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Abstract 
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The overarching purpose of the thesis is to explore how institutional demands influence banks, 
which has been a core issue in banking research. This has become even more critical since the 
financial crisis of 2007–2009. By conducting a qualitative study and paying attention to the 
exchange of different forms of hard and soft accounting information, the thesis expands the 
current knowledge on how institutional demands influence highly regulated organisations, such 
as banks, which can face sanctions if they are not compliant when potential regulations enter 
into force. 

The thesis contributes to literature on institutional demands, as the thesis shows that even 
financial regulatory initiatives influence banks. Accordingly, the potential regulations can 
create tensions between banks and regulators. Here, the increased dependency on information 
technology (IT), which must be developed, is central. This is demonstrated by studying 
regulations and the formation of regulatory initiatives, including MiFID II, KRITA and financial 
robo-advising. 

The thesis includes four individual studies and puts them in a larger context, and it relates 
them to each other to increase our knowledge. Study I, which contributes to knowledge on 
how exchanges between firms and banks take place. It demonstrates that the exchange is 
more complex than previous literature suggests, and that the exchange differs depending on 
what financial services are considered. Studies II–IV then add knowledge on how institutional 
demands, manifested by regulations and regulatory initiatives, influence banks. These studies 
also reflect on the importance of qualitative information when adopting new financial 
regulations and when regulating certain bank services, primarily those services that rely on softer 
forms of accounting information. 

Specifically, Study IV demonstrates how financial robo-advising comes into being and 
influences financial intermediaries, including FinTech companies, such as modern banks, by 
focusing on the regulatory discourse and the regulators’ definition of financial robo-advising. 

Furthermore, the thesis contributes to the literature on hard and soft accounting information, in 
the sense that there are a number of different definitions that, to some extent, can be paradoxical. 
The study demonstrates how the definition that is used in our attempt to capture accounting 
information also influences the result. This touches on the value that we attempt to measure and 
the core of what is considered as accounting information. 

Finally, the thesis demonstrates that regulators tend to rely more on information, such 
as numbers and quantitative information, instead of more context dependent information, 
such as qualitative information. Thus, the demanded accounting information influences and 
materialises, to some extent, what banks become. This means that the demand from regulators 
influences these regulated firms, which, in turn, adapt to the demands and develop their 
infrastructure accordingly. Thus, the IT-infrastructure becomes a part of our physical reality – 
i.e. the ideas and demands of regulators become transformed by the regulated into the physical 
information systems, manifested by e.g. financial robo-advisors. 
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Sammanfattning 

Det är väl känt att regleringar påverkar banker och andra finansiella företag, men 

vi vet desto mindre om hur så kallade institutionella krav påverkar dessa företag 

och organisationer. Mot bakgrund av detta är syftet med avhandlingen att utforska 

hur regleringar och reglerarna påverkar banker. Detta är en central fråga inom bank-

forskning. Efter den globala finanskrisen mellan 2007–2009 har frågan blivit än 

viktigare. Genom att kvalitativt undersöka utbytet av olika former av redovisnings-

information utvecklar den här avhandlingen ny kunskap om hur institutionella krav 

påverkar strikt reglerade organisationer som banker. Det är organisationer som ris-

kerar sanktioner och försämrat rykte om regelefterlevnaden ej är tillfredsställande. 

Avhandlingen visar att såväl finansiella regleringar som regleringsinitiativ på-

verkar organisationer som banker. På så sätt bidrar avhandlingen till teorier om 

institutionella krav inom främst det finansiella området. Regleringarna och ini-

tiativen medför att interorganisatoriska spänningar uppstår mellan banker och re-

gleraren. Bankernas ökande beroende av informationsteknologi som även måste 

utvecklas för att klara av att hantera regleringarna, är centralt. Detta påvisas  

genom mina studier av regleringarnas effekter och hur regleringsinitiativen for-

mas, vilket inkluderar MiFID II, KRITA och delar av den pågående diskursen  

om finansiell robotrådgivning. 

Avhandling består av fyra stycken studier samt kappan som sätter de fyra stu-

dierna i ett större sammanhang och relaterar dessa till varandra. Studie I bidrar 

med kunskap om utbyten mellan företag och banker, viken påvisar att utbytet 

skiljer sig beroende på vilken finansiell tjänst som avses samt vilken kanal det rör 

sig om. I sin tur tyder detta på att utbytet är än mer komplext än vad tidigare teori 

kunnat belägga. Studierna II–IV tillför ny kunskap om hur institutionella krav, 

manifesterade av regleringar och regleringsinitiativ, påverkar banker. Specifikt 

påvisar studie IV reglerarens roll när finansiell robot-rådgivning kommer till och 

blir en del av vår verklighet. Studierna fångar också betydelsen av kvalitativ in-

formation när finansiella regleringar som KRITA och MiFID II införs samt dess 

betydelse för vissa specifika banktjänster, primärt de som är mer beroende av 

mjukare former av redovisningsinformation. 

Vidare bidrar avhandlingen till litteraturen om hård och mjuk redovisnings-

information, på så sätt att det finns olika definitioner som är motsägelsefulla 

och paradoxala. Studien påvisar också att resultatet påverkas av hur redovis-

ningsinformationen fångas, vilket i sin tur innebär att det finns ett stort behov 

av mer reflexivitet för att bättre kunna analysera många av de studier som 
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tidigare publicerats, där siffror och redovisningsinformationen är för givet 

tagna. Detta berör skapandet av och realiteten bakom redovisningsinformat-

ionen samt det värde som redovisningen försöker mäta. 

Slutligen, avhandlingen indikerar att reglerarna gör sig mer beroende av siffror 

och därmed litar alltmer på den kvantitativa informationen, vilket tar fokus ifrån 

den kvalitativa analysen och det sammanhang som den kvalitativa informationen 

ger. Detta är betydelsefullt vid exempelvis bedömning av risker. Den efterfrågade 

redovisningsinformationen påverkar därmed utformningen av framtidens banker. 

Detta innebär att reglerarna påverkar de reglerade företagen, vilka anpassar sig till 

reglerarnas krav, för att i sin tur utveckla den tekniska infrastruktur som blir en del 

av den verklighet som därmed genereras. Det vill säga, reglerarnas idéer och krav 

transformeras av de reglerade organisationerna när informationssystemen skapas. 

Detta kan exempelvis manifesteras av hur finansiell robotrådgivning skapas. 
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Preface 

A few weeks ago, I received the paper by Hahn and Knight (2021) in my mailbox. 

This excellent paper, more or less, brings up a core issue that I have been trying to 

analyse, understand and “explain” for almost 30 years. Thirty years ago, that was 

the time when I started to follow an educational TV programme by UR (Swedish 

Educational Broadcasting Company), In the World of Physics, which gave me the 

opportunity to finish my first course at Uppsala University. I guess one can say that 

this thesis closes the circle in two ways, metaphorically speaking. First, because I 

am now about to end my studies at Uppsala University after acquiring knowledge 

and gaining experiences from many other places. Second, since I am back in Jämt-

land where I was when I took the first course, and since I am working remotely 

from Uppsala to finalise the final details of the dissertation. 

 

This preface is a short story about my journey, a journey which has led me to 

finish this thesis. After a number of years as an entrepreneur and as a business 

consultant in the financial industry, I started to work on my licentiate thesis at 

Mid Sweden University, in August 2012, which became a thesis titled On the 

Nature of the Multidimensional Firm–Bank Exchange. This can be seen as the 

first phase of this dissertation. During these years, I have had a number of ques-

tions that I have been asking myself, and almost all of them have, in a sense, been 

related to the knowledge of the Nature that I came across three decades ago. After 

I had finished my licentiate thesis in September 2016, I became involved in a 

research project in accounting on bank regulations at Uppsala University – the 

university where I took my first university course. As a doctoral student, my aim 

was to develop a new theory. The knowledge and experiences that I had gained 

prior to my research endeavour, contradicted the theories that I had been taught 

in business and economics at different universities. In that sense, the theory de-

velopment for this thesis and hence data collection started long before 2012. In 

the early 90s, I started to become interested in digital commerce and ‘the new 

economy’ as a business and engineering student. After my university studies, I 

realised that in order for me to really understand business, I had to go into practice 

to gain in-depth experience myself of business in practice. After several years as 

a practitioner, getting some of the most important experiences (from 1998 and 

forward), including doing management consulting with a focus on FinTech, pro-

ject management for one of the leading investment banks in Sweden during 9/11, 

work for the Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority and developing my own 
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businesses as an entrepreneur, I applied for a position as a doctoral student. It was 

interesting, but it was also very tough in some ways. After all, I learned more 

about the craft of doing research, and primarily qualitative research. However, I 

did not feel that my experiences were seen as that valuable, even though they 

contradicted many of the theories that still were taught at the university, and to 

me too few people seemed interested in understanding why. 

 

As a doctoral student, one of my main interests was to understand how digitali-

sation of banks was influencing our society. I started to pay attention to firms in 

less populated areas with longer distances to metropolitan areas, and areas where 

bank offices had closed down. With the experience that I had gained, I knew how 

digitalisation could influence firms. Since relationships and trust are essential in 

banking, digitalisation and political decisions seemed to change and challenge 

traditional business models. In addition to the experiences that I had gained, I 

have had a keen interest in understanding the core of information technologies, 

down to the smallest entities we can detect. This is connected to the paper by 

Hahn and Knight (2021). I believe that this knowledge is vital to measure and 

understand the consequences of digitalisation and an economy that is dependent 

on information technology. In my view, it is relevant to illuminate this, since it 

has more or less influenced all of my choices throughout my research project. In 

order to understand how digitalisation and regulations influence banks, one must 

understand the core of information technology, since it has an exceptional influ-

ence on the economic landscape, of which accounting is a part. 

 

Even if I had some experience from accounting and finance before I started as a 

doctoral student, I must stress that my knowledge of accounting theory was rather 

limited. To some extent, this has been a challenge, but maybe also an asset. Thus, 

I started to look at accounting research from a different perspective, which is ra-

ther important as well, when developing a new theory. 

.  
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 1 

1 Introduction 

Departing from DiMaggio and Powell (1983), this thesis seeks new knowledge 

on how institutional demands influence banking, not the least since banks are 

both important organisations1 and very dependent on information2. Institutional 

demands can be manifested as the regulations that policymakers enforce in order 

to manage issues that concern society. Accordingly, regulations may interfere 

with the market mechanisms, e.g. by restricting how and by whom market trans-

actions are conducted. It is therefore expected that regulations have an impact on 

market actors, e.g. banks, financial intermediaries, and other organisations that 

perform market transactions. Thus, regulating banks may have a fundamental im-

pact on the market as a whole. Even though it is well known that regulations have 

an impact on organisations such as banks, much less is known about how these 

institutional demands influence banking (see Crawford et al., 2017). From recent 

studies, we know that there is a dearth of research on how banks are influenced 

by institutional demands from regulators (Stockenstrand and Nilsson, 2017). 

Hence, this is a reason for studying how institutional demands influence banking. 

 

The importance of information is widely recognised in today’s society. We know 

that information has profound implications for economic policy (Stiglitz, 2017), 

but much less is known about how information relating to regulatory initiatives 

and new regulations influence banks, as well as the economy in general. Both the 

public and many policymakers tend to have limited understanding of the long-

term impact of the institutional demands. To increase our understanding of how 

institutional demands from regulators influence banking, it is essential to under-

stand what is accounting information, and how the regulatory demands for ac-

counting information influences banks. 

 

In accounting and finance literature, more and more attention has been paid to hard 

and soft information during the last two decades (see Bertomeu and Marinovic, 

2016; Liberti and Petersen, 2019; Petersen and Rajan, 2002; Stein, 2002)3, which 

                                      
1 This thesis does not differentiate between a bank and a bank organisation. These descriptions are 
used interchangeably throughout the manuscript. 
2 Information is generally seen as knowledge and/or facts learned, primarily about a certain event 
or subject. 
3 It is important to note that these scholars have applied different definitions and different proxies 
for both hard and soft information. For example, in some cases, the definition used for hard infor-
mation (e.g. quantitative information) can be in contrast to another definition of hard information 
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is partly related to the understanding that relationships and softer forms of infor-

mation matter in the long-term (James, 1987). However, its impact may be more 

difficult to assess, in particular in long-term relationships (Tomkins, 2001). More-

over, in business, information is a competitive advantage (Shapiro and Varian, 

1998; Tingling and Parent, 2004), especially for banks that provide financial ser-

vices and capitalise on collected credit information about firms and other customers 

(Degryse and Ongena, 2005; Hauswald and Marquez, 2003). This underlines the 

importance of information in banking. Furthermore, Gooneratne and Hoque (2013) 

call for research on the interplay between multiple control mechanisms, where hard 

and soft accounting information can be seen as important elements. 

 

What is considered as accounting information and how to interpret accounting 

information are known as central issues (Hopwood, 1983). Miller and Power 

(2013) also argue that different sources of information are important within the 

accounting complex. The functioning of many organisations, including firms, 

banks and regulators, are heavily intertwined with accounting and the exchange 

of accounting information. According to Miller and Power (2013, p. 557), ac-

counting is ‘much more than an instrumental and purely technical activity’, and 

they encourage management scholars ‘to pay attention to the mutually constitu-

tive nature of accounting, organizing, and economizing’. The intellectual do-

mains of management and accounting may, on the one hand, be entangled since 

the interpretation of accounting information is dependent on two different theo-

retical streams (Miller and Power, 2013). On the other hand, one cannot neglect 

the reality that these organisations are facing in practice. Understanding what ac-

counting information is and how it can be captured, as well as what type of ac-

counting information and how it can be transmitted or exchanged is challenging. 

Even though practitioners and scholars strive to measure performance, we know 

that it is more or less impossible to measure and assess all the available infor-

mation (Polanyi, 1958). Moreover, Tomkins (2001, p. 161) also argues that there 

is a lack of a ‘well-developed theory of the interaction between trust and infor-

mation’. An implication of the fact that it is hard to measure certain accounting 

information4 is that relevant information is likely to be neglected.  

                                      

(e.g. undisputable information). Without doubt, this can cause confusion and become problematic. 
Also note that different definitions of hard and soft information have been used in this thesis in the 
different studies (Studies I–IV). For an overview, see Table 4.1.   
4 In this thesis, concepts such as hard and soft information are used to capture accounting infor-
mation. It has not been possible to be fully consistent when referring to hard and soft information 
upon looking back and comparing the different studies (Studies I–IV). In order to clarify this, it is 
therefore important to stress that a broad definition of accounting information must be considered, 
and the different forms of hard and soft information embrace hard and soft accounting information. 
When only hard and soft information is expressed, it refers to a definition from a paper or some of 
the studies (Studies I–IV) that have been conducted. Further, when “hard” or “soft” information is 
used, it aims to signal that the information seems to be ambiguous or particularly unclear.  
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It is well known that the conceptualisation of accounting information has impli-

cations on accounting theory (Snavely, 1967), and the conceptualisation of ac-

counting information also has implications for how business organisations are 

being depicted. If accounting information is treated as absolute facts, when it is 

not, it is truly problematic. For instance, regulators such as ECB and the Swedish 

Riksbank have identified that they also need better information from banks re-

garding credits in order to prevent future financial crises. Therefore, accounting 

information and what is considered as accounting information is certainly im-

portant here. Even if it is not possible to measure and assess all relevant infor-

mation, regulators demand more information from banks, in order to prevent fi-

nancial crises. This may cause tensions between banks and regulators, especially 

if much is at stake, e.g. the cost is high, or if the information is sensitive. 

 

For policymakers, it is (reasonably) detrimental if they do not understand the im-

pact of new regulations. Therefore, it is necessary for regulators to gain more 

knowledge on how regulations influence banking. If there are plural forms of in-

formation that are relevant and may influence banks, e.g. the impact of both hard 

and soft accounting information, then it is important to include such information 

in the analysis. It is important to explore the consequences of new regulations but 

also new regulatory initiatives. 

 

To understand how institutional demands influence banking, it is relevant to ex-

plore how both harder and softer forms of information matter in an institutional 

and regulatory context. Different forms of information may be valued differently 

for different financial services, on different occasions, and by different actors. It 

is also relevant to study different regulations and/or different regulatory initia-

tives. During the last decade, a number of regulatory initiatives have been taken 

in the wake of the financial crisis of 2007–2008. For instance, there are regula-

tions and regulatory initiatives related to advising and lending, financial services 

that traditionally have been more dependent on softer forms of information, such 

as MiFID II, KRITA and regulatory work on robo-advising. Studying the impact 

of these regulatory initiatives has the potential to add knowledge, and it can make 

policymakers more aware of the challenges in order to foresee consequences 

when new regulations are implemented. 

 

Since there are plural forms of information (Liberti and Petersen, 2019) that are 

relevant and may influence banking, it is rather important to include these in the 

analysis, e.g. to better understand its impact, including both harder and softer 

forms of accounting information. To some extent, the understanding of these dif-

ferent types of information seems to be overlooked in accounting literature. Based 

on this background, the aim of this thesis is to explore how institutional demands 

influence banking. The different forces that may cause conflicts and tension are 

explored by using concepts such as hard and soft accounting information. 
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1.1 Purpose and research questions 

This thesis is based on four studies that intend to answer the overarching research 

question. The main goal is to increase our knowledge of how institutional de-

mands influence banking, with a focus on the exchange of information. The over-

arching research question for this dissertation is thus stated as follows: How do 

institutional demands influence banking and the exchange of different forms of 

hard and soft accounting information?  

 

To support the overarching research question, the following three purposes have 

been stated: 

 

• The first purpose is to explore and analyse the characteristics of the (mul-

tidimensional) exchange that takes place between banks and their cus-

tomers. (Study I, the licentiate thesis) 

• The second purpose is to explore the role of institutional demands and 

(different forms of hard and soft) accounting information when the finan-

cial regulations are initiated, adopted and enter into force, including how 

they affect banking (Studies II–IV) 

• The third purpose is to develop a model including different forms of hard 

and soft accounting information that may influence organisations, such 

as firms, banks and regulators. Specifically, a model that can illuminate 

the information’s hardness and potential tension when the different defi-

nitions are in conflict. 

1.2 Structure of the thesis 

Chapter 2 motivates why banks, bank regulations, and hard and soft accounting 

information are important to study.  

 

Chapter 3 includes a theoretical framework where important literature on bank 

regulations, exchange, hard and soft information are reviewed and discussed. 

 

Chapter 4 presents a synthesis with a conceptual and an analytical model on how 

information can be analysed.  

 

Chapter 5 presents my philosophical assumptions; justifies the research design 

and the selected research approach; and shows the research process and methods 

for data collection, data analysis, including ethical consideration and limitations.  
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Chapter 6 summarises the four studies, and reflects on important findings.  

 

Chapter 7 includes concluding remarks, with theoretical and practical implica-

tions, including suggestions for future research and limitations of the study. 
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2 Motivation to Study Banks, Exchange and 
Institutional Demands 

2.1 The role of banks in the economic exchange 

Banks have an important role in the economic exchange, and it has been claimed 

that banking is the business of exchange (Richards, 2012). There are several other 

reasons why it is important to study banks and the exchange of accounting infor-

mation. As a financial intermediary (Klein, 1971), banks are crucial for the econ-

omy (Barth, Caprio and Levine, 2013; Freixas and Rochet, 2008; Gooneratne and 

Hoque, 2013) and the economic growth of firms (Backman, 2013). Without 

banks, trade would be less efficient (Collins, 2012). Although they are important 

for the economy, throughout history several financial crises have occurred where 

banks have played a central role as well (Davies, 1996; Kindleberger, 1993). 

These crises have harmed the economy, not least the financial crisis that took 

place a decade ago between 2007–2009 (Levine, 2012) where the credit market 

virtually collapsed. An unstable banking system can harm the development of 

firms, according to Dell’Ariccia, Detragiache and Rajan (2008). 

  

We also know that banks are different from other firms (Fama, 1985; Messner, 

2016; Mikes, 2009; Smith and Ongena, 1998; Werner, 2014). Banks need to hold 

non-interest bearing financial reserves for their operation (Fama, 1985; “Swedish 

Act 2004:297,” 2004), which gives them the right to receive deposits from the 

public (Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, 2017; Boot and Thakor, 2008; Freixas, 

Hartmann and Mayer, 2008; Freixas and Rochet, 2008). Banks are certified insti-

tutions that can operate as an economic agent to receive deposits from the public 

and grant loans to customers (Freixas and Rochet, 2008). For banks to perform 

financial services, they need to comply with a number of financial regulations. 

For instance, the Basel Accords (e.g. BCBS, 2004) regulates the capital require-

ment of banks, which has an impact on both banks and the customers’ access to 

capital when banks grant loans to their customers (Drumond, 2009). Therefore, 

regulations such as the Basel Accords are not only critical for the banks, but they 

can also be critical for their customers. It is known that access to capital is im-

portant for firms to grow their business (Backman, 2013). 

 

Moreover, as a financial intermediary, banks perform many financial services, 

such as offering bank accounts, depositing, exchange of money, financial 
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advising services, loans and payment services to customers (Gup, 2011; Rose and 

Hudgins, 2012; Thunman, 1992). These financial services are more or less essen-

tial for the bank customers (Turnbull and Demades, 1995), and these services are 

important for the economic system to work smoothly. Banks can reduce the cost 

when transferring capital and performing financial transactions (Klein, 1971). 

 

There are arguments made that banks are relatively under-researched in manage-

ment accounting (Crawford et al., 2017; Gooneratne and Hoque, 2013; Van der 

Stede, 2011). However, there are some studies on changes to administrative con-

trols (Christensen et al., 2018), on loan assessment (Nilsson and Öhman, 2012), 

on risk management in banking (Mikes, 2009; Rad, 2017), on bank regulation 

and its effects on strategy, financial accounting and management control (Stock-

enstrand and Nilsson, 2017), and on enterprise risk management (Liff and Wahl-

strom, 2018). Messner (2016) also argues that management accounting practices 

are different in banks compared to other firms. According to Mikes (2009), ac-

counting in banking is more complex and considers risks that are not relevant for 

other firms, which underpin further research related to the economic exchange 

and management accounting practices in banking. 

 

Furthermore, to understand banks and their exchange with organisations, such 

as firms and regulators, information technology is central. The development of 

information technology in the banking sector has decreased transaction costs 

and increased the growth of financial transactions exponentially (Fricke and 

Lux, 2015). The way of delivering financial services to bank customers via the 

internet demonstrates how crucial information technology is in banking (White 

and Frame, 2014). Today, banks are processing more digitalised information 

than ever before in order to handle the increased demand for financial transac-

tions. The digitalisation sets new requirements in the financial industry, and it 

challenges not only the operation of banks but also bank customers and regula-

tors. Banks that are not able to adapt to the development of information tech-

nology face the risk of becoming dinosaurs that may not survive in the future. 

Recently, Crawford (2017) argued that there is a need to study how information 

technology affects the banking industry. Accordingly, there is a need to shed 

more light on the role that information technology has for banks and how it 

affects the banking industry. 

 

Finally, Crawford et al. (2017) argue that there is a need to study how bank strat-

egy affects management control issues. The relationship between management 

control and financial accounting has been highlighted to be an area where there 

is a lack of literature (Nilsson and Stockenstrand, 2015; Crawford et al., 2017). 

Further, Crawford et al. (2017, p. 51) argue that there is a need to study the 

‘inside perspective’ and ‘demand for uniqueness’. But there is also a need for a 

more external orientation in accounting (Bromwich, 1990; Cadez and Guilding, 
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2008; Kraus, Håkansson and Lind, 2015), i.e. not only the inside perspective. 

Since lending is an important service for banks, their performance and financial 

risk levels depend to a large extent on information that can be collected about 

the bank customers (Berger and Udell, 2006, 1995; Petersen and Rajan, 2002). 

Thus, it is critical for banks to collect external accounting information, such as 

credit information about their customers. The information about its customers 

can be divided into different types of information. On the one hand, hard infor-

mation that is easy to transfer digitally, and on the other hand, soft information 

that is difficult to be transferred digitally and needs to be collected locally over 

time to reduce opacity problems (Berger and Udell, 2006). In sum, there are 

several reasons to study banks, including their exchange with firms and regula-

tors, which implies that the exchange between banks and their customers is im-

portant. Such knowledge would allow for a better understanding of banking and 

help to prevent future financial crises. 

2.2 Broadening the view of economic exchange 

Some form of exchange must take place for organisations to evolve (North, 

1991), and the characteristics of economic exchange are central in order to un-

derstand business. However, how shall exchange be defined? It is rather easy to 

delimit exchange to financial transactions and exclude the value of social ex-

change. Therefore, I argue that it is reasonable to investigate the characteristics 

of exchange in banking in-depth, such as exchange between the bank and firm 

customers, and between banks and regulators. 

