 

steps or stages in their careers. The semi-structured interview accounts for 

unequal emphasis by the interviewees on specific occurrences and hence 

“varying degrees of adaptation of questions and question order to 

accommodate the interviewee” (Rowley, 2012, p. 262). Apart from being 

semi-structured, a combination of closed questions and subsequent 

“prompts” (Rowley, 2012, p. 266), which are open questions and used to get 

deeper into the topic. These are most commonly in both interviews to ask 

about perceived differences in context and responsibility during the main 

work role transitions as well as whether and if which economic actors had 

an influence on the respective CFOs during those transitions. In order to 

“share a common understanding of the interview questions” (Roulston, 2010, 

p. 52), the interviewees are told that the questions will concern their 

personal professional career and perception of the process. Apart from that, 

no information is given regarding used concepts that explain the possible 

processes in order to prevent bias and provide “more valid answers” (Foddy, 

1993, p. 19). 

As the institutional pillars can be perceived as components or categories of 

the system, concepts from the grounded theory are used, namely the coding 

of the data that is conducted following Strauss & Corbin (1998) – “open” and 

“axial coding”. This is done in order to be able to “uncover, name, and 

develop concepts” as well as elaborate “main categories” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998, p. 102/124). Further, open coding is used to account for the 

possibility of concepts emerging from the data that are not taken into 

consideration in the following theoretic chapters.   

Subsequently, the coded categories are related to the stated research 

questions and elaborated with the provided concepts of institutionalism and 

identity creation. 

Concluding the different approaches of identity creation as well as 

institutionalization, the most important feature are the interactions of the 

respective professional with other relevant actors who provide meaningful 

feedback as well as inspiration and guidance. Thus, a concept called Identity 

Stakeholders is presented in order to account for the importance of the 

professional environment of an individual facing identity creation or role 

transition or both. 
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4 AN INSTITUTIONAL CONCEPTION OF THE CFO 

4.1 THE OLD INSTITUTIONALISM 

“Institutionalization is a process. It is something that happens to an 

organization over time, reflecting the organization's own distinctive history, 

the people who have been in it, the groups it embodies and the vested 

interests they have created, and the way it has adapted to its environment” 

(Selznick, 1957 quoted in Scott, 1995, p. 18).  

This quote by Selznick describes in short relevant factors that concern an 

organization on becoming an institution. Addressing the role of the people 

and interests, it becomes apparent that these are only contributors to the 

actual institution – the organization itself. This perception relates to the 

traditional institutional view until the second half of the 20th century.  

The focus of old institutionalism lies on apparent organizational structures, 

a political perception of conflicts in the organization (Powell & DiMaggio, 

1991, p. 12) as well as on whole industries (Stigler, 1968). It rather tempts to 

describe a specific status of a system that is perceived as being an 

institution and the “embeddedness in local communities” where “treaties 

[are] hammered out in face-to-face interaction” (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991, p. 

13). Moreover, processes of institutionalization were confined to the actual 

entities that were seen as institutions – the distinct organizations themselves 

(Powell & DiMaggio, 1991, p. 14). 

4.2 THE NEO INSTITUTIONALISM 

According to different scholars (Scott, 1995; North, 1990) it was Coase’ “The 

Nature of the Firm” (1937) that led the focus back on inter-organizational 

actions in the late 20th century; “When it is costly to interact, institutions 

matter” (North, 1990, p. 12). Scott (1995, p. 25) relates this direction that 

“[…] focuses on firm-level structures […]” to the new-institutionalism in 

economic studies, where the perception of institutions exceeded the above 

mentioned local environment.   

The new institutionalism includes aspects like “organizational sectors […] 

[or] professions” that have an influential capability (Powell & DiMaggio, 

1991, p. 13). This is followed by Greenwood & Hinings (1996, p. 1029) who 

see “technical requirements” or the “structure of the institutional context” as 

triggers of change. These “non-local environments” and “inter-organizational” 

focus (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991, p. 13/14) make it possible to engage in 

processes of institutionalization in consideration of multiple aspects in the 
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economic surroundings. Thus, processes of institutionalization occur due to 

“technical and exchange interdependencies” that evoke isomorphism of the 

organization with its environment (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 346). This way, 

organizations “incorporate the practices and procedures defined by 

prevailing rationalized concepts of organizational work and institutionalized 

in society [in order to] increase their legitimacy and survival prospects” 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 340).   

However, the organizational level that Meyer & Rowan (1977) and Scott 

(1995) address is too broad a scope that doesn’t account for a micro-

analytical approach on roles and professional identities like the CFO within 

an organization; even though the neo institutionalism provided a basis for 

the evolvement of professional roles in the first place. Considering Meyer & 

Rowan’s (1977) addressed isomorphism of organizations that (Powell & 

DiMaggio, 1991, p. 14) see as an “emphasis on the homogeneity of 

organizations”, it is likely that these developments produce distinct 

allocations of tasks and responsibilities in the organizational field that are 

related to specific sets of cognitive and normative properties. Through 

“convergent change” (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996, p. 1027), this allocation 

manifests itself in a “myth” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 340), which becomes 

an entity in the institutional environment – the birth of a professional role. 

So far, the individuals, who occupy the above mentioned roles, were either 

seen as “maximizing their interests within institutional constraints” 

(Tamanaha, 2015, p. 97) or “internalizing shared norms so that they become 

the basis for the individual’s action” (Scott, 1995, p. 20). In this study, it is 

the role itself, namely the CFO who is viewed as the institutional entity. 

Thus, the individual is no longer exclusively subject to constraints provided 

by its environment; moreover are processes and hence progress rooted in the 

action of the role’s occupants.  

Recent studies, reviewed by Muzio et al. (2013, pp. 699/713) proclaim such 

a differentiated view on what institutions actually can be; meaning the 

professions themselves. 

4.3 THE PROFESSIONS 

As noted above, the role of the CFO is rooted in a distinctive profession, 

which is that of a technical accountant.  

Early studies of the profession followed a trait-based approach (Leicht, 2005, 

p. 603; Leicht & Fennell, 2008, p. 432), which seeks to “distinguish” the 

profession through characteristics such as “mastery of knowledge”, 

addressing “relevant and key social values”, “high degree of autonomy” and 
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“a well-developed code of ethics” (Leicht, 2005, p. 603). Even though these 

attributes can still be ascribed to contemporary professions, since they 

resemble a kind of timeless requirements for the profession’s occupants, 

they rather offer the possibility to make a snapshot of what is a profession 

and who is a professional at present. The trait approach lacks dynamic 

explanatory power (Leicht, 2005, p. 604), which is necessary when a 

professional role, especially an evolving one, is studied in the context of 

institutionalization. 

According to different scholars, that narrow perception of the professions is 

outdated, since it relates to early studies that deal with “free professions” 

(Scott, 2008, p. 220), meaning that “the range of organizational settings in 

which professionals work has far exceeded earlier models of the solo 

practice, the partnership, group practice, large law firm or the large modern 

hospital” (Leicht & Fennell, 1997, p. 217). Professionals became more and 

more embedded into organizational environments. Suddaby et al. (2009, p. 

409) study the profession of accounting in an organizational context, due to 

the fact that professional service firms like accounting or audit firms, e.g. the 

Big Four, became even bigger corporations than their clients. Nevertheless, 

their view on the profession, even though differentiated in various 

organizational contexts, remains embedded in that context, which is the 

institutional environment.  

Leicht & Fennel (1997, p. 216), however, see “professional careers […] [as] 

strongly institutionalized in that they are shaped through socialization 

processes […]”, which occur within organizations and make “the actual 

shape of those careers […] increasingly conditioned by opportunities […]” 

encountered in the respective corporation. These opportunities, of which 

some were addressed in the introduction, made the professional role of the 

CFO emerge in the first place. Muzio, Brock & Suddaby (2013, p. 703) argue 

for a consideration of an organizational professional evolvement, since “a 

majority of new professional occupations […] are born directly out of 

organizational context”. It is the environment where “professional identities 

are mediated, formed and transformed” (Cooper & Robson, 2006, p. 416) as 

it is the case for the CFO.  

Professional occupations are closely related with professional identities or 

roles, which Scott (1995, p. 38) describe as a “specialized [set of] values and 

norms […] for particular individuals or specified social positions”. He also 

provides the theoretical, institutional framework, in which I will embed the 

recent evolvement of the CFO’s role.  
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4.4 SCOTT’S THREE PILLARS OF INSTITUTIONS 

“Institutions consist of cognitive, normative, and regulative structures and 

activities that provide stability and meaning to social behavior” (Scott, 1995, 

p. 33). This definition of institutions shows the three main institutional 

concepts that are used in this study – cognitive, normative and regulative 

structures that concern the past, present and future of the CFO. Scott’s 

emphasis on stability, however, has to be taken with care, since I perceive 

the CFO’s occupation as dynamic. Apart from that, it rather resembles the 

traditional view on institutions. Other scholars, like North (1990, p. 6), 

acknowledge that “the major role of institutions in a society is to reduce 

uncertainty by establishing a stable […] structure to human interaction”, but 

also point to the contemporary “rapidity of institutional change”. Another 

distinction is provided by North. In general he relates to institutional change 

as being “slow and glacial in character” (North, 1990, p. 6). This may be valid 

when institutional lenses are focused on broader organizational structures. 

However, certain roles like the CFO are rather exposed to institutional 

changes and thus, to Scott’s implicative dynamic concepts. This goes in 

contrast to the “institutional school [whose] prevailing nature of change is 

one of constant reproduction and reinforcement of existing modes of thought 

and organization (i.e., change is convergent)” (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996, 

p. 1027).  

An argument that Scott (1995, p. 19) finds in Selznick’s work (1957), which 

is ascribed to organizations, due to the traditional institutionalism, can also 

be related to professional roles. The more “diffuse [defined] goals”, meaning 

the more uncertainty exist about the actual responsibilities of a role, and 

thus the techniques with which the responsibilities and tasks are carried 

out, the more is this role subject to institutionalization. This is because 

institutionalization is the actual process of defining or redefining values, 

beliefs and processes to distinct occupations – in this study the role of the 

CFO. It is not a snapshot of the status quo; institutionalization is the 

dynamic component and triggered through violations inflicted on the 

respective status quo.  

4.4.1 THE REGULATIVE PILLAR 

The regulative pillar of institutions is the most apparent one. Beginning with 

the early scholars studying institutionalism, especially in appearances of 

governmental or public organizations, the emphasis lay on “formal 

structures and legal systems” (Scott, 1995, p. 6). These are easy to recognize, 

since they include written law. Any violations towards those rules are 
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sanctionable by the state, the top regulative institution.   

Scott (1995, p. 36) supports this view especially for economics, since “firms 

in markets and other competitive situations [have] varying interests […] and, 

hence, explicit rules and referees are more necessary to preserving a stable 

order”.   

Regulative components are deeply rooted in any economy. It’s not about the 

extreme end of socialism and planned economy. In any “free” market 

economy, the state sets a regulative framework for every economic entity 

within its domain to guarantee the order. This “primary mechanism of 

control […], is coercion” (Scott, 1995, p. 36).   

Apart from that, this regulative and legally guiding principle is not 

exclusively subject to economics. It finds application whenever and wherever 

competing entities are interacting. Douglas North (1990, p. 4) provides a 

fitting sport comparison:  

 They [Institutions] are perfectly analogous to the rules of the game in a 

competitive team sport. That is, they consist of formal written rules as 

well as typically unwritten codes of conduct that underlie and 

supplement formal rules, such as not deliberately injuring a key player 

on the opposing team. And as this analogy would imply, the rules and 

informal codes are sometimes violated and punishment is enacted. 

Nevertheless, the underlying informal rules, the codes of conduct, are 

discussed in the next chapter that addresses the normative pillar. 

