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Purpose: The purpose of this study is to investigate how accountants in Swedish SMEs
perceive their professional role and navigate multiple expectations related to regulatory

compliance, business support, and organisational demands.

Methodology: The study used a qualitative research approach with a multiple case study of
ten Swedish SMEs. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data that was analysed
through a thematic analysis. An abductive research approach was used to iteratively connect

empirical findings with role theory and institutional theory.

Theoretical perspectives: Role theory and institutional theory are used in combination. Role
theory explains how accountants create and perceive their role. It is used to see how
individuals interpret, enact, and negotiate expectations, role flexibility, and potential role
conflict. Institutional theory creates the base for the analysis of what shapes the accountants

role, with a focus on regulative, normative, and cognitive pressures.

Empirical foundation: The findings show that accountants perform a wide range of tasks,
combining traditional accounting responsibilities with advisory and operational duties.
Regulatory compliance emerges as the foundational logic structuring their work, while

organisational proximity and communication reduce perceived role ambiguity.

Conclusions: The study concludes that accountants in Swedish SMEs do not primarily
experience role conflict or ambiguity, despite broad and hybrid responsibilities. Instead, they
demonstrate high role flexibility, shaped by resource constraints, organisational closeness,
and strong compliance demands. Regulatory requirements form the backbone of the role,
while communication and prioritisation serve as key mechanisms for managing multiple
expectations. The findings nuance existing literature by showing that hybrid roles in SMEs do
not necessarily lead to tension but can be experienced as natural and manageable aspects of

daily work.
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1. Introduction

The role of the accountant has in recent decades undergone a global transformation.
Traditionally, an accountant has been associated with bookkeeping and routine work, which
has been called a bean counter (Pierce & O’Dea, 2003). Later the role of the business partner
emerged with broader responsibilities and more strategic decision-making. Accountants have
multiple aspects to consider when making decisions, since they need to consider compliance
to regulation, operational needs as well as the risk that comes with decisions. At the same
time, different managers may have varying expectations and rely on different
decision-making approaches. This can complicate the situation for accountants as their role
and responsibilities change, as there are more expectations to consider, that in turn influences
the way accountants work. In Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) where the employees
are fewer and the accounting department often is not that big, could potentially result in one

employee being responsible for considering all perspectives of a decision.

In Sweden 99,9% of companies 2024 were classified as SMEs, which takes up a large portion
of the economy (Ekonomifakta, 2025). The majority of the companies also have fewer than
10 employees, which can mean that employees often are multifunctional without specialised
roles. Accountants can in that way have multiple purposes and thereby be exposed to

potential conflicting expectations.

Through role theory the expectations that are placed on accountants can be understood as a
number of roles or identities that they are expected to fulfill. These roles may not always
align with each other, which leaves room for potential tensions and role conflicts. From
another perspective, institutional theory can highlight the broader pressures that are shaping
these expectations, such as norms, rules and logics. Together, these perspectives provide a
framework for identifying key roles and analysing whether, and how, conflicts arise between

them.

Despite existing research on the evolving role of accountants, there is still a need for more
research on the individual perspective of these role expectations, and as most of the studies
are done on larger companies, the perspective from SMEs is needed to complement the

existing research (Wolf et al., 2020; Lambert & Sponem, 2012).



1.1 Purpose and Research question

The purpose of this research study is to investigate how accountants experience their role
when met with the need to consider multiple aspects and perspectives when conducting their

work. The following research question is used:

How do Swedish accountants in SMEs perceive their role and navigate multiple expectations

related to business support, regulatory compliance, and organisational demands?

2. Literature Review

SMEs face multiple challenges and constraints, including acquiring qualified employees,
raising capital, complying with regulations, and operating with limited resources (Weigel &
Hiebl, 2023; Balzano et al., 2025). Due to these constraints, hiring an accountant can be
perceived as costly, which may lead SME owners to limit investments in accounting
functions. At the same time, as SME owners do not always fully understand financial reports,
accountants take on an important role in translating financial information and providing
advice. However, this advisory role can extend beyond traditional accounting responsibilities,
potentially creating tensions as accountants may perceive such tasks as outside their
professional boundaries, time-consuming, or threatening to their independence (Weigel &

Hiebl, 2023).

In this context, the role of the accountant has undergone a transformation from the traditional
‘bean counter’ to a more strategic ‘business partner’, introducing new complexities in the
role (Lambert & Sponem, 2012; Goretzki et al., 2013; Pierce & O’Dea, 2003). The bean
counter is primarily associated with routine tasks and compliance, which can include tasks
such as reporting, bookkeeping and assurance of the fairness of financial data. While the
business partner contributes to decision-making and value creation, in the way of being a
liaison with managers and providing them with data. In that way the business partner role
becomes more of a service role compared to the bean counter role. Although prior research
suggests that many accountants perceive their role as service-oriented rather than purely
technical (Pierce & O’Dea, 2003), not all organisations demand a business partner role and
may instead prioritise traditional accounting functions (Goretzki et al., 2013; Lambert &

Sponem, 2012). As a result, the literature identifies the emergence of a hybrid accountant



role, combining financial control, business support, strategic advising, and operational

involvement (Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Pierce & O’Dea, 2003).

A widely recognised aspect of this hybrid role is that accountants are expected to respond to
multiple and sometimes differing expectations within the organisation. Prior research
highlights that expectations related to business support and regulatory compliance may not
always align, which can create uncertainty regarding what constitutes appropriate action in
specific situations (Byrne & Pierce, 2018; Lambert & Sponem, 2012). These expectations
often originate from different organisational actors, such as operational managers, financial
management, and external stakeholders, each with their own priorities and informational
needs (Byrne & Pierce, 2018). Sivabalachandran and Gooneratne (2023) found that when
accountants build their role, they often incorporate non-financial managers’ expectations to

make the relationship smoother and more aligned with organisational goals.

In particular, non-financial managers may place increasing demands on accountants to
provide forward-looking insights and support decision-making, even when such expectations
rely on information that is not always readily available (Sivabalachandran & Gooneratne,
2023). Rather than being strictly conflicting, these expectations can be understood as
reflecting the broader expansion of the accountant’s role, where multiple logics coexist
(Burns & Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Wolf et al., 2020). This contributes to the emergence of the
hybrid accountant, who must continuously interpret and respond to different organisational

demands (Karlsson et al., 2019).

To understand how this hybrid role is shaped, Karlsson et al. (2019) analyse the accountant’s
role through an institutional perspective, identifying three types of institutional drivers. First,
regulative institutional drivers, such as external accounting regulations, internal policies, and
formal requirements imposed by top management, define the formal boundaries of the role.
Second, normative institutional drivers arise from expectations of top management and
operational managers, shaping how accountants are expected to contribute within the
organisation. Third, cognitive institutional drivers, including individual preferences,
experience, and interpretations, influence how accountants perceive and enact their role.
These institutional drivers operate simultaneously and contribute to shaping the hybrid
accountant role, as well as potential tensions between different expectations (Karlsson et al.,

2019).



Within this framework, the regulative dimension plays a foundational role, as compliance
requirements establish the core responsibilities that accountants must fulfil. While there is an
increasing demand from management for operational understanding, strategic involvement,
and forward-looking analysis, these expectations are layered on top of a compliance-based
foundation (Karlsson et al., 2019). In practice, accountants must therefore balance regulatory
obligations with broader organisational demands, including business support and advisory
roles. This highlights how the accountant’s role is shaped not only by formal requirements,
but also by organisational expectations and individual interpretations (Wolf et al., 2020;

Sivabalachandran & Gooneratne, 2023).

The existing literature highlights several strategies used by accountants to handle ambiguity
and the presence of multiple expectations in their work. Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005)
show that hybrid accountants manage these expectations by maintaining close proximity to
operations and building trust-based relationships with managers. This facilitates the
translation of accounting information into operational terms, while also enhancing mutual
understanding through the involvement of managers in routine accounting activities.
Research further suggests that accountants adapt their role dynamically, prioritising different
logics depending on the situation (Sivabalachandran & Gooneratne, 2023). They found that
closer communication and understanding of the operational context, where expectations can
be negotiated and adapted to the needs of the organisation can reduce role ambiguity. In
practice, this may involve the use of various approaches, such as prioritisation, competence
deployment, selective engagement, and communication (Byrne & Pierce, 2018). In other
words accountants can either prioritise the operational managers expectations, communicate
what is possible for them to do, or not accommodate the expectations at all. In particular,
communication is emphasised as a key mechanism for clarifying expectations and reducing
ambiguity. Therefore, the literature indicates that accountants actively respond to multiple
institutional and organisational expectations through adaptive strategies. However, ambiguity

remains regarding how these expectations are prioritised and balanced in practice.