 

In order to measure and value the economic exchange when conducting business, 

it is of importance to understand the full spectrum of the exchange. Even if it is 

difficult or even impossible to measure every type of exchange that takes place, 

it seems critical to understand its characteristics. It can be crucial from both a 

practical and scientific viewpoint to understand what is taking place when actors, 

e.g. firms conduct business and exchange intangible information and/or exchange 

tangible products. Although exchange as a phenomenon can be elusive (Eriksson 

and Hermansson, 2014), it is, however, central to understand the characteristics 

of economic exchange. Both practitioners and scholars tend to ignore some infor-

mation when exchanging goods and services, and it is practically impossible to 

measure everything at the same time. However, the more we understand about 

the nature of the exchange, the more we can understand how exchange influences 

actors such as banks on the one hand, and their firm customers, on the other. 

There are also institutional demands from regulators that may influence the ex-

change between banks and their firm customers. 
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In social science, there are different fields that pay attention to economic ex-

change. Research emerging from Galiani (1751/1977) and his book Della Mon-

eta, Adam Smith (1776), and Marshall (1890/1961) in economics focus on the 

financial exchange measured in terms of monetary units. However, an exchange 

is not simply limited to the exchange of money (Arrow, 1972). Scholars such as 

Homans (1958) and Blau (1964/1986) emphasised the social exchange taking 

place between individuals, which refers to different kinds of information being 

exchanged between the actors. 

 

In accounting (Ijiri, 1975) and also in studies on banking (Berger, Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2015; Petersen and Rajan, 2002), scholars divide information into hard 

and soft information. In banking and finance, there has been an increased under-

standing that the soft characteristics of the exchange are something that have an 

impact on both banks and their firm customers (Berger and Udell, 2006; James, 

1987; Petersen and Rajan, 2002; Stein, 2002; Udell, 2008); therefore, it is vital to 

not only consider (quantitative) hard information in order to understand the full 

spectrum of the exchange that takes place. In classic literature on banking, a per-

fect market where transaction costs are assumed to be zero, there is no apparent 

reason for banks to exist (Benston and Smith, 1976; Freixas and Rochet, 2008). 

The assumption that transaction costs are zero contradicts the basic idea of the 

existence of firms (see Coase, 1988; Scott, 2014). 

 

In contemporary literature in accounting and finance, research refer to concepts 

such as hard and soft information (Bertomeu and Marinovic, 2016; Bozanic et 

al., 2018; Rowe, Shields and Brinberg, 2012), which are often applied to under-

stand banking and small business lending (Berger and Udell, 2006; Bozanic, 

Cheng and Zach, 2018; Chen et al., 2015; Petersen and Rajan, 2002; Uchida, 

2011). An exchange between banks and their customers relates to different forms 

of information (Petersen and Rajan, 2002; Udell, 2008), e.g. financial and non-

financial. Sometimes these forms are equal to hard and soft accounting infor-

mation, but there are various definitions of hard and soft information (see Appen-

dix). However, there is support for a more holistic, multidimensional view, which 

encompasses different types of exchanges (Babich and Ginev, 2014), where hard 

and soft information can be addressed, e.g. not only numbers, money or harder 

forms of information, but also information with a softer characteristic that can be 

difficult to quantify. It is also important to emphasise that the information be-

tween actors, e.g. banks and their customers, can be exchanged via different chan-

nels. Some information is exchanged digitally (White and Frame, 2014), while 

other information is exchanged face-to-face (Goffman, 1967; Hacking, 2004). 

However, due to the technological development, the possibility of capturing more 

granular and digitalised information within an exchange has increased. In bank-

ing and finance, more accounting information is being transformed to digital in-

formation, in order to transfer, store, analyse and control the information that is 



 10 

important to banks. However, it is not possible to collect, store and analyse all 

information digitally; therefore, there are reasons to consider other relevant and 

valuable information as well (Petersen, 2004; Petersen and Rajan, 2002). 

2.3 Why is it important to study institutional demands  

It is known that regulations influence the characteristics of banking and also the 

behaviour of banks. To understand banking and banks in practice, it is necessary 

to take banking regulation into account (Freixas and Rochet, 2008). In recent 

years, regulators have adopted a number of banking regulations (Barth, Caprio 

and Levine, 2013; Dermine, 2013), which have been implemented to accomplish 

certain effects such as preventing bank runs (Barth, Caprio and Levine, 2013),  

financial crises from occurring, and also protecting the customers (2014/65/EU, 

2014; Finansinspektionen, 2014). However, the effects of banking regulations are 

controversial (Elliehausen and Lowrey, 2000), it requires resources to develop 

and implement new regulations and to supervise banks to ensure that they comply 

with the regulations that have been put into force. Nevertheless, the large stream 

of new regulations that have been implemented in recent years has not made it 

less important to study banking regulations and their effects on banking. Despite 

the debate, it is in the regulators’ interest to protect the bank customers (Freixas 

and Rochet, 2008) and also to harmonise regulations (EC, 2015). 

 

Due to the financial crisis that took place during 2007–2009, deficiencies in policy 

frameworks around the world have been revealed (Bush, Farrant and Wright, 

2011), and regulators have been forced to develop many new regulations that con-

cern the operation of banks, and the new regulations have affected the banking in-

dustry. Arguments such as cost of bank failures, customer protection, financial sta-

bility, harmonisation and transparency are used to justify the implementation of the 

banking regulations (Barth, Caprio and Levine, 2013; Freixas and Rochet, 2008), 

but there is little consensus among policymakers and in the academic literature on 

the underlying problems (Bush, Farrant and Wright, 2011). The many regulations 

that have been adopted (imposed) in recent years within the banking industry have 

highlighted that there is a regulatory burden for banks (Crawford, 2017; Stock-

enstrand and Nilsson, 2017), and the regulatory changes provide a fruitful ground 

for conducting research in management accounting (Wagenhofer, 2016). 

 

Research on banking regulation is not something new. It is well understood that 

banks are regulated firms, where government agencies need to control banks 

(Peltzman, 1965), and that financial regulations have effects on banks (Berg-

ström, Engwall and Wallerstedt, 1994; Dewatripont and Tirole, 1994; Freixas and 

Rochet, 2008; Merton, 1993; Stockenstrand and Nilsson, 2017). However, Wil-

son et al. (2010) argue that more research is needed on the effects of banking 
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regulations. Yet, there are studies that have investigated the effects of the Basel 

Accords on banks (e.g. Crawford, 2017; Mikes, 2009; Rad, 2017), but there are 

many other regulations that scholars have paid less attention to, including new 

financial regulatory initiatives – regulations that have not been implemented, and 

regulations that have been adopted recently.   

 

In sum, it can be concluded that there is an ongoing debate on the impact of in-

stitutional demands from regulators. Crawford et al. (2017) argue that there is a 

need for more research, even though they show a number of articles that have 

been published in top-ranked accounting journals. The authors suggest studying 

‘how accounting and bank regulation affects how banks are controlled and orga-

nized […] and that there are few in-depth case studies that apply a holistic per-

spective’ (Crawford et al., 2017:52). Further, Crawford et al. (2017) put forward 

that more studies focusing on the micro-processes and daily activities in banks 

would be beneficial in order to understand how bank regulations affect the be-

haviour of the banks’ stakeholders. Moreover, Kaplan (2011a, 2011b) demon-

strates that there is a lack of in-depth qualitative case studies. These, however, 

require access to data, deep knowledge and are time-consuming. 

 

Several financial regulatory initiatives have been taken globally in response to 

the financial crisis of 2007–2009, and these financial regulatory initiatives have 

an impact on the financial industry (Bush, Farrant and Wright, 2011; Elliott, Sal-

loy and Santos, 2012; Elliott, 2015). Globally, banks have spent large amounts of 

money to comply with the banking regulations that have been adopted (imposed) 

(Goodhart et al., 2014; Elliott, Salloy and Santos, 2012; IFAC, 2018). Accord-

ingly, there are reasons to study different regulations, especially those that have 

not been investigated previously. Considering regulations that influence firms, 

there are few studies covering regulations such as MiFID II, AnaCredit, KRITA 

and also regulatory initiatives on automated advising. The impact of some of 

these regulations has not been studied at all. Thus, it is important to study these 

regulations. Further, it is critical to understand the effects of regulatory policies 

for banks, specifically within this area, when society, including the banks, put an 

increasing number of resources into developing and imposing new regulations. 
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3 Frame of Reference 

In this chapter, I provide the theoretical frame of reference, which includes four 

concepts important for this thesis – banks, institutional demands, exchange of ac-

counting information, and tensions. The first section of this chapter gives a brief 

introduction on how banks are viewed compared to other organisations and how 

regulations come into play. Then, I discuss bank regulations seen as institutional 

demands and how these institutional demands influence banks. Thereafter, differ-

ent forms of accounting information are discussed, which are used to understand 

organisations and the exchange between them. The last section concerns how fi-

nancial regulators and the institutional demands for accounting information from 

banks can create different forms of tensions. In the chapter, the ambiguities of how 

institutional demands and accounting information influence banking are discussed. 

3.1 Banks 

A special type of organisation that is different from other organisations is the 

bank. In contemporary and developed societies, banks differ from other organi-

sations by their ongoing role of providing deposits and loans to the public, for 

which they have been granted a license. This description refers to a common def-

inition of banks that regulators use (Freixas and Rochet, 2008), which is also ap-

plied in this thesis. The legal rights that banks have been granted by government 

authorities to perform financial exchange, and their special role as a financial in-

termediary, are central to explain the existence of banks (Heffernan, 2005).5 6 This 

underlines the prominent role in monetary operations, where accounting and the 

economic side of banking operations are very problematic to disregard. In a sense, 

accounting is central to understand these organisations and how they are influ-

enced by regulations. For example, during the recent financial crisis of 2007–

2009, accounting methods revealed flaws in the stakeholders (see Roberts and 

Jones, 2009), and strong criticisms were directed towards banks for their 

                                      
5 Heffernan (2005) draws from Coase (1937), in the sense that a bank, similar to a firm, is more 
efficiently organised than the market, when they perform economic activities such as the provision 
of deposits and loans to the public. 
6 Compared to the early banks, modern banks are also different from classical ones in the sense that 
they are more regulated and also highly dependent on information technology. For references on 
what is likely to be characterised as modern, see Giddens (1990, 1991). 
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behaviour. As a result, numerous financial regulations were developed after the 

financial crisis of 2007–2009 that have hit banks. Accordingly, how these regu-

lations influence the operation of banks and our society is an important issue that 

interests accounting scholars. 

 

Among scholars interested in organisation theory (e.g. DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977), criticisms have emerged towards the rational 

economic models for quite some time. In accounting, Burchell, Clubb and 

Hopwood (1985, p. 409) express that the mode and role of calculation are ‘viewed 

as functioning discursive components’. Further, Roberts and Jones (2009, p. 865) 

insist that ‘accounting and modelling should be understood as agents’ as they 

provide an illusion of rationality. Arguably, there are problems with the rational 

economic models. Partly because the models are oversimplified and sometimes 

misused to serve certain interests. The lack of valuable information is problematic 

for banks, and this can lead to tensions. Tensions can also arise because of insti-

tutional demands (Pache, 2007), and these institutional demands can challenge 

the core values of an organisation. Minor changes can pass by more or less unno-

ticed and may become institutionalised over time. However, challenging and 

changing practices, such as the mode of calculation, can create tensions and may 

have more apparent consequences for banking organisations. 

3.2 Institutional demands 

To those interested in accounting theory and practice, Carruthers (1995) argues 

that the new institutional theory has much to offer, not the least to those who 

believe that accounting is a part of constructed reality where the state and its pol-

icymakers can influence organisations. Accordingly, there are reasons that insti-

tutional theory can help us to understand how financial regulations influence or-

ganisations, which is central to this thesis. In institutional theory, regulations can 

be seen as institutional demands; in this thesis, both regulatory initiatives that 

have a potential to influence bank organisations and the adopted regulations are 

seen as institutional demands. Both these seem to influence the regulated organ-

isations. Nonetheless, how financial regulations influence bank organisations is 

an important area that has received limited attention (Crawford et al., 2017; Nils-

son and Stockenstrand, 2015). Moreover, how accounting information is meas-

ured and understood, but also transformed and used in practice, is of relevance 

(cf. Johnson and Kaplan, 1987/1991). This is important both to bank organisa-

tions and regulators, since accounting information is central to them. 
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Intuitively, it is hardly possible to understand what is meant by institutional de-

mands, but previous literature can help us to understand what this concept means 

and also how institutional demands can influence organisations. Previous literature 

on institutional demands suggest that elements that can influence organisations are 

central, and therefore information that has force potential is important as well. The 

concept applied in this thesis is rooted in neo-institutional theory (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977), which is a broad theoretical framework 

that attempts to understand social and behavioural problems, and rejects the hard 

rational-actor model (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; Scott, 2005, 2014; Selznick, 

1996). In this framework, it is assumed that institutions and institutional demands 

shape the behaviour of organisations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Ro-

wan, 1977; Oliver, 1991), but there is a need for more knowledge about how. Di-

Maggio and Powell (1983, p. 150) argue that there are ‘three mechanisms through 

which institutional isomorphic change occurs, each with its own antecedents: 1) 

coercive isomorphism that stems from political influence and the problem of legit-

imacy; 2) mimetic isomorphism resulting from standard responses to uncertainty; 

and 3) normative isomorphism, associated with professionalization’. These mech-

anisms reflect how organisations adapt to its institutional environment; in this the-

sis, the focus is on the coercive and regulatory mechanisms. 

 

Among many institutional scholars, government regulations are viewed as insti-

tutional demands. For instance, Carruthers (1995) claims that government regu-

lations can coerce organisations to adopt new procedures. Further, Pache and 

Santos (2010) stress that institutional demands can influence organisations 

through rules and regulations. Moreover, Scott (2014) argues that the coercive 

demands are one of the fundamental pillars of institutions that govern and have 

an impact on the functioning of an organisation. Since institutional demands at-

tempt to secure legitimacy and support (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), it is im-

portant for the regulated organisations to comply with these demands. Receiving 

legitimacy is also more important to organisations with ambiguous or disputable 

goals, even though ecologists would argue that organisations lose their competi-

tive advantage if organisations become more similar (ibid). Accordingly, if bank 

organisations demand uniqueness, the regulators can hinder their ability to serve 

their customers and be competitive. For example, it is said that pressures like 

institutional demands influence the organisational efficiency, and the function of 

the institutional demands from regulations differs from the classical function of 

the market (Bollecker, 2016). 

 

Besides accounting scholars, there is a “mighty river” of institutional research-

ers who study how regulations influence organisations, including scholars in 

economics, political science and sociology (Coase, 1988a). Studies on both new 

institutional sociology and new institutional economics demonstrate various ex-

ternal pressures, such as economic and institutional, which can impact how 
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organisations are structured and governed (Scapens, 2006). Scapens (2006) also 

conveys that there is a need to look more closely at what takes place within the 

organisations. The attention to internal issues is also supported by Coase 

(1988a), with his interest in the micro-level analysis and the concern for what 

is going on in the real world, compared to mainstream economics, which has 

become more abstract over time. However, it is important to understand the 

challenges of moving between different paradigms (Gioia and Pitre, 1990). Yet, 

the acceptance of bringing in knowledge from other fields is sometimes low, in 

particular if there are conflicting interests manifested by different philosophical 

assumptions. Therefore, it can be both difficult and counter-productive to inter-

lace different fields; nonetheless, to gain more knowledge on how regulations 

influence organisations, there seems to be a strong need to broaden the scope. I 

believe that it is productive to look at what is going on when information is 

exchanged and try to better understand the basic unit of analysis. This means 

that both accounting information (how it is embraced) and the exchange of ac-

counting information are central. This can help us to better understand how reg-

ulations influence banks. Even if the borders between different paradigms are 

not sharp (Goles and Hirschheim, 2000), there are trade-offs that need to be 

considered. For instance, it is important to bear in mind that there are limitations 

to synthesise different perspectives (Gioia and Pitre, 1990). However, influenc-

ing future behaviour of organisations is central to regulators, and regulatory 

processes such as rule-setting, monitoring and sanction activities are interesting 

to many scholars (Scott, 2014). 

 

By focusing on research from the new institutional theory, it is well known that 

when organisations are forced to adopt to new institutional demands, they may 

respond in different ways (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991). For instance, 

when it is difficult to adapt to institutional demands, Meyer and Rowan (1977) 

observed that organisations decouple from them. However, in banking, it can be 

difficult because the rules are many and legitimacy of banks can be influenced 

negatively if the rules are ignored. Further, Oliver (1991) demonstrates different 

strategies that organisations adopt when facing institutional demands, and she in-

dicates that organisations are often confronted with conflicting institutional de-

mands. Moreover, there can be inconsistencies between internal organisational 

objectives and expectations of bank organisations. When institutional demands 

arise, organisations respond to the demands. Oliver (1991) illuminates that these 

responses are influenced by the resources on which organisations are dependent. 

She introduced five strategies: Acquiesce, Compromise, Avoid, Defy or Manip-

ulate, which organisations exert. These strategies range from passivity to re-

sistance, where some may be more out of habit and more unconscious or taken-

for-granted, while others are more conscious.  
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Acquiesce may be a passive response, but according to Guerreiro, Rodrigues and 

Craig (2012), it was not a blind response when looking at how companies re-

sponded to International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS). When banks re-

spond to regulation, they seem to be very informed; also, they attempt to be com-

pliant, but some resistance may occur, when a lot is at stake. However, resistance 

may be different when bank regulations are implemented, as described by Oliver 

(1991). As the formation of the regulations evolves, different responses may oc-

cur during the process. During the initial phase, organisations may hold back their 

responses, or there might be some form of resistance. Discussions between the 

regulator and the bank organisation, including lobbying and negotiations between 

different stakeholders, can also take place. Both acquiesce and compromises 

might take place during discussions and negotiations. Compromises can be seen 

as a minor form of resistance (Oliver, 1991). Tensions may arise if there are dis-

agreements between the regulator and the bank organisation, which may cause 

resistance. Misunderstandings may also arise; moreover, if the organisation is not 

well informed, it can lead to bad decision-making, increase the costs, and increase 

the pressure on the organisation that will be influenced by the regulation. The 

institutional demands may lead to changes that are less adapted to the unique 

context where the bank operates, which can lead to tensions. In order to influence 

the regulators, lobbying is taking place by the banks. Oliver (1991, p. 159) also 

argues that ‘responses to institutional pressures toward conformity will depend 

on why these pressures are being exerted, who is exerting them, what these pres-

sures are, how or by what means they are exerted, and where they occur’. More-

over, she identifies five antecedents, namely cause, constituents, content, control, 

and context. These elements may have an impact on banks. 

 

By studying management accounting in hybrid organisations, Dai et al. (2017) 

found that multiple institutional demands may lead to ambiguities regarding re-

sponses to institutional demands. We also know that when the number of institu-

tional demands increases, the likelihood of conflicts increases, which, in turn, 

creates tensions (Pache and Santos, 2010). In a study by Hyvönen et al. (2009), 

they demonstrate how an organisation responded to the institutional demands 

when the accounting information system was changed. They concluded that the 

implementation of the accounting information system was increasingly motivated 

by the external institutional demands, rather than an internal need for increased 

efficiency. They warrant more research to better understand the interplay between 

the institutional pressure and what can be seen as more efficient from the organ-

isation’s point of view. Further, research by Guerreiro, Rodrigues and Craig 

(2012), considering voluntary adoption of IFRS, show that coexisting and con-

flicting institutional demands influence the adoption of accounting principles. 

They also show that prevailing institutional logics provide important insights into 

the decisions made by companies.  
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If we look more specifically at how bank organisations are influenced by institu-

tional demands, we can conclude that there is a limited number of studies in ac-

counting, departing from new institutional theory (Crawford et al., 2017; Stock-

enstrand and Nilsson, 2017), despite the fact that regulations are seen as central 

in order to understand bank organisations and banking. For instance, scholars in 

banking argue that without taking regulations into account, it is not possible to 

understand banking (Freixas and Rochet, 2008). Based on the literature that have 

been examined, it is clear that much needs to be done to better understand how 

both financial regulations and financial regulatory initiatives influence banking. 

Moreover, it is not controversial to say that institutional demands, such as regu-

lations, are central issues in banking when looking outside the stream of research 

offered by new institutional theory (cf. Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, 2015; 

Whaples and Parker, 2013). Regulators can have a profound influence on banks 

when they develop new regulations, and for the last decade, bank regulations have 

been a core issue within both economic and political debates (Harnay and Sci-

alom, 2016). The impact of bank regulations is a topic that concerns several dif-

ferent streams of research besides management research. More recently, account-

ing researchers (Stockenstrand and Nilsson, 2017; Wilson et al., 2010) have be-

come involved in studying bank regulations and how they influence organisations 

and accounting practices. Besides a few studies, Ertürk and Gabor (2017) analyse 

post-crisis regulation and they argue that there has been a lack of critical analysis. 

This analysis is important, and it is essential to understand what happens when 

new regulations are developed, not the least in management accounting. 

 

To conclude, there is a need to understand how institutional demands from regu-

lators influence the inner workings of bank organisations, and prior research 

shows that there are different streams of research, both in economics and sociol-

ogy, pointing out that external demands such as regulations can influence the 

structure and governance of organisations (Scapens, 2006). Thus, it is likely that 

there are institutional demands which are in conflict with the internal demands of 

the bank organisations. This may create tensions between different stakeholders, 

such as the bank organisation and the regulators. In line with prior research in 

accounting, one can assume that tensions emerge due to the different needs for 

the accounting information, such as the demands of uniform information in fi-

nancial accounting based on regulations and unique information for management 

control purposes. There are also different types of institutional demands, e.g. dif-

ferent regulatory initiatives and regulations that have been developed and 

adopted. Bank organisations may respond to these demands in different ways. 

Some may not create considerable conflicts at once, while others may create more 

apparent tensions. It has been demonstrated that there are different theoretical 

perspectives on how to study institutional demands that can be difficult to juxta-

pose and follow scientific conventions. Therefore, it is important to understand 

these conventions and their limitations. However, there is a need to broaden the 
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perspectives, to fully understand what is happening in real life situations. As a 

first step, one can look more closely at accounting information and focus on the 

exchange of accounting information. This can help us to better understand how 

institutional demands from regulators influence bank organisations.  

3.3 Exchange of accounting information in banking – hard 
and soft 

An important, but difficult, challenge for this thesis is to conceptualise exchange 

of accounting information. This challenge relates to the fact that information is 

an elusive concept, and therefore difficult to define in an agreed and consistent 

way. If one looks at the philosophical conceptions of information, Floridi (2009, 

p. 13) conveys some challenging aspects and states that ‘[i]nformation is notori-

ously a polymorphic phenomenon and a polysemantic concept so, as an explican-

dum, it can be associated with several explanations, depending on the level of 

abstraction adopted and the cluster of requirements and desiderata orientating a 

theory’. This underlines the many different forms of information and many dif-

ferent meanings, with different levels of abstraction that concern a theory of in-

formation. Further, if one looks at research stemming from information theory by 

Shannon (1948),7 which has a central role in all digital communication, this 

stream focuses on quantitative information, and disregards qualitative infor-

mation. Moreover, according to Brillouin (1956, p. viii), information can be seen 

as ‘a function of the ratio of the number of possible answers before and after [...] 

This definition cannot distinguish between information of great importance and 

a piece of news of no great value for the person who receives it’. Therefore, it is 

clear that there are scientific challenges that relate to how information is concep-

tualised, and the definition of information is essential since it has an impact on 

the outcome – i.e. influence the result of what is studied. 

 

In accounting, a number of calls have been made to study how accounting infor-

mation is used in inter-organisational relations (Ferreira and Otley, 2009; Free, 

2008; Hopwood, 1996; Kamal et al., 2015) and here, the role of information is 

central. Traditionally, accounting research have neglected non-financial infor-

mation, but there are scholars that have started to pay attention to and include 

both financial and non-financial information (see Bhimani and Langfield-Smith, 

2007; Bromwich, 1990; Kaplan and Norton, 1992; Pitkänen and Lukka, 2011; 

Simons, 1994). Accordingly, it is not surprising that there are different definitions 

of what is accounting information; thus, it is necessary to be aware of and to 

observe how the definition impacts the outcome. Moreover, a definition can also 

                                      
7 Claude Shannon is the founder of information theory, and he is also considered one of the founding 
fathers of the Digital Age, together with the 19th century mathematician George Boole.  
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have different degrees of importance for different stakeholders (Joseph et al., 

1996; Nilsson and Stockenstrand, 2015; Zeff, 2007), and depending on what 

information is considered, the information has different significance. Further, it 

is important to understand that some information can be lost when it is ac-

counted for and transmitted. Moreover, one must realise that information can 

affect both parties to an exchange, and the parties can respond to new infor-

mation that emerges. These responses can influence the bank and lead to a chain 

of reactions within the organisations and in the long run, undermine the original 

intention of a regulation. 