Even though this study is concerned about the occupation of the CFO as an 

institution itself, it would be false to neglect the embeddedness of this micro-

level institution in the broader scope of its economic institutional 

environment.   

Since the organization, in which the CFO operates, is subject to regulative 

law, so is the CFO’s occupation itself. North (1990, p.4) addresses this by 

talking about violations of rules that carry penalties. These violations, 

however, rather display the current state of the regulative institutional 

component the CFO is embedded in. They are part of a distinct and 

established economic system with liberties, duties and constraints.  

To achieve a sufficient degree of acknowledgement of the rules, regulative 

action heavily relies on “legitimacy” (Scott, 1995, p. 36). Only then is it 

possible that formal rules are internalized in a way that allows for the 

derivation of informal, normative rules. This, since it is an essential 

requirement of any judiciary, neutral “third party must always involve the 

state as a source of coercion” (North, 1990, quoted in Scott, 1995, p. 36).   

Furthermore, since the state strives primarily for macroeconomic 
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maximization of economic welfare, it does place the distribution of that 

welfare as a second priority. If one party violates the rules in an economy, it 

most likely affects the wealth of another one and thus, the welfare of the 

whole. This reduction of welfare makes the state act on its own behalf, but 

neutrally in the perception of the economic actors, in order to re-establish 

market equilibrium and maintain macroeconomic welfare. 

As argued above, violations and sanctions display the status quo of an 

institutional system. Since this study focuses on the evolvement of the CFO, 

it is rather interested in dynamic features of Scott’s pillars; that is the 

change of regulative components.  

Considering the history of the CFO’s occupation since the millennium, a 

major regulative shift in its environment was the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 

2002. It was rooted in the accounting scandals of the early 2000s; including 

Enron & Arthur Anderson, WorldCom, Tyco and others that carried billions 

in losses for shareholders and huge fees for the involved companies 

themselves as well as prison sentences for the actual fraudulent actors. 

On the one hand, these cases provide an example of typical, even though 

very severe, violations of the regulative component and the following legal 

consequences. It clearly displays the “role of the state as rule maker, referee 

and enforcer [of punishment]” (Scott, 1995, p. 37). Violations of this scope, 

however, bear a capability of revealing serious imperfection in the 

contemporary system. Thus, they trigger a process of regulative change in 

order to prevent a recurrence of such an event.   

Most striking for the CFO are the sections 404 and 802 of the act, which 

require the CFO to testify annual reports as well as the quality of the 

internal reporting system and penalties if reporting is conducted falsely 

(SEC, 2002, p. 789/800). This regulative act instantly increases the 

responsibility and duties of the CFO. He or she is not only accountable for 

false statements. Prior to the reporting, and actually ongoing, the CFO needs 

to ensure effectively working audit controls in order to be able to testify at 

all. Not every company employs or is run by people like Jeff Skilling (CEO 

Enron, 24 years of prison), Bernie Ebbers (CEO WorldCom, 25 years of 

prison) or Mark Swartz (CFO Tyco, 8-1/3 to 25 years of prison) (Accounting-

Degree, 2016) and thus, efforts had been made to ensure those controls 

before SOX, even though not with the now threatening possible 

consequences.  

Section 409 requires the companies to instantly disclosure any information 

that may affect the stock prices. Hence, it demands high cognitive 
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capabilities and knowledge of the CFO to be able to judge issues right. SOX 

displays a vast enhancement of responsibilities and duties and display a new 

regulative institutional environment for the CFO.  

The implementation, however, is subject to the CFO him- or herself and 

requires own regulative structures within the company, which have to be 

elaborated, set up and maintained by the top executive level, including the 

CFO.  

The Sarbanes-Oxley act also stands for a shift in the prevailing corporate 

paradigm. Prior to SOX, companies tried to continuously increase their 

respective stock price; as the scandals revealed they sometimes did that at 

all cost. The focus shifted much to the investor. Considering the already 

known shareholder value approach of the end of the last century, one could 

argue that the shareholder, the investor, has been the priority all along. The 

difference, however, lies in the way the investor is perceived. It is not an only 

a capital actor anymore, whose interest of increasing stock prices have to be 

taken care of. The SOX requirements were implemented, because they “[are] 

necessary or useful for the protection of investors and in the public interest” 

(SEC, 2002, p. 791, own emphasis). The term “protection” describes the 

changed perception of investors. The “public interest” relates to the neutral 

third party, the state, which strives to maintain the macroeconomic growth 

of welfare as I argued before.   

This differentiated view on investors with its rather shallowly specified term 

of “protection” displays a “diffuse goal” (Scott, 1995, p. 19), which is likely to 

trigger a further process of institutionalization. Since the aim of this process, 

the protection of investors, is already stated, the question is how to achieve 

this goal. Furthermore, this paradigmatic shift stresses possible ethical 

demands for the CFO. The final implications, however, relate to the 

normative pillar of institutions.  

4.4.2 THE NORMATIVE PILLAR 

As discussed above, the regulative pillar establishes a legal framework that 

provides the scope of possible action as well as sanctions when constraints 

are violated. The normative pillar on the other hand focuses on the actual 

actions being conducted. It is interested in a closer look on the behaviour 

and how the respective economic entities are working within the given 

regulative frame. This work is conducted in “normative systems [which] 

include both values and norms” (Scott, 1995, p. 37). As I stated in the 

previous chapter, a true internalization of regulative rules, which is based on 

legitimacy is a premise for deriving normative implications due to the 



AN INSTITUTIONAL CONCEPTION OF THE CFO  CLEMENS KANT 

18 
 

intrinsic character of normative system.   

It is intrinsic because it requires a genuine personal engagement of the 

individual actors in the economy in order to comply with the ethical 

requirements. When we regard ethical requirements in the business 

environment, we must not neglect the regulative framework, since these two 

concepts are close together. The ethics is the norm- and value-setting 

environment that guides the way of economic behaviour. Regulation is just a 

rather legal term. When I speak about implications for actual acting that 

derives from the regulative or ethical frame, it describes the moral that leads 

the individual’s behaviour. Ethics relates to moral like teaching to acting. 

Considering the acting of the economic entities as intrinsic moral behaviour, 

it becomes apparent why the regulative pillar, the ethics that frame the 

norms and values, has to be internalized for a genuine compliance.   

Therefore, the overall regulative and ethic framework provides the values 

Scott (1995, p. 37) sees as “conceptions of the preferred and desirable” and 

the norms, which “specify how things should be done; they [norms] define 

legitimate means to pursue valued ends”. These valued ends represent the 

individuals’ endeavour of maximizing utility that is in most cases economic 

profit, which is to be reached through “appropriate ways” (Scott, 1995, p. 

38). 

Furthermore, informal rules that are represented by the normative pillar are 

utterly necessary for any economic system. Due to the high difficulty of 

elaborating complete contracts and hence a prevailing existence of 

incomplete contracts, the informal rules account for the lacking regulative 

integrity and assure a maintaining of market efficiency.  

The above mentioned term “protection” in Section 409 of the SOX is a 

normative statement. Thus, it describes an expected behaviour and defines a 

meaning attached to the actual legal paragraphs. This meaning, the 

protection of investors, is a guidance of acting in situations that are not 

defined by written law.  

Concerning the SOX, the focus lies specifically on top executives like the 

CFO as argued earlier. Even though most normative demands apply to any 

economic player, there are specific sets of values and norms that are 

attached to certain roles: “conceptions of appropriate action for particular 

individuals or specified social positions” (Scott, 1995, p. 38). Scott implies 

that certain normative attributes distinguish roles, like the CFO, from other 

economic actors. Considering the top executive level, an apparent distinction 

is the high influential capability of the CFO as an occupant of leadership and 

the inherent responsibilities. As I argued in the previous chapter, it is an 
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egocentric motivation of the CFO to testify valid reports in order to avoid 

penalization.  

Taking an internalized normative stand, the CFO is likely to do more than 

complying with written law. It can be assumed that under this premise, 

regulative set goals become part of an intrinsic endeavour that strives to 

fulfil the role the respective CFO occupies.  

Considering that the CFO is depending on high amount of subordinates in 

management accounting and auditing, either intern or extern, it is necessary 

to infuse the hierarchy with the same norms and values the CFO 

incorporates. This is one of the main leadership attributes and thus 

inherently individual. Nevertheless, the underlying goal and some concepts 

that can be used are the same throughout the CFO’s professional 

community; e.g. the Codes of Conduct. The attempt of infusing the 

organization with shared means makes the CFO a “normative agent” (Scott, 

2008, p. 225).   

As discussed above, the properties of these means stem from the regulative 

framework. Nevertheless, the rules that are described there are not blindly 

incorporated. They need to be, and are, analysed and interpreted through 

the CFO. This process of evaluation, which leads to the actual normative 

implementation included a cognitive variable and is therefore also a subject 

to the cognitive pillar that will be discussed in the next chapter. The 

outcome, however, bears a normative interpretation of the current 

environment or a triggering event. 

SOX for example did not only influence the CFO through a new law. The 

accounting scandals triggered another, soft coercive institution – the public. 

The outcry in the early 2000s was great, since many private investors were 

affected by the loss of their investments. Such happenings raise the question 

not only about the doings of the respective fraudulent actors, but also about 

anyone else occupying the same professional role. The CFO, therefore, is 

pushed to position, or rather distinguishes him- or herself from those “black 

sheep of the profession”. This is done through commitment to strong ethical 

values, which need to be expressed publicly.  

Many contributors of the contemporary discussion about the CFO argue for 

an increased strategic decision making the CFO faces (Ganace & Juras, 

2014; Green, 2007; Hollein, 2013). This argumentation is not only valid for 

the top level of the profession like the CFO, but also for the respective 

professional community in general as the Institute of Management Accounts 

(IMA) (2008, p.1) stated in their new definition for the profession: 
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Management accounting is a profession that involves partnering in 

management decision making, devising planning and performance 

management systems, and providing expertise in financial reporting 

and control to assist management in the formulation and 

implementation of an organization’s strategy. 

A normative analysis on this subject becomes necessary. The essential 

issues are about the above mentioned “partnering”, since it involves other 

professional roles and how the CFO processes the available information.   

The information obviously consists for one part of common knowledge in the 

business environment, which entails the regulative information just as it 

does the individuals’ cognitive information. This, on the other hand, 

represents more than a current change in law or any other triggering event. 

It is the collective and value infused knowledge of an individual; its “frame of 

reference” (Weick, 1995, p. 4). 

A rather objective, but not less normative aspect is the deployment of the 

leading body of the organization. Whether or not the whole nomenclature of 

C-suite executives is present apparently influences the role of the CFO 

concerning the tasks and responsibilities. The ongoing disappearance of the 

COO (Ganace & Juras, 2014; Krist|Kolder Associates, 2015) marks a change 

in the respective board’s deployment. Tasks are being transferred to the CFO 

who therefore will have to change the pattern how he or she has handled the 

occupation before in any event. It changes the way things are being done, 

which is a basic normative attribute. Ganace & Juras (2014, p. 28) argue 

that this did push the cooperative relationship between the CEO and CFO. 

Beyond the factual normative part of a new work or new practice lies the 

actual institutional process. An assignment of a new task can be seen as 

objective as written law. It contains requirements and duties. But the 

induction of these new meanings into one’s professional role triggers the 

CFO’s process of institutionalization.  

The case of a disappearing COO bears a new scenario for the CEO and CFO. 

The above mentioned tightened relationship of the two is likely to result in 

new and reoccurring working actions. Berger & Luckmann (1967, p. 70) see 

such repeated actions, as the basis of “habitualization”, which results in 

institutionalization. Even though they argue for the fact that in most cases, 

institutions contain a high number of people, they acknowledge that 

institutionalization also can occur when only two people begin to interact, as 

long as it is “continuing in time”. They give an example of two people from 

distinct social worlds meeting on a desert island that facilitates the 

demonstration of the principle: “Institutionalization occurs whenever there is 
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a reciprocal typification of habitualized actions by types of actors” (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967, p. 72). Considering the assumed strategic partnership by 

the IMA, the relationship has to be reciprocal in order to elaborate a strategy. 