3. Theory

In the following section, the theoretical framework is presented, consisting of the two

theories institutional theory and role theory.

3.1 Institutional Theory

Institutional Theory identifies how organisations have been influenced by systems of
culturally-constructed rules, norms, and beliefs that establish acceptable organisational forms
and practices (Scott, 2014). Unlike traditional views that suggest organisations act rationally
as economic units seeking maximum productivity, institutional theory shows that
organisational behavior is greatly influenced by the institutional environment within which an

organisation operates.

An underlying premise of institutional theory is that organisations will pursue legitimacy by
conforming to commonly-held institutional expectations. Meyer and Rowan (1977) contend
that many formal organisational structures are developed based upon widely held myths
concerning what represents a 'rational' and 'effective' organisation. These organisational
structures are formally established due to the desire to demonstrate legitimacy to external
stakeholders rather than any demonstrated improvement in efficiency. Therefore, many
organisations will separate their formal organisational structure from actual operations and
provide formal compliance for legitimate purposes while providing alternative operational

objectives.

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) extended this view by developing the concept of institutional
isomorphism. The authors explain why organisations in a particular organisational field
appear to be becoming increasingly similar over time. DiMaggio and Powell (1983)
identified three processes contributing to this phenomenon. First, coercive pressure derived
from legal, regulatory constraints, and requirements imposed by external parties. Second,
mimetic pressure, driven by uncertainty and a need to emulate successful peers. Third and
lastly, normative pressure generated through socialisation resulting from professional training
and/or educational institutions. All of these pressure mechanisms lead to increased
organisational homogeneity regardless of whether or not the organisations perform well.
Overall, institutional theory has provided insight into the complex relationships existing

between environmental pressures applied to organisations and the resultant organisational



response (including legitimacy, isomorphism and decoupling), thereby enabling a more
comprehensive framework for explaining how organisations are both constrained and enabled

by their institutional environments.

In addition to the developments described above, additional research was conducted within
institutional theory regarding the existence of conflicting institutional logics and pressures
within organisational fields. Although earlier formulations assumed organisational stability
and homogeneity, subsequent research illustrated that organisational fields are typically
composed of pluralistic environments with multiple rule systems operating simultaneously.
Scott (2004) observed that institutional environments include areas of agreement and
conformity but also areas of contention and change as various actors promote competing sets
of norms, values, and belief systems. When organisational fields contain conflicting
institutional logics it can lead to internal conflicts within an organisation for example,
between professional norms and bureaucratic rules, or between regulatory requirements and
market expectations. Consequently, organisations are no longer simply receivers of
institutional pressures but must proactively address and reconcile competing demands in

order to remain legitimate.

Finally, institutional pressures do not apply equally across all organisational fields, nor are
they determined entirely by factors outside the organisational field itself. Instead, the
structure of the organisational field, in other words, a community of interacting organisations
that share a common meaning system (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), influences levels of
institutional pressures and enhances expectations regarding appropriate behaviours.
Conversely, this increases the likelihood of differing expectations since each stakeholder
group (for example, regulators, professional associations, clients etcetera) may impose
conflicting expectations. Accordingly, organisations will strategically choose either to
prioritise some expectations over others or provide symbolic compliance with conflicting
demands. This demonstrates that organisational conformity to institutional expectations is not
always unproblematically achieved, but is frequently achieved through reconciling
contradictions between competing sources of legitimacy, which further complicates the

relationship between formal organisational form and actual practice.



3.2 Role Theory

The role theory has been studied extensively, especially because it defines behavior of people
who occupy some socially defined positions and the behavior is guided by systems of
expectation that provide guidelines to behave (Biddle, 1986). The expectations of behavior
are based on common norms, values, and beliefs of society and thus define the behaviors that
individuals should exhibit at different times and in different contexts. Thus, the expectations

help facilitate social interaction and organisation functioning.

Role theory suggests that most people have multiple roles at the same time. Each role has its
own unique expectations. Expectations of behavior are learned and internalised through
socialisation, which includes observing other people performing the same role and
developing common behavioral patterns (Kite et al., 2023). Eventually, people will develop
strong associations between the expectations of their roles and their self-identity, affecting not
only what they do, but also how they perceive themselves and how others perceive them.
Two central ideas in role theory include role conflict and role ambiguity. These two ideas
explain why people experience problems due to having many roles. When the expectations
from two or more roles conflict with each other, then role conflict exists. Role ambiguity
exists when expectations of behavior are ambiguous, unclear or lacking detail (Kahn et al.,
1964). Both role conflict and role ambiguity can cause stress and negatively impact
performance and well-being. However, newer research indicates that it is possible to have
role enhancement. Role enhancement happens when experiencing a positive effect in one role

will positively enhance performance and satisfaction in another role (Anglin et al., 2022).

Role taking is another significant concept that describes how individuals learn about the
expectations of others. During this learning process, individuals modify their behavior
according to the expectations they believe are held by others (Biddle, 1986). In doing so, they
support continued social practices. Role enactment represents how individuals perform their
roles in real life, based on both their internally developed expectations and situational
aspects. Role theory emphasises the interdependent relationships between the individuals and
the social structures in which they reside (Scott, 2004). While behavior is determined by
external expectations, those expectations are also continually reproduced and reinforced
through the continuing performance of roles. Role theory provides a systematic way of

examining how individual behavior develops in relation to the larger social and



organisational environment, through providing a framework for analysing how expectations

are created, communicated, and negotiated (Biddle, 1986; Scott, 2004).

Finally, a further aspect of role theory involves recognising that individuals may receive
conflicting expectations related to the same social position. Biddle (1986) points out that
roles consist of a variety of expectations derived from various sources (for example, beliefs,
norms, preferences), which may lead to alternative views about what constitutes appropriate
behavior. The multiplicity of expectations for a given role means that individuals will need to
make trade-offs and negotiate competing demands, rather than simply accepting
predetermined expectations. Therefore, role performance is an interpretative and active
process, wherein individuals will use discretion in order to select which expectations to

prioritise and whether to resist expectations in certain circumstances.

In addition, role theory acknowledges that expectations are not always consistent or
agreed-upon, illustrating disagreement amongst participants in a social system regarding
appropriate role behavior (Biddle, 1986). Actors within a social system may have disparate
expectations for an individual's role behavior, creating uncertainty and conflict. A prime
example of this is found in large organisations with multiple stakeholders holding varying
interests. Individuals will continue to be interpreting and adjusting their behavior due to the
competing expectations from all of the stakeholders. Hence, the dynamic and negotiated
nature of roles is illustrated, suggesting that role theory does not only describe how
expectations guide behavior, but also illustrates how conflicting expectations contribute to
tension and strain, necessitate adjustments to behavior and illustrate the continuous formation

of social roles (Biddle, 1986).

4. Method

This section explains the study’s methodology, including the research approach, interview

design, data collection and analysis of the data. Finally, GDPR and ethicality is addressed.

4.1 Research Approach

In this study a qualitative research method is used to find out how accountants in Swedish
SMEs construct and interpret their professional roles. A qualitative research approach allows

the researcher to understand people’s experiences, behaviours, opinions, and perceptions in
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depth rather than through numerical data (Bryman et al., 2024). Therefore, a qualitative
methodology provides a better understanding and allows us to go more into depth of how
these role expectations are created and interacted with in practice, because the way
professionals think of their role is influenced by their organisational culture, and institutional

requirements (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Due to differences in organisations, a multiple case study will be used to collect data from ten
accountants working at ten different SMEs with in-house accounting functions. The multiple
case study design allows for a comparison of how similar role expectations are acted upon in
various ways due to differing contexts. Additionally, an abductive research approach will be
utilised where the researchers move back and forth between theory and empirical data to
develop the most reasonable explanation for what they observe (Bryman et al., 2024). This
allows theoretical knowledge gained from role theory and institutional theory to be combined
with empirical findings to create a more comprehensive view of accountants' roles

(Timmermans, 2014).