 

To capture a spectrum of information of importance, this thesis argues for a broad 

definition considering the exchange of accounting information. A definition that 

encompasses different elements (or information-pairs), such as undisputable and 

disputable information, as well as quantitative and qualitative information. Dig-

itisable and non-digitisable information can also be included, in order to differ-

entiate between accounting information that can be stored and transferred digi-

tally, and accounting information that cannot be stored and transferred digitally. 

To advance a broad definition, we can look at previous literature in accounting 

and finance, including studies by Bertomeu and Marinovic (2016), Ijiri (1975); 

Liberti and Petersen (2019) and Rowe, Shields and Brinberg (2012), where Bert-

omeu and Marinovic (2016) and Liberti and Petersen (2019), in particular, ex-

pand knowledge about hard and soft information to differentiate and denote dif-

ferent types of information. In research on banking and bank lending, hard and 

soft accounting information are frequently used concepts, not the least to under-

stand credit assessment and exchange of accounting information that takes place 

between banks and firms (see Liberti and Petersen, 2019; Petersen and Rajan, 

2002; Stein, 2002; Udell, 2008). Building on Ijiri (1975), Bertomeu and Mari-

novic (2016, p. 1) argue that the ‘coexistence of hard and soft information is a 

fundamental characteristic of the measurement process’. To further understand 

these concepts, one can also look at Demski et al. (2009, 2006), who explore the 

connection between a semi-broad definition of accounting information and quan-

tum information, and illuminate the plural view, and to some extent, a political 

view of information.8 This plural view also relates to how the exchange of ac-

counting information is interlinked to the technological development on a more 

metaphysical level. However, a closer theoretical discussion on a more abstract 

level is not conveyed in this thesis, but parts of this can be found in Babich and 

Ginev (2014) and in Hahn and Knight (2021). 

 

                                      
8 For further references that can help us to understand exchanges of accounting information on a 
quantum-level, see Demski et al. (2006); Fellingham and Schroeder (2006); Hahn and Knight 
(2021); Herbst et al. (2014). This can influence our view of how information is being verified and, 
therefore, also how information is being exchanged (see Demski et al., 2009). 
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A strong reason why scholars apply hard and soft information as concepts is the 

inability of numbers to capture, depict and transfer all the information that is rel-

evant to assess economic conditions, including the value of the information that 

is exchanged. However, we know from previous studies that there are various 

definitions of hard and soft information, both in accounting and finance, which 

are used in order to understand the exchanges between banks and firms.9 Added 

to this, one can note that several of the more recent studies in accounting and 

finance that are using hard and soft information as concepts refer to Ijiri (1975), 

either explicitly or implicitly (e.g. Bertomeu and Marinovic, 2016; Liberti and 

Petersen, 2019; Rowe, Shields and Brinberg, 2012; Stein, 2002). There are also 

traces of hard and soft information connected to other studies, such as Polanyi 

(1958). For instance, Petersen and Rajan (2002) use Polanyi (1958) to describe 

soft information. Moreover, the connotation of these concepts has changed over 

time (cf. Liberti and Petersen, 2019; Petersen and Rajan, 2002). One can also 

identify links to classic literature in areas concerning economic exchange and 

natural science.10,11 If some accounting information is taken-for-granted and not 

reflected upon, there is a risk that important information is disregarded. There-

fore, there is a need to better understand how and what influences the different 

definitions of accounting information. A matrix (Figure 4.2) is presented in chap-

ter 4, including two different definitions of accounting information. This is an 

illustrative example how two different definitions of accounting information 

overlap. For a more detailed overview of different forms of hard and soft infor-

mation see the Appendix.  

 

In the four empirical studies comprising this thesis, different forms of hard and 

soft information have been applied to represent accounting information, and to 

better understand the role played by the exchange of accounting information. As 

demonstrated above and in the Appendix, there are several definitions for hard 

and soft accounting information, and sometimes the different definitions are 

                                      
9 For more detailed information on different definitions of hard and soft information, see  
the Appendix. 
10 For further reference to dualities, see Babich and Ginev (2014) and Faye (2014), as well as Hahn 
and Knight (2021) for the paradoxical nature that we believe exists out there, which also is a ground 
for tensions. These references are of importance to understand problems related to hard and soft 
accounting information, such as capturing and measuring information.  
11 Sometimes, there is some resistance to providing knowledge from other sciences when writing 
up research in a particular field. Even though there is a need for research in both accounting and 
management to understand information technologies in-depth, information technology is all too 
often treated as a black box, even if there are exceptions. See also e.g. Pasquale (2015). In my view, 
I strongly believe that a more profound understanding of information technology can be beneficial 
for social scientists. For instance, there are interesting developments in how information can be 
distributed and exchanged (see Herbst et al., 2014; Kimble, 2008). This knowledge has implications 
on e.g. business-related opportunities and risks, not the least for bank organisations. However, a 
further discussion referring to e.g. computer science and physics in order to illuminate technological 
frontiers and advanced forms of exchange that can take place may not serve the merits of this thesis 
at the moment; therefore, a further discussion is avoided.  
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contradictory. To illuminate a broader conceptualisation of accounting infor-

mation, described as hard and soft information, there are important information-

pairs that differentiate the information types. One pair stems from accounting 

literature and Ijiri (1975) who differentiates between undisputable and disputa-

ble information. This relates partly to the trustworthiness of the information, 

e.g. if the accounting information is audited. Ijiri (1975) presents three consid-

erations to avoid disputes over a measurement of the information. First, the in-

formation needs to be verifiable. Second, the process of collecting information 

needs to be well-specified. Third, the number of justifiable rules needs to be 

restricted, i.e. related to how the information is measured. If there is more than 

one way of measuring the information, it opens up for disputes, and the infor-

mation may be seen as less trustworthy or less valuable. Another information-

pair stems from literature in banking and finance (e.g. Berger, Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2017; Berger and Udell, 2006; Liberti and Petersen, 2019), which dif-

ferentiates between quantitative and qualitative information. This type of infor-

mation relates, to a large extent, to how the information is collected and stored, 

e.g. if it is collected face-to-face. Similar to this information-pair, there is a third 

information-pair that is important and that can differentiate between codifiable 

or non-codifiable information, e.g. digitisable and non-digitisable information. 

This is closely related to quantitative and qualitative information. One differ-

ence is that some qualitative information, e.g. texts, can be digitalised, while 

other information is very difficult to digitalise, e.g. relationship-based infor-

mation that an advisor collects about a customer over time and that is difficult 

or impossible to codify (see Polanyi, 1958).  

 

To conclude, there are various elements that are used to describe the characteris-

tics of accounting information. In accounting and finance, both hard and soft in-

formation are frequently used concepts, but their different connotations can be 

problematic. Here, a number of important elements are applied to advance a 

broader and more inclusive definition of accounting information. To advance this 

broader definition, it is argued to include different forms of hard and soft infor-

mation such as undisputable, disputable, quantitative and qualitative information 

based on literature in accounting and finance, including Bertomeu and Marinovic 

(2016), Ijiri (1975), and Liberti and Petersen (2019). These concepts are fre-

quently used in accounting and finance, especially in banking literature, to under-

stand credit assessment. Since the differentiation between qualitative and quanti-

tative information is somewhat limiting when it comes to the digital economy, 

this thesis also suggests differentiating between digitisable and non-digitisable 

information. It is, however, important to observe that the included elements (in-

formation-pairs) are sometimes also conflicting and incongruent, with another 

information-pair. From the discussion above and from the tables on hard and soft 

information in the Appendix, sometimes the same (or similar) elements are used 

to describe hard information in one stream of literature and soft information in 
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the other. Hence, it can be problematic to use and apply concepts, such as hard 

and soft information, which have many different definitions. Nevertheless, it is 

important to root out the contradictory definitions related to hard and soft infor-

mation. It should also be clear that there is a problem in both accounting and 

finance to capture certain information that is difficult to transform into a number. 

Moreover, when we attempt to capture more and more granular information, we 

will come to a point where the methods and technologies used to capture the in-

formation will influence the state of the information that is measured. Last, but 

not least, this implies that the definition of accounting information, or any form 

of information, has an impact on the outcome that one plans to measure, and when 

the meaning of information is taken-for-granted, there is a risk that other infor-

mation that can be of importance is overlooked, which, in turn, can influence the 

result of what is being studied. 

3.4 Tension 

In both accounting and organisation literature, tensions are frequently being stud-

ied (see, for example, Covaleski and Dirsmith, 1990; Damayanthi, Gooneratne 

and Jayakody, 2020; Nilsson and Stockenstrand, 2015; Oliver, 1991; Putnam, 

Fairhurst and Banghart, 2016; Schad et al., 2016), and tension is a concept that can 

help us to understand how and what happens when institutional demands, such as 

regulations, collide with the interests of banks and their practices. Within organ-

isations, conflicting demands can trigger rivalrous actions and responses (Oliver, 

1991) that create different tensions, depending on both historic and environmen-

tal circumstances. Even the organisational survival can be at stake (Greenwood 

et al., 2011), which can be the case for some banks. When financial regulations 

are initiated and developed, banks have to adapt to the new conditions, and, to a 

certain extent, banks may have to reorganise parts of their operations in order to 

be compliant with the regulations. Some banks may also face a dilemma that 

causes tensions. For instance, in order for banks to be compliant, they may have 

to abandon working methods that become more time-consuming, more expensive 

and of less quality. 

 

In the 80s, Johnson and Kaplan (1987/1991) started a debate on whether manage-

ment accounting has become subservient to financial accounting (Drury and 

Tayles, 1997). Johnson and Kaplan (1987/1991) argued that data arrived too late 

and was too aggregated. This can impede and undermine good decision-making. 

They also saw that information technology creates new demands and new oppor-

tunities. Building on Johnson and Kaplan (1987/1991), Nilsson and Stock-

enstrand (2015) discuss literature that highlight the tension between uniqueness 

and uniformity in accounting. On the one hand, managers and management ac-

counting require unique information that can help the organisation to form a 
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competitive strategy, where the accounting information must be more specific 

and tailored for the management objectives and organisational goals (Brown, 

1987; Nilsson and Stockenstrand, 2015). On the other hand, investors, govern-

ment authorities and financial accounting require uniform accounting infor-

mation, and thus uniform methods, for comparability reasons (Nilsson and Stock-

enstrand, 2015; Zeff, 2007). Drawing on Nilsson and Stockenstrand (2015), this 

study pays attention to tensions between internal demands of a bank and external 

demands of regulations. 

 

The relationship between management information and financial reporting is im-

portant to understand, and it is known that the different demands create tensions 

in accounting practices. This does not mean that management accounting and fi-

nancial reporting should go separate ways (Brown, 1987). Joseph et al. (1996, p. 

73) states that ‘[t]he interaction between external financial reporting requirements 

and management information has been a topic of debate both in the literature of 

management accounting, associated with the ideas of ‘relevance lost’, and in the 

literature of accounting regulation, where managerial action has been seen as one 

source of potential economic consequences’. This debate and the discussion con-

sidering the tension between management accounting and financial accounting 

are not settled. According to Hemmer and Labro (2008), the divide between man-

agement accounting and financial accounting is unfortunate, and they show that 

‘properties of management accounting and financial accounting is not independ-

ent’ (p. 1209). It is also argued that information technology can serve as a cata-

lyst, facilitator, motivator, or even enable the convergence of management ac-

counting and financial accounting. Furthermore, Taipaleenmäki and Ikäheimo 

(2013) argue that it is more into this and they say that the convergence between 

management accounting and financial accounting is a broader phenomenon than 

what Hemmer and Labro (2008) claim. According to Taipaleenmäki and 

Ikäheimo (2013), the forward-looking elements in financial accounting are often 

intertwined with management accounting, and vice versa. They also convey that 

the convergence in the technical and technological domain seems to precede the 

behavioural and organisational convergence, or isomorphism, to use the wording 

by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). 

 

Considering regulations, this thesis argues that tensions can emerge even before 

the regulations are adopted, e.g. when the regulators take an initiative and begin 

to talk about developing a new regulation. Tensions can emerge within and be-

tween organisations for a number of reasons. One reason for tensions emerging 

is that the regulators’ initiatives may influence bank operations negatively, both 

in short-term, e.g. due to new priorities that can drive costs and change investment 

plans, and in the long-term for similar reasons. Regulations can also change the 

competitive landscape for banks. If a bank does not act on the information about 

regulatory initiatives, even if a regulation has not been adopted yet, a regulatory 



 24 

initiative may induce future costs for a bank that must comply with a coming 

regulation. If a bank does not pay attention to information about new and potential 

financial regulations, this could cause severe damage to the bank, including cost 

related issues and reputation if they cannot manage to comply with the regulation. 

Accordingly, when regulators start to discuss and reveal information about po-

tential institutional demands, this can be a risk or even a threat to banks, if a 

potential institutional demand has a large impact on their core business. This also 

leads us to another related issue that may create tensions, and that is the im-

portance of receiving correct information. There can be misinterpretations, ru-

mours, or changes regarding what the regulators intend to do, and access to cor-

rect and up-to-date information is essential. It is difficult to underestimate the 

importance of information in banking. Valuable information is key in both a 

short- and a long-term perspective.  

 

Even if a financial regulation can be a potential opportunity, banks need to be 

agile in relation to their competitors and position themselves to potential changes 

demanded by the regulators. Since modern bank organisations are extremely de-

pendent on information technology, and use numerous information systems, it is 

likely that existing information systems must be customised. It may even require 

development of new information systems on a larger scale if and when the regu-

lator decides to impose new regulations with which banks must comply. This, in 

turn, requires long range planning. It also means increased IT-costs for the organ-

isations that are being affected by both regulatory initiatives and regulations that 

enter into force, i.e. the institutional demands. It takes time and resources to de-

velop and implement new information systems, and the resources that are needed 

may also compete with other projects that the bank must carry through. Therefore, 

issues related to IT-development, including the increased costs, are likely to cre-

ate tensions within the organisation, since these development projects can pull 

and push the organisation in different directions. For instance, employees may 

lose their jobs, or protect their positions, and the costs must also be defended by 

the decision-makers. The large number of regulations that have been adopted over 

the last few decades can even be an existential threat to some banks, or important 

parts of their operations. Therefore, it is important for banks to observe the moves 

made by the regulators, but it may be difficult to avoid tensions from emerging. 

When regulators initiate discussions on financial reporting, such as reporting of 

credit information or potential regulations on automated advising service, there 

can be threats which cause tensions to emerge. 

 

Traditionally, bank managers have collected more qualitative information, in or-

der to assess credit risks, but this information is difficult to store, transfer and 

analyse (Liberti and Petersen, 2019). The regulators and financial accounting de-

mand comparable and quantitative information. However, even with state-of-the-

art technologies, it is problematic to collect and transfer important credit related 
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information. For instance, there is information that is difficult to transform to 

coded information (Polanyi, 1958), such as credit risk information. Moreover, 

credit assessments take time and storing information can also take time. Further-

more, if the information that goes into the system is of bad quality, there is a 

larger risk that bad quality information goes out of the system. Further, before 

e.g. credit information is reported to the regulator, there should be some quality 

control, which can take time to perform.  

 

The above challenges are partly connected to two closely related problems that 

are central to this thesis. One is the problem of comparing qualitative and quan-

titative information (Nilsson and Stockenstrand, 2016; Zeff, 2008), which can 

create tensions. The other is the problem of transforming non-digitalised (non-

coded, or even non-codifiable) information and qualitative information into dig-

italised (coded) and quantitative information. This transformation is difficult to 

implement and, as indicated above, some information that is relevant and valua-

ble (e.g. credit assessment) is non-codifiable / non-digitisable. This means that 

(accounting) information that is relevant for the bank can be or will be lost when 

the (accounting) information is being transformed. The reduction of information 

that takes place due to the process of transforming information is something that 

may create tensions as well. Even if regulators demand more granular and quan-

titative credit information, there is information that cannot be easily transformed 

into coded and qualitative information. In banking, especially in credit assess-

ment, both qualitative and quantitative information is important. For instance, 

when a transactions-based bank12 (Udell, 2008) receives a loan application from 

a distant firm with metrics that looks excellent, it is not the same as when an 

experienced bank branch manager receives a loan application from a local firm, 

with the same excellent metrics, but the branch manager has received uncon-

firmed information that says that the client lost a large contract last week. If reg-

ulators influence the banks’ operations negatively, this is something that can 

cause tensions between the banks and the regulators. There are, accordingly, dif-

ferent forms of tensions that emerge due to the institutional demands. It seems 

difficult to avoid tensions; therefore, it is important to create a productive balance 

between the different demands that may create tensions (Canales, 2013). 

 

To conclude, tension is a concept that can be used to better understand how bank 

organisations are influenced by the institutional demands of accounting infor-

mation from regulators. There are different forms of tensions that play a role and 

that can influence bank organisations. One important tension is the tension be-

tween management control and financial reporting, based on the information that 

is demanded by different stakeholders. This tension resides partly in how 

                                      
12 A bank that relies on quantitative information, rather than qualitative and relationship-based in-
formation that is collected face-to-face.  
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accounting information is being viewed and used. When the regulators demand 

banks to report more granular accounting information, this is solved by more IT-

development; accordingly, banks can become more dependent on information 

technology. However, there is a risk of reducing relevant accounting information 

(since not all qualitative information can be transformed into quantitative infor-

mation) when transmitted within the information systems that mediate accounting 

information to the regulator. This deficiency in transforming qualitative infor-

mation to quantitative information can create both misunderstandings and ten-

sions. Further, in order to understand the tension between management account-

ing and financial reporting, the role of information technology is growing in im-

portance. Therefore, a deeper understanding of the roots of different forms of 

tensions is linked to both epistemological issues, and ontological issues, e.g. what 

is information and when information becomes accounting information. To under-

stand tensions in banking, this thesis argues that it is fundamental to understand 

the exchange of information, and the role of regulators and regulations. This will 

also help us to better understand how regulations influence banks. 
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4 Conceptual and Analytical Models 

In this chapter, an overarching model of concepts is outlined. This emerged based 

on four different studies (Studies I–IV). The studied organisations are represented 

by a commercial bank, firms (bank customers) and regulators that take regulatory 

initiatives and enforce regulations (institutional demands). The institutional de-

mands are represented by MiFID II and KRITA (two regulatory initiatives that 

have been adopted and entered into force) and the regulatory initiative on robo-

advising. Moreover, an analytical model, including different forms of (“hard” and 

“soft”) accounting information, is constructed to illuminate plural forms of the 

exchange of accounting information and the potential hardness13 for the different 

forms of such information. 

4.1 Overarching model of concepts 

When new regulations are initiated and enforced, banks are influenced by these 

regulations (institutional demands). Here, different forms of information are rel-

evant, including hard and soft information to encompass accounting information. 

However, we know that such varying information can influence banking, depend-

ing on when the regulation is adopted and put into force. An overarching model 

outlines concepts (Figure 4.1), including regulations (institutional demands) and 

the exchange of different forms of accounting information. This figure illustrates 

a dynamic flow of information, comprising the various forms of accounting in-

formation, and how institutional demands influence banks and may, in turn, cre-

ate tensions between the bank and the regulator when regulations are initiated 

and/or enter into force. 

 

Four studies have been conducted in two different phases. During Phase one, 

Study I, the licentiate thesis was conducted covering a multidimensional ex-

change, and during Phase two, Studies II–IV were conducted focusing on how 

institutional demands from regulators influence banks and the exchange of ac-

counting information. As described in the model (Figure 4.1), there are three 

types of organisations: firms, banks and regulators. The regulators take different 

                                      
13 By combining different forms of hard and soft information, different hardness-levels of the ac-
counting information can be illuminated. 
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regulatory initiatives and may develop and adopt regulations that influence banks. 

These regulatory initiatives and regulations can create different kinds of tensions. 

In order for the banks to be compliant, they must respond to the regulatory initi-

atives and report information to the regulator.  

 

There are different forms of exchanges between the banks and the firms, and be-

tween the banks and the regulators. Between the bank and the firm, there is an ex-

change that encompasses different forms of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ information. The un-

derstanding of these concepts stems from various streams of research, including 

accounting, banking, finance and management literature (Berger, Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2017; Berger and Udell, 2005; Ijiri, 1975; Liberti and Petersen, 2019, 

Stein, 2002; Udell, 2008). They describe and capture different forms of information 

when banks provide various bank services to their customers. It is noteworthy that 

the type of exchange that takes place is influenced by the type of services that are 

provided to the firm, e.g. some services rely more on qualitative information (e.g. 

advising and lending), while other services rely more on quantitative or numerical 

information (e.g. payments). The exchange between bank and regulator can also be 

characterised as different types of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ information. The information 

that is exchanged may include information, such as qualitative, quantitative, dis-

putable and undisputable information. In theory, both undisputable and quantitative 

information are often considered as hard information, and undisputable and quali-

tative information are often considered as soft information. At a first glance, this 

may not seem to be a problem, at least not if we are aware of the potential conse-

quences. However, if we take the (hard and soft) information for granted, it is a 

problem. As highlighted earlier, there are various forms of hard and soft infor-

mation, and sometimes these definitions are contradictory. This can also create ten-

sions, and this knowledge seems to be ignored. By developing an analytic model, 

we can illuminate these concealed conflicts and identify the information’s hardness 

when multiple forms of information are in play.  

 

 



  

 
 

 

 

 
  

 
 

    

    
   

 

                                      
  

  

Figure 4.1. Model of the concepts. 

Firm 
The firm is represented by registered organisations with the right to conduct 
business, which, according to regulations, is required to be profitable and make 
money over a long-term; therefore, firms are dependent on different forms of 
accounting information. The studied firms are small and medium- sized enter-
prises (SMEs) with 1–250 employees, which include micro-companies, accord-
ing to the definition of the European Commission (2014). These firms are or-
ganisations that use several bank services where the economic exchange takes 
place. The exchange of different forms of information is fundamental for both 
the firm and the bank. 

Bank 
The bank is considered a firm that holds a bank charter and has been authorised 
to provide financial services to the public (this includes the customers of the 
bank represented by firms). A definition of a bank used by both regulators and 
banking scholars says that a bank is an organisation14 ‘whose current operations 
consist in granting loan and receiving deposits from the public’ (Freixas and 
Rochet, 2008, p. 1). The bank is a certified organisation that can offer a number 

14 Freixas and Rochet (2008) use institutions instead of organisations, but their wording does not 
go well when using institutional demands. 
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of financial services. There is an economic exchange15 encompassing infor-

mation that that is fundamental for the bank, and the bank exchange with the 

firm and with the regulator. 

Regulator 

The regulator is represented by government agencies, including the Swedish 

Financial Supervisory Authority (FI), the Swedish Riksbank (the central bank 

of Sweden), and the three ESA’s (European Financial Supervisory Authorities). 

These government agencies initiate and implement financial regulations, i.e. 

institutional demands (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), to obtain effects that are 

demanded by the policymakers, and accordingly influence bank organisations. 

Between the regulator and the bank, information is exchanged due to the regu-

latory initiatives. The regulator demands information from the banks, and the 

banks need to report information to the regulator to be compliant. The infor-

mation that is exchanged influences the bank that the regulator monitors. Be-

sides the reports, the regulator can demand and exchange different types of in-

formation from the bank. 

 

Banking 

Banking describes a congeries of primarily regulated financial services and credit 

devices. The principal banking services include various types of credit, where 

financial advising related to lending and saving is included. For further reference, 

see (Schweltzer, 1977). 