And apparently those encounters between the CEO and CFO happen over 

and over again. It is reciprocal and it is habitualized; it is the way it is done, 

which is why this is related to the normative pillar. Nevertheless, the most 

important component of Berger & Luckmann’s definition is the typification. 

The typification stands for an awareness of the interaction’s meaning. Both 

parties need to know about this meaning and have to share it.   

The result is in Berger & Luckmann’s sense the emergence of a new 

institution. Apart from that, it is also an augmentation of the CFO’s 

institution in the context of this study. Furthermore, addressing the third 

research question, this augmentation is likely to be valid for the other party, 

the CEO.  

The above mentioned awareness of the meanings of the conducted actions as 

well as the induction of new meaning into one’s professional role, as it is 

described in the previous paragraph, requires cognitive action.  

4.4.3 THE COGNITIVE PILLAR 

The cognitive pillar addresses the actual processing of any kind of 

information an individual encounters. This is the “cognitive dimension of 

human existence: Mediating between the external world of stimuli and the 

response of the individual organism is a collection of internalized symbolic 

representations of the world” (Scott, 1995, p. 40). These representations 

consist of the respective individual’s past experiences, which again, as well 

as our reactions to them, create our individual framework of social 

behaviours; unfold strengths and weaknesses and form values and beliefs we 

consider as truth. The whole of these traits and knowledge build an 

individual’s frame of reference, one’s personal culture. The frame of reference 

is therefore a personal cognitive background, against which we evaluate and 

judge what is happening in our environment. Weick (1995, p. 17) refers to 

this as “identity construction” and even though any occupant of a 

professional role is different, the whole of them is likely to share specific 

values and beliefs, short an identity, since based on these sets and criteria 

we distinguish certain roles in the first place (Scott, 1995, p. 38). 

Apart from that, the frame of reference is not static. Any event, or cue, that 

makes us think and reflect draws upon the current frame, but also 

augments it. According to Weick (1995, p. 2) these cues need to be 

“something in the form of a surprise, […], something that does not fit” in 
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order trigger sensemaking.   

This concept relates to Berger & Luckmann’s (1967, pp. 53/54) typification. 

They state that in specific categories, experience and meaning is shared and 

thus is understanding. “Experiences are ongoingly subsumed under general 

orders of meaning that are both objectively and subjectively real” (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967, p. 54). The terms frame of reference, specific categories 

and general orders of meaning herby describe the same concept, a structure 

of shared understanding and meaning. This structure is the professional role 

of the CFO. The shared meaning however is not unlimited. Even though we 

expect any occupant of the same professional role to have made certain 

experiences related to that role, the individuality will never be completely 

subordinated.  

Scott (1995, pp. 41/42) sees in these concepts a set of underlying 

“constitutive rules”. These rules differ from rules provided by the regulative 

pillar, since they are socially constructed and provide the “creation of [above 

mentioned] categories” (Scott, 1995, p. 41). They are very informal but 

known to any actor in the regarded environment. Considering the meaning of 

experience of the role’s occupants and how their behaviour emerges, a 

“cognitive framework stresses the importance of social identities: our 

conceptions of who we are and what ways of action make sense for us in a 

given situation” (Scott, 1995, p. 44).  

What makes sense for the CFO in a given situation is the missing component 

to analyse the above mentioned events like SOX or changes in the 

deployment of executives. The induction of the cognitive pillar provides the 

last component that is necessary for the CFO’s individual reasoning.  

Even though the scope of action is rather narrow regarding written law like 

SOX, the evaluation of the law is conducted through a judgement against the 

CFO’s frame of reference. Either acknowledgement or refusal is the 

consequence; intrinsically, since one has to comply anyway. But only the 

cognitive process of evaluation makes it possible to internalize such a law 

and account for the underlying implicit behavioural orders as is argued 

earlier. Furthermore, the law itself provides guidance for the future 

professional identity of the CFO, since it assigns great responsibilities, which 

sets the CFO apart from other actors in the economic environment. The CFO 

thus faces a changed perception by his surroundings just as he undergoes a 

process of change himself. Hence, a change in the regulative pillar is capable 

of triggering the process of institutionalization through cognitive evaluation 

and finally normative implementation.  
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The case of the disappearing COOs provides an objective support for the 

shift of the CFO’s role into the strategic body of an organization, since it 

takes the CFO closer to the core strategic entity – the CEO (Ganace & Juras, 

2014, p. 28). Considering the imminent augmentation of the CFO’s role in 

this case, a cognitive process is triggered in which the CFO has to handle 

new information. This information consists of objective things like new tasks 

and requirements on the on hand and of subjective things like Berger & 

Luckmann’s (1967) earlier mentioned repeated, reciprocal and thus 

habitualized actions of both CFO and CEO. The CFO judges the new 

assignments or working procedures against the current frame of his 

professional identity. So does the CEO. Since the relationship is assumed to 

be close, which seems necessary considering the expected elaboration of 

corporate strategies, the effect of the encounter is reciprocal.   

Depending on the CFO’s frame of reference, meaning his past, previous 

occupations, experiences and collaborations with other professional roles, 

sensemaking is conducted. It is checked, whether own prevailing values and 

beliefs are in line with the counterpart’s, whether adjustments need to be 

made and whether those adjustments are possible at all. But as soon as 

these cognitive processes come to an end and a basis of shared meaning is 

found, normative implications will become possible. These implications may 

lead to new ways of behaviour, new working processes in the top executive 

board that mark a change in the respective institution of the CFO.  

Thus, the cognitive pillar of institutions is, in contrast to Scott’s distinct 

perception, indispensable for any institutional progress, since it is where 

new information is processed, evaluated and judged to provide the basis for 

subsequent decision making. This is supported by neo-institutionalists like 

Zucker (1983, p. 25, quoted in Powell & DiMaggio (1991, p. 15)) who states 

that “institutionalization is fundamentally a cognitive process”. 

Just as Weick (1995) sees identity construction in the concept of 

sensemaking, I also see it in the actual process of institutionalization. No 

institution emerges overnight (Berger & Luckmann, 1967, p. 72). It is a 

process that forces the relevant actors to reflect upon themselves, their 

behaviour as well as their environment and how they and others affect these 

things. This is not possible without creating a sense of one’s self, which 

necessarily leads to the creation of identity presented in chapter 5. 

4.4.4 THE SYSTEM’S FINALITY RELATION 

Above I argued that the cognitive pillar is indispensable for the 

interdependencies in the three pillars of institutions. Moreover, it provides 



AN INSTITUTIONAL CONCEPTION OF THE CFO  CLEMENS KANT 

24 
 

the processes that make the difference between “causal” and “finality 

relations” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 66).   

Considering SOX as a triggering event in the regulative pillar, there are 

relations that can be seen as causal. The justifying of annual reports by CEO 

and CEO is such an example. The law requires a signature by those top level 

executives. This means that the reports are in line with legal requirements 

and that all relevant information was gathered thoroughly to meet the 

demands of accuracy and completeness with regard to the disclosure policy 

of SOX. The formal responsibility of the CEO and CFO in this case is a 

necessary result of the law and hence strictly causal. There is no way to 

avoid it.  

As described chapter 4.2.1, the SOX requirements were implemented, 

because they “[are] necessary or useful for the protection of investors and in 

the public interest” (SEC, 2002, p. 791, own emphasis). The term protection 

provides the purpose of the law and thus the “driving force” (Arbnor & 

Bjerke, 2008, p. 66). By conducting cognitive action with regard to the new 

regulative environment, namely an evaluation of the new law with 

consideration of one’s own frame of reference, the causal effect on necessary 

normative behaviour can be infused with meaning. As soon as the CFO 

cognitively approves of the legal change, an internalization of the purpose, 

the protection of investors, will become possible. As discussed in chapter 

4.2.2 this offers the possibility on an infusion of the CFO’s hierarchy with 

the same normative meaning.   

Hence, the inclusion of the cognitive pillar alters the cause and effect 

relationship of the law from being simply causal, as it is found in analytical 

studies, towards being meaningful. This makes the “result [being] explained 

by the purpose behind the driving force” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 66). 
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5 CREATING PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY 

In the chapter about the normative pillar of institutionalization, I talked 

about a typification and thus an attached meaning to conducted actions. 

Therefore, they can be seen as the meanings of one’s behaviour. A role, even 

though determined by a specific set of values, beliefs and norms, can be 

described rather objectively through a consensus on properties of the 

respective set. The meanings, however, are perceived and evaluated 

intrinsically. Considering that “identities are meanings one attributes to 

oneself in a role (and that others attribute to one)” (Burke & Reitzes, 1981, p. 

84), it becomes apparent that identities, and thus professional identities, are 

socially created (Burke & Reitzes, 1981, p. 84). Next to the apparent reflexive 

part of identity creation, it heavily relies on interaction. The emerging 

awareness of the meaning of one’s action that underlies Berger & 

Luckmann’s (1967) typification, needs to be redirected at the self, since “the 

meanings of the self are learned from responses of others to one’s own 

action” (Burke & Reitzes, 1981, p. 84). Past studies of identity related this 

subject to commitment, which is seen as “one of the ways in which 

individuals participate in the establishment and maintenance of identities” 

(Burke & Reitzes, 1991, p. 242). This commitment has its roots in Foote’s 

(1951) study of identification. He sees identity as the “content” of an 

otherwise “empty bottle of behaviour and formal relations, without motive or 

incentive […] (Foote, 1951, p. 16).  

All these concepts that try to describe role, identity or commitment make it 

difficult to actually determine where to start the process of identity creation. 

A typification of action reveals meaning to one’s behaviour (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967). One’s own identity relies on the response of others to 

one’s actions (Burke & Reitzes, 1981) but has to be there in the first place to 

give meaning and “content” to one’s behaviour at all (Foote, 1951). It is a 

fuzzy constellation that might be understood better when seen as an ongoing 

process. Ibarra (1999, p. 765) who concludes Schein (1978) says that a 

“basic assumption is that professional identity forms over time with varied 

experiences and meaningful feedback that allow people to gain insight about 

their central end enduring preferences”. She further argues that identity is 

“distinguished from image or persona” (Ibarra, 1999, p. 765), which provides 

the basis for a distinction between roles and identity. Roles describe specific 

sets of traits and authority, which can, like in drama, be enacted by people 

(Hatch, Kostera, & Kozminski, 2005). These things relate to image and 
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persona that was mentioned by Ibarra (1999). They are external and 

possibly, not necessarily, detached from the individual’s true self that is the 

professional identity.  

5.1 FROM INSTITUTIONAL PILLARS TO IDENTITY CREATION  

By embedding the CFO in into Scott’s three pillars of institutions, I showed 

that institutional frameworks are also applicable to the micro-level of 

organizations – meaning specific professional roles. Moreover, I described 

how a triggering event in one pillar, e.g. a legal change in the regulative 

pillar, starts an institutionalization process that necessarily affects the other 

pillars. Thus, the initiated process will not be completed without the 

contribution of the other pillars. Talking about the regulative pillar, it seems 

that its role in the institutionalization process is rather triggering as 

described above. Objective changes arise in this pillar, which need to be 

processed by the CFO through cognitive and normative actions. The 

cognitive pillar is concerned with evaluating occurrences and judging them 

against one’s frame of reference, which can be viewed as a snapshot of one’s 

identity. Implications deriving from these cognitive processes show up in the 

normative behaviour of the respective professional. Including the remarks 

about responses by Burke & Reitzes (1981, p. 84), reactions to one’s 

normatively infused behaviour also provide triggers for identity creation. 