4.2 Interview Design

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather data because they allow for a good mix of
structure and openness. The same set of questions was used for all interviews, but the
semi-structure allows the interviewer to adjust the order or phrasing during the interview to
capture relevant information, avoid unnecessary repetition, and explore answers that were
contradictory or unclear (Bryman et al., 2024). Semi-structured interviews are ideal for
gathering data when researching complex and ever changing phenomena like professional
roles (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). The semi-structured interview questions were developed
based on the theoretical framework for the study and included themes concerning role
expectations, compliance responsibilities, participation in decision making and the
experienced conflicts between various parts of the role. The interview questions can be found

in appendix A.

The semi-structured nature of the interview intended to delve past surface level descriptions
by asking participants to consider how their roles had developed over time, how they
perceive expectations from other stakeholders and how they deal with competing demands
during daily work. The open ended nature of the questions allowed participants to describe

their experiences in their own words. Follow up questions were used to increase the detail of
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the discussion and resolve ambiguity. This format allowed participants to discuss both the
formal and informal elements of the accounting role and how these roles are established and

modified in daily activities.

4.3 Choice of Interview Group

The study includes ten participants from ten separate Swedish SMEs each with in-house
accounting functions. The respondents were selected through selective sampling, as Bryman
et al. (2024) explain that this approach ensures that participants meet the specific criteria
required for the study. The following definition of SME was used to ensure a homogeneous
selection of companies. A SME is a company with less than 250 employees, and a turnover
lower or equal to €50 million or a balance sheet with less or equal to €43 million (European
Commission, n.d.). The companies were found through a list of companies that are registered
or have an office in Malmo or Lund. A criteria was that the interviewees were part of the
organisation so that they could describe and have direct access to internal role expectations,
organisational dynamics and daily practices. Compared to external accountants or auditors,
internal accountants tend to perform both compliance oriented tasks and participate in other
organisational processes, thus they represent a more relevant population for studying role

conflict.

The inclusion of accountants from different SMEs allows for variability among organisational
size, organisational structure, and managerial practices as many SMEs lack formalised roles
and are generally flexible. By incorporating this type of variability, comparisons can be made
between contexts, and it highlights how similar role expectations may be perceived and

performed in a variety of ways.

The chosen companies are from different industries such as information service, security, real
estate, energy, retail, electronics, medical, technology, and relocation. Table 1 shows a
summary of the interviews with position, industry, date, and duration. Company B was the
biggest with 150 employees and eight people in the accounting department. The second
biggest accounting department was found at company A with four accountants for a total of
45-50 employees. Company C, D, E, F, G, I and J all had only one employee in the
accounting department, although company E had a part time employee at 25%. Company H

had a total of two employees in the accounting department. The size of company D, E, F, G,

12



H, I and J varied between 6 and 30 total employees in the company, while company C had

around 90-100 employees.

Table 1. Interviews

Person | Position Industry Date Duration
A Financial Controller Information service 16/4-2026 36 min
B Head of accounting Real estate 21/4-2026 23 min
C CFO Security 21/4-2026 38 min
D Finance Manager Communication 27/4-2026 37 min
technology
E Finance Director Energy 27/4-2026 30 min
F Managerial accountant | Medical 28/4-2026 25 min
G Management accountant | Retail 29/4-2026 29 min
H Finance Specialist Relocation 29/4-2026 28 min
I CFO Electronics 5/5-2026 20 min
J Finance Manager Technology 15/5-2026 29 min
4.4 Data Collection

Data collection occurred via ten semi-structured interviews with accountants from different
SMEs. Before conducting the interviews, each participant received documentation
concerning the aim of the study, what will happen to the data collected, and participants'
rights as participants, specifically with regard to privacy and anonymity. All participants gave

informed consent prior to completing an interview.

The interviews followed the interview guide, but some flexibility was allowed to explore
relevant topics further based on the participants’ responses. This flexibility provided more
detailed and contextual information about how accountants described their roles, the
challenges they faced, and the strategies they used to handle conflicting expectations. The
length of the interviews also allowed for in-depth discussions, which provided valuable
insights. The interview took between 20-40 minutes and was either conducted on site at the
company or online through a video interview via Teams. All interviews were conducted in

English, except for two that were conducted in Swedish.
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Each of the interviews were recorded after receiving permission from the participant, then
transcribed word-for-word through the built-in automatic transcription service in the voice
recording application. The word-for-word transcription ensures that the whole meaning and
all details in their answers are kept (Bryman et al., 2024). The transcriptions were read
through after the interview to ensure accuracy and remove errors in the automatic
transcription. Transcribing the recordings also provided researchers with additional

familiarity with the content which aided in developing codes and analysing the data.

To complement the primary data, secondary data in the form of previous research was also
collected. A systematic literature review was conducted through platforms such as Finn,
Google Scholar, and Scopus Al, with a focus on articles that were peer-reviewed. A
combination of key words and full sentences was used to search for articles. Some of the used
key words were accountants, role theory and institutional theory. A range of articles was
reviewed to develop an understanding of the research area relevant to the study’s research

question.

4.5 Analysis of Data

The collected data was analysed using thematic analysis, a qualitative method used to identify
and interpret patterns within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). All interview transcripts were
anonymised through pseudonymisation prior to analysis to ensure confidentiality (Bernard,

2012). This was executed in the way that each person was assigned a letter between A and J.

The analysis followed the six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, the
researchers familiarised themselves with the data through repeated reading of the transcripts.
Second, relevant segments of the data were coded, focusing on how accountants describe
their roles, responsibilities, and challenges. Third, these codes were grouped into broader
themes that captured recurring patterns, particularly related to tensions between compliance
and advisory roles. In the fourth phase, the themes were reviewed and refined to ensure they
accurately reflected the data and were clearly distinguishable. Fifth, each theme was defined
and named to capture its core meaning. Finally, the themes were integrated into the findings,
supported by illustrative quotes from the interviews to enhance transparency and credibility.
This analytical approach enabled the identification of nuanced patterns in how accountants

interpret, negotiate, and perform their roles within SME contexts.
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4.6 GDPR and Ethical Principles

This study involves the collection and processing of personal data, as interviews with
accountants constitute identifiable information under the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR). In accordance with Lund University’s guidelines for student theses, personal data
was only collected to the extent necessary to fulfill the purpose of the study
(Ekonomihogskolan, 2023). All participants were informed about the purpose of the study,
how their data would be used, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequences.
Informed consent was obtained prior to each interview. Participation was voluntary, and no

sensitive personal data was intentionally collected.

To ensure confidentiality, all interview data was anonymised through pseudonymisation,
meaning that names and any identifying details were removed or replaced with fictitious
identifiers. This ensures that individual participants cannot be identified in the final thesis.
Furthermore, the data was stored securely and was only accessible to the researchers. In line
with GDPR principles, the collected data will not be stored longer than necessary and will be
deleted after the completion of the study. Additionally, the study follows the principle of data
minimisation, meaning that only relevant information required to answer the research
question was collected (Ekonomihdgskolan, 2023; EDPS, n.d.). Since the research focuses on
professional roles rather than individuals, no unnecessary personal identifiers were included.
By adhering to these principles, the study ensures that the handling of personal data is

conducted in a lawful, ethical, and responsible manner.

5. Empirical Results and Analysis

In this chapter, the empirical results from the interviews are organised and analysed using
four themes. The first section concerns the accountants’ responsibilities and how they
perceive their role. The second section examines how regulatory compliance affects their
work and role. The third section discusses the accountants’ perception of role ambiguity in
their work. Lastly, the interviewees’ use of communication and prioritisation strategies is

analysed.

5.1 Bean Counter vs. Business Support

The empirical findings show variation in how accountants in SMEs perceive and identify

their role, ranging from more traditional bean counter positions to broader business support
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roles. The definition of a bean counter used in this study was grounded in the literature
review’s characterisation of the role as primarily focused on traditional accounting tasks, such
as bookkeeping, transaction recording, preparation of financial statements, account
reconciliation, payroll administration, tax reporting, compliance monitoring, and financial
control. In contrast, the modern business support role was defined as a more strategic and
advisory-oriented function involving activities such as advising management, supporting
strategic planning and decision making, budgeting and forecasting, performance analysis, and

providing financial insights to support organisational growth and long-term objectives.