Institutional demands 

There are both regulatory initiatives and regulations that influence banking and 

bank organisations. These regulatory initiatives and regulations are institutional 

demands that are created and constituted by the regulators. When the regulations 

enter into force, the banks need to comply with the regulations. One can distin-

guish ‘between the regulation of structure and the regulation of conduct’ (Freixas 

and Rochet, 2008, p. 305). In this thesis, the focus is on regulations of conduct 

that are initiated and developed by financial regulators. Further, three different 

regulatory initiatives have been studied, including MiFID II (Study II), KRITA 

(Study III) and regulatory initiatives on robo-advising (Study IV). These regula-

tory initiatives and regulations have an influence on the bank organisations. They 

also have an influence on the exchange between the bank and the regulators. This 

                                      
15 Within an economic exchange, something valuable is given in return for something else that is 
considered as valuable. The exchange is supposed to create an added value. It includes both social 
exchange and financial exchange, as well as goods and services. Moreover, it takes place within the 
economic system. In banking, it can take place via a number of financial services that are performed 
by a bank. This includes challenges such as understanding what added value the exchange creates, 
to whom and if it is fair. 
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influence can be manifested in different ways (e.g. responses). How banks are 

influenced may depend on what type of information that is demanded. 

Accounting information (hard and soft) 

Accounting information is broadly and adequately defined as “information for 

decision making” (Laughlin, 1981, p. 346) for one part or the other. It should be 

valuable and not delusive information, even if that is not always the case. In order 

to further conceptualise what is accounting information, different forms of 

measures of hard and soft information are embraced by this term. To increase the 

granularity of accounting information, this thesis distinguishes between verifiable 

and non-verifiable information, which also can be seen as (hard) undisputable 

information and (soft) disputable information (Bertomeu and Marinovic, 2016; 

Ijiri, 1975). Further, accounting information can also be distinguished between 

(“hard”) quantitative and (“soft”) qualitative information (Berger, Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2015; Liberti and Petersen, 2019). Moreover, accounting information can 

also be distinguished between digitisable and non-digitisable information. It is 

noteworthy that there is an important difference between non-digitisable (non-

codifiable) information and non-digitised information. For instance, a text can be 

digitised, even if it may not be in a digital form and, to some extent, is codified 

with an embedded and distinct meaning. If used carefully, accounting information 

reflects important dimensions of the firm’s and managerial performance 

(Hopwood, 1973). The definition used here differs from many other definitions, 

and it ought to be seen as a broader definition of accounting information, which 

is not only limited to financial information. 

Exchange of accounting information (hard and soft) 

Accounting information as well as the exchange of accounting information can 

be depicted in different ways (Liberti and Petersen, 2019), and sometimes the 

descriptions are neither clear enough, nor sufficient, in particular, if we want to 

embrace a more holistic view on the exchange of accounting information. For 

instance, accounting information can be differentiated between financial and non-

financial information, or external and internal information, or numerical and tex-

tual information, or quantitative and qualitative information, or digital and non-

digital information, or even digitisable and non-digitisable information. Some of 

these forms of information are more difficult to transfer and report than other 

forms of information. In general, digital information, financial information, num-

bers, quantitative information are easy to transfer and analyse with computers, 

while other forms of information such as qualitative information can be more 

difficult or even impossible to digitalise and transfer electronically. Previously, 

qualitative information, which e.g. can be gathered during face-to-face meetings, 

has been more important in banking to assess a credit, and even if qualitative 

information in the form of texts can be transferred digitally, some qualitative in-

formation can be difficult to transfer. For instance, information can be lost when 
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qualitative information is codified and reduced. Also, large resources can be re-

quired to transfer and report information digitally, e.g. when a regulator demands 

information from a bank where the information is decentralised and needs to be 

gathered from different sources, before the information can be reported to a reg-

ulator. Further, when the regulator demands certain information, unanticipated 

effects can emerge, which, in turn, can create tensions. Moreover, when regula-

tors analyse the limited information that they receive, there is a risk that they draw 

the wrong conclusions, which also can create tensions. 

 

Understanding and analysing different information can be a key for understand-

ing how institutional demands influence banks. Capturing various forms of ac-

counting information may support the understanding of the dynamic financial 

world better. From prior studies, we also know that varying information is im-

portant for different stakeholders. In order to understand the exchange of account-

ing information better, it is accordingly important to depict and embrace different 

kinds of accounting information. This would make it easier to understand how 

conflicts emerge and potentially mitigate tensions that arise. 

Tensions 

Tensions can be described as a phenomenon that appears due to conflicting per-

spectives (Covaleski and Dirsmith, 1990). When there are multiple institutional 

pressures, contradictory purposes or when conflicting institutional demands force 

an organisation in different directions, tensions emerge (Damayanthi, Gooneratne 

and Jayakody, 2020; Lewis, 2000; Schad et al., 2016). When regulators demand 

one type of information that the regulated cannot provide easily, tensions may 

also emerge. For instance, if institutional demands force a regulated organisation, 

such as a bank to report information and the bank has to allocate resources that 

could be used for something else and/or the bank has made large investments 

because of the regulatory demands, then tensions can emerge. Tensions can also 

emerge due to lack of information or if an organisation or its member receives 

wrong information from the regulator. When tensions emerge, it tends to drive 

change, which, in turn, can make new tensions emerge. 

Financial services 

A financial service is a service dealing with financial matters and is performed 

by an authorised firm. Study I addresses and focuses on eight important financial 

services performed by banks, e.g. as bank account, loan, deposit, payments, ex-

change of money and financial advising. Studies II–IV pinpoint one regulatory 

initiative each, concerning a financial service that traditionally is relatively rela-

tionship-based, e.g. loan and financial advising. 
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4.2 A more granular view of accounting information 

There are various kinds of accounting information. Increasing the granularity 

and illuminating the plurality of information are therefore important and bene-

ficial to better understand the complexity. In research, including accounting, 

banking, finance and management literature, concepts such as hard and soft in-

formation are used. However, there is not only one form of hard and soft infor-

mation, but many kinds (see Appendix). In this thesis, different definitions have 

been used to capture different forms of (accounting) information. These defini-

tions are described in Table 4.1. 

 

Table 4.1. Applied definitions of hard and soft information in the different studies. 

Study Hard forms of information Soft forms of information 

 

I 

 

Objective information, quantita-

tive information, numbers, well-

defined, verifiable, undisputable 

facts, formal documentation, ex-

plicit, tangible exchange, static, 

digital, easy to store and transfer 

 

Subjective information, qualita-

tive information, non-codifiable 

information, difficult to verify, 

not well-defined, disputable/in-

vites disagreement, high degree of 

complexity, often captured via 

face-to-face communication, diffi-

cult to store and transfer 

 

II Verifiable and difficult to 

disagree upon 

 

Non-verifiable and subjective 

III Digitisable 

 

Non-digitisable 

IV Quantifiable 

 

Non-quantifiable 

In Study I, a very broad definition of hard and soft information was constructed 

to cover the common proxies. This was based on prior literature in accounting, 

banking, finance and management. However, some soft forms of information are 

in fact a subset of hard forms of information, and vice versa, which was not real-

ised from the start. In Study II, hard information was defined as verifiable and 

difficult to disagree upon, while soft information was defined as non-verifiable 

and subjective. In Study III, hard information was defined as digitisable, and soft 

information was defined as non-digitisable. In Study IV, hard information was 

defined as quantifiable, while soft information was defined as non-quantifiable. 
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4.3 Reflecting on different forms of hard and soft 
accounting information 

When reflecting on the meanings and implications of the various forms of ac-

counting information, it is relevant to look at some issues pertaining to the hard-

ness of information in more detail. By constructing a matrix (Figure 4.2), illumi-

nating two different dichotomies of accounting information, a better understand-

ing of the hardness of information appears. In this matrix, the horizontal line 

shows a dichotomy of undisputable and disputable information from the account-

ing literature based on Ijiri (1975). The vertical line shows a dichotomy of quali-

tative and quantitative information emerging from banking and finance literature 

(Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, 2017; Berger and Udell, 2006; Liberti and Pe-

tersen, 2019; Rajan, 1992; Udell, 2008). The matrix (Figure 4.2) can help us to 

better understand that multiple analytical dimensions (of hard and soft infor-

mation) can be used to analyse and capture multiple forms of accounting infor-

mation. It shows different degrees of information hardness (which includes, e.g. 

reliability aspects). Thus, if we use different measures and the information is still 

characterised as the same type of information, it implies a high reliability. One 

purpose of Figure 4.2 is to illuminate different forms of accounting information, 

which, in turn, can be a hotbed for conflicts.  
 

Quantitative 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
Undisputable                                                   Disputable 

 
 

I II 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Qualitative 

III IV 

 
Figure 4.2. Matrix of different forms of accounting information. 

 

Cell I displays information that is both undisputable and quantitative, which fol-

lows the criterion of hard information based on Ijiri (1975) in accounting litera-

ture, as well as the criterion of hard information based on Berger, Molyneux and 
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Wilson (2017) in banking literature. If both these criteria are followed, this means 

a high degree of information hardness. An example of information that is undis-

putable and quantitative is the amount in a bank account.  

 

Cell II displays disputable information, which follows the criterion of soft in-

formation based on Ijiri (1975) in accounting and quantitative information, 

which follows the criterion of hard information based on Berger, Molyneux and 

Wilson (2017) in banking literature. This can be seen as a medium degree of 

information hardness. An example of information that is disputable and quanti-

tative is a forecast of a future income. Note that these two definitions are in 

conflict in this case, and there is also a potential tension that can emerge if the 

forecast is not fulfilled. Accordingly, this also implies that the status of the in-

formation is time-related, i.e. the status of the information can change from hard 

to soft, and vice versa, over time.  

 

Cell III displays undisputable information, which follows the criterion on hard 

information based on Ijiri (1975) in accounting, and qualitative information, 

which follows the criteria of soft information based on Berger, Molyneux and 

Wilson (2017) in banking literature, i.e. this can also be seen as a medium degree 

of information hardness. An example of information that is undisputable and 

qualitative is a (descriptive) agreement in a contract, which both parties agree 

upon. Also note that the definitions here are in conflict as well, and a potential 

tension can emerge if a dispute emerges about the contract.  

 

Cell IV displays disputable information, which follows the criterion on soft in-

formation based on Ijiri (1975) in accounting, and qualitative information, which 

follows the criterion of soft information based on Berger, Molyneux and Wilson 

(2017), i.e. a low degree of information hardness. An example of information that 

is disputable and qualitative is contracting terms that are not agreed upon or how 

to interpret qualitative information.  

 

This matrix in Figure 4.2 intends to illuminate that there are different forms of 

accounting information and if the regulator, for instance, demands one type of 

information and the bank that needs to report depends on other forms of infor-

mation, tensions can emerge. The matrix can also illustrate the degree of infor-

mation hardness. By applying this matrix, it can be easier to understand the hard-

ness of accounting information and how different types of accounting information 

influence practice. The matrix also demonstrates different ways of interpreting 

the same accounting information. It suggests that the use of the two different 

value systems may cause tensions. One can assume that information that has a 

high degree of information hardness is less likely to create tensions, while infor-

mation that has a medium or low degree of information hardness is more likely 

to create tensions. 
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In sum, concepts such as institutional demands and exchange of different forms 

of accounting information are important in this thesis. Such information is based 

on various definitions of hard and soft information. Figure 4.1 illustrates how 

institutional demands influence bank organisations, and that tensions can arise 

due to the institutional demands. Depending on what information is demanded or 

supplied, and if there is a conflict regarding the information, tensions can arise. 

The matrix in Figure 4.2 can illuminate different and conflicting ways of viewing 

and interpreting information. These different views may create tensions. For in-

stance, information that is both undisputable and quantitative, such as a numerical 

value that meets both conditions of hard information (see Ijiri, 1975; Berger, 

Molyneux and Wilson, 2015) could be seen as a high degree of accounting infor-

mation hardness, and the risk of tensions may be lower. Information such as de-

ceptive information that is neither undisputable nor quantitative, which instead 

meets both conditions of soft information (see Ijiri, 1975; Berger, Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2015) could be seen as a low degree of accounting information hardness. 

Further, if the regulator, for instance, demands quantitative information and the 

bank cannot supply this information, then tensions are assumed to emerge.  
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5 Research Philosophy, Design and Methods 

This chapter begins with a brief introduction on research philosophy, which this 

study relies on. It also includes an overview of the research design, the focus of 

the research, the research process, the research approach, data collection, data 

analysis, ethical considerations, my pre-understandings, limitations and reflec-

tions. To some extent, these sections overlap each other. 

5.1 Research philosophy 

For this dissertation, focusing on qualitative business and management research 

(Creswell, 2013; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Jackson, 2015; Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2019) means that research philosophy is indeed essential. As we know, 

there are competing claims of what constitutes as warrantable knowledge (Kuhn 

and Hacking, 2012). With a thorough understanding of research philosophy, there 

is a potency to address and resolve problems of interdisciplinary integration. 

 

My own interest in the nature of reality has beyond doubt had a large influence 

on this research project. Further, my background, including my experiences and 

knowledge, has influenced my decisions during this research project in various 

ways. The interest in research philosophy has led me to and helped me to identify 

connections and contrasts between the different paradigms identified and dis-

cussed by Burrell and Morgan (1979).16,17 My interest in research philosophy and 

natural science has also helped me to better understand what numbers represent 

and see beyond these representations, which is important for both this thesis, as 

well as for accounting and management research in general. Some knowledge 

that one possesses can enable us to see things beyond the numbers that we are so 

dependent on in accounting. As I see it, the philosophical assumptions that are 

brought into a research project have (or seem to have) an even larger impact on 

the result of the research than the research question itself (see Goles and 

                                      
16 Burrell and Morgan (1979) identified and promoted how to theoretically dissociate studies in 
organisation and management, and argued that different research paradigms are incommensurable. 
Their work has been highly influential, but also criticised. See e.g. Willmott (1993). 
17 Myself, I am doubtful of the isolationistic view argued by Burrell and Morgan (1979). Even if 
there are issues of incommensurability, we cannot neglect that there must be connections between 
different research paradigms. Otherwise, it would be difficult to be aware of the existence of  
other paradigms. 
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Hirschheim, 2000; Kuhn and Hacking, 2012; Maxwell, 2013; Modell, Vinnari 

and Lukka, 2017; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The different world 

views also create conflicts between researchers (Fabian, 2000). Therefore, I pre-

fer to put some emphasis on how the research philosophy18 has influenced my 

research. To me, it is clear that how one may understand, e.g. exchange of ac-

counting information and how an object or phenomenon seems to influence an-

other, depends largely on our view of reality. 

 

The ontological, epistemological, axiological position that I base my qualitative 

study on is central (Creswell, 2013), and it influences the research design and the 

methods that are applied during a research endeavour such as this. When this 

research project started, I primarily departed from an interpretivist perspective 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012), and more spe-

cifically with a weak social constructionist view (Searle, 1996), which posits that 

there are brute facts that cannot be explained. As with any other ontology, this 

part of the research philosophy restricts the condition of what is considered as 

real and also what is considered as truth (see Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011). 

The interpretivist perspective that I started from relies largely on the researcher’s 

interpretation of the lived experiences of others and the researcher can be seen as 

the research instrument,19 where findings are co-created. The realities are also co-

constructed through the interaction with others. However, the advantages of a 

social constructionist view, which I rely on, are its ability to get closer to the 

researched, to collect detailed in-depth information and understand the inform-

ants from their viewpoint. This gives a deeper understanding of a phenomenon 

and endorses multiple realities. Nonetheless, from this perspective, one has to 

impinge on the objectivity criteria. In order to mitigate the diminished objectivity 

(which is a criterion for good scientific research), the researcher’s reflexivity is 

important, on which I, therefore, have put a lot of emphasis. For good and for 

bad, this research has been influenced by my prior experiences. Accordingly, in 

qualitative research like this, reflexivity is essential (Alvesson, Hardy and Harley, 

2008; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2018; Holland, 1999; Willmott, 1993); thus, it 

was used here. For example, critical stances on prior theories, and criticality on 

how the collected data could be interpreted were continuously reflected upon dur-

ing the research, including numerous hypothetical tests. Moreover, connections 

and contrasts between different paradigms were identified (see Schultz and 

Hatch, 1996) by applying a more critical postmodern analysis, i.e. by questioning 

fundamental beliefs inherited in a certain paradigm.  

 

  

                                      
18 For more information on what I mean with research philosophy, see Saunders, Lewis and Thorn-
hill (2019). 
19 For further reference on the researcher as the research instrument, see e.g. Maxwell (2013, p. 88). 
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It is important to stress that what is considered as justified knowledge in one re-

search paradigm may not be considered as this in another research paradigm (Bur-

rell and Morgan, 1979). Still, the boundaries between the different paradigms are 

difficult or even impossible to define (Gioia and Pitre, 1990; Goles and Hirsch-

heim, 2000), and a researcher can easily move outside the borders of a paradigm. 

One can therefore rhetorically ask if a move somewhat outside a specific para-

digm (according to Burrell and Morgan), which I have done, opposed by isola-

tionists,20 makes the research better or worse? At least according to Creswell 

(2013), multiple perspectives are important for good qualitative research. This is 

a rather strong argument to allow the researcher and the research to move outside 

the interpretive paradigm from where this research started. Complementing the 

research with discourse analysis brings in new knowledge and new perspectives. 

I want to point out that I am also a proponent of the interplay strategy, as sug-

gested by Schultz and Hatch (1996). From my point of view, it is however im-

portant to emphasise what a certain research philosophy is able to say and what 

knowledge it adds. For instance, it is clearly not possible to get statistical repre-

sentation with only a few cases, but we can at least draw indicative conclusions 

that allow us to gain knowledge about how regulations influence banks, or the 

potential effects that a regulatory discourse may have. 

 

When it comes to the application of multiple paradigms and if ‘multiple assump-

tions can be taken in a given study is open to debate…’, according to Creswell 

(2013, p. 19). Scholars also claim that there are transition zones between the 

different paradigms, where multiple paradigms are both possible and needed in 

order to capture knowledge based on multiple realities (Gioia and Pitre, 1990; 

Goles and Hirschheim, 2000). The different realities rely, to some extent, on 

irreconcilable assumptions that compete with each other (Goles and Hirschheim, 

2000; Hahn and Knight, 2021; Schultz and Hatch, 1996) and here both academic 

and political conflicts can easily emerge. As I see it, these conflicts depend, at 

least partly, on the view of knowledge, where the justified true belief 

(knowledge) itself is now evidently debatable and a somewhat fragile concept if 

we take a closer look21 and compare research from different perspectives (e.g. 

Hahn and Knight, 2021). Nevertheless, essentially, this research is based on a 

subjective and socially constructed ontology, which allows for us to see different 

perspectives. It has both advantages and disadvantages, and an absolute truth is 

not possible here. Still, there are issues and questions that can have more or less 

plausible answers. It is worth noting that I have been influenced by a long list of 

researchers and perspectives, and many of these have still not been mentioned. I 

have also been influenced quite substantially by my previous experiences as an 

entrepreneur and from several years of hands-on experience from the financial 

                                      
20 See description of the term in Fabian (2000). 
21 See, for instance, the Gettier problem (Floridi, 2004) and research that accept different truths vs 
research that do not. 
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industry in different positions where I have been able to make real-time obser-

vations over several years. Even before I started to collect data as a researcher, I 

had gained a thorough understanding of banks, exchanges in banking, and the 

influence that financial regulations have on banks. These experiences have been 

very central and important in order to make comparisons and understand differ-

ent views from other types of realities. 

 

During this research endeavour, I have continuously challenged my prior 

knowledge and the extant theories that do not fit with my observations. In situa-

tions of doubt, I have attempted to collect more data in order to verify or falsify 

the different views that have appeared to be able to draw more robust conclu-

sions. To further advance the theoretical development, an interplay has taken 

place between the paradigms (see Goles and Hirschheim, 2000; Schultz and 

Hatch, 1996), which I argue is in line with Hahn and Knight (2021) where the 

different paradigms are interrelated. According to Schultz and Hatch (1996), the 

interplay strategy can be applied to contrast and connect different streams of 

institutional theory, which, for example, was done in Study I, which build on a 

similar logic as Hahn and Knight (2021). This strategy can allow us to see dif-

ferent realities, be more open to and identify information that flows between 

different paradigms. Still, there is a risk of paradigm wars if the researchers or 

practitioners decide to stay within a certain paradigm and do not allow different 

interpretations. The main point to be made here is that multiple realities exist, 

and different paradigms can be combined, but with a risk that conflicts may 

emerge. These paradoxical tensions are apparent in practice. I believe that these 

conflicts can be mitigated with a more informed and more reflexive approach. 

In addition, it is worth mentioning that researchers such as Fabian (2000) argue 

that the conflicts and tensions are important in research in order to not become 

too disconnected from the experienced reality. 

 

The knowledge that this study attempts to capture is related to social phenomena, 

with a focus on the subjective meanings of the researched. Accordingly, this re-

search is value-bound, and as a researcher, I cannot be separated from what is 

researched. When capturing an in-depth understanding of the social phenomena 

of the practice that is studied, this approach is suitable. One main strategy to mit-

igate the subjective meanings was to apply more self-critical reflections (Alves-

son and Sköldberg, 2008, 2017). Further, different answers were contested and 

reflected upon during the research project, including the theories used, the empir-

ical data, the interpretation of the data and the conclusions by trying to find alter-

native interpretations that lead to other conclusions. This was done to strengthen 

and gain more plausible conclusions. Moreover, to mitigate the subjective mean-

ings, external criticism that challenged ideas and texts was encouraged. Some-

times these ideas and texts were very thought provoking and difficult to solve, or 

they could even be considered as less appropriate in social science, e.g. when 
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engaging with certain theoretical pluralism and combining method theories. 

Nonetheless, there is a call for more reflexivity when method theories are com-

bined (Modell, Vinnari and Lukka, 2017). For example, considering established 

knowledge from natural sciences, including computer science and quantum phys-

ics, is sometimes needed to gain a better and deeper understanding of the reality 

in the practice of exchange of information as well as understanding how infor-

mation influence banking. In my view, this is central to understanding and de-

scribing the uncertainty with a dual nature of both endogenous and exogeneous 

origins to the phenomena that have been studied. In my opinion, this is a key link 

in order to explain and understand causes in which we are interested, in depth. 

5.2 Research design 

Since this study aimed to develop theory related to the complex phenomenon of 

how institutional demands influence the exchange of accounting information, ex-

ploratory qualitative studies are appropriate (Creswell, 2013; Denscombe, 2007; 

Denzin and Lincoln, 2018, 2011). These types of studies enable us to gain rich 

and in-depth understanding of real-life situations (ibid). Therefore, to find evi-

dence and justify the overarching research question, this study focused on gath-

ering rich in-depth knowledge based on prior literature, analysis of regulatory 

documents and interviews with informants. In addition, observations in practice 

were conducted during the research. The objective with the data collection was 

to accumulate and gather new knowledge, primarily with a focus on experienced 

practitioners and their reality to develop our understanding of how both regula-

tory initiatives and adopted regulations influence the exchange of accounting  

information. These can be seen as institutional demands, which are assumed to 

influence organisations on the inside (see DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 

 

It is important to emphasise that the research design of this thesis was not con-

structed in the conventional way proposed by e.g. Christensen, Carlile and Sun-

dahl (2002), where the researcher follows a linear path that is set from the start. 

Still, the evidence to justify the research questions is central. In this study, the 

research process followed a more flexible path to answer the questions that have 

not been answered and to develop a more plausible theory. This can be seen as a 

more challenging and time-consuming task (see Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2018; 

Maxwell, 2013; Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014). ‘In qualitative research, 

any component of the design may need to be reconsidered or modified during the 

study in response to new developments or to changes in some other component’ 

(Maxwell, 2013, p. 2). In my view, it also becomes naïve to think that it is only 

one thing that influences the exchange. What influences, e.g. the exchange of 

accounting information in a longer perspective, not only depends on institutional 

demands from regulations but also on circumstances, such as the context or the 
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environment where the exchange takes place and several other factors, including 

the system of belief. Accordingly, what is e.g. defined and considered as account-

ing information influences the thesis and the conclusions. 

 

Nevertheless, for this thesis, the research started with a broad and somewhat un-

specific research question, where the research took several unexpected turns and 

the research questions had to be refined during the research process, accordingly. 

Some questions were not possible or difficult to answer, which therefore were 

abandoned, while other questions were either found to be answered, or were an-

swered in a plausible way during the study. Hence, none of the questions that 

received attention were known to the researcher when the research started; there-

fore, the research design also developed in a non-linear way during the research 

process, when the overarching research question had to be refined. For this type 

of theory building research, a flexible, but disciplined, reflexive approach is 

needed (Weick, 1999), which is a research design that is supported by Maxwell 

(2013). Instead of the conventional straight-lined process, and in line with Max-

well, I innovatively improved the research design during the research process. I 

went back and forth between theory and empirical data, where both deductive and 

inductive reasoning took place, at least to a certain extent. This form of theory 

development is often seen as an abductive approach (see Dubois and Gadde, 

2014, 2002; Van Maanen, Sørensen and Mitchell, 2007). This meant that the re-

search design was much more unstructured and continuously refined during the 

research process. Accordingly, the research question changed during the research 

process, from broader issues in the beginning, such as: Why do banks exist, and 

why are banks different from other firms; to understand the plural forms of ex-

changes between firms and banks; and finally, to answer how regulations influ-

ence the exchange of accounting information. The final revision of the research 

question was based on the empirical findings and the identified research gaps, 

and the problems that were relevant to solve. The objective of the research was 

partly also depending on the financing of the second phase of the research project, 

where there were expectations to focus on how financial regulations influence 

organisations (see Figure 4.1). 