These responses, however, have to be processed cognitively, too, in order to 

make sense of them. A reciprocal relationship becomes apparent, which is 

why the pillars should not be viewed as distinct as proposed by Scott (1995, 

p. 34), but rather seen as “complementary” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 

101). Following this logic and according to Scott’s basic framework, the 

cognitive and normative pillars are responsible for the creation of 

professional identity.  

5.2 THE ROLE MODEL APPROACH 

In short and general, a role is recognized by a set of “specialized values and 

norms” that are related to “specified social positions” (Scott, 1995, p. 38). 

Thus, a role is objectively perceivable as such. This relates to Ibarra’s (1999, 

p. 765) distinction of identity from “image and persona”. An image, and 

hence a role, is openly conveyed to others and naturally neutral. A 

determination, whether the regarded role is perceived as positive or negative, 

is only possible when the above mentioned set of values and norms is 

evaluated. This is an individual cognitive process by the respective observer 

of the role. Ibarra (1999, pp. 764/765), considering Schein (1978), sees 

professional identity as a personal definition of the relevant set of values and 
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norms in a professional role. But this definition is solely known to the 

respective role’s occupant, which is why people orienting themselves at role 

models have to rely on the objectively conveyed traits.   

5.2.1 POSSIBLE SELVES 

In general, a role model is a desirable state of an individual, regarding traits, 

values, beliefs and also authority, since we are moving in an organizational 

context. Role models are perceptions of a self that is distinct to the 

contemporary one. These perceptions are called “possible selves” (Markus & 

Nurius, 1986, p. 954). By Markus & Nurius’ (1986) description, possible 

selves can consist of any set of values and traits and thus, are not 

necessarily bound to already existing roles. Yet, a role model provides the 

most obvious variations of possible selves. However, “the pool of possible 

selves derives from the categories made salient by the individual’s particular 

sociocultural and historical context […]” (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 954). In 

the CFO’s case it is the professional and organizational background. The 

close relation of the possible selves to the respective individual “provides an 

evaluative and interpretive context for the current view of self”, which is why 

they can “function as incentives for future behaviour” (Markus & Nurius, 

1986, p. 955). This implies change and thus a certain “dynamic”; “a direction 

and impetus for action, change and development” (Markus & Nurius, 1986, 

p. 960). Moreover, considering multiple occurrences of change implying role 

models in a professional career, a recursive possibility of modelling the 

respective development becomes apparent.  

The above mentioned consideration of the current view of self, the “now self” 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 962), suggests that the choice of possible selves 

depends on the contemporary identity of the respective individual. 

Elaborating this thought, it becomes utterly difficult to determine a stage, in 

which a professional identity is developed in the first place. Thinking 

recursive once more, the question arises what kind of identity the 

professional identity again is built upon. These thoughts, however, exceed 

the scope of this study, which is why the focused CFO and the roots of that 

role are perceived as already having a professional identity. Nevertheless, 

this identity is still subject to identity creation, since creation here includes 

altering and developing of any status quo.  

5.2.2 PROVISIONAL SELVES 

The actual development, however, namely the process by which a possible 

self leads to a change in an individual’s professional identity, is elaborated 
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by Ibarra (1999), who builds upon Markus & Nurius (1986) work. Ibarra 

(1999) argues 

That people adapt to new professional roles by experimenting with 

images that serve as trials for possible but now yet fully elaborated 

professional identities. These “provisional selves” are temporary 

solutions people use to bridge the gap between their current capacities 

and self-conceptions and the representations they hold about what 

attitudes and behaviours are expected in the new role.  

Following my argumentation that the choice of possible selves depends on 

one’s contemporary identity, a crucial factor of identity creation is an 

awareness of the self, which strongly relates to the concept of authenticity. 

Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann’s (2006, 251) study of the identity creation 

among medical residents reveals a tendency to pick “role models […] whose 

characteristics matched the perceptions of their professional identities” that 

points to a requirement for possible selves of being authentic; a congruence 

of intrinsic values and extrinsic behaviour. Thus, the possibilities for an 

individual to create a professional identity are strongly dependent on the 

organizational environment, meaning the availability of adequate and hence 

possible selves. Apart from that, not only the role model has to be authentic. 

The possible self also provides congruence with properties that are 

incorporated by the respective individual (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 965).  

Considering the assumed transition towards a strategic role for the CFO, his 

or her development relies heavily on the CEO. Apart from that, this principle 

is valid for any professional role facing an imminent transition.  

Furthermore, Ibarra (1999, p. 766) perceives possible selves as “cognitive 

filters [which] guide attention in sensemaking”. The thought is based on 

Markus & Nurius’ (1986, p. 955) description of how possible selves affect the 

way “stimuli are selected for attention”. The focus of Ibarra (1999), however, 

lies on the trial and thus on the provisional selves. Since they are a 

temporary augmentation of one’s identity, they resemble a transcendent 

frame of reference, which is used to process information in a different 

context. Considering that role transitions often lead to a higher position in 

an organization’s hierarchy, new policies and regulation are likely to apply. 

The earlier mentioned duty of a CFO to testify reports, as a result of SOX, is 

an apparent example.  

A crucial point is the validation of those provisional identities that requires a 

positive evaluation in order to be assimilated in a “wholesale” or “selective” 

way (Ibarra, 1999, p. 776). There are two steps of evaluation. First, an 
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“internal assessment” that judges whether the acquired provisional self 

provides congruence to relevant personal attributes and thus authenticity 

(Ibarra, 1999, p. 779). Second, there is an “external assessment” by so called 

“role-set members who offer explicit or implicit feedback” (Ibarra, 1999, p. 

779). The external assessment is based on Burke & Reitzes’ (1981) 

description of meaningful responses from others. This too, addresses the 

above mentioned necessity of adequate peers who are able to provide such 

meaningful responses. Concluding Mead (1934), they draw a picture of a 

process, in which the meanings of those responses become incorporated in 

the respective person’s self. In this stage, those meanings aren’t questioned 

anymore, which is an outcome of an institutionalization process. 

Furthermore, Markus & Nurius (1986, p. 956), who also relate to Mead 

(1934), add an ability of the transition facing person to “rehearse courses of 

action depending on a reading of the other person’s reactions”. This may 

seem as an obviously necessary ability to succeed in the overall process but 

nevertheless emphasizes the role of the required cognitive action. 

Summarizing these approaches it becomes apparent that the underlying 

concepts relate to the cognitive and normative (behavioural) pillars of 

institutions that are responsible for the creation of professional identity as 

argued earlier.  

5.2.3 WORK ROLE TRANSITIONS 

While the above discussed concepts of possible and provisional selves 

describe the sources from which one can draw new components for one’s 

identity, Nicholson (1984) provides a framework of work role transitions that 

rather focuses on the surrounding demands of a new role and the deriving 

implications for the necessary change of the respective individual. In general 

he provides two possible dimensions for a transition process. First, a 

“personal development”, in which the individual needs to change personal 

properties in order to fit into the new role and second, a “role development”, 

which stands for an adjustment of the new role in order to create congruence 

to the already existing traits of the person (Nicholson, 1984, p. 175). These 

dimensions can appear in four different processes: “Replication” (neither 

dimension); “Absorption” (personal development); “Determination” (role 

development) and “Exploration” (role and personal development) (Nicholson, 

1984, p. 175/176). Considering the already existing professional role of the 

CFO and arising new (strategic) demands, the appropriate process is the 

exploration.   

The exploration is in general applicable to the role development of the CFO 

but lacks components found in the previously discussed concepts. The 
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adjustment of personal professional identity is conducted with support of 

role models that have to be processed cognitively in order to derive 

implications for one’s identity. 

5.3 THE IDENTITY STAKEHOLDER APPROACH 

Studying the evolving roles of specific occupations like the CFO’s, the focus 

needs to be on the relations of those roles. The above mentioned studies 

point out that the basis of identity construction lies in the interaction with 

other economic actors. Moreover, according to Burke & Reitzes’ (1981) stated 

necessity of meaningful responses to one’s own action, which enable identity 

creation, the need of determining relevant identity stakeholders of a 

professional role like the CFO’s becomes crucial. Identity Stakeholders are 

the relevant economic actors surrounding and encountering an individual on 

any step of the creation of professional identity. These people have a stake in 

the respective individual’s identity, because they influence it either through 

meaningful responses to conducted action or by being a relevant role model. 

They do this either with intention because of an economic interest in the 

respective person or without their actual awareness of the process. Either 

way, the individual’s identity creation will be facilitated. 

Berger & Luckmann’s (1967, pp. 53/54) typification of interaction infuses 

the same with meaning. Burke & Reitzes (1981, p. 84) address, with regard 

to Mead (1934), other’s responses to one’s action that ultimately lead to an 

incorporation of the responses’ meaning into the self. Ibarra (1999, p. 765) 

who concludes Schein (1978) also addresses that a “basic assumption is that 

professional identity forms over time with […] meaningful feedback. Markus 

& Nurius (1986, p. 956), who again relate to Mead (1934), add a focus on the 

respective individual to actually be able to recognize meaningful responses 

as such and to derive implications for the evaluation of one’s behaviour. 

All these scholars base their concepts on the availability of economic actors 

who are actually capable of providing such meaningful feedback. It is 

centrally based on the relationships of the individual with its environment. 

An organization facing structural or strategic changes, inconsistencies of the 

contemporary organization’s orientation and the economic environment in 

which it operates, is likely to have not clearly defined, “diffuse goals” that are 

a triggering event of an institutionalization process (Scott, 1995, p. 19). They 

are heavily dependent on their employed professionals, who need to evolve 

their professional identity in order to meet new demands accompanying 

environmental change. Knowing the importance and influencing capabilities 

of identity stakeholders, the organization needs to provide an appropriate 
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environment, meaning relevant actors, to support and guide the creation of 

professional identities with regard to the desired outcome.   

This is in part already implemented. There is an extensive literature that 

considers role models (Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006; Ibarra, 1999; 

Nicholson, 1984) or career development and thus the creation of professional 

identity. Concepts like mentoring are widely known (St-Jean & Mathieu, 

2015). These are obviously recognizable as having the goal to enhance or 

augment someone’s capabilities. The mentoring individuals apparently fit 

into the category of identity stakeholders. The apparentness, however, is the 

crucial point. It confines the possible meaningful relations an individual, 

that is creating professional identity, can have to these obvious and 

intentionally implemented programs. The concept of identity stakeholders on 

the other hand accounts for the possible appearance of actors who provide 

meaningful responses on any level of activities related to the respective 

professional. Within those levels of activity, meaningful responses also can 

appear on any level of interaction, namely verbal and non-verbal. This 

requires Markus & Nurius (1986, p. 956) described ability to actual 

recognize meaningful responses as such and to process them cognitively. As 

soon as a professional incorporates these capabilities, he or she will be able 

to draw on a much broader range of identity stakeholders, than those that 

are intentionally set in a relationship (mentoring, tutoring) with the 

respective professional. This leads to a more differentiated frame of 

reference, since the professional will have more opportunities to engage in a 

process of sensemaking that will shape his or her professional identity. Pratt, 

Rockmann & Kaufmann (2006, pp. 246-248) refer to this as “customization” 

that leads to the “enriching” or detailed approval of one’s identity, “patching” 

that augments one’s identity with aspects found in others’ or “splinting” 

where parts of former stages of one’s identity are used to cope with a current 

situation. With regard to the presumed shift to a strategic role of the CFO 

that requires capabilities unrelated to the original profession, the conscious 

contact to various identity stakeholders who took part in one’s creation of 

professional identity are likely to provide a basis for a holistic management, 

that evolved occupations like the contemporary CFO may need.  