When the interviewees were asked to what extent they perceived their role as traditional
versus strategic, interviewee B stated that they identified their role as traditional with the
routine tasks and compliance that the literature describes, as well as interviewee G, and D
that said that the majority of their work was traditional accounting. For example, interviewee
D said that approximately 20% are business support and the rest traditional accounting tasks,
but also said that “I’m the only one in my role and I have a boss, and the roles are formed
depending on how we are”. Interviewee B described responsibilities including cost analysis,
month-end and year-end closing processes, reporting, as well as communication, planning,
and follow-up activities with external auditors. Interviewee F, on the other hand, did not hold
a primarily accounting-focused role within the company and therefore also had
responsibilities outside the accounting function. The company had intentionally combined
accounting responsibilities with this broader role, as it considered a dedicated accounting
position unnecessary given the firm’s relatively limited accounting needs. However, among
the accounting-related tasks performed, the majority were associated with the traditional bean
counter role, including bookkeeping and invoice management. The responsibilities included
creating and distributing invoices, reassuring compliance with regulation and contact with

Skatteverket.

Several respondents described their role as a combination of both traditional and strategic
responsibilities, using expressions such as “Its a mix of both” or “I’d say it’s 50/50”. This
relates to what Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005) refers to as a hybrid accountant. Interviewees
A, C, E, H, I, and J all expressed variations of this view. This perceived division of tasks
aligns with Kite et al. (2023), who discuss how individuals may occupy multiple roles
simultaneously, as well as the concept of the hybrid accountant described by Pierce and
O’Dea (2003). For example, interviewee E highlighted both operational and strategic aspects

of the role:
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“It's mixed and I would say it's split between the operational, making everything
work from an operational side and that's fundamental. So that needs to be done,
but also strategically planning ahead, we're also handling the restructuring
company, restructuring and supporting in partnership transactions, et cetera. and

also its cost allocation and handling from a more strategic perspective as well”

Unlike interviewee E, who described the role as broader and more strategic, interviewee B
identified more strongly with the traditional accounting role and stated that “making my role
something else will not happen”. Interviewee G shared a similar view and also described their

role in more traditional terms, explaining their tasks as:

“Today I work purely with all the accounting tasks that need to be done, daily
accounting of accounts payable, accounts receivable, other bank bookings and so

2

on.

Interviewee G also described responsibilities such as preparing monthly and annual financial
statements, handling Value Added Tax (VAT) and taxes, budgeting, inventory management,
collaborating closely with the purchasing department, managing various projects assigned by
management, and supporting stores and customer service. These tasks were similar to those
described by interviewees D and E. However, interviewee D also had responsibility for
payroll, while interviewee E held more finance-oriented responsibilities related to risk and
product financing. Interviewees H, I, and J mentioned similar tasks, including reporting,
communication with tax authorities, and Human Resources (HR) related responsibilities, but

interviewee | also highlighted:

“I'm in charge of everything from the budgeting and follow-ups, and I also have
the HR stuff because we are so small, so I do the payroll and have to make sure
that everything that is reported to the authorities in every way is done. And in the

role as CFO, I also sit in on all the board meetings.”

Interviewee A said their role is “wide when it comes to what I do every day” and mentioned
responsibilities such as legal compliance, reporting, and ad hoc assignments depending on the
company’s needs. This points towards a more hybrid role that combines traditional
accounting tasks with broader and more flexible responsibilities. Interviewee A further

explained:
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“There’s never enough people to cover all of the needs that we have at all times.
So we have to be a little bit flexible with what you can accomplish and sometimes
it also means learning new things to be able to, you know, foresee the needs of the

company.”’

This relates to the resource constraints often faced by SMEs where hiring new employees is
not always the first option. Instead, they may choose to divide tasks among existing
employees, which could help explain the wide variety of responsibilities described by the
interviewees. While some interviewees viewed this variety of tasks as challenging, others
found it enjoyable or stimulating. At the same time, almost all respondents mentioned that an
advantage of working in a SME was gaining insight into the organisation as a whole. The
resource constraints were also visible in interviewee C’s company, where the organisation had

prioritised expanding the more profitable parts of the business that directly generate revenue.

“Historically we’ve had a challenge with efficiency, productivity and so we had
to keep the non-profitable part of the company, like me, - I just cost money. I don't

bring any money in - as low as possible”

This helps explain why they are the only accountant in an organisation with around 90—-100
employees. A similar view was expressed by interviewee F, whose company did not see a
need for a large accounting department and had therefore chosen not to invest in hiring
additional accountants. The impact of limited resources can also be seen in company E,
where the respondent had been with the company since its early stages and was responsible

for building the entire accounting function from scratch.

“So when [ took over, there was no economy/accounting function at all.
Everything was in invoices, nothing was digital, so all the invoices were in
physical form and there was no accounting, actually. It was just transaction
bookkeeping. So it was starting up everything from the bottom up and building

the finance function.”

From a role theory perspective, the combination of building the accounting role while
simultaneously learning its associated expectations may influence how the role and its
potential conflicts are perceived. As the role taking and role enactment happens, they adjust
their expectations to fit the organisation, which can lead to less ambiguity, as explained by

Biddle (1986), and Scott (2004). Interviewee A relates to this by saying that “7The role kind of
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has to evolve with you because you're creating the role”, and interviewee H also mentioned
that the longer they worked in the company the better they got to know it and got more

responsibilities.

Although there is a division of tasks, the business support role does not appear as a
standalone function in any of the companies. When interviews were asked to what extent they
are involved in strategic decision-making processes, interviewees A, B, D, E and H all talked
about how they do not make any decisions but they support other functions and management
by providing them with data and information so they can make informed decisions.
Compared to interviewee C, who is solely responsible for the whole accounting function in
the organisation emphasised more on the strategic part, and said “I do a lot of reports, and a
lot of strategic and business plans”. Among the interviewees signs of the hybrid accountant
role shows in the form of tasks more related to financial control, business support, strategic
advising and operational involvement. Even if the interviewees do not make any decisions

they are still involved in advising the rest of the organisation in financial matters.

Although interviewee G identified themselves primarily as a traditional accountant with
clearly defined accounting responsibilities, they also described taking on occasional tasks
assigned by management that were unrelated to accounting or finance. These included
responsibilities such as managing the agreement portal, furnishing the new office, archiving
sales documentation, purchasing packaging materials, and producing store-related items such
as bags and wrapping materials. This suggests that the extent to which the role is perceived as
strategic or operational depends on organisational conditions, including team size, resource
availability, and the SME’s business model. The findings indicate that the accountant’s role is
not uniformly shifting towards business support, but instead varies across organisational
contexts and is shaped by specific organisational needs and expectations. Consequently, the
role appears less as a fixed position and more as something constructed in practice,
influenced by the organisation’s structure, available resources, and the competencies of the

individual accountant.

5.2 Regulatory Compliance as the Foundation of the Role

In all interviews, regulatory compliance emerged as the fundamental principle organising the
accountant's role in Swedish SMEs. Compliance was not seen as just one of many things

accountants do, but rather as the structural underpinning for everything else they do. When
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the interviewees were asked how regulatory requirements influenced their daily work, the
majority of interviewees said that compliance was a routine part of daily work and was
frequently performed unconsciously. Interviewee A described regulatory requirements as the

following:

“It's the pillars that's gonna determine the base of your work. I think that you
don't think about it on a daily basis because it's the ground that you stand on and

then you work around that. It's like an autopilot. You're just doing it.”

This supports the notion that Sivabalachandran and Gooneratne (2023) discusses that
compliance is not a single, isolated responsibility, but rather a central logic that shapes how
accountants organise and prioritise their work. Interviewee C discussed this similar to
interviewee A, that you do not think about the regulatory requirements on a day to day basis,
but you “always have it in the back of your head”. Furthermore interviewee D mentioned
that it is “the backbone” and “the most important prioritisation”. Interviewees E and F
discussed the external stakeholders such as Skatteverket and auditors influence as something

that “sets the frame” and often acts as advisors.