 

Inspired by Alvesson and Sköldberg (2018, 2008), I also applied a reflexive meth-

odology where I continuously asked self-critical questions and tested different 

ideas intellectually during the process. According to scholars such as Hammersley 

and Atkinson (2019), reflexivity should be considered at every stage in the research 

process. This approach allowed me to identify and analyse a number of potential 

weaknesses that I attempted to take care of during the study to develop a refined 

and more plausible theory. For instance, how paradoxes and contradictions could 

be understood; how previous research defined accounting information; and to better 

understand the underlying meanings that were not explicitly expressed in a research 

paper, or when an informant answered a question during an interview. Just because 



 43 

something is expressed, it does not mean that it is correct. If we do not take certain 

issues for granted, and if we learn how to identify and understand multiple realities, 

there is a clear potential to develop a better and more refined theory. One thing that 

I am confident about is that the exchange between different worlds or different par-

adigms is central to increase our knowledge and understanding (see Gioia and Pitre, 

1990; Goles and Hirschheim, 2000; Schultz and Hatch, 1996). In the section on 

research process, there is also a description of the main incremental steps that were 

taken, which changed the research design. 

5.3 Research focus 

It has been explained previously that the research focus has shifted during this re-

search endeavour. In the beginning (Study I), the focus was to develop knowledge 

about banks and their exchange with firms (SME customers), which resulted in a 

licentiate thesis. After that study, Phase II of this thesis project took place (see Fig-

ure 4.1) in order to increase our understanding of institutional demands. More spe-

cifically, the second phase focused on how institutional demands from regulators 

influence the exchange of accounting information in banking. In the aftermath of 

the financial crisis of 2007–2009, many new financial regulatory initiatives were 

taken, which seemed to influence both banks and their customers. In accounting 

and finance, as well as in management research in general, the literature assumes 

that regulations from the outside impact bank organisations on the inside. When a 

new financial regulatory initiative is taken, it can result in an adopted regulation 

that eventually comes into force. This implies that some form of exchange takes 

place that leads to actions. For instance, what is of interest in accounting research 

is how regulations impact accounting practices. In banking, there are several regu-

lations that have an impact on the accounting practices, which banks have to com-

ply with. How and when regulations influence banks are less known. In this re-

search project, three different institutional demands have been studied. The first 

was MiFID II, a financial regulation that was adopted in June 2014 and came into 

force in January 2018. The second institutional demand was the KRITA-regulation, 

which initially came from an ECB initiative in 2011, called AnaCredit.22 The 

KRITA-regulation was adopted by the Swedish Riksbank in April 2017 and came 

into force in Sweden in July 2017. The third institutional demand on financial robo-

advising was first discussed by the three ESA’s over a decade ago, and in 2016, the 

Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority took an initiative to discuss the view on 

and the potential need for financial robo-advising regulations in Sweden. Accord-

ingly, the three regulatory initiatives were initiated at different times, and their im-

pact on banking was studied at different phases of the regulatory process. 

                                      
22 In 2015, the Swedish Riksbank decided to implement the credit database that led to the  
KRITA-regulation.  
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The access to the different organisations gave an opportunity to conduct qualita-

tive research and gain in-depth knowledge about the field. Moreover, attention 

was paid to accounting information and how the institutional demands influence 

the exchange of accounting information. In literature, different forms of account-

ing information were identified, which could potentially influence the bank or-

ganisations differently. The idea of focusing on how institutional demands influ-

ence the exchange of accounting information derived from the assumption that 

institutional demands from the outside influence organisations on the inside. 

Moreover, to understand the exchange of accounting information, and what ac-

counting information is, this thesis had to make use of different theories. In line 

with Schultz and Hatch (1996), it was, for instance, assumed to be beneficial to 

identify connections and contrasts of institutional theories in order to combine 

and integrate different theoretical views. On the one hand, the focus on the taken-

for-granted is an important concern that connects and unifies institutional theo-

ries. On the other hand, there are different views on how the exchange is depicted 

and where agency resides, which are important topics that deserve more attention, 

both in this thesis and in general. If it was not for the time limitations, the issue 

of agency could definitely have received more attention. Still, even if different 

streams of institutional theory are contradictory, e.g. comparing new institutional 

theory and new institutional economics, knowledge from both these streams is 

useful and important to better understand the exchange between firms and banks, 

and also the exchange of accounting information. When this research endeavour 

started in 2012, the inconsistencies between different theories on how firms are 

viewed and the exchanges between different market actors were also something 

that triggered me;23 thus, collecting more evidence to understand how institutional 

demands influence the exchange of accounting information in banking has there-

fore been important in this thesis. 

5.4 The research process 

This research project started in August 2012; along the way, different choices had 

to be made which influenced the research process and the results of the research. 

The first important choice that I made was to study firms and banks. This choice 

                                      
23 In the 90s, when I started to study business administration I observed an anomaly when compar-
ing two different theories of the firm, i.e. the theory stemming from New Institutional Economics 
(Coase, 1998, 1988b, 1988c, 1937) with a transactions-oriented view vs network theory (Granovet-
ter, 1983; Håkansson, 1982; Håkansson and Snehota, 1989) and relationship marketing (Grönroos, 
1994; Gummesson, 1987) with a relationship-oriented view. To some respect, this is a conflict that 
goes back to the early 20th century when a separation between the different institutional theories 
started to emerge. Today, there are a number of different streams of institutional theories (Scott, 
2014). This demonstrates that there is a conflict regarding how to understand organisations and 
market actors, such as firms and banks. This is a fundamental problem that might be better under-
stood by studying institutional demands in practice. 
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was made in order to increase knowledge about these organisations, and to better 

understand the impact of digitalisation on our society. At that time, digitalisation 

had started to result in a decrease in the number of bank branch offices (Swedish 

Bankers’ Association, 2012), especially outside metropolitan areas, and the cus-

tomer’s satisfaction with banks had started to fall around 2011 (Svenskt 

Kvalitetsindex, 2021). To understand the different organisational realities, I de-

cided to conduct an exploratory study to collect in-depth knowledge, primarily 

based on interviews with well-informed practitioners. This type of study does not 

intend to give an objective and statistical representation of the phenomena. In-

stead, it intends to get close to the informants to capture their experiences and 

make thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973). This means that the results, to some ex-

tent, become co-created with the informants (Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011). 

To handle the value-laden research, I took inspiration from reflexive methodol-

ogy (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). I also read a vast amount of literature on 

research methods, used different guidelines within business research and social 

sciences (e.g. Bryman, 2012; Bryman and Bell, 2011; Denscombe, 2007; Gus-

tafsson, Hermerén and Petersson, 2006; Hair et al., 2007; Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012), to follow ethical guidelines, understand research in social sci-

ence, and support my choices.  

 

To learn more about the field and understand the current state of knowledge, I 

performed literature reviews concerning economic exchange, firms, banks, hard 

and soft information, financial regulations, and I also decided to read up on dif-

ferent streams of institutional theories. In doing so, I identified incongruities in 

the research, which was somewhat surprising. The inconsistency could partly also 

be discovered in the field when attempting to understand the firm–bank exchange. 

By applying an abductive approach (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Van Maanen, 

Sørensen and Mitchell, 2007) where I went back and forth between theory and 

the empirical data, a theory with plural forms of exchange started to emerge (see 

Study I). From an orthodox philosophical point of view, this form of exchange 

can be difficult to recognise since it partly builds on different philosophical par-

adigms and therefore is opposed to proponents of paradigm isolationism (see Bur-

rell and Morgan, 1979). However, these findings seemed to go hand in hand with 

research on plural forms of exchange (Bradach and Eccles, 1989) and the views 

discussed regarding multidimensionality of hermeneutic phenomenology (Ba-

bich and Ginev, 2014). Parts of this phenomenon could also be found in modern 

physics (ibid) where the uncertainty principle is central. It is worth emphasising 

that the uncertainty principle is also central in social science (Bryman, 2012) and 

even in line with postmodern philosophy in the social sciences. An important step 

that occurred later in the process was when I came across research on multiple 

paradigms which argue that there are transition zones between the different par-

adigms (see Gioia and Pitre, 1990; Goles and Hirschheim, 2000). However, when 

moving between different paradigms, it is important to identify the connections 
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and the contrasts (Schultz and Hatch, 1996) in order to develop plausible conclu-

sions. In my view, it is particularly important to identify the connections and con-

trasts between the paradigms in order to bridge the gap between economics- and 

sociology-based research on management accounting. For instance, in order to 

bridge or mitigate the inconsistencies among different streams of institutional 

theories, one can look for similarities, as well as what has made them different. 

 

Further, one theoretically relevant problem, which also became a practical problem 

for this thesis, was the different views of hard and soft accounting information. In 

Study I, a broader definition of hard and soft information, based on prior literature, 

was developed and used. However, after Study I was finished, I started to analyse 

these concepts more in detail, and inconsistencies were identified in the literature 

and also in the definition that was constructed in Study I. This discussion has partly 

been developed in this “Kappa;”24 thus, it will not be discussed further in this sec-

tion.25 Nonetheless, the same definitions of hard and soft information have not been 

applied for all the four studies. On the negative side, there is less consistency and 

comparability. On the positive side, one can gain a more holistic view of the results. 

What I realised during this research process was that the definition of information 

that one uses influences the results of the study, which also leads to different con-

clusions. To some extent, this was an eye-opener for me. In order to understand the 

implications better, I took time to analyse the potential consequences. To show 

awareness and to mitigate negative consequences, reflexivity is therefore an im-

portant tool (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2018; Holland, 1999). Still, much more em-

phasis on critical reflections could have been made. 

 

In the second phase, Studies II–IV, I started to do research on the influence of fi-

nancial regulations. In Study II, a textual analysis on MiFID II was made, and it 

was also based on the empirical findings from Study I. In Study III, I started to 

focus more on the bank’s perspective, and I conducted interviews with bank man-

agers, regulators and other practitioners with experience from banking. I focused 

primarily on one bank, but I also collected data on other banks as well. This means 

that it is difficult to make generalisations for other banks, including also how they 

might be influenced by the implementation of the KRITA-regulation, even if the 

interviews with informants at the Swedish Bankers Association indicated that there 

were many issues relevant for other banks as well. In both Study II and Study III, 

an interpretive perspective was used. To look for the underlying meanings and 

broaden the perspectives, in Study IV, I decided to conduct a discourse analysis on 

four regulatory texts on financial robo-advising. This perspective allows for a more 

critical perspective on the research. Moreover, researchers using this perspective 

                                      
24 Kappa is a Swedish expression that I use. It has the same meaning as the word coat. It is the 
section that holds the four studies together in a compilation thesis. In English, cover is  
sometimes used.  
25 See the end of chapter 6 and chapter 7 for further discussions. 
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assume that the knowledge can change existing structures, and that there are strug-

gles for power and control. Similar to interpretive research, values are included and 

formative (Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011). Furthermore, this perspective ena-

bles me to illuminate the underlying meanings of the texts and to increase the un-

derstanding of accounting practices. For instance, Modell, Vinnari and Lukka 

(2017, p.62) state that exploring ‘alternative theoretical paths’ is relevant to under-

stand the institutionalisation of accounting. Still, the results of Study IV may not be 

considered as valid in other contexts, but the study helps to strengthen the main 

conclusion of the thesis, namely that regulations and regulatory initiatives can in-

fluence bank organisations and the exchange of accounting information. It also 

stresses that different forms of hard and soft accounting information and the defi-

nitions themselves play an influential role. How accounting information is defined 

influences what accounting becomes, which, in turn, influences the organisation of 

accounting (see Miller and Power, 2013). 

 

In this dissertation, I argue that there is a need to better understand the exchange 

that takes place between organisations in banking and that institutional demands 

influence the exchange of accounting information, which, in turn, influence banks, 

even before the regulations are adopted. The evidence relies on four qualitative 

studies (see Table 5.1) that were conducted between 2012 and 2021. Figure 5.1 

shows the timeline for the research). Study I focuses on the exchange between firms 

and banks. Study II focuses on how regulators attempt to regulate the multidimen-

sional exchange. Study III focuses on how a regulatory initiative, KRITA, influ-

ences a bank and the exchange of accounting information. Study IV focuses on the 

regulatory discourse on financial robo-advising (automated financial advising). 

 

All four studies use a qualitative method which concerns exchange of accounting 

information in banking. Study I was conducted in Västernorrland, Sweden, on 

site. It was based on semi-structured interviews with 10 informants from different 

firms (see Table 5.3). Study II was conducted partly in Västernorrland and partly 

from an office in Uppsala, Sweden. It was based on studies of regulatory docu-

ments on MiFID II and also the data collected in Study I. Study III was conducted 

in the area of Stockholm, Sweden. It was based on studies of regulatory docu-

ments on KRITA and semi-structured interviews with informants (see Table 5.4). 

The last study, Study IV, was mainly conducted from an office in Uppsala, but 

also in the field in the area of Stockholm. It started with participation in a seminar 

organised by FI, which was video recorded (Finansinspektionen, 2016), and in-

cluded interactions with representatives from the regulatory authority. In addi-

tion, two interviews were conducted with representatives from a FinTech com-

pany offering financial robo-advising (see FinTech Table 5.3). I also participated 

in two FinTech conferences with practitioners, where I observed and talked to 

participants to get a more informed picture of the field. The conferences were 

recorded by the host, but the talks with participants were not recorded. 
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Table 5.1. Overview of the studies. 

Studies Study I Study II Study III Study IV 

Research purpose To explore the multi- 

dimensional nature of  

the firm–bank exchange 

in terms of various bank 

services and the co- 

existence of transactions-

based and relationship-

based elements. 

To explore how  

regulations affect  

banks and the services 

they offer in the  

long-term. 

To explore how  

institutional demands 

influence bank  

organisations when the 

KRITA-regulation  

was developed. 

To explore how new  

regulatory initiatives,  

the discourse and  

certain definitions  

influence and  

materialise automated  

financial advising. 

Research philosophy Social constructionism 

(Interpretivism) 

Social constructionism 

(Interpretivism) 

Social constructionism 

(Interpretivism) 

Post-modernism  

(Radical humanism) 

Data collection Interviews Interviews and  

archival data 

Interviews and  

archival data 

Archival data, interviews  

and observations. 

Data analysis Qualitative data analysis, 

including theoretical 

comparisons and  

categorisation of data. 

Qualitative data  

analysis, including  

textual analysis of  

regulatory documents. 

Qualitative data analysis, 

including textual analysis 

of regulatory documents, 

theoretical comparisons 

and within-case analysis. 

 

Qualitative data analysis, 

building on discourse 

analysis including  

interpretation of  

underlying meanings. 
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By using a qualitative method, it is possible to collect rich empirical data and 

make thick descriptions. However, as a qualitative researcher, there is a risk of 

influencing and becoming influenced by the researched. It is important to men-

tion that I had a thorough pre-understanding from the field, prior to starting 

this research endeavour. This also influenced me, partly, in my decisions on 

what to study. 

Figure 5.1. Timeline of the research. 

In this dissertation, the focus was to study banks and customers in a Swedish 

research context. One reason was the availability of data, but also since Swe-

den is a homogeneous country where a range of interesting changes have taken 

place. Other reasons are the penetration of Internet users and the development 

of FinTech, which has taken place in Sweden. 

5.5 Research approach 

To a large extent, this research was explorative. However, one can argue that 

part of the research aimed at being explanatory,26 but without a statistical rep-

resentation, in the sense that the overarching research question has attempted 

to explain how institutional demands influence the exchange of accounting in-

formation in banking. For this research, an abductive research approach is ben-

eficial (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2017, 2008; Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010) 

and has therefore been applied. The abductive approach involved a mix of de-

ductive theory testing and inductive theory development (Bryman and Bell, 

2013). The qualitative data that were collected have aimed at gaining a deeper 

understanding of how institutional demands influence banks and the exchange 

of accounting information. An abductive approach is suitable when it is not 

possible to find a sample that is large enough to be statistically representative 

or when previous research is limited (Bryman and Bell, 2013; Saunders, Lewis 

                                 
26 Since the study encompasses explanatory elements such as how institutional demands influ-
ence banks and the exchange of accounting information. For further references, see Ahrens et 
al. (2008), Kakkuri-Knuuttila, Lukka and Kuorikoski (2008), and Lukka and Modell (2010). 
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and Thornhill, 2012). In line with the abductive approach, a surprising obser-

vation was made regarding the exchange between banks and their customers 

that seemed to be both contradictory and more complex than previous theories 

suggested. This means two important theoretical streams in banking had con-

tradictory explanations of how the exchange between firms and banks looks 

like (see Study I). A second important observation that was made regarding the 

second phase of this dissertation (Studies II–IV) was the knowledge about in-

stitutional demands and how the regulatory initiatives and the demands influ-

ence the exchange of accounting information. To this point, no researchers, or 

very few researchers, have studied how regulatory initiatives influence bank-

ing organisations, especially when it comes to the exchange of accounting in-

formation, including different types of accounting information. Different 

lenses have been used for the different studies, and the studies have been con-

ducted from both the perspective of the firms (Study I) and the perspective of 

the banks (Study III). For Study II and Study IV, one can argue that both per-

spectives were considered. 

5.6 Data collection  

5.6.1 Selection of cases and informants 

For the first phase of this research project (Study I), ten case firms were se-

lected where the qualitative data had a heterogeneous representation of the se-

lected firms, to get a broader representation of firms and to be able to compare 

differences. This heterogeneous selection of firms is suitable for generating 

new theory (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012; Saunders and Lewis, 2012). 

For Study I, I tried to identify firms and locations that could represent different 

critical cases. I limited the selection to SMEs at two separate locations. I con-

ducted interviews with CEOs of six firms at one location where all bank branch 

offices were closed down, and at another location, I interviewed three CEOs 

and one managing partner, where one branch office was still in operation. The 

firms represented different industries and firms of different sizes. The turnover 

of these firms ranged from 1 MSEK to about 100 MSEK. Additional interviews 

were conducted with other informants during phase one, but this additional 

data was not used in the primary analysis. Due to time restrictions, I focused 

on analysing the data that I received at the two locations. A more thorough 

description can be found in Study I.  

 

For the second phase of this research project, different representatives were 

contacted, both within the academy and external contacts representing the fi-

nancial industry. Some advice was received from the industry experts on what 

type of cases to study. For Study II, MiFID II was selected as a case regulation. 

I also made some additional contacts with the informants from the first phase 
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at the two locations to justify some findings that were collected during Study 

I, which was intended to add some data for Study II. Primarily, however, this 

study rested on the textual analysis of the case regulation. For Study III, 

KRITA was selected as a case, and I got access to a specific case bank that was 

considered to be a critical case, with many branch offices in Sweden. Specifi-

cally, I had access to well-informed informants at the case bank; therefore, the 

case bank was selected. I also had access to well initiated informants at the 

Swedish Riksbank, Statistics Sweden and various industry experts who could 

share knowledge that was relevant and important for Study III. For Study III, 

the selection criteria changed according to the needs and the changes that oc-

curred during the study. I could have collected more data in order to reach a 

higher level of theoretical saturation, but due to time constraints and partly also 

access to some informants such as the CEO of the bank, in total 24 interviews 

were conducted for Study III. With more interviews, one can assume that the 

findings would be even more robust for Study III. For Study IV, four regulatory 

documents regarding a new and emerging phenomenon, financial robo-advis-

ing, were selected. Over a decade ago, this new phenomenon started to emerge; 

moreover, the ESA’s had identified new activities that could influence the fi-

nancial markets (ESAs, 2018). Therefore, they took an initiative to increase 

their understanding of financial robo-advising. Besides the regulatory docu-

mentation, and the video recorded seminar, interviews were held with two in-

formants. I also attended two industry conferences open for international par-

ticipants to gain a better understanding of the activities that were taking place 

within the financial industry. 

5.6.2 Data sources 

The empirical data were collected from various sources. Besides the unique 

empirical data collected from interviews with informants in the field (see Table 

5.2 and Table 5.3), data were also collected from other pertinent sources, in-

cluding regulatory documents (see Table 5.4). Business databases, such as Alla 

Bolag (“Business data in Sweden,” 2014), were used to obtain public infor-

mation about the firms; industry reports (e.g. Swedish Bankers’ Association, 

2020, 2018) were read to understand banks and their market; regulations such 

MiFID II (2014/65/EU), KRITA-regulation (RBFS 2017:2) and papers/reports 

on Automated Advising (ESAs, 2016, 2015; Finansinspektionen, 2019; 

Olivendahl and Thorsbrink, 2016) were read thoroughly and analysed in-depth. 

Moreover, public investigations (e.g. Länsstyrelsen, 2014; SOU 2014:61, 

2014), news articles (e.g. Dagens Industri, 2012; Dagens Handel, 2015), other 

media sources (e.g. Swedish Radio P4, 2012), video recorded seminars (e.g. 

Finansinspektionen, 2016) and industry conferences organised by STHLM 

FinTech Week on the development in FinTech and RegTech, which I 
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participated in 2020 and 2021,27 gave a more informed understanding of the 

research context from different perspectives. 

 

When it comes to the interviews, the first interview was conducted in autumn 

2012, and the last interview took place in spring 2019. In total, 38 interviews 

were conducted, reaching over 2200 minutes of recorded interview data, ex-

cluding five interviews from phase one marked with (**) in Table 5.3 that were 

not analysed. These 38 interviews included 9 follow-up interviews. The inter-

views ranged from 30 minutes to 120 minutes, with an average time of approx-

imately 60 minutes. They were semi-structured and partly open-ended in char-

acter. The overall focus of interviews in phase one was related to the relation-

ship that the firms had with their banks, what bank services the firms were 

using, how they were using them, and their experiences including the type of 

exchange that took place between the firm and the bank. In phase two, the 

overall focus of the interviews was primarily on how regulations influence the 

bank, how the bank could influence the regulations, what regulations have had 

the most impact on the bank and circumstances primarily related to the 

KRITA-regulation, but also other relevant regulations and initiatives from the 

regulators. Before the interviews took place, I asked for the consent of every 

informant to participate, and if they wanted to be anonymous. In order to mit-

igate the risk that interviewees were concealing and distorting the actual cir-

cumstances, I critically evaluated each answer during the interviews by asking 

follow-up questions until I was satisfied with the answers. Sometimes I also 

asked similar questions twice to identify if the informant gave the same answer. 

During the interviews, the informant’s body language, voice and eye-move-

ments were also observed to identify if the informant tended to deviate from 

the important issues, especially when sensitive questions were asked. Several 

informants were revisited, and then some questions were repeated to control if 

the answers were the same. 

 

For phase one, the risk of distortion and concealment was assessed to be low and 

negligible. The reasons for this were due to the character of the study, the an-

swers that were received and the openness that the informants showed. Still, one 

younger informant showed signs of being a bit cautious by giving shorter an-

swers, but there were external explanations such as language proficiency and 

somewhat limited business experience that could also explain the shorter and 

more reserved answers. For the second phase, the same approach was used dur-

ing the interviews and the risk of distortion, exaggeration and concealment was 

considered to be low. A couple of informants were a bit reserved, and their body 

language indicated that some questions were sensitive. Accordingly, some an-

swers were also controlled, especially the answers that could have had an impact 

                                 
27 Due to the pandemic (COVID-19), the industry conference by STHLM FinTech Week 2021 
was held online. 
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on the overall conclusions of the study. Since the researcher holds thorough ex-

perience and knowledge from the industry that was studied, it was often rela-

tively easy to double-check if the answers were distorted or exaggerated. 

 

The 38 interviews were transcribed, where 22 of them were transcribed by the 

researcher, including those that were considered as sensitive by the informants. 