Following my argumentation that the interactions with others, namely the 

identity stakeholders, provide the basis for the discussed approaches for 

identity creation as well as Scott’s institutional pillars, the identity 

stakeholders do not become a forth pillar of institutionalization, but the 

keystone linking those pillars. Moreover, it supports this study’s concept of 
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interdependent and thus not, as Scott (1995) perceived them, distinct 

institutional pillars, due to the importance of interaction.  

5.4 CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF A PROFESSIONAL ROLE FACING INSTITUTIONALIZATION 

Reflecting the so far elaborated theories of institutionalism, professions and 

identity creation, a framework consisting of three perspectives is provided 

below.  

The institutional perspective displays the new interrelations between Scott’s 

(1995) three pillars. These interrelations make an evolvement of a 

professional role inside this institutional frame possible. They also determine 

the current state of institutionalization of the professional role. Furthermore, 

every pillar has a direct influence on the individual. However, only when 

regulative and normative aspects are processed through a cognitive 

judgement against one’s frame of reference can derivations be truly 

internalized as argued earlier. Thus, the cognitive pillar is emphasized in the 

model.   

The individual perspective shows the relation of theories addressing identity 

creation with the three pillars and that these also determine the professional 

role, since they account for the individual occupying such a role.  

The facilitating perspective accentuates the importance of identity 

stakeholders at the respectively labelled (line type) interrelations. 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the exposures and determinants of a professional role facing 
evolvement and institutionalization (own model) 
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• Legal environment
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Normative Pillar
• Values and norms
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6 EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 

So far, the empirical research in this study has been confined to two aspects. 

First, the contemporary discussion about the evolving role of the CFO (Lyon 

& Raef, 2012; Institute of Management Accountants, 2008; Ganace & Juras, 

2014; Ehrenhalt & Deirdre, 2007; Chartered Professional Accountants 

Canada, 2013). This discussion has been the trigger to take a deeper look at 

the CFO and at the issues that are either currently driving the process of 

change or drove it in the past. This way, the spotlight fell on the second 

aspect - great economic occurrences like SOX or objective changes in the 

organizational environment inside the respective companies (Krist|Kolder 

Associates, 2015). Based on this objectively recognizable data, I elaborated 

the theoretical institutional framework considering Scott (1995) and 

augmented his three pillars through interdependencies and a link to identity 

creation. 

Nevertheless, the actual CFO’s perceptions of considered occurrences are a 

crucial part in order to understand the evolvement of the CFO’s role. Thus, 

primary information needs to be collected in order to acquire relevant data 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 176). 

6.1 RELEVANT COMPANIES 

Relevant companies for this study are those, which employ a professional 

who occupies a position that is necessarily responsible for the finance and 

accounting division of the respective company. Another necessary condition 

is that the company is big enough. They are perceived as relevant when 

matching either the sales or the employee condition for being at least a 

medium-sized company according to Deloitte Mittelstandsinstitut (2008, p. 

21). These conditions shall ensure that the companies are divided in 

sufficiently distinct departments in order to be able to identify specific 

responsibilities. This does not mean that the respective CFO has to be 

responsible exclusively for the finance department.  

The majority of inquired companies are from Germany. Inquiries for 

interviews were sent to 16 companies through different ways; the press 

contact, the corporate communications department, a contact form and the 

social business networks LinkedIn® and Xing®. From all the inquiries I got 

four answers: One refusal including a short appreciation of the research 

topic, one interested response that didn’t lead to an interview because of the 
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working time of this thesis in which the respective CFO couldn’t provide an 

appointment and two positive answers that led to interviews. 

Both CFOs were promised anonymity concerning their person as well as 

their companies, which are German. One of the companies is a family-run 

retail enterprise. The other is a stock company located in the high tech 

sector. Both CFOs have been employed in their respective company for over 

10 years and occupied the position of the CFO for at least one year.  

6.2 THE INTERVIEWS’ OUTLINE 

Both interviews were conducted as “personal interviews (face-to-face) (Arbnor 

& Bjerke, 2008, p. 178)” The interview schedule followed the above discussed 

combination of interview types; the use of the curriculum vitae of the 

interviewees as the overall guideline.   

After an introduction of my academic background and a brief review of why I 

am conducting research on the evolving role of the CFO, I asked the first 

question that addressed the CFO’s current perception of his role in the 

respective company. I did this to give the CFOs a point of reference during 

the interview, against which he can reflect and judge the work and role 

transitions as well as attached meaning of those. The interviewees were 

informed about this brief structure.  

6.2.1. GERMAN FAMILY-RUN RETAIL GMBH (GERMAN FOR “COMPANY WITH LIMITED 

LIABILITY”) 

This company is a big enterprise according to both the sales and employee 

conditions of Deloitte Mittelstandsinstitut (2008, p. 21) - min. € 600 m 

sales/year; min. 3.000 employees. The CFO has been employed by the 

company for 31 years. After an apprenticeship to an assistant tax 

accountant and balance sheet accountant he joined the company in the 

financial accounting department. The objectively biggest steps were the 

appointment to the director of financial accounting and finally to the CFO. 

The interview was scheduled to 10 am and started on time. I was received in 

his private office that is located in the headquarters of the company. After a 

little Smalltalk I introduced myself and my studies and pointed to the 

general outline of the forthcoming interview as described in chapter 6.3. This 

is done in order to give the interviewee a fair idea of what the interview is 

about.  

The interview was conducted in German. It lasted around 1:30 h and was 

disrupted shortly two times: The first time for a short talk with a business 
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partner and the second time for a short call with the CEO. It was a 

comfortable and rather informal talk. The interviewee did speak almost 

continuously. Little interruptions were made to redirect the interview back to 

the actual topic both by myself and the CFO: “Well, we digress…”  

The interviewee did seem comfortable with talking freely about a lot of topics, 

even some delicate ones, at which he added that I am not supposed to use 

the respective information in my studies.   

The interview actually ended after one and a half hours due to the lack of 

more relevant questions. After a courteous appreciation of the interview the 

CFO accompanied me personally to the elevator and offered me his contact 

info in case of further questions. In the following, this company’s CFO will be 

called CFO A. A recording of the interview was undesired. 

6.2.2 GERMAN HIGH TECH STOCK COMPANY 

This company is a medium-sized enterprise according to the employee 

condition of Deloitte Mittelstandsinstitut (2008, p. 21) – min. 300 employees. 

The CFO has been employed by the company for 14 years. After an 

employment at big consulting firm, where he passed his tax consultant 

exam, he joined the company in the group accounting department. The 

objectively biggest steps were the appointment to the procurator of the 

finance and human resources division and finally to the CFO. 

The interview was scheduled to 2.30 pm and started on time. I was received 

in his private office that is located in the headquarters of the company. After 

a friendly greeting the CFO asked about the topic of the interview. He 

seemed to be in a good mood and curious about the talk. I explained my 

academic background and the topic of my thesis, as well as the reason for 

this choice. According to the approach used in the previous interview, I gave 

a brief outline; specifically that I intended to start with the CFO’s personal 

and current perception about his role and then go back to the beginning of 

his career. The CFO instantly began to talk. Throughout the interview, he 

had a lot to share and spoke freely and willingly. On very few occasions, I 

needed to redirect the interview to the relevant topics.    

The first time, the CFO did look on his watch was after about 50 minutes. 

The interview lasted about 1:05 h until 3.35 pm and was ended by the CFO 

due to another appointment. Throughout the interview, the CFO seemed very 

interested in the topic. At the very end, he asked for a copy of the finished 

thesis. In the following, this company’s CFO will be called CFO B. A 

recording of the interview was granted. 
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6.3 THE INTERVIEWS’ CONTENT 

In order to be able to “uncover, name, and develop concepts” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998, p. 102), the interviews are reviewed by either re-reading the 

notes made during the interviews as well as making a transcript of the 

recorded interview with CFO B. Thus, the following chapters provide 

information that was shared in the interviews. 

6.3.1 FAMILY-RUN RETAIL GMBH 

CFO A perceives the professional role at the top management level still as 

distinct. He points out that the strategic responsibility primarily lies at the 

CEO, who is also the founder and owner of the company. CFO A offers a 

politician analogy with regard to the company’s patriarch: “He [the CEO] is 

like a politician in any situation; like switching between ministries [the 

management departments]. He’s got a role model function”. However, CFO A 

sees his task mainly in “de-emotionalizing or making issues more objective 

in contrast to the business man”. This behaviour provides the needed 

“counterbalance” towards the “gut-decisions” of the CEO. 

Nevertheless, a continuous information exchange can be observed in the 

management board. Not only are formal monthly meetings obligatory in 

order to get to know “what’s actually happening in the other’s department”, 

but also more informal ways of communication. The management offices are 

next to each other and thus facilitate an ongoing, rather informal exchange 

between the members of the board. According to CFO A, one aim of the close 

relationships in the board is to keep a good spirit, since “like in football, 

everybody runs faster when in a good mood”. This also relates to a fact that 

accompanies work role transitions as CFO A pointed out with regard to the 

appointment to director of financial accounting: “You catch much more what 

is happening than just in your department.” Addressing those transitions, he 

provides an interesting, but not specified description of the new spectrum of 

tasks that accompany the transition into leadership positions: They are 

“extensive and suspicious. Today, it is still extensive and suspicious. It 

changes continuously”.  

The main aspect in developing one’s leading capabilities is said to be 

“learning by doing”. The first transition from employer to officer was the 

biggest contextual change. After that, incremental steps were taken, namely 

appointments as directing officer of subsidiaries. Those appointments, 

however, weren’t the key responsibilities of CFO A, but they did provide 

another, rather managerial and leading than professional context.  
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Later decisions were made not only on the basis of figures. CFO A told about 

an acquisition of a competitor. Their offer wasn’t “the best price, but the best 

package. You have to act with ‘tact’”. The competitive owner family were 

granted a director position and the original family name on the stores for 

several years. Such things are learned with time. CFO A receives feedback 

for his work for one part directly, but nevertheless informally from peers. 

There are no formal feedback meetings. The other part is “reading gestures”. 

Thus, meaningful feedback can occur on various levels of human 

communication.  

CFO A is part of a talent pool program, in which he and others accompany 

young talents in order to introduce them into different departments. Further, 

a high educational background is not a premise for having success in the 

company: “You have to be good, eager to learn and other interests than just 

your department.” 

With regard to SOX, CFO A told about an immense regulative pressure. 

Germans seem to “mimic others’ efforts for control. We administrate 

ourselves to death. There is an ongoing auditing by the authorities.” This 

pressure also led to the implementation of an extensive compliance. “In 

former years, the business man just made the decisions. Today, you have to 

ask three lawyers first. Do we really don’t make any mistakes?” 

Thinking about the final transition to CFO, CFO A commented that is was 

not all new to him, due to the various incremental steps he had taken before. 

“I’m also satisfied without the CFO position.”   

Nevertheless, the biggest challenges perceived by CFO A are: “Always have 

enough money for a rainy day”; “set up and prepare other departments for 

the future”; “look beyond your own department”. 

6.3.2 HIGH TECH STOCK COMPANY 

CFO B perceives his role nowadays as strategic, while being the mercantile 

counterbalance. There is a close relationship between CFO B and the CEO 

since he is the CEO’s deputy and much work requires both of them. As a 

stock company, the Investor Relations are crucial. CFO B points out that 

most investors, especially institutional ones, want to see both the CEO and 

CFO. Further, they do not want to hear just figures; only 30 % of the talks 

with investors focus on numbers. It is more about “understanding the 

business model, its development as well as recognizing chances and risks. 

They want to get a different, market oriented point of view.” Apart from that, 

the investors give also advice to the CFO by providing external statements on 
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the company’s business model and “hints about solutions by other 

companies that will be discussed on the premises”.  

Ongoing communication is facilitated by offices that are located next to each 

other and management meetings are conducted monthly. In general, CFO B 

describes his role as “strategy giving and defining” as well as being 

responsible for “making growth possible”. 