These findings support those found by Karlsson et al. (2019) in identifying accounting
policies, regulations, and formal requirements as institutional regulative factors that define
the role of the accountant. Throughout the interviews, each respondent continuously
referenced legislations, deadlines, reporting obligations, and quality requirements as the least
flexible elements of their job. Interviewee B stated that everyone, whether internal or
external, expects reports to be prepared at a high level, emphasising the need to adhere to "all
our deadlines and of course, the law". Interviewee H said “you have a lot of regulation with
the finance, everything needs to be done in a certain way”, and interviewee I further stated
that they were accountable for "everything that is submitted to the government in whatever
way", although they also handled budgeting, payroll, HR-related tasks, and board
participation. These findings show how compliance-related duties continue to serve as the
central focus of accountants' roles, even when the role includes additional operational and

strategic duties.

The interviews further demonstrated that regulatory obligations directly affect the ways in
which accountants allocate time to their work. Tax authority deadlines, audit timelines,

reporting obligations, and financial closings were mentioned multiple times as being
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determinative of the priority items in practice when interviews were asked how they prioritise
their work when faced with competing demands. Interviewee B stated that "when we have a

deadline from the tax authorities, then that's first", and interviewee I explained that:

“There are some things like the VAT declaration that you can't skip until the next
day, and then the other stuff just has to wait. So it's mostly about deadlines. Like,

)

you plan your work around deadlines.’

This illustrates how external formal requirements dominate day-to-day priorities regardless of
other organisational needs. Interviewee A described year-end closing processes as
particularly intense due to the pressure imposed by auditors and reporting requirements,
resulting in significant increases in workload in order to meet formal obligations within

specified reporting periods. Additionally, interviewee G explained that:

“Over time, you learn how to prioritise what is most important. Tasks related to
accounting and financial reporting generally take precedence, as they are
consistently tied to strict deadlines, such as monthly closings, tax payments, and
reporting requirements. In that sense, these responsibilities are always

prioritised”
Furthermore, interviewee C mention:

“Well, they expect me to deliver the numbers, essentially, and the prognosis to
assess for the coming months and the year. They also expect me to pay our
vendors on time, manage the incoming statements on time, keep track of what
customers are not paying on time. So there's a lot of expectations. I think though,

that they are subconscious expectations”

This temporal aspect that the interviewees highlights extends regulatory compliance beyond
simply following rules as mentioned by Karlsson et al. (2019) into following institutionalised
timelines, cycles, deadlines, reporting periods, and recurring obligations. Compliance
therefore appears to function not only as a procedural requirement but also as a temporal

structure that shapes organisational priorities, at times overriding other responsibilities.

An important feature of these patterns relates to the manner in which external stakeholders

reinforced compliance-related behavior. Auditors, owners, government agencies, and
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professional organisations all contributed to defining the role of the accountant. When asked
how external stakeholders affect their work, interviewee B explained that they worked
closely with auditors and stated that their audit experience made auditor expectations "a part
of my DNA." Interviewee I talks about that it sometimes can be a challenge to work with

auditors, but that you should see them as help:

“You ask them and you cooperate with them. I met some people that see them

more or less like an enemy that wants to nail them. But I see them as a help.”

Similarly, Interviewee A described how a recent change in ownership created "more
reporting and newer expectations" which added new routines to the accounting department.
Similar to respondent J, whose company was acquired by new management, leading to
changes in routines accordingly. These findings support DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) view
on institutional theory, specifically coercive pressures from outside actors and formal
structures that guide organisationally acceptable behaviors and promote adherence to

established accounting practices.

Additionally, these findings indicate that accountants play a role as organisational
gatekeepers protecting regulatory requirements when other members of the organisation are
interested in pursuing options which conflict with compliance requirements. Interviewee B
stated that there were occasions when operational management desired to pursue financially
advantageous opportunities that would create potential problems related to VAT, requiring
him to "bring them back down to earth" and provide explanations of the regulatory
limitations for pursuing those options. Similarly, Interviewee I stated that although there
might be internal discussions about how to address certain matters, ultimately "there isn't
much choice... because that's what the rules and regulations state." Furthermore, Interviewee
I indicated that in cases where disagreements continued to exist they would bring in external
auditors to explain "what we can do and what we cannot do.” This demonstrates how
accountants not only fulfill compliance obligations themselves but also legitimise regulatory

requirements inside the organisation.

While accountants' roles have been expanding due to advances in digitalisation, automation
and artificial intelligence (Al), however, respondents did not see technological advancements
as diminishing the importance of regulatory compliance. Instead respondents saw technology

as having changed how regulatory compliance work is carried out. Interviewee B stated that
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one of the largest changes experienced by accountants was the result of increased use of
digital accounting systems, while they identified using Al for processing supplier invoices
and classifying accounting data as a new trend. However, interviewee B emphasised that they
were "only at the beginning stage." Interviewee A reflected further on how regulators have
not kept pace with rapid development in digital technologies, thus creating ambiguity related
to best practices and relationships between evolving technology and existing accounting
standards. Nonetheless, despite this ambiguity, respondents believed human oversight,

professional judgment and regulatory accountability remained critical.

5.3 Low Role Ambiguity but High Role Flexibility

Despite the broad and multifaceted nature of the accountant’s role in SMEs, the findings
indicate a low level of perceived role ambiguity. While prior research emphasises role
conflict (Sivabalachandran & Gooneratne, 2023), the findings of this study indicate that
accountants in SMEs do not perceive their role as conflicting. When asked about conflicting
expectations in their role, the interviewees rather described their work as involving multiple
responsibilities that are handled as a natural part of their daily work. The interviewees
generally understand what is expected of them, even though their responsibilities are
wide-ranging and not strictly defined. Instead of experiencing confusion, respondents
described a high degree of role flexibility, where they continuously shift between compliance
tasks, ad hoc assignments, supporting other functions, and occasionally contributing to

strategic activities.

In fact, the majority of respondents expressed that their daily work included a wide range of
responsibilities in addition to financial control. For example, interviewee A explained that
their role "is quite wide as far as what I do every day" and includes among other things, legal
obligations, reporting and ad hoc assignments, which can be assigned by the company from
time-to-time. Additionally, Interviewee I stated that they were responsible for a number of
tasks such as, budgeting, payroll, HR-issues, reporting to authorities and attending meetings
of the board of directors. As well as those tasks that are traditionally associated with the role
of accountant. Interviewees D and E similarly reported that their roles included salary
payments, risk financing and product financing. Furthermore, Interviewee G stated that in
addition to tasks related to accounting they were also responsible for performing
non-financial operations, such as purchasing office furniture, and providing supplies for

stores. Overall these examples demonstrate the versatility of the accounting function within
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SMEs. A comparison of the responsibilities between large and small companies is something

interviewee A discusses:

“I think if we compare it to a bigger company because you have so many people
in the same department and the role that you have has to be more defined. You
have these kinds of assignments and then anything outside of that is not your
responsibility. I think we have some other rules when it's smaller companies, you
can't just have these limited amounts of assignments. And with that also comes
the responsibility to make sure that things are rolling. And then other than that,

you have to go above and beyond to exceed those expectations.”
Interviewee G further discusses the experience of working in a smaller company:

“When you work at a smaller company, you really have to make sure that we 're
all aligned. We always work together as a team and support each other, so I don 't
believe that we have different expectations on each other, but rather we are very,

very aligned in what we do”

With closer communication and understanding, as mentioned by Sivabalachandran and
Gooneratne (2023) accountants adapt their roles dynamically depending on situational
demands and organisational needs. In line with this, the findings further indicate that the
organisational closeness within SMEs may contribute to clearer expectations and shared
understanding of responsibilities. This flexibility is largely shaped by the SME context,
where limited resources and organisational structures require employees to cover multiple
functions. As respondent A mentioned earlier regarding the limited resources constraints
noted, “there's never enough people to cover all of the needs,” which necessitates adaptability
and learning new skills to meet organisational demands. Such adaptability may reduce role
ambiguity through closer communication and a stronger understanding of the operational
context (Sivabalachandran & Gooneratne, 2023). Respondent B stated that “there is

expectation that we report with a high quality”.