In phase two, 16 interviews were transcribed by an external agent from a tran-

scribing company. The files with the recorded interviews and the transcribed 

interviews were delivered via a USB-disc, instead of via email, for security 

reasons to avoid the transferring of files via the Internet. A few transcribed 

interviews were sent to the informants if they so requested. Only one informant 

returned with some corrections on the transcribed text. Further, meetings, 

email conversations, informal talks took place with the informants mentioned 

below and also with other informants. However, the additional interaction was 

not documented in the same detailed way as the interviews that were analysed 

in more detail during the study, but all email conversations were saved, and all 

the important sources were documented. Field notes were also taken. 
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Table 5.2. Interviews with informants (Phase I). 

Date Organisation Role Industry Length 

2012-09-24 Firm Relationship manager Bank 30 minutes** 

2013-03-26 Firm CEO Retail/Food 70 minutes 

2013-04-15 Firm CEO Restaurant 25 minutes 

2013-04-15 Firm CEO Retail 41 minutes 

2013-04-15 Firm CEO Retail/Food 45 minutes 

2013-04-25 Firm CEO Food 30 minutes 

2013-04-25 Firm CEO Transport ~60 minutes 

2013-04-25 Public Project manager Public office 30 minutes** 

2013-10-02 Firm CEO Retail 58 minutes* 

2013-10-02 Firm CEO Retail/Food 60 minutes* 

2013-10-07 Firm Country manager Construction 65 minutes** 

2013-11-29 Firm CEO Construction 50 minutes 

2013-11-29 Firm CEO Retail ~30 minutes 

2013-12-18 Firm CEO Retail/Petrol 45 minutes 

2014-01-14 Firm Managing partner Retail 75 minutes 

2014-02-24 Firm Branch manager Bank 30 minutes** 

2014-11-12 Firm Branch manager Bank 75 minutes** 

 
Note: *= Follow-up interviews; **= Interviews that were not used and analysed for the study. 
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Table 5.3. Interviews with informants (Phase II). 

Date Organisation Role Industry Length 

2016-09-15 Authority Professor Education 53 minutes 

2016-09-16 Association Specialist A Bank 40 minutes 

2016-10-04 Corporate Specialist B Bank 56 minutes 

2016-10-05 Association Specialist C Bank 120 minutes 

2016-10-10 Corporate Ex CFO Bank 76 minutes 

2016-10-11 Association Specialist D Bank 64 minutes 

2016-10-24 Corporate Specialist E Consulting 61 minutes 

2016-11-21 Corporate Branch manager A Bank 64 minutes 

2016-11-24 Corporate Branch manager B Bank 111 minutes 

2016-12-06 Authority Specialist F Regulator 64 minutes 

2017-01-09 Corporate Sr Financial Officer Bank 47 minutes 

2017-02-23 Authority Specialist G Regulator 64 minutes 

2017-03-16 Corporate Sr Financial Officer Bank 42 minutes* 

2017-04-05 Corporate Sr Risk Officer Bank 67 minutes 

2017-04-05 Corporate Branch manager C Bank 67 minutes 

2017-04-24 Corporate Branch manager D Bank 57 minutes 

2017-08-24 Corporate Ex CFO Bank 97 minutes* 

2017-12-06 Association Specialist D Bank 67 minutes* 

2017-12-06 Association Specialist F Bank 52 minutes* 

2017-12-13 Corporate Sr Risk Officer Bank 31 minutes* 

2017-12-13 Corporate Branch Manager B Bank 51 minutes* 

2017-12-15 Corporate Specialist G Bank 85 minutes* 

2017-12-19 Association Specialists H + I Swe.Stat. 57 minutes 

2018-01-16 Corporate Branch manager A Bank 41 minutes* 

2019-05-03 Corporate Compliance FinTech 115 minutes 

2019-05-03 Corporate CTO FinTech ~30 minutes** 

 
Note: Sr= Senior; Swe.Stat.= Sweden Statistics; *= Follow-up interviews; **= The CTO partic-
ipated in the same interview as the interview with the Compliance officer, in order to answer 
some questions that the Compliance officer could not answer. 
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More details on the data collection can be found in Study I, Study II, Study III 
and Study VI. Table 5.4 gives an overview of the data that were used to draw 
plausible conclusions from all the four studies. 

 

Table 5.4. Collected and used documents. 

Document Pages Why the document was selected  Study 

Banks in  

Sweden 2012 

 

Banks in  

Sweden 2020 

 

Bank Statistics 2010 

Bank Statistics 2020 

MiFID II 

20 

 

 

20 

 

 

12 

20 

496 

To gain an overview of  

Swedish banks 

 

To gain knowledge of Swedish banks 

 

To analyse the Swedish bank market 

To analyse the Swedish bank market 

To analyse regulatory text 

 I–IV 

 

 

I–IV 

 

 

 I, III 

I, III 

II 

AnaCredit initiative 

(Web) 

N/A 

 

To understand background  

of KRITA 

 
III 

KRITA initiative 

(Web) 

N/A 

 

To understand background  

of KRITA initiative 

 III 

List of attributes  

for KRITA 

 

KRITA reporting  

instruction 

 

KRITA-regulation 

 

ESAs Discussion  

Paper 

 

ESAs Report 

FI Memorandum 

FI Report 

N/A 

 

140 

 

18 

 

35 

 

21 

 

16 

14 

To analyse demanded information in 

the KRITA-regulation 

To analyse demanded information 

 

 

To analyse the text in the  

adopted regulation 

 

To analyse text on robo-advising 

 

 

To analyse text on robo-advising 

To analyse text on robo-advising 

To analyse text on robo-advising 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III 

 

III 

 

III 

 

IV 

 

IV 

IV 

IV 
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5.7 Data analysis  

The analysis of this dissertation, including the four individual studies, was 

characterised by an abductive approach (Dubois and Gadde, 2014, 2002; Van 

Maanen, Sørensen and Mitchell, 2007). This meant that I went back and forth 

between the empirics and theory in a non-linear way, where data analysis took 

place in parallel with the data collection (see Coffey and Atkinson, 1996; Max-

well, 2013). In this section, the focus is to describe the data analysis at a more 

overarching level, and how the individual studies connect to the overarching 

research question, since the analytical process for the individual studies was 

described separately for Studies I–IV. The research questions for each study 

and the research purpose were addressed during the research process, where 

more plausible conclusions emerged. Besides analysing the collected data for 

each study to answer the individual research questions, an overarching research 

question was formed and refined, supported by the data that had been collected. 

To begin with, the analytical process in phase one started with some form of 

inspection (see Blumer, 1969; Hammersley, 1990) of firms and their relation-

ship with banks to better understand what type of phenomenon I was dealing 

with. The inspection was made at different times, from different theoretical 

perspectives, where the data were compared against available knowledge iter-

atively. In addition, a large part of the data analysis involved a reflexive pro-

cedure, primarily inspired by my intuitive way of understanding something that 

has not been fully understood before, but also inspired by Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2018, 2008) to look beyond the taken-for-granted and avoid naïve 

interpretations. During the research process, I was critically questioning poten-

tial weaknesses of the new knowledge that emerged during the different stud-

ies. Also, the consequences of crucial decisions to move forward were reflected 

upon, which concerned e.g. method, data, theory, how to gain more plausible 

conclusions and mitigate potential issues that emerged. This reflexive process 

was particularly challenging and very time-consuming. Even if it was very 

time-consuming, it was also an imaginative way to better understand implica-

tions of applying a particular theoretical lens. When different streams of liter-

ature were critically analysed, a number of inconsistencies were found when 

different theoretical lenses try to explain similar phenomena. For instance, one 

such inconsistency was how different streams of literature, management28 vs. 

finance,29 viewed exchange. Another, partly related to the first one, was how 

different streams of literature, including accounting, finance and management, 

were inconsistent in how they defined hard and soft information, both within 

their own stream, as well as when different streams were compared. For at least 

three reasons, reflexivity was central during the data analysis. First, it was im-

portant to reflect upon how prior literature treated the different definitions. 

                                 
28 Primarily scholars in service marketing (e.g. Howcroft et al., 2007).  
29 Primarily scholars in financial economics (e.g. Boot, 2000; Udell, 2008) 
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Second, it was also important to reflect on the potential consequences the dif-

ferent perspectives or definitions would have if they were applied. Third, it was 

relevant to reflect upon connections and contrasts between the different streams 

of literature in order to develop theory and to understand the interplay between 

paradigms that were taking place (see Schultz and Hatch, 1996) and how to move 

within the transition zones (Goles and Hirschheim, 2000). In addition, Phillips 

et al. (2004, p. 648) argue that in order to understand institutional phenomena, it 

‘requires a broader, more comprehensive theory that encompasses stability and 

change in institutions, institutional fields, and institutional effects’. (See also 

Phillips and Malhorta, 2008, 2017). This illustrates why it is helpful to look into 

the connection between and contrasts of different paradigms. 

 

The critical reflections are important, not only for this dissertation, but also to 

increase our understanding of accounting in general, and management account-

ing in particular (Haynes, 2017). Reflexivity is important in order to involve dif-

ferent perspectives and connect different paradigms, e.g. when combining 

method theories that are not perfectly intertwined (see Modell, Vinnari and 

Lukka, 2017). When the literature on hard and soft accounting information were 

analysed, it became apparent that there were different views and measures of 

how to capture accounting information, and one important example of how this 

reflective process influenced the research relates to accounting information. The 

four studies that were conducted did not use the same definition of hard and soft 

information, which can be seen as a problem. In Study I, I started with a broad 

and inclusive definition on hard and soft information, but after having analysed 

and reflected more on hard and soft information, their definitions and the proxies 

used to capture accounting information, I realised that many of the different def-

initions of hard information on the one side and soft information on the other 

were incongruous. I realised this when making a more thorough review of hard 

and soft information in conjunction with Study III. By reflecting upon and com-

paring hard accounting information represented by numbers, one can easily un-

derstand that these numbers are disputable, if the figures are fallacious.30 Accord-

ingly, it is not as simple as to equate undisputable hard information with num-

bers. The notion about the inconsistency emerged due to a process of critical 

reflections on a theoretical level in order to understand the accounting infor-

mation that the Swedish Riksbank was demanding from the banks in practice. In 

a sense, the different definitions in the literature were more inconsistent than 

previous literature had considered. However, in line with e.g. Anthony (1965, p. 

                                 
30 This is a discussion about what numbers represent and how reality is interpreted. Even if 
mathematics is applied in accounting, it does not mean that accounting numbers can only be 
interpreted as undisputable. One can go back to the uncertainty principle by Heisenberg to un-
derstand this.  
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viii) synthesising the different studies created a more holistic understanding 

where ‘the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts’.31  

 

In this dissertation, the exchange between firms and banks was analysed in Study 

I. The multidimensional firm–bank exchange was recognised by analysing in-

consistencies in prior literature and by using different theoretical lenses where 

the perspectives were synthesised. This study also recognised the characteristics 

of eight different financial services. With this knowledge in mind, institutional 

demands from regulators in the financial sector were analysed in three different 

studies. Study II analysed regulatory texts on MiFID II to understand the poten-

tial long-term effects. The MiFID II regulation was set out to improve MiFID, 

including increased transparency by adding new reporting requirements related 

to investments and financial advising. By taking the findings from Study I into 

account, the analysis demonstrated that the long-term effects of MiFID II were 

different compared to what was expected by the regulator. Study III analysed the 

impact of KRITA, and here multiple sources were analysed, including regulatory 

documentation, partly initiated by ECB and AnaCredit, the requirements from 

the Swedish Riksbank and interview data collected both within and outside the 

case bank. This study recognised how the institutional demands from the regu-

lator, but also potential demands, forced banks to take action long before the 

regulation had been adopted in order for a bank to be compliant. In Study IV, a 

discourse analysis was conducted considering regulatory texts on financial robo-

advising. This type of analysis was done in order to better understand how the 

regulatory discourse develops over time and how elements in the regulatory text 

influence the regulated. This analysis enabled a better understanding of how the 

regulatory discourse forms the social space and how the regulatory text becomes 

an agent itself. A central assumption in discourse analysis is that the discourse 

not only describes the social world, but it also constitutes the social world by 

bringing certain phenomena into being (Parker, 2014). In sum, the approach that 

was used for this dissertation warrants a more comprehensive and nuanced un-

derstanding of how institutional demands influence the exchange of accounting 

information. This was enabled via a unique field access, including directors at 

ten SME’s, specialists at Swedish Bankers’ Association, initiated bank person-

nel, officials at regulators, other specialists together with publicly available in-

formation. However, this analysis may be less valid for other cases and other 

regulations than the institutional demands that were studied. Still, when inter-

preting and analysing the collected data, the process involved a critical and re-

flexive stance to mitigate the subjectivity of the researcher and avoid naïve in-

terpretations. The reflexivity aimed at improving quality and recognising limita-

tions of the produced knowledge to make the research more rigorous (see Guil-

lemin and Gillam, 2004). 

                                 
31 Similar reasoning is brought forward by scholars departing from phenomenography (Hajar, 
2020; Marton, 1986) developed out of common-sense considerations about e.g. learning. 
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When analysing accounting information in Studies I–IV, different definitions 

were used to capture different forms of accounting information. For an over-

view, see Table 4.1. 

5.8 Ethical considerations 

During the research process, I have encountered some ethical dilemmas. How-

ever, I have applied principles put forward by Denzin and Lincoln (2011), 

Denscombe (2010), Guillemin and Gillam (2004) Gustafsson, Hermerén and 

Petersson (2006) and Merton (1973) as guidelines. One of the first ethical di-

lemmas I encountered was related to whether I needed to hand in an ethical 

approval or not, since I was concerned if informants may reveal personally 

sensitive information during the interviews and I was not confident at the start 

of the project as to whether it was necessary to get an ethical approval. As in 

many other cases, I therefore asked scholars with experience in conducting this 

kind of research how to proceed. 

 

To reach the basic standards considering research ethics, I asked every in-

formant for permission to record the interviews and use quotes from the in-

terviews. I also asked the informants if I could reveal their name and posi-

tion. In most cases, I explicitly told the informants that they could withdraw 

from participation in the study if they wanted to; however, this was not 

stated during follow-up interviews. On some occasions during phase one of 

the study, I provided a document where the informants were informed about 

how the collected data could be used and that they accepted that. Since this 

process was a bit cumbersome, i.e. an unnatural break during the introduc-

tion of the interview that occasionally prevented having a smooth flow, I 

decided to only ask the informants and record the approval of the informant. 

In one case, at an early stage, an informant wanted to withdraw after the 

transcribed text was distributed to the informant; thus, this interview was 

not used. In another case, there was an informant that was not sure about 

participating; thus, I described the interview process in more detail before 

the interview to build more trust. 

 

In cases when I felt that the collected data from an interview was more sensi-

tive or if the informant explicitly told me that sensitive information was re-

vealed during the interview, then I took special measures. One such measure 

was to transcribe the text myself. I also asked the informants if they wanted to 

receive a copy of the transcribed text, so they could read what they had said. 

Moreover, I did not send the transcribed texts via the internet without permis-

sion from the informants. In special situations, when there was no other appro-

priate option than to distribute a transcribed text via the internet, I asked for 

permission and encrypted the document with a password before sending the 
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text to the informant. A couple of informants in the second phase asked me to 

send a draft of the article before submitting it, to make sure the information in 

the article was correctly interpreted. 

5.9 My pre-understanding as a researcher 

Prior to this research project, I had about 15 years of work experience from 

different positions, mainly as an entrepreneur and as a management consult-

ant in the financial industry. During these years, I provided advice as a con-

sultant to a number of banks and financial companies having operations in 

Sweden, including an assignment for the Swedish Financial Supervisory Au-

thority. As a consultant, the assignments were primarily related to IT and 

business development concerning internet services. I was also working with 

financial robo-advising and machine learning. In my previous work, I was 

able to gain solid experience, and I encountered many practical issues that 

were investigated in this thesis. 

 

My pre-understanding was both a strength and a weakness. My background 

has clearly influenced the selected research area and the topic. It has inevita-

bly influenced how I collected, analysed and presented the data. I agree with 

other qualitative researchers (e.g. Denscombe, 2010; Denzin and Lincoln, 

2011) that it is impossible for a researcher to be completely objective. Thus, 

this study was value laden and, to some extent, value bound; therefore, re-

flexivity also has an important role in this qualitative research (Guillemin and 

Gillam, 2004). An advantage with experience from the field is that it was 

easier to understand the informants from their perspectives and ask more in-

formed questions. Sometimes, expert knowledge was required to understand 

the data and ask relevant questions (see Collins, 2004). When I revealed some 

of my previous experiences, this also seemed to create more confidence 

among the informants.  

 

To limit the subjective elements, I took several measures, such as using the 

reflexive methodology, describing the research process in detail and using rec-

ognised methods when they were applicable. These measures were intended to 

improve the quality of this type of research, since they can increase the ability 

to meet the quality requirements of qualitative research (see Golden-Biddle 

and Locke, 1993). 
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5.10 Critical reflections and limitations 

In my view, ontological and epistemological considerations are often given too 

little attention in accounting. Every accounting number represents something 

and has been interpreted by somebody. Since it is hard to believe that account-

ing as a scientific territory can be free from subjectivity, it is therefore im-

portant to understand what is behind the accounting numbers. Further, in this 

thesis, different method theories have been combined with inherently different 

ontological and epistemological views. This is often described as problematic 

since the inconsistencies may upend the results of the study. Therefore, I be-

lieve that reflexivity and critical reflections are important to mitigate these po-

tential issues. According to Hayes (2017, p. 284), ‘all researchers should adopt 

a reflexive approach’.  

 

Since this thesis is a qualitative study that is not based on a statistically repre-

sentative sample, it is difficult, and, in many cases, impossible, to draw general 

conclusions. Further, a large part of the data was collected out in the field, with 

close contact with the informants. This means that I, as a researcher, to some 

extent, could have influenced the informants and that the collected data were 

interpreted by the researcher. Accordingly, it is not possible to meet the objec-

tivity criteria. To some extent, one can draw parallels between the studies, but 

there are limitations in terms of generalisability. The limitation of each study 

is further discussed in the respective study. 
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6 Summary of the Four Studies 

The dissertation is a compilation of four studies, and in this chapter, there is a 

short summary of Studies I–IV. For each study, I have briefly presented the 

research problem, theoretical point of departure, method, and main findings of 

importance for the thesis. Figure 6.1 gives a brief overview of the four studies 

and the different themes that have been investigated and included in this dis-

sertation. The four studies that have been conducted are interrelated. They all 

concern banks and exchange of information. 

Figure 6.1. Brief overview of the studies. 

In the first study, my licentiate thesis, I investigated the exchange between 

firms and banks, which demonstrates that the exchange taking place is much 

more complex than previous studies have found. This was done empirically by 

studying the exchange between ten SMEs located in Västernorrland in Sweden. 

Since the first study highlights primarily two contemporary bank services that 

are characterised as having a relatively high degree of transactions-based and 

relationship-based elements, the following studies intend to focus on bank reg-

ulations that relate to these two services, lending and advising, since they are 

assumed to be promising for theory development. Therefore, regulations such 
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as MiFID II, KRITA and regulatory initiatives related to robo-advising are ex-

plored in the following studies. In Table 6.1, the research question and main 

findings are summarised. 

 
Table 6.1. Research questions and main findings of the four studies. 

Study RQ 
  

Main Finding 

 

Study I 

 
How can the Firm–

Bank exchange be char-
acterised for different 

bank services? 
[Not explicitly stated  

in the study] 

   
This study demonstrates that 
there is a multidimensional  

exchange between firms and 
banks, and that the exchange  

is different depending on  
what kind of service is  

being analysed. 

 

Study II  

 

 
How do regulators at-
tempt to regulate the 
multidimensional ex-
change and the role of 
MiFID within the ex-

change? 
[Not explicitly stated  

in the study] 

 

   
This study indicates that regula-

tors strive to make soft infor-
mation hard, even though the 

long-term effects deviate from 
the regulators’ initial aim for the 
regulation. Partly, this seems to 

depend on a naïve or limited 
view of how institutional  

demands influence banks and 
their clients. 

 

 

Study III 

 
How do institutional 

demands in the form of 
financial regulations 

impact banking? 
 

   
This study demonstrates how in-
stitutional demands, manifested 
as regulatory initiatives on credit 

reporting, influence banks on 
 the inside and the exchange of 
accounting information. It also 
shows that the regulatory initia-
tives influence the banks before 

the new regulations have  
been adopted. 

 

Study IV 

 
How do institutional 

demands influence the 
formation of financial 

robo-advising?  

   
This study demonstrates how  

initial regulatory documentation 
with a definition of financial 

robo-advising gives rise to tex-
tual agency. This means that the 
regulators’ definition of financial 
robo-advising becomes material-

ised in the financial industry. 
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Study I: On the Nature of the Multidimensional Firm–Bank Exchange 

(Licentiate Thesis) 

 

RQ32: How can the Firm–Bank exchange be characterised for different  

bank services? 

 

Author: Magnus Norberg 

 

Status: Published by Mid Sweden University Press (2016). 

 

 

Study I, my licentiate thesis, draws attention to the exchange between the firm 

and the bank. What motivated this study was an interest in understanding the 

nature of the exchange between banks and their customers. This interest de-

rives from a theoretical limitation and deficiency in understanding the co-ex-

istence of transaction-based elements and relationship-based elements, includ-

ing different types of information. For instance, the study assumes the im-

portance of both “harder” forms of information, such as verifiable numbers and 

undisputable accounting information, as well as “softer” forms of information, 

such as qualitative and non-digitisable information. In parallel, many e-bank-

ing services influence the exchange between firms and banks, which is key for 

conducting business. The hegemonic view in business/management research 

in banking argues that the exchange and the operation have moved from trans-

action-based to relationship-based characteristics, which is explicitly stated in 

literature (e.g. Howcroft et al., 2007), while in financial economics literature, 

the opposite argument is offered (e.g. Boot, 2000; Udell, 2008), i.e. that the 

exchange and the operation have moved from relationship-based to transac-

tions-based characteristics. At first, these diametrically opposing arguments 

are rather surprising and difficult to grasp, and therefore important to explore. 

 

The purpose of Study I was to explore the multidimensional firm–bank ex-

change, and it addressed characteristics of the firm–bank exchange that have 

not been fully understood in business research. The study started in 2012 and 

was finalised in 2016. An abductive approach was used, where I went back and 

forth between theory and the empirical material (Van Maanen, Sørensen and 

Mitchell, 2007) to develop new theory. Theoretically, the study departed from 

Bradach and Eccles (1989) and plural dimensions of exchange.33 In my view, 

                                 
32 The study only had a purpose. The explicit research question was stated post publication. 
33 Bradach and Eccles (1989) identified the plural type of organisation, where distinct control 
mechanisms can govern the same function simultaneously. They focus on three forms of control 
mechanisms to govern economic transactions, including price, authority and trust. In contrast to 
the conventional view, market and hierarchies are not viewed as mutually exclusive control 
mechanisms. Instead, they argue that these control mechanisms are independent and can be com-
bined in a number of ways. 
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this is also aligned with the multidimensionality of hermeneutic phenomenol-

ogy (Babich and Ginev, 2014), which therefore supports the argument for a 

multidimensional form of exchange.34 The data collection was primarily based 

on semi-structured face-to-face interviews with executives at ten SMEs. The 

firms where the data were collected were located at two different locations 

outside the metropolitan areas in Sweden: One location where all bank offices 

had closed down, and another location with only one bank office. The inter-

views ranged from 25 minutes to 1 hour and 15 minutes, with an average time 

of about 50 minutes. All these interviews were recorded and transcribed. The 

transcribed interviews were coded and analysed in line with Miles, Huberman 

and Saldaña (2014). I used prior research, primarily related to banking, includ-

ing both financial economics and management, to conceptualise the different 

element of the exchange, where transaction-based and relationship-based ele-

ments were captured for eight bank services in order to analyse the data. Sev-

eral dimensions emerged when analysing the data, where the bank services 

demonstrated different levels of transactions-based and relationship-based el-

ements. The dimensions that were found to be relevant for understanding the 

exchange were the communication channel where the exchange took place, the 

type of governance and the temporal orientation. Further, eight bank services 

were found to be important for the firms and the exchange, including the bank 

account, which is seen as one bank service, then loan, depositing of cash, dig-

ital depositing, exchange of money, payments, saving and investments; and 

advising was empirically based and included in the analysis.  

 

An important conclusion was that Study I presents a richer picture of the ex-

change compared to previous studies. As opposed to previous research, which 

have attempted to address and understand the service exchange between buyers 

and sellers (Berry, 1983; Grönroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1987) and also re-

search addressed in bank management/marketing specifically (Carson, Gil-

more and Walsh, 2004; Moriarty, Kimball and Gay, 1983; Walsh, Gilmore and 

Carson, 2004), this study argues that exchange has a multidimensional nature, 

i.e. it includes different forms of governance35 that can be performed via mul-

tiple channels, including multiple services. 