His career began as an auditor in a professional service firm that he 

describes as “an excellent preparation for a management position” due to a 

diversity of subjects one is confronted in auditing as well as in the top level 

management. The contextual change that accompanied the employment at 

the current company was “very apparent”, meaning a transition from “giving 

advises” to “shaping yourself”. This has been the actual reason for leaving 

the professional service firm. Moreover, a managerial context was added. 

While the professional service firm required technical leadership in small 

teams, the employment in a “non-traditional work setting” (Suddaby, 

Gendron, & Lam, 2009, p. 414) was accompanied “disciplinary lead”, which 

CFO B perceived as a great change.   

The appointment to the procurator of the financial department was special, 

due to the withdrawal of the former CFO without successor that left a 

vacuum. Thus, CFO B “had the possibility to spend time on financial 

management subjects without being formally responsible for them”. He also 

accompanied annual general meeting on the podium and hence could try out 

the “possible self” (Markus & Nurius, 1986) of a CFO. On top of that he got 

feedback by the management members of those days, including the CEO 

who taught him a lot. Feedback was also provided by “trial and error”. “One 

recognizes fast, if one isn’t completely ignorant, whether the things one does 

operatively actually work”. Thus, there have been many sources from which 

CFO B could draw inputs that triggered or facilitated the creation of 

professional identity.  

The accounting scandals of the early 2000s provided normative input. 

Implications deriving from the discussions about SOX were that you need to 

“document and deduce decisions thoroughly”. Furthermore, a compliance 

codex has been elaborated, which CFO B “incorporates” due to his 

“awareness of being a role model” himself.  

CFO B perceived the actual appointment to CFO as the one step, that made 

the transition into a strategic position most apparent. This implicates, that 

the CFO already had been a strategic role in those days (the mid-2000s). 

According to CFO B it was strategic, but much less than today. He developed 
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the strategic role by “observing other CFOs and their way of coping with 

these tasks”. Moreover, “internal discussions displayed [his] capabilities to 

contribute, which is why a personal demand [for being a strategic role] 

evolved.” Also the board members demanded for a “mercantile 

counterbalance” in the strategic decision making process.  

Evolvement from technical officer to a strategic shaper is also described by 

CFO B. He says that he “had perceived the role of the critical conscience of 

the company as his responsibility. This did develop. The conscience is still 

there, saying there is an issue. My aspiration today is to say: `I also see a 

solution´”. His increasing responsibility of strategic matters has also affected 

other professionals. Not only did the CEO delegate several tasks to him, CFO 

B’s altered orientation made him delegate tasks as well. These were either 

core financial like the collaboration on annual reports or disciplinary talks 

he used to conduct as chief human resources officer. The delegation of such 

tasks requires different qualifications of the persons that are now 

responsible of them.  

CFO B described his biggest challenges as times in which you have to switch 

from massive growth to consolidating. Furthermore, the group’s subsidiaries 

demand high attention. The challenge is to find the right balance between 

closer leading and laissez-faire. It is CFO B’s responsibility to provide “crash 

barriers” for the group’s entities as well as for the above mentioned persons 

to whom he delegates his previous responsibilities. 

6.4 OPEN CODING 

With this basis, “data can be broken down into discrete parts […] and 

compared for similarities and differences” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 102) 

from which “key themes” may emerge (Rowley, 2012, p. 268). Combining the 

content of both interviews, a variety of subcategories is named to account for 

relevant topics: 

• Intrinsic motivation 

• Internal information 

exchange 

• Learning style 

• External regulation 

• Holistic management 

• Mercantile/critical 

conscience 

• Local working environment 

• A transition’s knowledge 

(broader scope) 

• Adaptation 

• Enabling of others 

• Delegating tasks 

• Looking beyond 

• Reading gestures 

• Contextual changes 

• Role Models 
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• Incremental steps 

• Personal behaviour 

• Changing tasks 

• Alternative input givers 

• Strategy shaping 

• Making things objective 

 

6.5 AXIAL CODING 

Based on the above worked out open coding that offers an overview of 

concepts showing up in the interviews, axial coding is provided below in 

order to name relevant main categories with regard to the research issue 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 124). 

 

1 The contemporary CFO’s 

work 

• Internal information 

exchange 

• External regulation 

• Holistic management 

• Mercantile/critical 

conscience 

• Looking beyond 

• Strategy shaping 

• Personal behaviour 

• Enabling of others 

2 Transitions 

• Intrinsic motivation 

• Learning style 

• Local working 

environment 

• A transition’s 

knowledge (broader 

scope) 

• Adaptation  

• Role models 

• Incremental steps 

• Alternative input givers 

• Changing tasks 

3 Professional context and 

influence 

• Enabling of others 

• Looking beyond 

• Delegating tasks 

• Local working 

environment 
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During the interview, three main categories emerged – the contemporary 

CFO’s work, transitions and professional context and influence.  

These categories seem natural with regard to the topics and outline of the 

conducted interviews but nevertheless support the main concepts used in 

the elaborated institutional framework. The first category obviously relates to 

the current role of the CFO in the organization. Thus, it provides the point of 

reference that is augmented by the professional context and against which 

the transitions of the respective professionals can be analysed. Especially the 

transitions that are one of the most important stages of identity creation are 

of interest, since they are a specific environment that provides triggers for a 

process of institutionalization. Therefore, the emerged three main categories 

can be related to the initially stated research questions. 

In the next chapter, an analysis of the interviews is provided. This is done in 

three steps to account for each research question. Chapter 7.1 addresses the 

first, chapter 7.2 the second and chapter 7.3 the third research question. 

Similarly related to these chapters are the above coded main categories.

7 ANALYSIS 

7.1 THE CFO’S ROLE IN THE LEADING BODY OF THE ORGANIZATION 

An overview about the public perception of the role of the CFO in the top 

management of a company is given in the introduction. It often deals with a 

blurry description of traits a CFO nowadays needs or supposed ways about 

how to deal with assumed tasks (Proctor, 2014; Ehrenhalt & Deirdre, 2007).

  

The overlap of both interviews still relate to the professional finance-

background of most CFOs (Proctor, 2014, p. 18) as well as that of the 

interviewees. CFO A called this the responsibility to “de-emotionalize or 

make things more objectively” while CFO B said it to “being the 

critical/mercantile conscience of the company”. Both CFOs directed this role 

mainly against the leading strategic role of their respective companies – the 

CEO.   

However, while CFO A faces a patriarch making “gut decisions”, which is by 

no means negatively connoted, CFO B, who works in a highly technical 

context, has to judge inputs from two sides; one that deals with 

opportunities where to apply already existing technology and another that 

addresses possibilities for technologies that are still to be developed.  
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Furthermore, CFO B sees this as a basis for a CFO’s tasks. It is not only 

about being the conscience that recognizes possible issues, but also provides 

solutions; an evolvement from “observing and judging to shaping [strategy]”. 

With regard to phrases like “unleashing the strategic role” (Ganace & Juras, 

2014, p. 28), such statements apparently fit very well in the discussion 

about new demands of CFOs. Nevertheless, there is more to an evolved 

accounting professional than making obviously strategic decisions.  

CFO A, as described above, perceives his role as CFO as rather traditional 

and distinct from the actual CEO’s strategic responsibility. Considering an 

evolvement from a distinct profession that accompanies work role 

transitions, which both interviewed CFOs have experienced, a creation of 

identity takes place. This will be discussed in detail in chapter 7.2. 

Nevertheless, an augmentation of one’s frame of reference is a result. This is 

the basis for the coded holistic management.  

Even though CFO A didn’t name his role as strategic, he provided an 

example of evolved, holistic management; an acquisition of a competitor. 

CFO A’s company “didn’t offer the best price, but the best package”, that 

included informal concessions to the owner family whilst its value cannot be 

quantified but is known and owned by the participants. This is a hint of a 

shared professional identity of the involved actors regarding the strategic 

nature of such negotiations. Thus, the inclusion of the CFO A implies his 

affiliation to the strategic body of the organization. 

Apart from that, CFO A named” looking beyond your own department” and 

“setting up and preparing other departments for the future” next to “always 

having enough money for a rainy day” as the biggest challenges. The first 

two of his three named biggest challenges relate, according to Deloitte’s 

“Four Faces of the CFO”, to a “catalyst’s” (Deloitte) behaviour and even 

exceed the strategic role (Ehrenhalt & Deirdre, 2007, p. 58). They are basis 

for “the most challenging of strategic objectives: the pursuit of growth” 

(Jackson & Street, 2015, p. 18). Considering the importance of growth in a 

tough market environment like the German retail market or the fundamental 

meaning of growth for stock companies with regard to dividend growth 

models and the company’s exposure to market analysts, it doesn’t surprise 

that both CFOs mentioned this as a responsibility of their role. CFO B 

stated: 

[…] it was always important to accompany growth accordingly and to 

make it possible. That means next to the supply of financial resources 

also the acquisition of sufficient and qualified workforce (own 

emphasis). 
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The inclusion of the human resources into his consideration shows the 

interdisciplinary that the managerial calculation of today’s CFOs needs, even 

though one might argue that this statement is only due to CFO B’s 

leadership over the human resources department. Moreover, an inclusion of 

all departments represented in the management board is described by CFO 

B. Especially due to being a high tech manufacturer, the technology 

department is a source of new ideas. In such cases, CFO B sees his 

responsibility at “trying to transform ideas into business”, which therefore 

provides another augmentation of his finance function. In order to be able to 

judge projects and ideas emerging from the technical department, he needs a 

basic understanding of the technology: “Not exactly how a laser works, but 

an assessment of the technology”.  

Furthermore, this ‘making it possible’ relates to the coded enabling of others. 

CFO A contributes to this point since one of the biggest challenges he faces 

is to “set up and prepare other departments for the future”. 

The relationships to other executive board members and the CEO were 

described positively by both CFOs without hints to principal-agent issues or 

experienced pressure from the CEO (Friedman, 2014). 

The role of the CFO is not named as clearly strategic by both CFOs. This 

may be due to the different organizational structure, meaning a family-run 

private limited company and a stock company. Nevertheless, even though a 

CFO might not name himself as a strategist, the role of the CFO nowadays 

requires a holistic management approach, which is provided by both 

interviewed CFOs and a clear evolvement from the rather narrow 

professional identity of a technical accountant.  

7.2 THE EVOLVING CFO AND PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY 

As argued in chapter 7.1, the CFO’s role requires a holistic management 

approach. This necessitates a broad range of expertize in different disciplines 

that does not need to be deep understanding of specific technologies but a 

fair account of its potential and meaning for the company’s business, as the 

case of CFO B showed. Apparently, the above mentioned different disciplines 

aren’t confined to a technology the company deals with, but to issues 

accompanying a managerial context – like CFO A’s “best package”. This is 

clearly about a, from the technical finance function augmented, frame of 

reference that is created through various work role transitions, as it is coded 

in chapter 6.6 and defines the CFOs professional identity. That identity, due 

to being based on an individual frame of reference that is again built upon 

one’s career path, differs from CFO to CFO. Nevertheless, as I described 
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before, there is congruence between the two interviewed CFOs who come 

from different organizational contexts.  

With regard to the above mentioned necessary broad range of expertize, CFO 

B stated: 

The broad range of experience from the auditing occupation did help a 

lot. Various different company cultures und business models that 

show you what works and what not. That is, in my opinion, an optimal 

preparation for a management position in the finance sector. 

Diversification, early transfer of responsibility with little teams as well 

as talks with many people from the management offer a lot of insight 

in issues and why some things work and some not.  

As it is shown in chapter 4.4.3, the frame of reference, whose early creation 

is actually described here by CFO B, relates to the cognitive pillar of 

institutionalism. CFO B’s transition from a professional service firm to the 

“non-traditional work setting” (Suddaby, Gendron, & Lam, 2009, p. 414) 

provided a “considerable” change in the professional context.   