From the normative institutional perspective, where Karlsson et al. (2019) discusses the
expectations of managers and how it shapes the role. Respondent B, for example, discusses
that there can be both external and internal expectations, and while the external expectations
are always the same no matter who is the accountant, the internal expectations can vary

depending on company where interviewee B mention that:
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“internally, there's also an expectation to knowledge sharing, improving the ways
of working with analysis and, well, knowledge sharing both within the finance

function and to other functions”
Interviewee D when asked the question about what expectations are put on them answered:

“I would say it's very strict and it's a bit different. I need to deliver to everybody

on time and with quality. No question about it.”

This aligns with both interviewee B and H. Respondent E also mentions expectations about
assurance that everything is handled with compliance and that risks are raised properly. Some
different expectations that interviewee H mentions is that the stakeholders want the figures,
while the management wants an explanation of what is behind the figures. Both interviewee
H and I answered that they do not experience any conflicting expectations. On the other hand,
interviewee A answered that there are conflicts “whenever you have more assignments than
time you have to finish it”. Although interviewee A argued that it also depends on the
company culture, and that if you have a good culture you can talk with colleagues and your
boss to figure out the priorities. Interviewee C also said that there are no conflicting
expectations, but that there can be situations where colleagues want them to do things without

giving them the needed supporting documents.

To manage this interviewee D said that they “have adapted my work flow to reduce the
conflicts. Planning work is very, very important.”, furthermore they said that they no longer

experience conflicts:

“I wouldn't say it's a conflict any longer. I would say that we have built up an
understanding of what needs to be done. He understands that I need a lot of time
to do the basic work and I understand that he needs information from me. And so

we have found a way of processes and time and collaborating.”

While expectations from different actors may vary, particularly when operational managers
request outputs without fully understanding the accountant’s constraints, such situations are
not experienced as clear role conflicts, but rather as differences in operational realities, such
as limited time or lack of necessary data. From a role theory perspective (Biddle, 1986), this
suggests that accountants are not primarily dealing with role ambiguity, but instead engage in

managing multiple expectations in practice. Contrary to theoretical expectations that a wide
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range of tasks would lead to confusion (Sivabalachandran & Gooneratne, 2023), the findings
indicate that accountants interpret this complexity as a normal and manageable aspect of their

role. Interviewee B for example mentions:

“It's a quite small administration. We are very close to decisions. I can easily
check with both the CFO and CEQO, if I have some questions. I have a group

’

accounting manager [...] We don't have that many conflicting expectations.’

This suggests that the small power distance within the organisation contributes to reduced
role ambiguity by facilitating close communication, easier access to decision-makers, and
clearer alignment of expectations between employees and management. The organisational
proximity appears to enable accountants to continuously clarify uncertainties and coordinate
responsibilities, thereby reducing the likelihood of conflicting expectations despite the broad

and flexible nature of their role.

Instead, the findings clearly indicate a high degree of flexibility in terms of roles. Many of the
respondents stated that their roles varied according to organisational need. They switched
back-and-forth between various tasks such as complying with regulations and laws, assisting
operationally, producing reports, communicating with managers, and more. Interviewee C
who essentially worked independently with accounting for a company with approximately
90-100 employees stated that "I do all of it" (accounting, reporting, business-planning,
strategic supporting). Thus, flexibility becomes institutionalised within SMEs due to resource

constraints and flat organisational structure.

A common theme throughout the interviews was that respondents differentiated between
conflicting expectations and competing tasks. Interviewee B explained that their problem was
not conflicting expectations, but rather "competing tasks." They stated that it was challenging
sometimes to decide how to allocate time between two competing assignments. Similarly,
interviewee A described situations like year-end closings as extremely busy and requiring
difficult prioritisation decisions. However, interviewee A did not describe these as periods of
uncertainty regarding their role. Rather, interviewee A relied on dialogue with colleagues,
deadlines, and practical judgment about what needs to be addressed first. They also

mentioned that:

“If you have a healthy company culture, there's not going to be a problem in

sorting out which priorities you have.”
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Therefore, our findings suggest that accountants in SMEs face complex and demanding work
environments characterised by workload pressures rather than ambiguity in their role.
Additionally, our findings indicate that accountants' large scope of responsibilities are often
seen as natural aspects of working in an SME environment rather than problematic.
Interviewee A explained that smaller organisations require employees to perform "beyond the
call of duty" to fulfill specific duties in order to keep "the wheels turning." Similarly,
interviewee B explained that their department intentionally created a broad-based accounting
function in order to allow employees to work across a variety of areas such as supplier
relationships, VAT, accounting and financial statements. Our findings therefore suggest that

flexibility is an inherent feature of SMEs.

Our findings offer a different perspective from the assumption made in prior literature that
hybrid roles with a wide scope result in ambiguity or conflict in an employee's role from the
role theory perspective (Biddle, 1986). Instead it appears that respondents have learned how
to manage multiple expectations as an active component of their professional performance.
Although different stakeholders may have different demands placed on employees,
accountants generally understand their scope of responsibility and use communication,
prioritising, and professional judgment to handle requests from stakeholders. Our findings
therefore indicate that accountants in SMEs are not struggling with unclear roles, but rather
are functioning in highly flexible roles within resource constrained organisational

environments.

5.4 Structuring Work through Communication and Prioritisation

The empirical findings show that accountants continuously structure and organise their work
through communication, prioritisation, and organisational support, as well as how they
manage flexibility in practice. Rather than describing their role in terms of problems or
tensions, the respondents emphasise the importance of handling multiple responsibilities as a
natural part of their daily work. Communication is highlighted as a central element, where
open dialogue with managers is used to clarify expectations, align priorities, and ensure that
tasks are managed effectively. This supports previous research, which identifies
communication as a key mechanism for reducing role ambiguity (Byrne & Pierce, 2018). For
example, interviewee A explains that misunderstandings can occur and that they actively

work to manage them in order to ensure mutual understanding:
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“In many cases we can deliver what they’re asking for, but we’re speaking
different languages. [...] We're actually actively working on finding common
grounds, so it’s going to become easier for us to understand what we mean |[...]
It's like an open dialogue you have to have and it usually requires some time and

just more time to understand each other”

This is something interviewees B, C, D, E and G agrees with, where interviewee C
emphasises on the point that “you need to be a good communicator and educator” while

interviewee E mentioned that:

“We're a small team, so we communicate. But of course there can be, especially
when we're stressed, 1 might not fall to you and prioritise what my colleagues
want to prioritise. [...] But we usually solve it together to say what, ‘well how

urgent this or the other topic’, and we are understanding.”

Open communication with colleagues and the boss is something interviewee H
mentions: “You need to be able to tell your boss, ‘okay, I'm not gonna be able to handle
this’”. Similarly, interviewee B indicated that they had not experienced "too many conflicting
expectations", mainly since the organisation was small and communication with the CFO and
CEO was available and easy to access. Interviewee B’s answer also aligned with what
interviewees E and H discussed, that they always can talk to their manager if they need
support. The organisational culture can influence how open the communication is, and in
SMEs there is often a strong focus on teamwork. Organisational culture thereby plays an
important role in enabling this process, as it allows accountants to seek guidance, redistribute
tasks, and discuss workload with colleagues and management when needed. Another aspect
to communication is trust, which Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005) mentioned as an important
strategy to manage expectations in the role of hybrid accountants. Trust is something that
respondent D mentioned explicitly in the way that trust is something they have built up
throughout the years. If questions arise, both respondent E and G stated that they can present

the underlying facts, as “the numbers speak their clear language”.

Interviewee E also talked about the way you present financial information matters and said
“be transparent and not over complicate. So I explain it as kind of a story, what's behind the
figures”. Some methods interviewee H used to communicate financial information included

using Excel and graphs to present the information in a simple and accessible way, as well as
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speaking directly with people and asking whether they understood it. The importance of
keeping it simple and explaining it in other terms to avoid information overload is something
that interviewee C and J discussed. Respondent I used a similar technique as respondent A in
the company where they have agreed on a way to present financial information so that

everyone understands.