 

  

                                 
34 On a more intricate level, we can draw parallels to, e.g. quantum information (Demski et al., 
2009, 2006) and phenomenon related quantum mechanics, accordingly. This is not explored 
further in this study. 
35 See Bradach and Eccles (1989). 
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Study II, Regulating Transactions-Based and Relationship-Based Elements 

in Firm–Bank Exchange 

 

RQ 2: How do regulators attempt to regulate the multidimensional exchange 

and the role of MiFID within the exchange? 

 

Authors: Magnus Norberg and Anna-Karin Stockenstrand. For this study, 

Magnus Norberg collected data, wrote drafts of texts and contributed with 

knowledge from field work. The analysis was, to a large extent, finalised by 

Anna-Karin Stockenstrand. 

 

Status: Published in Stockenstrand and Nilsson (2017). 

 

 

The purpose of Study II is how regulations can affect banks and the services 

they offer in the long-term. This study analysed MiFID II, short for the second 

Markets in Financial Instruments Directive. The aim of this regulation is to 

increase investor protection, strengthen the power of supervisory authorities, 

and increase the overall transparency. 

 

In this study, we argue that the long-term effects of implementing MiFID II 

can deviate from the regulators’ aim. To understand the regulatory effects of 

implementing MiFID II, we use insights from Norberg (2016) that convey a 

more complex picture where different services can display very different char-

acteristics. In this study, he discussed what bank customers perceive as im-

portant. Primarily, this includes advising where qualitative information, per-

sonal contacts and trust are important elements. This is in contrast to what Mi-

FID II argues is of importance for the customers. We use the concept of ration-

ality (Thornton and Ocasio, 2008) to describe what is seen as important by the 

customers and the regulators, which, in turn, influences decision-making. With 

different rationales of what is right or wrong, the effects of the decisions will 

be perceived differently. The chapter emphasises that the services that banks 

offer comprise both transaction-based and relationship-based elements. Apply-

ing a differentiated strategy, i.e. offering more unique services, or a cost-effec-

tive leadership strategy (Porter, 1985), i.e. offering standardised volume based 

financial services, can be assumed to be two main strategic decisions, which 

influence banks and their strategic orientation.  

 

We also argue that the MiFID II regulation is based on the rationality that the 

more complex a service, the more formalised regulation is needed. This implies 

that regulations may force the bank to offer more standardised services, which 

may diminish the bank’s ability to offer unique financial services. In the study 

by Norberg (2016), the bank customers demonstrate that for complex bank 
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services, the customers appreciate the relationship-based elements within the 

exchange, which is opposite of the rationale of the regulator. In sum, we con-

clude that the rationality of regulators is, in part, flawed. If we contrast the 

conception of the regulator with the demands from the bank customer, the cus-

tomer does not indicate that they would benefit from standardisation and con-

verging practices in the case where the bank customer conducts complex bank 

services, such as loan and advising. Hard and soft accounting information 

(Rowe, Shield and Brinberg, 2012) was present, i.e. both acceptable infor-

mation, which is seen as facts, and information of ambiguous quality that is 

not seen as facts.  

 

This study was conducted during 2015 and 2016, and we used the empirical 

results from Norberg (2016) and complemented it with an empirical analysis 

of the MiFID II. By comparing the underlying rationales for the multidimen-

sional exchange between firms and banks with the reasoning in MiFID II reg-

ulation, it gave us a better understanding of the potential impact of the regula-

tion. For this study, we performed a textual analysis of the content in the Mi-

FID II regulation, including 496 pages of regulatory text, in combination with 

statements from the regulator explaining the purpose of MiFID II, with a focus 

on keywords that corresponded with the transactions-based and relationship-

based elements. This enabled us to identify the important sentences in the reg-

ulation. Further, as advising was expressed to be a rather unique service by the 

firms’ customers (Norberg, 2016), we decided to include the term advice 

among the keywords to focus the analysis on this service. 

 

One conclusion of the analysis was that it seems that the MiFID II regulation 

strives to make “soft” information “hard”, e.g. by quantifying qualitative in-

formation. Depending on how information is defined, this process can be par-

adoxical, but the study indicates that regulators believe that codifying soft in-

formation makes the information hard, but that may not be true. Due to this 

and since the bank customers are heterogeneous and bank services display dif-

ferent characteristics, it can be more problematic for banks to offer non-stand-

ardised services. Our interpretation is that a unique offering by the bank is seen 

as a problem by the regulator. The regulators’ idea that the bank customers 

would benefit from standardised services may therefore not be true. 
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Study III – Hard Information on Demand? How Institutional Demands 

Influence Banking   

 

RQ: How do institutional demands in the form of financial regulations 

impact banking? 

 

Author: Magnus Norberg 

 

Status: Presented at the EAA 2021 Virtual Congress and at the Nordic Work-

shop in Management Accounting XXI, 2017. However, I have held off sub-

mitting it to a scientific journal at the moment. 

 

 

Departing from DiMaggio and Powell (1983), suggesting that institutional de-

mands influence organisations, the aim of this study is to better understand 

how institutional demands of [digital] ‘hard’ credit information influence 

banking. The study explores the implementation of a regulatory initiative in 

Sweden called KRITA and how institutional demands from regulators influ-

ence banking. To better understand how KRITA influences banking, a case 

bank with an autonomous branch office network, recognised for low credit 

losses and excellence in credit assessment, was selected. Specifically, the study 

builds on interviews with bank personnel, representatives from the Swedish 

Banker’s Association, regulators and industry experts, together with retrieved 

documentation of the institutional demands that have been formed and negoti-

ated in order to implement the KRITA-regulation. It was conducted between 

2016 and 2021. The regulatory initiative was initiated in the aftermath of the 

financial crises of 2007–2009. Thereafter, the regulation was adopted in April 

2017, and it entered into force in July of the same year.  

 

This study shows that banks adapt to the institutional demands even before the 

regulations have been adopted or go into force. Further, the study demonstrates 

that the uncertainties regarding the potential institutional demands create ten-

sion between the bank and the regulator. When the bank gathers and receives 

information about a new regulation but does not know when and how the reg-

ulation will influence the bank, the uncertainty creates tension. In the short-

term, the initiation of KRITA forces the bank to allocate resources and develop 

a central data warehouse in order to comply with the potential regulatory de-

mands. The Swedish banking association has also argued against the imple-

mentation of the KRITA-regulation, at least parts thereof. Moreover, the study 

identified that the decisions made by the regulator have created tensions within 

the bank, partly since the regulator is not aware of the challenges that the bank 

is facing or may face in the future. Even if “hard” and digitisable information 

is available within the bank, the bank cannot only “press a button” to report the 
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demanded information to the regulator and become compliant accordingly. 

The bank needs to allocate scarce resources to integrate systems and develop 

new systems to be able to report the demanded information. Therefore, the 

bank also becomes more dependent on coded and digitalised credit infor-

mation. In addition, since the bank and the regulator have different purposes, 

they pay attention to different information, which can create tensions. An ex-

ample is if the bank values qualitative and non-digitisable information, while 

the regulator prefers quantitative and digitisable information. 

 

The study contributes to literature on institutional demands (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983; Elliot and Cäker, 2017; Pache, 2007; Pache and Santos, 2021, 

2010); in contrast to prior literature, this study shows that banks react to the 

institutional demands prior to the regulations being adopted and going into 

force. Further, the study reflects that the implementation of KRITA directs 

more attention to digitalised and quantitative information, and the emerging 

uncertainties cause tensions. The study indicates that fewer resources are be-

ing allocated to gather non-digitisable and qualitative information, not the 

least when large resources both from the regulator and the banks are required 

in order to enforce the regulation. Furthermore, the study highlights the im-

portance of qualitative information and tacit knowledge in assessing credit 

information, which is omitted by the regulator. By reducing non-digitisable 

qualitative information, there is a menace that important financial infor-

mation is lost in the transformation and transmission. Moreover, the study 

demonstrates that the KRITA-regulation is a game changer in the sense that, 

instead of credit information at an aggregated level, granular credit infor-

mation is demanded at an individual organisational level. The study shows 

how the institutional demands (due to KRITA) implicitly force banks to make 

IT-investments prior to the regulation being adopted. For instance, by allo-

cating resources, making requirement specifications, developing systems, 

and also investing in hardware and software in order to comply with the reg-

ulation that potentially enters into force. 

 

From a theoretical perspective, the study of literature on accounting infor-

mation observes that frameworks on hard and soft information (e.g. Bert-

omeu and Marinovic, 2016; Liberti and Petersen, 2019; Rowe, Shield and 

Brinberg, 2012) use various types of hard and soft information, which are 

entangled and incongruent. Hence, this highlights the challenges in capturing 

financial information, such as the relevant credit information. There are types 

of information that are difficult to compare, which in the end also likely in-

fluences the results. The ambiguity and challenges in capturing the different 

forms of information are emphasised by comparing how scholars in account-

ing (Bertomeu and Marinovic, 2016; Ijiri, 1975) on the one hand, and bank-

ing and finance (Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, 2017; Liberti and Petersen, 
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2019; Petersen and Rajan, 2002; Stein, 2002) on the other hand, depict hard 

and soft information to understand and capture credit information. Due to the 

entanglement, this study argues that there is a need to develop a more com-

plete conceptual framework, encompassing different kinds of “hard” and 

“soft” accounting information. 

 

Further, the study finds that KRITA-regulation demands “hard” and digitisable 

information that is used by the regulators for credit assessment. However, 

“soft” non-digitisable qualitative information is ignored. Yet, this information 

is important when assessing and monitoring the credit for a bank that is de-

pendent on the relationship with firms. This is due to the difficulties and costs 

of collecting, storing and transferring non-digitisable credit information. For 

instance, the collected data demonstrate that qualitative information is im-

portant for the bank when assessing and monitoring credit, and this information 

gives early indications if something is wrong with a firm that has received 

credit. The study also finds that it takes time before the reported credit infor-

mation can be analysed by the regulator, since essential and relevant infor-

mation is reported on a quarterly basis, while the qualitative information can 

be collected by the banks more frequently and also ad hoc. If risks emerge, this 

information gives a more immediate response. 

 

Furthermore, the study indicates that even though qualitative information is 

important, it is not possible for banks to both collect and transfer all this infor-

mation to the regulator, thus leading to tensions. The study found that tensions 

emerge during the process when the bank is preparing and implementing the 

KRITA-regulation and the information that is demanded by the regulator. Dif-

ferent ways of interpreting information and the costs involved are hotbeds for 

tensions to arise. Lastly, the study also reveals that tensions that arise have a 

political dimension, since lobbyists representing the banks do try to influence 

the regulators. If the lobbyists can influence the regulators, there is a potential 

to mitigate tensions.  
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Study IV – The Formation of Institutional Demands – A Study of 

Regulatory Initiatives on Financial Robo-Advising 

 

RQ: How do institutional demands influence the formation of financial 

robo-advising? 

 

Authors: Magnus Norberg 

 

Status: It has been accepted to the After Method in Organization Studies IV 

(AMOS) conference 2021 and 2022, but it has not been presented there yet due 

to the pandemic. Nonetheless, I have held off on submitting it to a scientific 

journal, in order to avoid the impact that the potential changes could have on 

the thesis. 

 

 

The purpose of this study is to understand how institutional demands, mani-

fested as regulatory initiatives, influence financial robo-advising. The study 

started in 2016 when I participated in a seminar on financial robo-advising 

offered by FI in Sweden. 

 

To understand how institutional demands form financial robo-advising, and 

since this is an emerging area where limited knowledge is available, this study 

is primarily based on a discourse analysis of four regulatory documents con-

cerning financial robo-advising. This includes two documents from the three 

ESAs, which are three European regulatory bodies, and two documents from 

FI in Sweden. The documents represent a regulatory initiative on financial 

robo-advising from these regulatory bodies. The findings from the discourse 

analysis were complemented and supported by interviews with industry ex-

perts. During the discourse analysis, I critically analysed potential effects 

based on four regulatory texts on financial robo-advising. 

 

Currently, there is no specific regulatory framework on financial robo-advis-

ing. Instead, regulators have to rely on the regulatory frameworks that are de-

veloped for financial advising in general, such as MiFID II. One problem for 

the regulator is that robo-advising is a completely new phenomenon where the 

regulators have no experience or very little experience. This means that it is 

difficult for a regulator to predict consequences of the new regulations. The 

lack of experience implies that the financial actors have the first mover ad-

vantage, which makes it more difficult for the regulator to protect the custom-

ers satisfactorily. At the moment, there is no specific regulation intended for 

firms; instead, the current regulations and the regulatory investigations concern 

both financial advising related to firms and consumers that may use automated 
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financial advising services. It is therefore not possible to separate data into dif-

ferent groups of customers. 

 

From previous research, we know that institutional demands can influence or-

ganisations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), but much less is known about how 

financial robo-advising is formed by new regulatory initiatives. However, the 

study demonstrates how regulatory documents on financial robo-advising in-

fluence the formation of financial robo-advising and that a new technology 

such as financial robo-advising is strongly influenced by the regulatory dis-

course, and how both financial advising and financial robo-advising are de-

fined. The study also reveals how financial robo-advising comes into being and 

how it becomes materialised by the regulatory discourse. In contrast to DiMag-

gio and Powell (1983), this study shows that there is a textual agency that is 

present. In other words, the study demonstrates how a new form of financial 

advising, including financial robo-advising, comes into being, by the interplay 

of text and talk between the regulator and the involved stakeholders. It also 

finds that financial robo-advisors can be viewed as intermediators of quantita-

tive information, even though the advice may not be interpreted or viewed as 

such. Moreover, the discourse analysis highlights that the attitude towards 

robo-advising changed from one report to another. This implies that there are 

conflicting views on robo-advising. Furthermore, when automated financial 

advice is provided, “hard” quantifiable information is needed. However, if the 

receiver of the advice does not have a traditional financial advisor to discuss 

his or her investments with, the advice may be interpreted as less trustworthy 

and softer. Even if the bank provides “hard” quantitative information, the cus-

tomer must interpret the information received. Depending on the level of fi-

nancial literacy, the interpretation of the advice may be different. Also, select-

ing investments among many alternatives may not be so clear cut for the one 

that receives the advice. 

6.1 Reflections on Studies I–IV  

6.1.1 Reflections on different forms of “hard” and “soft” 

accounting information 

When this research endeavour took off in 2012, I also started to pay attention 

to different forms/definitions of hard and soft accounting information (cf. Ber-

ger and Udell, 2006; Ijiri, 1975; Mintzberg, 1975; Petersen, 2004; Petersen and 

Rajan, 2002; Schultze and Boland, 1997; Stein, 2002) to understand the ex-

change between firms and banks. I constructed a new and broader definition of 

hard and soft information in Study I, based on (extant) literature in accounting, 

banking, finance and management research. The reason for this was because 

there were various definitions of hard and soft information, where neither of 
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them encompassed all the information that I found was relevant and important. 

Accordingly, I decided to construct a more inclusive definition, based on prior 

literature and what I could grasp based on my own frame of reference. How-

ever, when I constructed my own definition, yet based on prior research, nei-

ther I, nor anyone else that read the manuscript, reacted that some of the ele-

ments in my definition were contradictory. As I see it, this contradiction de-

pends, at least partly, on the fact that the different definitions of hard and soft 

information in extant literature are also inconsistent and sometimes a subset of 

another definition. This was realised when I started to conduct a thorough lit-

erature review on hard and soft information36 and analysed these conflicts. In 

Study II, which was partly based on Study I, I relied on Ijiri (1975) in order to 

capture hard and soft information, but still without sufficient reflection on the 

potential impact of the different definitions. 

 

When I started to collect data for Study III, I went back and forth between 

theory and the empirical material and did a more thorough literature review on 

hard and soft information. Then I realised how incongruous the definitions 

were. I also started to grasp the different assumptions that could be embedded 

within a certain assumption. Further, I realised more clearly that the definitions 

can have different purposes. I also realised that a distinct way of differentiating 

the accounting information demanded by the regulator, in contrast to the ac-

counting information that the regulator did not demand, but that still is useful 

and important for the bank, was a division between digitisable and non-digit-

isable information. Based on the findings, this was a more adequate way of 

dividing accounting information in order to identify the information that the 

regulator does not collect. Still, non-digitisable information is important for the 

bank in risk management. For Study IV, I used a similar definition, namely 

quantifiable and non-quantifiable information, where it was appropriate to dif-

ferentiate between information that is used for financial robo-advising and tra-

ditional financial advising. As an alternative, it was possible to apply digitisa-

ble and non-digitisable information in Study IV; but in this case, the results or 

conclusions do not change. 

 

When I started to work on the Kappa, I saw a potential to contribute to the 

literature on hard and soft information in both accounting and finance. I started 

to develop a matrix including two different and somewhat incongruous pairs 

of hard and soft information (see Figure 4.2), including qualitative information 

and quantitative information vs. disputable information and undisputable in-

formation. These pairs were also included in the constructed definition of hard 

and soft definition for Study I. The aim was to emphasise the differences in 

these two pairs and illuminate the different degrees of information hardness 

that have become clear to me. This matrix, however, did not include all the 

                                 
36 Parts of this literature review can be found in the Appendix. 
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different forms of information used in the four studies. The matrix only illumi-

nated the differences of two common definitions of hard and soft information 

used in accounting and finance. To include all forms of hard and soft infor-

mation would have needed much further development, and the matrix would 

have become more complex with more dimensions. Yet, there are some issues 

and findings that I believe are both relevant and important.  

 

First, to some extent, the different definitions are contradictory, e.g. when com-

paring various definitions (See Figure 4.2 and the associated texts). There is 

also a more recent article by Liberti and Petersen (2019), showing that there 

are different forms of hard and soft accounting information, which at least 

touches on some of these issues. Second, there is no complete definition that 

covers everything and, at the same time, is congruent. Third, the different def-

initions can add value and give us more information, but at the same time, 

criticality is essential. Fourth, the different definitions are sometimes based on 

different philosophical underpinnings. Sometimes, they have been used in one 

stream of research and then adopted by other streams of research based on dif-

ferent assumptions. This can make both the conclusions and research in general 

a bit confusing. Fifth, the definitions are based on proxies and, as mentioned 

previously, there is no definition that can capture all types of information in a 

congruent way. The tools that we use also limit us from capturing all the infor-

mation that is out there. Sixth, prior studies on hard and soft information have, 

to a large extent, failed to reflect upon these central issues; therefore, there is 

a need to reflect much more on the meaning of information in general and  

accounting information in particular. 

6.1.2 Reflections on institutional demands in banking 

Digital banking services have changed the way banking is conducted; during 

the last decade, more than one-third of the bank offices in Sweden have been 

closed. The enormous transformation of banking, from a more person-to-per-

son type of service to a more digitalised and automated service, was something 

that triggered me when Study I was initiated. To a large extent, the bank cus-

tomers have demanded digitalised services that are accessible remotely and 

24/7. This has challenged both banks and regulators. Traditionally, face-to-

face interactions were both natural and important in banking, not the least for 

banks to gather information about their customers. However, when looking at 

Studies II–IV, and the empirical material that has been collected, the institu-

tional demands from regulators of more quantitative information, have pushed 

the banks, sometimes unintentionally and sometimes intentionally, towards 

more digitalised solutions, which have not always benefitted the customers. 

When looking into the impact of the institutional demands, related to e.g. Mi-

FID II, KRITA and regulatory initiatives of financial robo-advising, these 
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demands have implicitly forced banks to become more digitalised. Even 

though the evidence may not be completely convincing, there are strong rea-

sons to believe that these (institutional) demands form our reality when it 

comes to banking and the exchange of information. 

 

Corresponding to the MiFID-framework and in addition to this study, both Mi-

FID and MiFID II demand more information to be reported to the regulator. 

The regulators’ purpose to increase transparency and protect the customers has, 

to some extent, led to more digital and automated solutions in both lending and 

advising, instead of the more personal advisory meetings. This is partly be-

cause the demanded documentation is sometimes too costly for the bank to do 

manually. Still, it does not mean that e.g. the advising services have become 

better. Most likely, there is better documentation from the meetings, but less 

time is spent on giving advice. In a sense, the institutional demands from reg-

ulators have made it more difficult to offer face-to-face meetings to the banks’ 

clients. Instead, this regulatory burden for banks has moved banking into using 

more digital solutions and to, a larger extent, more transaction-oriented type of 

banking. Still, it is important to say that there are also other explanations that 

influence digitalisation, which have not been brought up in this dissertation. 

 

Analysing the findings from all the studies demonstrate that banking is a com-

plex business, and not the least, the institutional demands from regulators have 

made banks more dependent on information technologies. In particular, Study 

III and Study IV reflect that even the regulatory initiatives start to influence 

organisations, such as banks, even though the regulations have not been 

adopted. Even the potential future demands influence bank organisations, their 

plans, strategies and decisions.  
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7 Concluding Remarks 

An overarching objective of this research endeavour has been to increase our un-

derstanding of banking in a more digitalised world, and in particular, how insti-

tutional demands influence banking and the exchange of accounting information. 

 

With a focus on accounting and organisation research, this thesis has explored 

how institutional demands from financial regulators influence banking and the 

exchange of different forms of hard and soft accounting information. In order 

to fulfil the aim of this thesis, four individual studies were conducted: Study I 

on the nature of the multidimensional firm–bank exchange; Study II on how 

different forms of exchanges can be influenced by institutional demands; Study 

III on how a regulatory initiative and the institutional demands from regulators 

influence banks; and Study IV on how a regulatory initiative and the regula-

tors’ definition of financial robo-advising become materialised within the fi-

nancial industry, which, in turn, shapes a new or different reality. 

 

According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983), there is a link between institutional 

demands from the outside and what is taking place within an organisation, i.e. 

that institutional demands such as regulations influence organisations. Among 

other things, this may lead to isomorphism. Still, our knowledge of how insti-

tutional demands influence organisations is inconclusive, especially regarding 

how regulatory initiatives and regulations affect banks. These forces include 

adopted regulations and regulations in force, as well as the regulatory initia-

tives from regulators. This thesis has attempted to bridge gaps between differ-

ent streams of research and make a contribution to both management control 

and institutional theory. Study I also contributes to marketing management and 

contractual law (Macneil, 1980). This thesis was primarily made from an in-

terpretive point of view (Ahrens and Chapman, 2006; Berger and Luckmann, 

1966; Covaleski and Dirsmith, 1990; Geertz, 1973; Hoque et al., 2017). 

 

In this chapter, the main findings from the individual studies are condensed, 

synthesised and discussed. The findings are elevated on a higher level and the 

whole gives us a better understanding than the sum of the different parts (see 

Anthony, 1965; Conant, 1947), by focusing on how institutional demands in-

fluence banking, which each study cannot do individually. The main theoreti-

cal contributions are followed by sections on how the thesis contributes 
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practically, and a declaration of limitations. The chapter ends with suggestions 

for future research. 

7.1 Main findings and theoretical implications 

There are several contributions that are central to this thesis, which require 

both attention and reflections. Related to the overarching research question 

of the thesis, there were three supporting purposes, which are illuminated and 

discussed below. 

 

The first is relevant for a more refined understanding of how institutional de-

mands influence banking concerning the nature of the exchange that also takes 

place between firms and banks (see Study I). In Study I, it was demonstrated, 

both theoretically and empirically, that the firm–bank exchange is multidimen-

sional, which gives a new perspective and more insights on how exchanges 

take place compared to how extant studies on e.g. social contracts (Macneil, 

1980, 1978)37 view exchanges. I argue that due to the multidimensional ex-

change that is present within an organisational context, it is much more diffi-

cult to foresee the effects of new regulations. The study found that different 

bank services have different characteristics, where some services are more 

transaction-based (e.g. payments), while other services are more relationship-

based (e.g. loan and financial advising). This implies that the exchange as a 

whole, between a firm and a bank, is much more complex than suggested by 

previous studies (see Eriksson and Hermansson, 2014; Thunman, 1992; Uzzi 

and Lancaster, 2003).38 In contrast to Macneil (1980), Study I demonstrates 

that there are relationship-based elements present even for more transaction-

based services such as payments. This means that some elements with a rela-

tionship-based characteristic need to be established prior to e.g. electronic pay-

ments and financial transactions are performed. An element such as trust is 

central, both for relationships to emerge and for the survival of banks. Further, 

the bank account, from where payments are made, is itself a service that must 

be utilised to make an electronic payment, and the memory of a discrete trans-

action remains over a period of time, which also exhibits the presence of rela-

tionship-based elements. 