An essential aspect accompanying CFO B’s transition was the change from 

“professional lead to disciplinary lead”. This became specifically apparent 

with the appointment as procurator. The repetitive conduction of disciplinary 

lead will result in the earlier explained typification of the interaction (Berger 

& Luckmann, 1967, p. 72) and hence, a cognitively processed induction of 

the interaction’s meaning into one’s frame of reference. The more 

differentiated the frame of reference becomes, the more it facilitates the later 

needed holistic management. 

Apparently, this is only possible through encounters with actual managerial 

occupations. CFO A told of similar managerial transitions that are related to 

the code a transition’s knowledge. When asked for his perception of the 

transition to a director and his new responsibilities and tasks, he said: 

They were extensive and suspicious. Actually, they still [now as CFO] 

are suspicious. It changes continuously. 

Suspicion displays the lack of definite knowledge and meaning. CFO A 

fittingly describes the state of the process of institutionalization, in Berger & 

Luckmann’s (1967, p. 72) sense, in which a typification of interaction is yet 

missing and has to be elaborated cognitively. This is dependent on the 

meaningful responses by others (Burke & Reitzes, 1981). Only then are the 

occurrences in the respective professional’s frame of reference judged and 



ANALYSIS  CLEMENS KANT 

45 
 

normative implications can be derived. This also includes failure in relation 

to the code learning style as CFO B stated: 

Additionally, many situations are a kind of trial and error. You 

recognize quite fast, if you’re not completely ignorant, whether the 

things you do in the operative business actually work. The own 

experience apparently increases with time.  

Failure is a response infused with a strong, and above all, a clear meaning 

and thus triggers an alteration of one’s professional identity. 

CFO B’s career path provides another cognitive approach I described in 

chapter 5.2.2, the provisional selves (Ibarra, 1999). The promotion to 

procurator of finance and human resources accompanied the withdrawal of 

the CFO in those days. This led to a situation, in which CFO B got tasks that 

were the previous CFO’s responsibility: 

In 2004, the CFO withdrew and I got many related contents. I was 

sitting on the stage at the general meeting, even though I wasn’t part 

of the executive board. I had lot of opportunities to become acquainted 

with these subjects, to get to know it without being formally 

responsible. That was a wonderful situation. 

This is apparently a situation, in which a lot of relevant, with regard to the 

CFO’s role, typification processes (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) are conducted 

that accompany the try outs of provisional selves.  

The appointment to the actual CFO was the first time (mid 2000s), when 

CFO B perceived himself as a strategist – “the change was really apparent”. 

Tasks that are related to either core financial issues, such as the elaboration 

of the annual accounts, or human resources were delegated in order to gain 

time for the now more strategic orientation of his occupation. CFO B said 

that another push into the strategic role came from the board of directors. 

This instant perception of a strategic role that came along with the transition 

to CFO implies that the CFO already had been a strategic role in those days. 

Confronted with this comment, CFO B elucidated: 

Less than today. But I’ve seen the necessity to do that [being 

strategic]. One looks at other CFOs and the way they approach tasks. 

Apart from that, internal discussion revealed that I can contribute 

which is why a personal aspiration evolved. To be able to do that, I 

needed the time capacities. 

It is shown that intrinsic motivation can also trigger processes of 

institutionalization. He further stated that there had been little in the 
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operative business that provided triggers to be more strategic. It rather was a 

clear demand from the board of directors that wanted a mercantile 

counterbalance due to the very technical orientation of the company. 

Considering the possible aspiration of individuals, as well as the various 

economic circumstances, an evolvement of the CFO’s role is necessary, but 

still a natural economic process. This means that each company is just as 

individual as its managers and employees; and so are the reasons for a 

differentiated or evolved delegation of strategic responsibilities. Nevertheless, 

there still are the big events like SOX with regard to the coded external 

regulation that provide triggers for the whole of the professional community.  

As it is argued in chapter 4.4.1, SOX did also influence both interviewed 

CFOs.  

With regard to this topic, CFO A mentioned that: 

Germans mimic others efforts for control. We administrate ourselves to 

death. In former years, the business man just made the decisions. 

Today, you have to ask three lawyers first whether you’re not doing 

anything wrong. 

Whether or not the perception of such occurrences is positive or negative, 

normative derivations from regulative triggers can be observed. CFO A 

speaks of frequent internal auditing as well as an implementation of 

compliance. This is in line with CFO B’s comments on addressing legal 

responsibilities by “documenting and deducing decisions thoroughly” in 

order to provide a “reasonable draft resolution”.  

The classification of compliance is special. It provides normative guidelines 

for a company’s employees. Yet, when violated, sanctions can be the result. 

This is due to the close relation of compliance rules to actual written law. 

However, any company’s compliance is elaborated with regard to the 

company’s business practices. There is no such thing as two identic codes of 

compliance implemented in two companies. Considering the in chapter 4.4.4 

described finality relations of the interdependent system of institutional 

pillars, it becomes apparent that a code of compliance is the product of it. A 

code of compliance is a company’s way to internally and externally 

communicate its conformity with written law. But there is more to it. 

Compliance is often tempted to support values and beliefs that are 

commonly accepted and resemble the concept of the “honourable merchant” 

(Bundesministerium für Justiz und Verbraucherschutz). But apart from the 

common beliefs, specific compliance structures need to be elaborated for the 

individual company and its business model. To do so, one has to be aware of 



ANALYSIS  CLEMENS KANT 

47 
 

the legal premises, the regulative environment, and evaluate them against 

the respective company’s circumstances. This is a process that relates to the 

cognitive pillar of institutions. Hence, the conducted cognitive evaluation of 

the regulative aspects provides the basis for normative derivations, which are 

stated in the code of compliance. It is even possible to implement normative 

structures that go beyond the requirements of the law. It depends on the 

individual company’s motivation to also advertise their commitment as well 

as their frame of reference.  

As it is elaborated earlier that values and beliefs, short normative aspects 

are part of professional identity, so are they part of the role of the CFO as 

being a figurehead of the company as CFO B stated: “I am aware of my role 

model function and set others an example of that role”. 

7.3 THE EFFECT OF AN EVOLVING CFO ON OTHER PROFESSIONAL ROLES 

The shift towards a “definer and shaper” of strategy, as CFO B reported, 

made him delegate work related to his finance and human resources 

responsibilities in order to be able to bear the increasing requirements of the 

strategic function. Those delegated tasks included the cooperation at the 

annual report, and thus are core duties of former CFOs. Hence, the 

delegated tasks extend the duties of lower officers and confront them with 

higher level of responsibility. Considering this as part of the natural process 

that is the evolvement of the CFO with regard to my arguing, it is possible 

that even more financial tasks will be delegated. Thus, the peak of the actual 

accounting profession, meaning the occupation that holds the most 

important duties with the highest responsibility, is reached one level lower 

as before. Just as the interaction with others and responses provide meaning 

with which the individual is able to create his or her professional identity, 

the actual duties and responsibilities related to the occupied role provide 

meaning and status similarly but in a rather objective way.  

What happens through delegating core professional tasks is that the 

objectively perceived role of the CFO and the role of the direct subordinate 

are becoming more distinct. This is likely to have implications for the next 

generation of possible CFOs. As CFO B’s career was characterized by a 

natural process of professional evolvement, contemporary professionals with 

aspirations for becoming CFO are likely to already possess an objective 

strategic perception of the CFO’s professional role that might guide their 

sensemaking in any stages of an institutionalization process presented in 

this study. This way, the evolvement of the CFO will have an effect on the 

subsequent generation of individuals in the same professional community. 
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Implicit but not explicitly described alterations of competences were given by 

CFO B. He pointed to a “shift [of tasks] from the CEO to the CFO”. Such a 

shift is likely to evoke changes in the professional role of the CEO, but 

cannot be named at this point without knowledge about kind and origin of 

tasks and hence, the CEO’s perception about the importance and meaning of 

those. 

Nevertheless, as argued above, the evolvement of the CFO towards a 

strategist does affect other roles in the organization and thus the 

organization itself. The code delegating of tasks, that is conducted to gain 

sufficient time for the strategic function, shifts a high amount of 

responsibility to those who take over the tasks as CFO B stated: 

The colleague [finance officer] has a high degree of freedom in shaping 

the newly established Shared Service Centre. […] This requires on the 

one hand a “letting go” by me, a delegating and confidence; on the 

other hand it requires someone who says “I take this and take care of 

it”. If you have the right people, things are running better in the end as 

if you took care about everything yourself.  

We see that new responsibilities have to be matched by the right people. CFO 

B agreed on the aspect that the changing tasks of others alter the needed 

qualifications for those positions, which is why this is also related to the 

code enabling of others. On an organizational level, this establishes a “diffuse 

goal” (Scott, 1995, p. 19) that is likely to trigger a process of 

institutionalization as argued earlier, since crucial responsibilities have to 

allocated anew and may lead to structural changes in the organization. 

Taking the perspective of the professionals who are affected by this changed 

allocation; it displays an event in the normative and cognitive pillar, since 

people need to evaluate the new requirements against their capabilities and 

aspirations. Thus, the evolvement of one professional role within a company 

triggers a process of institutionalization of others. Just as it is the case with 

the CEO, the extent to which the others’ roles will change, cannot fully be 

determined here.  

But it can be assumed that possible alterations in the respective 

professionals’ identity will be limited to issues concerning the actual 

responsibility one has to bear. Profound changes are less likely, since unlike 

the fact that the CFO has to satisfy holistic strategic demands, the above 

mentioned professionals face tasks that are strictly related to their original 

profession, even though with a higher level of importance.  
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7.3.1 MORE OF PROFESSIONAL ROLES 

Scott (1995, p. 38) describes a role as a “specialized [set of] values and 

norms […] for particular individuals or specified social positions”. The basic 

component for being a professional can be described as “mastery of 

knowledge” (Leicht, 2005, p. 603). The occupant of the professional role is 

expected to incorporate specific values as well as to be able to cope with, in 

relation to their field of study, highly technical tasks.   

This definition of a professional role is not confined to the here studied CFO. 

One example is the human resource management. Similar to the future of 

the CFO, a focus was laid on a possible strategic evolvement of the human 

resources function (Cleland, Pajo, & Toulson, 2000; Vosburgh, 2015). 

Struggles between the “implementation […] and formulation of corporate 

strategy” (Cleland, Pajo, & Toulson, 2000, p. 158) are addressed. It is a 

similar process as it is with the CFO, who also needs to balance or even 

discard components of the core professional function due to new demands. 

Considering the definition of a professional role as well as the similarities of 

other such roles with the one the CFO, it is likely that the concepts 

elaborated in this study, that explain the actual process the individual 

occupant of the respective role is facing, are also applicable to other 

professional roles. This includes any level of professionalism, not only the 

top management, even though, due to the increased spotlight and thus 

public discussions about them, they are the most apparent ones and 

likewise have easier identifiable triggering events.  

8 FURTHER REFLECTIONS ON INSTITUTIONS 

8.1 THE INSTITUTION AS A CONSTRAINT 

In chapter 4.2, I explained the birth of a professional role based on neo 

institutional theories by different scholars (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991; 

Greenwood & Hinings, 1996), including Meyer & Rowan’s (1977, p. 347) 

addressed “institutional myth”.   

Reviewing the analysis conducted in the previous chapter as well as the 

theoretic elaboration in chapter 4 and 5, it is still difficult to determine a 

specific stage that defines the first recognition of the CFO’s role as being 

strategic. CFO B stated that in the mid-2000s, as he was appointed CFO, the 

respective company’s board of directors already encouraged him to 

incorporate a strategic function into his position and contribution. Apart 
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from a needed mercantile counterbalance in a high tech company it couldn’t 

be determined what motivations drove the board. A likely influence is the 

economic environment with regard to practices pursued by other companies, 

since also CFO B mentioned an orientation of himself on other CFOs.  