Another method mentioned by the majority of the interviewees was maintaining open
communication regarding the prioritisation of deadlines. For example, interviewee B
highlighted the importance of being able to delegate tasks or postpone them when faced with
multiple competing responsibilities, stating that “at the end of the day, its the deadlines that
rule and lead us.” This aligns with the strategy used by interviewee A, who also prioritised
tasks based on deadlines, while emphasising the importance of not abandoning tasks
completely, but instead returning to them later. Although interviewee C works alone in the
accounting department, despite the company having nearly as many employees as the
company of interviewee B, they are still able to delegate certain tasks to other functions
during periods of high workload. For interviewees C and J, effective time management and
prioritisation were considered essential, together with having a good understanding of what is
urgent and what can be postponed. Interviewee D stated that the “highest priority is to meet
the legal demands [and] external deadlines,” while interviewee G also emphasised deadlines,
adding that “with time and experience, you have learned to prioritise what'’s important.”
Similarly, interviewee H described prioritising external requirements, such as those from

Skatteverket, before addressing the needs of management.

Although they also mentioned some flexibility with the prioritisation and the ability to move
tasks around, but that they are tasks with set dates. An additional point that interviewee E
discussed was that they prioritised what was important for the team, as well as that the CEO
sometimes could push things that need to be prioritised. Although some different strategies
for prioritisation are used in the different companies the main theme is still that they prioritise

dynamically depending on what the company needs at that moment.

These findings suggest that role clarity in SMEs is not solely dependent upon formalised job
descriptions, but rather is determined by proximity to others, communication, and informal
coordination. Accountants rely on both managers and colleagues for direction and support,

reflecting the collaborative nature of the work in SMEs. Therefore, structuring and organising
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work is an ongoing and integrated aspect of the accountant’s role, where multiple

responsibilities are handled as a natural part of everyday practice.

6. Discussion

The empirical findings show that accountants in Swedish SMEs do not consider themselves
limited to the traditional bean counter role. Even though traditional accounting routine tasks
such as bookkeeping, reporting, compliance, reconciliations, and financial control are still a
large part of the job, the role of the accountant in SMEs also includes broader business
support. Many interviewees stated that they supported CEO, managers, and various
departments by providing financial data, explaining figures, preparing reports, and
participating in decision-making processes. This shows that the accountant’s role in SMEs is
neither strictly traditional nor fully strategic, but instead reflects the hybrid accountant role

presented in previous research.

One important finding of this study, however, is that this hybridity does not appear to result in
the same degree of conflict or tension identified in previous studies of larger organisations.
Earlier research often described compliance responsibilities and business support as
potentially contradictory, particularly when accountants were expected to satisfy both
financial managers’ demands for control and operational managers’ needs for flexible and
forward-looking support. Such contradictions may create role conflict when different actors
expect accountants to prioritise different tasks or responsibilities. In this study, however,

although such contradictions were present, they were not experienced as strong role conflicts.

One explanation may be the SME context. Within smaller organisations there is less power
distance, allowing accountants to work closely with management and operational staff
through more direct and informal communication. Expectations are therefore continuously
discussed and negotiated in daily work rather than separated across multiple organisational
levels. This proximity, together with the collaborative culture often characterising SMEs,
allows accountants to explain constraints, clarify priorities, and manage expectations before
they develop into conflict. For example, tensions did develop during months when intense
activity occurred (for example, month-end and year-end reporting). However, none of the
accountants interviewed described it as role conflict, instead, they described them as typical
workload issues that were resolvable through open communication and prioritising tasks.

Several respondents explained that managing these situations became easier with experience,
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as they learned how to prioritise their work and navigate organisational demands more
effectively. Due to the relatively small size of SMEs, accountants are often heavily involved
in both management decisions and operational activities, and have direct contact with those
responsible for setting expectations appears to reduce confusion regarding priorities. This
further supports the notion that hybrid accounting roles in SMEs involve continuous
negotiations and coordinating of roles and responsibilities as opposed to conflicting
expectations. Rather than receiving vague or conflicting directions from upper management,
accountants communicate directly with managers and explain what is feasible based on
workload, time, and regulatory requirements. Communication therefore becomes not only a
coordination mechanism, but also a way of continuously aligning expectations throughout the

organisation.

The role of the accountants was also to simplify financial communication so that it could be
understood by non-financial managers. Thereby many of the respondents stated that they
translate financial information into more operational language, visualised numerical data, and
used simple accounting wording. Therefore, this shows that the business support element of
the hybrid role does not only provide financial information but also interprets and
communicates financial information to enable organisational understanding and decision
making. In this respect, communication forms a critical component of the professional

competence of the accountant rather than just being viewed as an administration task.

Another explanation is that hybrid roles appear normalised within SMEs. Due to limited
resources, employees in smaller companies are expected to take on broad and flexible
responsibilities. The interviewees therefore did not describe additional tasks as unusual or as
a threat to their professional role, but rather as a natural part of working in an SME. In this
sense, the hybrid role was not experienced as a contradiction between separate identities, but
as one integrated and practical role shaped by organisational needs. Compliance also differed
from what might be expected. Although regulatory requirements were described as central
and non-negotiable, they were not experienced as restrictive. Instead, compliance functioned
as the foundation that structured the accountants’ work. Deadlines, laws, and reporting
obligations provided clarity and legitimacy when communicating with other parts of the

organisation.

The findings also suggest that the accountant’s role in SMEs is strongly influenced by

organisational development and by how accountants themselves shape their role over time.
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There exists a co-creative relationship in SMEs between how accountants construct their role
through the enactment of their responsibilities and how organisational factors create
expectations regarding what should be included in the role. Several respondents stated that
they helped build the accounting function or joined the company during periods of growth
and organisational change. As a result, the role was not formally established beforehand,
instead, they learned about expectations through performing their role, while organisational
structures, resource constraints, and operational needs concurrently shaped the role itself,
which developed gradually together with the organisation. From a role theory perspective,
this suggests that role expectations evolve through continuous interaction between the
accountant and the organisation. Through these interactions, accountants learn what is
required of them by the organisation while simultaneously developing and applying routines
and responsibility frameworks that reflect organisational expectations within day-to-day
operations. It appears that this co-creative process contributes to both the flexible nature of

the role and the relatively low levels of perceived role ambiguity found in this study.

In addition to the apparent lack of identifiable role conflict, this study suggests that
unresolvable conflicts between expectations may still occur. However, accountants appear to
have developed various strategies to minimise or prevent these contradictions from
developing into clearly defined role conflicts. Communication, prioritisation, and operational
closeness have been identified as important strategies for reducing tensions associated with
hybrid accounting roles, and the empirical findings of this study directly reflect these
practices. Respondents frequently described maintaining open communication with
supervisors and colleagues to clarify misunderstandings, negotiate deadlines, explain
limitations, and coordinate expectations with both managerial and operational staff. Trust
also emerged as an important factor explaining why hybrid roles in SMEs are perceived as
manageable. Through continuous interaction over time, employees and supervisors develop
familiarity, mutual understanding, and trust in one another’s professional judgement and
abilities. Furthermore, deadlines related to legal and regulatory obligations were consistently
prioritised above organisational demands and functioned as the primary organising
framework for the accountants’ activities. Managerial requests were generally prioritised
next, while requests from other departments were assessed based on urgency, workload, and
available time. This illustrates how accountants rely on practical prioritisation and ongoing
communication, rather than formalised role definitions, to manage competing organisational

demands.
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Unlike much of the previous research on hybrid accounting roles, the findings instead reflect
role flexibility, where additional responsibilities complemented one another and were
perceived as providing more benefits than disadvantages. Compliance-based knowledge
strengthened accountants’ ability to support management, while operational involvement
improved their understanding of the business and enabled more effective communication of
financial information. From a role theory perspective, this suggests that role taking and role
enactment evolve continuously through organisational interactions and experiences. The
findings further indicate that accountants’ role enactment in SMEs is highly
situation-specific, as accountants regularly moved between compliance responsibilities,
operational support, HR-related tasks, reporting, and strategic activities depending on
organisational needs at a given point in time. Furthermore, viewing the results through
institutional theory, indicates how institutional forces shape both how accountants view and
perform their role. Regulatory pressure was the most important factor influencing accountants
due to laws, reports, taxes, deadlines and more, forming the backbone of the accountant's
role. Normative influence was also apparent through expectation relating to communication,
team work, availability, and organisational support. Cognitive elements such as professional
judgment, experience and personal preference influenced how accountants interpret their
responsibilities. Therefore, these three institutional dimensions interactively contributed to

the formation of the hybrid accountant role in SMEs.