On the other hand, there was CFO B’s own motivation, the “personal 

aspiration” to contribute strategically. Thus, there were two changes: a board 

of directors’ demand addressing their CFO and a new CFO’s intrinsic 

motivation. These things display each other a “reinforcement of existing 

modes of thought” and thus a “convergent change” (Greenwood & Hinings, 

1996, p. 1027) that will finally lead to an institution. Looking back at those 

days, it was in line with the overall presumed strategic development of the 

CFO.   

Taking a look at the institution itself, the strategic CFO, at some point it is 

likely to become sufficiently strong, so that an alteration or breaking of the 

institution becomes utterly difficult. It is also possible that a noncompliance 

to that institution is sanctioned by the company, e.g. with dismissal.   

In the first two paragraphs of chapter 7.3, I described such a point in time. 

The addressed next generation of possible CFOs may be confined by the 

strong determination of the institution. Sensemaking with regard to the 

three institutional pillars that is in line with the actual perception of the 

institution may therefore be severely influenced by it in the sense, that there 

is no cognitive processing with a free mind. If the conducted action is not in 

line with the institution, this violation may lead to the above mentioned 

sanctions of the individual. This is not likely to happen in the beginning of 

an institutionalization process when the “myth” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) is 

not yet fully emerged. Borrowing from a related concept of the creation of 

professional identity, it becomes apparent that an institution as well as 

professional identity “is more adaptable and mutable early in [its] career” 

(Ibarra, 1999, p. 765). 

Thus, as the focus is set on the individual occupying a professional role in 

this paper, the individuals’ capabilities of altering or developing the role 

might be of decreasing nature in the time dimension. This is due to the 

increasing determination of an institution that is a professional role. Hence, 

a change of the institution becomes increasingly difficult.  

8.2 THE INSTITUTION WITHIN THE LEADING BODY OF THE ORGANIZATION 

Regarding the evolvement of the CFO within the leading body of the 

organization, another previously mentioned “reinforcement” can be 

identified, the shift of tasks from CEO to CFO stated by CFO B.  
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Therefore, the evolvement of the CFO towards the strong strategic institution 

this role is assumed to be nowadays, was also supported by the leading body 

itself. It provides the strategic institution of the CFO with more “legitimacy” 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 347). In this case, the CEO as well as the 

aforementioned board of directors acted that way, because they had the 

“supposition that […] the myth [the strategic CFO] is rationally effective” 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 347). Such supposition is often driven by 

observations of the economic environment or more specifically how peer 

organizations handle their business.  

Reviewing the comments of both interviewees, the highest leadership entity 

of the organization thus incorporated the “mercantile conscious” into the 

actual strategic decision making processes that are conducted. However, a 

clear protocol for those processes cannot be provided based on the two given 

interviews.  

Nevertheless, one can assume that the leading body of the organization is a 

professional role itself. From a subordinate as well as stakeholder 

perspective, there are specific sets of values and traits that a leading body 

needs, e.g. growth and sustainability oriented economic activity as well as 

leadership skills. Such things are ascribed to it in the same manner as they 

are to a professional role. Thus, the leading body is also subject to the 

processing within the frame of institutional pillars. Regardless the fact that 

the leading body contributed to the manifestation of the strategic CFO 

through the shift of tasks, it nevertheless needs to process the involvement 

of the evolved CFO cognitively and derive normative implications for the 

above mentioned strategic decision making. As soon as this is set up and 

one considers the institution of the CFO as sufficiently strong, a lock-in 

effect may emerge.   

Just as economic circumstances inside and outside of the organization were 

triggers for the evolvement of the CFO, it is also possible that those 

circumstances change anew and require different professional approaches. 

Being a sufficiently strong institution, the CFO might not be able to react to 

such changes appropriately. This is especially valid for organizations and 

their leading bodies that face these new challenges first in their economic 

community.   

A prevailing strong conception inside the leading body of one of their 

members as being confined to a specific “institutional myth” (Meyer & 

Rowan, 1977, p. 347) may prevent them from assigning altered tasks and 

responsibilities. The same goes for the respective CFO. He or she may feel 

exhorted to act in the then obstructing manner of the CFO’s institution.  
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Considering these aspects, there are benefits and shortcomings of a 

professional role that is a strong institution in the leading body of an 

organization. The presence of such an institution like the CFO directs the 

attention of the current occupant of that role as well as of professionals with 

aspirations to become CFO in the future to the crucially needed tasks and 

responsibilities this institution demands. A strong stage of 

institutionalization due to “convergent change” (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996, 

p. 1027) makes an alteration of the professional approach of that role seem 

unnecessary and undesired. As long as this approach is congruent with the 

current demands of the economic environment, such a strong perception of 

needed approach contributes to an efficient exercise of the respective role, 

since the occupant or soon-to-be occupant knows what is required.  

However, the aforementioned lock-in effect of a strong institution may 

prevent necessary change once the environment provides a different context. 

When this happens, the role’s occupant needs to expose him- or herself 

again towards the dynamic and changing capabilities of the three 

institutional pillars.  

8.3 ENHANCED MODEL OF AN INSTITUTIONALIZED PROFESSIONAL ROLE 

The capability of an institution to become sufficiently strong as described 

above is elaborated in Figure 2. Greenwood & Hinings’ (1996, p. 1027) 

process of “reinforcement” and “convergent change” is inducted as the driver 

for becoming a strong institution in the facilitating perspective. Thus, 

facilitating not only means to support the creation of identity but also the 

creation of an institution as well as a possible change of such. The now 

introduced process of convergent change is again labelled with respect to the 

line type.   

The change in the economic environment makes it necessary for the role’s 

occupant to expose him- or herself again towards the three pillars. The 

thinner line here accounts for the discussed difficulty to break or alter a 

strong institution. Since any change is information that has to be processed 

in order to react to it, the first point of contact is the cognitive pillar of 

institutions. 
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Figure 2. Enhanced conceptual model of the exposures and determinants of a professional role 
facing evolvement and institutionalization (own model) 

I argued earlier that the interviewees in this study accompanied the 

evolvement of their role as a natural process. This is described in Figure 1, 

since its focus is the actual evolvement of a role. The enhancement of Figure 

2, however, also regards the stage in which an institution is fully elaborated. 

Concluding CFO B, this stage has arrived.  
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9 CONCLUSION 

The focus on the CFO has been very intense and is likely to continue. The 

discussion concerned the presumed requirements of the CFO to be not only 

an accountant anymore, but a strategist and that there has been a shift into 

the actual strategic function inside the leading body of the organization. 

Evidence is found in this study, that supports the assumption of a strategy 

oriented CFO. The role inside the leading body is not only strategy giving, 

which means to provide new directions for the company’s orientation and 

future, but also strategy consolidating. Strategic inputs are given from 

various sources, e.g. other C-suite executives or even outsiders like 

institutional investors. The CFO’s role in this case is to consolidate the 

different sources of strategy, shape them in order to make them fit into the 

organization’s context and evaluate them with regard to their profitability. 

The latter aspect relates to the still present financial background of the role 

that makes it the mercantile conscience of the company. 

The fact that the role actually evolved raises the question of the underlying 

process. Therefore, a conceptual model that addresses the exposures and 

determinants of a professional role facing evolvement and institutionalization 

is provided (Figure 2).   

Occurrences that concern the CFO and are likely to influence the role are a 

main subject of the ongoing discussion. However, any professional role is 

still occupied by individuals who are responsible for the alteration and 

evolvement of their respective role. They do this by this study’s further 

elaborated framework of institutional pillars (Figure 1) with a specific focus 

on the interconnectedness, not distinction, of the regulative, cognitive and 

normative pillar. It is shown that the processes are not exclusively subject to 

extrinsic occurrences but also to intrinsic motivation, even though a high 

degree of determination of the institution is likely to restrict the individuals’ 

capabilities of altering the institution. The introduced model is enhanced in 

Figure 2 to account for this fact.   

The interdependent perception of these pillars makes it possible to include 

theories that address the creation of professional identity into them. The 

basic concept hereby is the cognitive pillar and the recognition of meaningful 

interactions, whilst the latter are summarized by the concept of identity 

stakeholders that provides the basis of the required holistic management. 

These relations are elaborated in the conceptual model as it is shown in 

Figure 2. However, further practical applicability of the identity stakeholders 
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did not emerge from the data.  

It becomes apparent that one must not see a professional role like the CFO 

as only an economic construct, against which one has certain expectations 

regarding the role’s capabilities and contribution. It rather is a representative 

name that incorporates a professional community of differentiated 

individuals undergoing severe challenges of their identities, which are the 

actual basis of their evolvement. 

Furthermore, the evolvement of the CFO does affect other roles. Implicit 

evidence is the transfer of tasks that were the CEO’s responsibility towards 

the CFO. Considering the general applicability of the elaborated institutional 

model on professionals, changing tasks for the CEO imply an altering of his 

role. This is further supported by the explicit findings. The delegation of core 

and highly relevant professional tasks of the CFO to the subordinate officer 

elevates the importance and requirements of the so addressed role within the 

organization due to the increased responsibility and thus triggers a process 

of institutionalization. However, since key professional tasks are delegated, 

the alteration will likely not be as profound as in the case of a shift from a 

technical to a strategic function. 

10 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

I concluded that the focus should not only lie on the role of the CFO as an 

economic construct, but also on the individuals occupying the role or with 

aspiration to obtain the role in the future. This is due to the fact that these 

people already undergo a change concerning their profession when they 

ascend in the hierarchy. Moreover, both interviewed CFOs reported an 

intense relation to the CFO’s task before the actual appointment. 

Nevertheless, considering the time frame of this study with occurrences 

since the millennium, a perception of an individual who occupied the 

position of a CFO during the majority of that time might have more valid 

result, since he or she did experience the whole evolvement first hand. Yet, 

an average turnover rate of employed CFOs of 14.4 % since the year 2000 

(Krist|Kolder Associates, 2015, p. 6) makes this unlikely. A possible second 

best solution might be the interviews of CFOs, who in total cover the 

observed time frame. This, however, wasn’t possible in this study due to the 

low number of responding CFOs that is also a limitation by itself.  

More primary information by CFOs might increase the validation of the 

findings through repeated or equivalent comments. It would also be possible 
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that other for the creation of professional identity or evolvement of the CFO’s 

role relevant concepts emerge.  

Moreover, the focus on only CFOs in the interviews confines the provided 

data to their personal perceptions; of the evolvement itself and especially the 

effect on other professional roles. Concerning the hierarchy of the CFO, 

explicit data for a changed role of the respective subordinate is restricted to 

the CFO’s view. The same goes for other members of the executive board. It 

needs primary information of the others’ perception of how the evolvement of 

the CFO affects their respective roles. In particular, the assumed triggering 

of an institutionalization process of others might be of interest. This would 

also fulfil a requirement of the perception of the three pillars of institutions 

as a system. The validation of a system is achieved by “reflecting the real 

system from as many angles as possible” (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2008, p. 184). 

Since the role of the CFO is seen in relation to other members of the 

company, their opinions about the evolvement of the CFO provide such 

angles. Moreover, interrelations with the others, as argued above, might lead 

to a broader organizational framework, which shows how the different 

institutionalized roles interrelate. Also does the applicability of the 

framework on other professional roles raise the question, whether there are 

processual differences in the three pillars considering other professional 

backgrounds.   

The application of institutional pillars on professional roles as it is shown in 

Figure 2 proves as a promising augmentation of neo institutional theory. The 

shift towards an institutional explanation of change and not only stability 

may constitute a diversely applicable and strong theoretical foundation that 

accounts for the contemporary innovation driven global economy. 
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