In conclusion, this study provides new insights into how accountants in Swedish SMEs
understand their professional roles. Previous studies have primarily concentrated on large
organisations, where formal systems and separate departments create clear distinctions
between operational and financial functions. This study demonstrates how hybrid accounting
roles evolve in organisations characterised by limited resources, organisational closeness and
flexible responsibilities. Furthermore, using a qualitative approach and semi-structured
interviews allows for a more profound understanding of how accountants themselves
describe, perceive and manage their changing role in practice. Nonetheless, there are several
limitations to this study. Firstly, the relatively low number of cases limits the applicability
generalisability of the findings. Secondly, the use of an interview methodology implies that
respondents may portray their role positively and underplay tensions and problems faced
when describing their role. Despite these restrictions, the findings add value to previous
research by demonstrating that hybrid roles in SMEs are generally perceived as unambiguous

and conflictual. In contrast, ambiguity appears to decrease due to close proximity, informal
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exchange of ideas and trust and continued discussion of expectations. From an institutional
theory perspective, the study also illustrates that regulative, normative, cognitive institutional

pressures in SMEs act synergistically as layers rather than mutually exclusive logics.

Lastly, the study has practical implications for managers and organisations. Managers
recognising the breadth, flexible of accountants' role in SMEs will likely gain an appreciation
for the demands imposed upon accounting functions in terms of workload, and expectations
by the organisation. The study demonstrates that communication is an effective method to
alleviate potential conflicts and tensions resulting from competing tasks, duties and priorities.
Enhancing open communication between accountants, managers, and operational staff could
thus reinforce mutual understanding, promote more realistic expectations, and ultimately

enhance organisational decision-making processes.

7. Conclusions

This study aimed to investigate how Swedish accountants in SMEs perceive their role and
navigate multiple expectations related to business support, regulatory compliance, and
organisational demands. The findings show that the accountant’s role is characterised as the
hybrid accountant role, where traditional compliance responsibilities coexist with broader
operational and advisory tasks. Rather than experiencing these expectations as conflicting,
accountants describe them as integrated components of their everyday work, shaped by the

organisational context and the practical realities of SME environments.

A central conclusion is that regulatory compliance forms the non-negotiable foundation of the
role. Across all cases, compliance was described as the most stable and least flexible aspect
of the job, structuring priorities, time allocation, and accountability. This confirms the
dominance of the regulative institutional pillar and demonstrates that, even as roles expand,

compliance remains the core around which other responsibilities are organised.

At the same time, the study shows that accountants in SMEs operate with a high degree of
role flexibility but low role ambiguity. Despite having broad task responsibilities, including
HR, payroll, budgeting, reporting, operational support, and ad hoc assignments, respondents
did not express uncertainty regarding their role. Instead, expectations were understood
through proximity, communication, prioritisation, and shared organisational norms rather

than through formal job descriptions. This low power distance and close communication
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indicate that the culture within SMEs is more closely knit. Another important finding is that
communication and prioritisation function as the primary mechanisms through which
accountants manage multiple expectations. Open dialogue with managers, collaborative
problem-solving, and the use of deadlines as structuring tools enable accountants to navigate
workload pressures without perceiving them as role conflicts. These practices illustrate how
role enactment is negotiated in real time and how organisational culture supports clarity
despite broad responsibilities. The findings therefore challenge prior research linking hybrid
roles to ambiguity and conflict, suggesting instead that hybridity in SMEs is normalised and

embedded within everyday organisational practice.

Taken together, the findings contribute to the literature on the role of the hybrid accountant.
From a role-theory perspective, the study demonstrates that hybrid roles in SMEs do not
inherently produce conflict, instead, accountants engage in active role construction, using
communication, judgement, and prioritisation to integrate multiple expectations. They
gradually construct and develop their role through everyday work practices while engaging in
role taking and role enactment as the organisation evolves. Role taking and role enactment
thus occur through on-going organizational activities and experiences and thus are
simultaneous. From an institutional view point it can be seen how the regulators, norms and
cognition for institutions to operate exist and work together. However due to the size of
SMEs, the three logics that drive this process layer upon one another instead of competing
with each other. This results in a hybrid form of pragmatism, as role compliant anchors the
role, however the scope of the role will be determined by what the organization requires and

what the individual has developed competency.

Overall, this study concludes that the accountant in Swedish SMEs is best understood as a
compliance-anchored hybrid professional who navigates multiple expectations through
flexibility, communication, and practical judgement. The role is neither fully traditional nor
fully business-partner oriented, but instead reflects the unique demands and resource

constraints of SME contexts.

8. Future Research

Future research on hybrid accountants in SME is still needed. Current literature contains a
gap between how SMEs use hybrid accountants and what role they perform. Results of this

study differ from other studies regarding low levels of perceived role conflict and ambiguity
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by accountants in Swedish SMEs. These findings suggest that organisational structure, size,
culture, proximity to organisation may affect how role expectations are developed and
managed. Future studies could determine if the same patterns will also occur in larger

organisations with informal coordination and close interpersonal relationships.

Additionally, further studies could be completed which examined the various institutional
factors in depth, particularly cognitive factors and how accountants themselves interpret their
own role through everyday organisational interactions. Such a study may lead to additional
discussion on how regulative, normative and cognitive drivers interact together to shape
hybrid accountant roles. In addition, organisational culture emerged as a potentially important
variable for accountants' role expectations, communication pattern and role flexibility. It

would therefore benefit from further study.

Another valuable direction for future studies would be to complete multiple interviews within
each organization including accountants, managers and non-financial employees. Such an
approach would provide a more holistic understanding of how role expectations are
developed and negotiated between organisational actors. It would also provide an opportunity
for researchers to compare how accountants perceive their own role against how managers

and colleagues perceive the accountant's role within the organisation.

Additionally, cross national studies across industries with varied degrees of regulatory
intensity and studies conducted within different national contexts could provide additional
insight into how contextual factors affect the role of hybrid accountants in SMEs. This could
show if our results are specific to the Swedish work environment or if the results can be

replicated in other countries.
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10. Appendix

Appendix A - Interview Questions

1.

ANl

% =

10.

I1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.
21.

Can you tell us a bit about yourself?
o How long have you worked as an accountant, and how long have you been
with your current company?
Could you briefly describe the size and industry of your organisation?
o How many work in the accounting department?
What does the accounting function look like within your company?
Can you describe your current role and responsibilities within your organisation?
How has your role evolved over time?
To what extent do you perceive your role as traditional (focused on compliance and
bookkeeping) versus strategic (focused on business support and decision making)?
What competencies are most important for succeeding in your role today?
What expectations are placed on you by management and other stakeholders?
o How do expectations differ between financial managers, operational
managers, and external stakeholders?
How do regulatory requirements influence your daily work?
To what extent are you involved in strategic planning or decision-making processes?
Have you experienced conflicting expectations in your role? If so, can you provide an
example?
o How do such conflicts affect your work and decision making?
Do you ever experience uncertainty regarding what is expected of you? Please
elaborate.
How do you prioritise when faced with competing demands?
o What strategies do you use? What resources or organisational support help
you handle your responsibilities effectively?
Have these conflicts changed over time?
How do regulations, professional standards, and organisational norms shape your
role?
To what extent do external stakeholders, such as auditors or authorities, influence
your work?
Have you experienced pressure to conform to industry practices or professional
standards?
How do you communicate financial information to non-financial managers?
o Can you recall a situation where you had to negotiate or defend your
professional judgement?
What advantages and challenges do you experience as an accountant in an SME?
o How do you see the role of accountants evolving in the future? What skills
will be most important for accountants in the coming years?
Is there anything else you would like to add regarding your role or experiences?
Do you have any questions or reflections about this study?
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Appendix B - Use of Al-tools

Al has been used to check language, suggest rewordings and synonyms, as well as provide
advice on the structure. It has been used to generate ideas for interview questions, but the
final selection of questions was made by the authors. Scopus Al has been used to find
relevant research articles for the literature review, and this was complemented with manual
searches for literature. ChatGPT, Copilot, and Scopus Al are the Al tools that have been used.
While using Al tools, critical thinking and human judgement have been applied to ensure an

ethical approach.
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