 

                                 
37 To foresee or predict potential effects, it is important to have control over and, in particular, 
understand various forms of information, e.g. the different forms of hard and soft accounting 
information, which can influence organisations and the exchange between them. Otherwise, the 
control becomes undermined.  
38 Studies on banking stemming from finance and financial economics have not been included 
here. For further references, please see Study I.  
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Study I draws on plural forms of governance (Bradach and Eccles, 1989), and 

different streams of institutional theory.39 As emphasised earlier, the insight on 

the multidimensional exchange has implications for how institutional demands 

influence banks and banking; therefore, it is important to discuss them before 

moving on to the other main findings. To capture the nature of the multidimen-

sional firm–bank exchange, a less orthodox research approach was useful 

(Maxwell, 2013), as it allowed for capturing other forms of exchanges than 

those that are only condensed into numbers. 

 

Philosophically and methodologically speaking, there are challenges that need 

to be considered to advance a more comprehensive understanding related to a 

theory on exchange of accounting information. Yet, to better understand the dif-

ficulties in capturing something that has an effect on something else, when mul-

tiple forms of exchanges are at play, one can make an analogy to natural science 

and the uncertainty principle. This uncertainty principle marks a limitation that 

natural science also faces when studying phenomena that cannot be completely 

quantified and digitalised. A fully legitimate question is what has this to do with 

accounting, social science and exchange of accounting information? 

 

In accounting research, measuring is central, and we cannot get around it. 

There is accounting information that is difficult to quantify, and we turn to a 

problem that is related to the uncertainty principle.40 More specifically, the 

demands for more quantitative accounting information from regulators are 

surrounded by limitations. When we try to measure smaller and smaller bits 

of information, one can draw parallels to the uncertainty principle suggested 

in modern physics, which also illuminates a connection between these differ-

ent paradigms/perspectives. This is a serious proposition that is put forward, 

and it could be discussed more thoroughly. Still, it is known in accounting 

research that the instruments used for measurements start to influence the 

state of what we attempt to measure within both qualitatively and quantita-

tively based methods. Accordingly, I argue that the accounting information 

that numbers carry is not undisputable, even if the accounting numbers tend 

to represent a true representation. Accounting numbers, for instance, are only 

a proxy performance measure of what has happened, and they cannot repre-

sent the “truth”. This is well known in accounting.41 Therefore, the infor-

mation that numbers carry should not be taken for granted. Instead, more 

reflexivity is needed, which many qualitative researchers have suggested 

                                 
39 This may be seen as an eclectic or unorthodox approach, but the references themselves were 
relevant for my argumentation. However, in line with Modell, Vinnari and Lukka (2017), vari-
ous reflections have been made in order to open up for a discussion. 
40 Similar to modern physics, one cannot be certain of the state of the object because the instru-
ment used for measuring influences the object that is being measured. 
41 This was debated in my final seminar, and this issue has been discussed afterwards with dif-
ferent scholars in accounting, including an editor of a highly ranked accounting journal. 
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(e.g. Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2018; Holland, 1999), but it is also important 

within both qualitative and quantitative research. This is also in line with 

accounting research, as presented by Haynes (2017). 

 

From this, a few points can be made. First, based on the theoretical and empir-

ical findings, primarily in Studies I, III and IV, there is a link between social 

science and natural science that the studies touch upon, which to a large extent 

have been ignored in previous literature. When trying to measure the smallest 

bits of information, or information that is difficult to quantify, there is a parallel 

that one can draw to the uncertainty principle, which concerns both philosophy 

and methodology in social science. This link should not be ignored, I argue, 

since this deeper knowledge helps us to become more informed. Second, crit-

icality and reflexivity are very important when combining different method 

theories (Modell, Vinnari and Lukka, 2017). Criticality and reflexivity are not 

the least important since there is a risk that the value or the meaning of certain 

accounting information is taken-for-granted by e.g. policymakers – sometimes 

only because the accounting information is numerical. As revealed in Study 

III, important qualitative information is missing in the data that are being re-

ported to the regulator. 

 

Third, if only quantitative information is considered and captured within the 

exchange, then there is a risk that relevant qualitative information is either ig-

nored or not disposable, even though the qualitative information can have an 

impact. This also implies that the potential effect of institutional demands is 

difficult to predict for, e.g. regulators. Knowledge found during Study I and 

Study III support this concern. To some extent, both Study II and Study IV 

provide some support as well; hence, if we look at the methods and the results 

in previous accounting studies and also consider what is behind the accounting 

information that is presented to us, these studies demonstrate that there is rel-

evant information that is not taken into account. Why is that relevant infor-

mation not taken into account? Is it ignorance? Partly, this is related to the 

unattainability of capturing and transferring all (accounting) information that 

is relevant, as well as the cost and difficulties of collecting and analysing in-

formation of importance. Moreover, it is also related to how the empirical 

world is interpreted and how meaning is constructed, often reduced and from 

a limited number of perspectives. To some extent, the arguments and findings 

in Studies II–IV add knowledge to the debate on Relevance Lost, e.g. the im-

portance of qualitative information and the risk of taking quantitative infor-

mation for granted. Just because quantitative information is easier to transfer, 

aggregate and analyse, it does not mean that it is correct and true. This leads 

us to the second contribution of importance. 
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The second purpose of this thesis was to explore how institutional demands, 

including MiFID II, KRITA and regulatory initiatives on robo-advising, influ-

ence banking. This was addressed in Studies II–IV. Synthesising the main find-

ings from these studies, several conclusions can be drawn. An important con-

tribution that this thesis puts forward concerns how regulations in force, 

adopted regulations, as well as new regulatory initiatives are demands from the 

outside that influence bank organisations on the inside. In addition to other 

studies on institutional demands (e.g. DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Pache, 

2011; Pache and Santos, 2021, 2013, 2010; Überbacher and Scherer, 2020), 

this thesis shows that not only regulations in force but also regulations that are 

not yet in force, both adopted ones and new regulatory initiatives, influence 

organisations such as banks on the inside. This is a mechanism of institutional 

change that has not been raised in prior literature. 

 

For instance, Study II revealed that the MiFID II regulation demands more 

documentation and quantitative information, which, to some extent, implies 

that the regulator strives to make soft information hard (Rowe, Shield and Brin-

berg, 2017) by demanding more quantitative information. According to Rowe, 

Shield and Brinberg (2017, p. 261), hardening of soft information is said to 

occur ‘when group members who have different individual interpretations of 

the information come to agree on an interpretation that the quality of the infor-

mation exceeds a minimally acceptable level’. Moreover, the empirics from 

Study III demonstrates that the regulator demands voluminous numerical and 

textual credit information. In the end, this information has to be digital, and 

digitised, in order to transfer and analyse the information. Due to the difficul-

ties in collecting, aggregating, comparing and transferring qualitative infor-

mation (Petersen and Rajan, 2002; Liberti and Petersen, 2019), which more or 

less all studies (I–IV) illuminate, demands from regulators are driving force 

towards further digitalisation in banking. Especially, the empirics from Study 

III and Study IV show that organisations, such as banks, react to regulatory 

initiatives, i.e. even before the regulations have been adopted and before the 

regulations are in force. This is because banks need to be compliant and take 

measures proactively, even for potential and not adopted regulations. A regu-

lation such as KRITA forced banks to make plans, allocate resources, adapt, 

develop and invest in required IT-systems, before the regulations were adopted 

and in force. The measures need to be taken since system adaptations require 

long-range planning and since banks face legitimacy problems if they are not 

compliant when the regulations are in force. Accordingly, in addition to previ-

ous literature on institutional demands, this thesis argue that even regulatory 

initiatives influence banks. These regulatory initiatives can therefore be seen 

as institutional demands from the outside, since they also influence organisa-

tions such as banks, and/or will have the potential to influence the bank organ-

isations, ceteris paribus. 
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Further, primarily, Studies III and IV demonstrate that information technology 

has an important role, and both new regulations and regulatory initiatives have 

created an underlying demand that, in itself, increases the digitalisation of 

banks. The implementation of the KRITA-regulation and the regulatory initia-

tive on financial robo-advising implies that banks become more dependent on 

information technology because of the increased external demands placed by 

regulators for information. Due to the difficulties in managing large volumes 

of qualitative information, banks and regulators therefore also become more 

dependent on information technologies and quantitative information. This con-

tributes to the literature on institutional demands (e.g. DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983; Überbacher and Scherer, 2020), where more knowledge about the rela-

tionship between institutional demands and information technology is needed. 

Inter alia, since the institutional demands from regulators have an impact on 

IT-decisions, which need to be coordinated, the long-range capacity and the 

priorities of the IT-development correspond to these demands. 

 

In addition, Study IV shows that the regulatory discourse influences financial 

robo-advising. Regulators’ definitions of what is financial robo-advising, as well 

as the highlighted benefits, challenges, problems and risks, are central elements, 

and they can be seen as and become textual agents in line with Coreen (2004). 

For instance, how regulators define financial robo-advising influences how fi-

nancial robo-advising comes into being. The study also indicates that how finan-

cial robo-advising is defined is related to and embraced by existing regulations 

on financial advising. If textual elements and words, such as benefits, challenges, 

problems and risks are part of the regulatory discourse, it implies that these ex-

pressions can influence both banks and regulators’ view on financial robo-advis-

ing and accordingly, these textual elements can also have force potential in line 

with Vaara, Sorsa and Pälli (2010). This provides a new view of how regulators 

influence financial intermediaries42 through discourse. One can argue that the 

regulatory discourse does not only influence bank organisations (and the ex-

change of accounting information). One may draw this further and realise that 

the regulatory discourse also influences the customers of the financial interme-

diaries, when they make other priorities and change their strategies. 

 

The third purpose of this thesis was to advance an increased understanding 

related to the exchange of accounting information, often described as hard and 

soft information. The thesis has demonstrated that there are different forms of 

hard and soft information that may influence organisations, such as banks. A 

finding that unfolded during the research was how the connotation of hard and 

soft information varies between different scholars, even within the same stream 

of research, which may lead to potential problems that have not been ad-

dressed. By studying these differences more thoroughly, it was revealed that 

                                 
42 Financial intermediary is a broader term, including bank organisations. 
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the meanings occasionally stood in contrast with each other. To visualise the 

hardness of the different connotations of accounting information, Figure 4.2 

was developed, including two different pairs of hard and soft information. This 

model contributes to prior literature and theories of hard and soft information 

(e.g. Bertomeu and Marinovic 2016; Liberti and Petersen, 2019) by enhancing 

the granularity and the entanglement that surrounds hard and soft information. 

For example, if hard information is defined as undisputable, and soft infor-

mation is defined as disputable information (Bertomeu and Marinovic, 2016; 

Ijiri, 1975), this is not fully transferable and comparable with the form of hard 

and soft information that is often applied in banking and finance, where hard 

information includes quantitative information and soft information includes 

qualitative information (see Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, 2017; Liberti and 

Petersen, 2019). Further, in certain cases, for instance, delusive quantitative 

information, this is synonymous with disputable information, which would be 

equal to soft information (cf. Bertomeu and Marinovic, 2016; Ijiri, 1975; 

Rowe, Shield and Brinberg, 2012). Accordingly, without this type of reflec-

tion, there is an apparent risk that the meaning of the information is taken-for-

granted, even if it may be contradictory. The finding from Study III, where the 

regulators tend to ignore qualitative information, which is important infor-

mation in order to assess credit, may be an example of this. It was also found 

in Study IV that the definitions are central and can make the information ma-

terialise in different ways. For instance, how robo-advising is defined by reg-

ulators constitutes what robo-advising becomes in a physical reality.  

 

Even if there are various connotations, this can be seen as a minor problem 

that has passed unnoticed by scholars. However, one can imagine some of 

the problems we are facing when interpreting accounting information and the 

potential influence that it may have on both theory and practice. There are, 

therefore, three important points to be made here. First, the model (Figure 

4.2) highlights that there are different forms of accounting information, 

which are related to interpretation problems and that there is no true repre-

sentation. Second, there is a need for a deeper understanding of these various 

kinds of accounting information, e.g. what the information actually means 

and what it represents, due to the risk of taking the meaning for granted. 

Third, there are situations when the information is misleading. For instance, 

when fallacious numerical information is characterised as “hard” infor-

mation, but could, at the same time be seen as undisputable “soft” infor-

mation. However, in such case, the information should be seen as less trust-

worthy and more misleading than thick authentic qualitative information, 

since it can be fallacious or delusive. Accordingly, if quantitative information 

is taken-for-granted as hard information, there is a risk that the information 

can be interpreted as undisputable, even if it is not. 
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To conclude, the exchange between banks and their customers is more com-

plex than proclaimed by previous literature (see Berger and Udell, 2006; Eriks-

son and Hermansson, 2014; Thunman, 1992). The notion of the exchange is 

central to better understand how institutional demands influence banking and 

the exchange of accounting information. It gives us a more profound under-

standing of contemporary banking practices, where the exchange between 

banks and their customers is central to all the services that have been studied. 

The theoretical framework of the multidimensional firm–bank exchange illu-

minates the importance of transaction-based and relationship-based elements, 

where different forms of information are fundamental to embrace a more com-

prehensive understanding of exchanges in banking, and the importance of dif-

ferent forms of information. There have been previous attempts to conceptual-

ise different types of exchanges. However, these studies, besides Thunman 

(1992), have not invested a broad range of bank services that firms normally 

employ, rather particular services only. Eriksson and Hermansson (2014) have 

focused on savings within retail banking. Other studies have investigated the 

firm–bank exchange in general (Carson et al., 2004). Further, finance literature 

has, to a large extent, addressed lending, while other bank services have been 

overlooked. See Boot (2000) and Udell (2008) for instance. 

 

Further, this study has unfolded knowledge about how regulatory initiatives 

influence banks. It has also unfolded knowledge of the information that regu-

lators demand, and how this has an influence on or can influence banks. To 

some extent, the institutional demands can be in conflict with the operation of 

banks, and this can create tension between the bank and the regulator, but also 

within the bank. When new regulatory initiatives are taken, the information 

regarding these initiatives reaches personnel at the bank at different times, and 

the lack of information as well as the information asymmetry that emerges can 

sometimes create tension. It makes it difficult for both top and middle manag-

ers to make proper decisions when the information is inadequate, which seems 

to be the case when new regulations are being developed. In contemporary 

banking, new regulatory initiatives seem to drive IT-development, which also 

requires a lot of planning within the bank, not the least since these investments 

take time to implement and can cost a lot of money for the banks. To some 

extent, the institutional demands seem to amplify the digitalisation of banks. 

These are investments that, to some extent, have been pushed by the regulators. 

All of this creates institutional entanglement, a complexity that is hard to man-

age and control for those who lack knowledge about the regulations, as well 

for those who lack knowledge about information technologies. 

In addition to the conclusions above, the study has unfolded several problems 

and many kinds of tensions. Besides the tension between the bank and the reg-

ulators, tension can emerge within a bank organisation. There are tensions due 
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to the different forms of accounting information. For instance, the information 

demanded by the regulator may not be easy to access within the bank or may 

be very costly to collect and transfer to the regulator. There are also demarca-

tion problems that may arise. For instance, when it comes to syndicated loans. 

The study also highlights that there are tensions between different streams of 

research. To some extent, even if it may not stand out as obvious, there are at 

least some indications that the tensions between the different kinds of research 

seem to be reverted to other tensions that are more apparent in this thesis. For 

instance, when information and definitions on accounting information are 

taken-for-granted, these ideas have an impact on our reality. See Study IV, but 

we can also see this in Study II and Study III. A reflection is that practitioners 

and researchers are not immune to prior theories, and both prior experiences 

and theories can have some form of impact on how the reality is perceived. 

 

The way information is measured is fundamental in accounting, and the differ-

ent theoretical streams can create both tensions and fundamentally different 

conclusions. In a context where multiple forms of information are natural, mul-

tiple forms of interpretations are also needed. Too simplistic solutions are not 

beneficial to solve difficult problems. 

7.2 Practical (managerial and policy) implications 

To put forward a debate on how institutional demands from regulators influ-

ence banks in practice is highly relevant, and there are practical implications 

of this study for stakeholders such as bank managers, policymakers and bank 

customers. First of all, this study demonstrates that banks are complex organi-

sations where exchanges online, as well as face-to-face, are important, but for 

different services and at different times. In the race to digitalise banks and their 

operation, this does not seem to be well asserted in the literature. Further, dur-

ing this study, it was found that regulatory initiatives start to influence the fi-

nancial actors, such as banks, even before the regulations are adopted. Before 

banks became heavily dependent on information systems, and before financial 

advisors and loan officers had to be certified, in order to comply with new 

regulatory demands, the knowledge adaptation within the bank was different, 

and banks were assumed to comply with the new regulations. A financial ad-

visor could learn about new regulations themselves. For regulations such as 

MiFID II, KRITA and many other regulatory actions, the regulated organisa-

tions such as banks have to plan and develop strategies on how to cope with 

upcoming and potential regulatory demands. The information systems and 

software applications need to be developed and deployed. This can both take 

time and be very costly for the regulated organisations. Changing the institu-

tional demands most likely implies that the information systems need to be 
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changed. Even for regulatory initiatives, such as the ones on financial robo-

advising, an organisation that wants to be compliant, they react to the regula-

tory initiatives from the regulators. It is worth mentioning that for many finan-

cial services, including financial robo-advising, there are economies of scale. 

Moreover, the study found that stakeholders representing the regulated organ-

isations can influence policymakers and regulators when new regulations are 

initiated. This can also cause tension between the bank and the regulators, in 

particular, when a lot is at stake and when the understanding for the other part 

is inadequate. Currently, there seems to be a lack of knowledge among policy-

makers on how complex the bank’s IT-systems are and the cost of implement-

ing new regulations. However, banks are not very keen on disclosing all details 

and cost for IT-development. There is at least a large need for policymakers to 

better understand how much new regulations drive the IT-costs of banks. This 

knowledge is important since there is a need to understand the consequences if 

and when new regulations are implemented. Accordingly, this can lead to bet-

ter decision-making. 

 

Since banks are very complex organisations and they have become more of a 

tech company where information technology is core for every modern bank, pol-

icymakers also need more knowledge about IT-development to be able to assess 

the consequences and cost of the regulations that are being enforced. During the 

study, it was indicated that regulators lack or underestimate this knowledge, in 

addition to a deep understanding of regulatory practice as well as finance. It has 

also been emphasised in previous research (Crawford, 2017) that policymakers 

need to ensure they understand the operation of banks. Further, due to the digi-

talisation of banks, it has become more difficult for the bank’s customers to un-

derstand banking practices, but somehow these groups need to protect their in-

terests as well. In general, regulators try to listen to different stakeholders; how-

ever, when the regulators do not understand the consequences of the imple-

mented regulations, there seems to be a need to perform thorough and proper 

consequence analysis before new regulations are implemented.  

 

Financial robo-advising is a new area, where banks and financial companies 

invest large amounts of money. However, the consequences of these invest-

ments seem very uncertain. To a large extent, banks understand and can foresee 

the consequences of these investments better than regulators and most custom-

ers. There seems to be a large risk that regulators and bank customers do not 

grasp the consequences until long after these services have been implemented. 

To some extent, these services will or can replace traditional financial advising 

services. When and if the traditional financial advising services have been re-

placed or are not available, it is likely that it is cumbersome to go back to a 

previous situation, since financial intermediaries, such as the banks, most 

likely have invested heavily into these services, which makes it difficult to 
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revert to an earlier situation. Accordingly, the consequences of the digitalisa-

tion of banks should be higher on the agendas of politicians. Currently, it seems 

like politicians and practitioners in general have very limited insights on how 

the regulations influence our society and what impact digitalisation of banking 

can have on a longer perspective. To understand the consequences of regula-

tions, more knowledge about banking and information technology is needed. I 

believe that both managers and policymakers need to critically reflect more on 

their responsibility and accountability to the public as a result of the institu-

tional demands. 

7.3 Suggestions for future research 

There are several directions for future research. One direction could be to study 

more firms and collect data from firms at other locations. Now the data that 

have been collected from firms are limited to one part of Sweden. Further, the 

data collection primarily covers only responses from one Swedish bank, and it 

would be interesting to study the exchange that is taking place in other banks 

and make comparisons between the banks. Even though the thesis contributes 

to and links the research from different theoretical domains, there is still a po-

tential to further address the links between the different fields, and some of the 

philosophical issues that this thesis highlights. 

 

To better understand how regulations influence banks, there are several areas 

and cases that could be studied further. For instance, in this thesis, only one 

case bank has been studied. Other banks, other jurisdictions and other regula-

tions could also be investigated further. To better understand the tensions that 

are created, there seems to be a need to examine the processes over a longer 

period of time, and what happens after the regulations have been implemented. 

Moreover, the different forms of tensions could be studied more in-depth. Fur-

thermore, when it comes to the KRITA-regulation, there are a lot of interesting 

data that the regulator collects from banks on bank credits that could increase 

our knowledge from many perspectives. Another important area to study is the 

consequences and implications of the development of automated advising ser-

vices for both consumers and business clients, and at different locations. How 

does the automatisation influence our society? Who benefits? What are the 

risks? How can these risks be avoided or minimised? How does the type of 

advising influence the accountability in banking? What are the costs, benefits 

and consequences of digitalisation in general? In general, the impact of both 

regulations and digitalisation in banking are two areas where there is a dearth 

of research, and much more knowledge can be discovered. 
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APPENDIX 

Hard information 

 

 

Table A.1. Descriptions of hard information in business studies. 

Author/s Hard information 

(Ijiri, 1975) ‘The lack of room for disputes over a measure may be ex-

pressed as the hardness of the measure. A ‘hard’ measure is  

one constructed in such a way that it is difficult for people to 

disagree’ (Ijiri, 1975, p. 36). 

(Mintzberg, 

1975) 

Hard information is not explicitly defined, but (Mintzberg, 

1975, p. 51) seems to relate to management information  

systems when he states ‘historical, aggregate, “hard”  

MIS information’. 

(Häckner, 

1988) 

Hard information refers to numerical accounting information 

that has a defensive characteristic. According to (Häckner, 

1988, p. 47) ‘hard information (cf. Ijiri, 1975, p. 35) is or can 

easily be quantified and processed with the help of analytical 

methods. It is generally expressed numerically. Information 

used in corporate financial and accounting systems can serve as 

an example’. 

(Rowe, 

Shields and 

Brinberg, 

2012) 

‘We assume a consensual theory of the truth that what people 

believe is hard or persuasive information depends on interper-

sonal agreement (social proof) that provides’ (Rowe, Shields 

and Brinberg, 2012, p. 261). Further, ‘…we view hardening as 

a social process of making information of ambiguous quality 

into information of acceptable quality’ (Rowe, Shields and 

Brinberg, 2012, p. 262). 

(Nilsson and 

Öhman, 2012) 

In this paper, quantitative information relates to hard infor-

mation, and it is stated that lending officers ‘focus primarily on 

hard information such as financial statements, collateral, and 

cash flow forecasts in the loan assessment process’ (Nilsson 

and Öhman, 2012, p. 148). 
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(Berger,  

Minnis and 

Sutherland, 

2017) 

The authors refer hard information to audited financial state-

ments. They also refer to Liberti and Mian (2009) saying that 

banks rely more on hard information. 

 

(Bertomeu and 

Marinovic, 

2016) 

 

The authors refer hard information to a ‘verifiable asset’ such 

as a physical asset (e.g. equipment, inventories, property) or a 

security trade in a liquid market (Bertomeu and Marinovic, 

2016, p. 3). 

(Tsai and 

Wang, 2017) 

The authors refer to Petersen (2004) and say that numbers such 

as financial measures and historical prices are considered  

as hard information. The authors also refer to quantitative in-

formation and say that a score based on objective facts is con-

sidered as ‘non-financial hard information’ (Tsai and Wang, 

2017, p. 119). 

(Liberti, 2017) In this study, the “objective measures” such as Objective Risk 

Rating, Debt-to-Equity and Return on Asset are used as proxies 

for ‘hard information since they are quantifiable, comparable, 

easy to collect and transmit, and verifiable by a third party’ 

(Liberti, 2017, p. 3719). 
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Table A.2a. Descriptions of hard information in finance. 

Author/s Hard information 

(Rajan, 1992) Hard information is not mentioned in this paper. However, it is 

mentioned that ‘It is very hard for a firm to present “hard data” 

(Rajan, 1992, p. 1368) on prior projections to creditors on the 

outside. After a project is completed information that is as-

sumed to be ‘hard’ such as sales and profit can be presented to 

the creditors’. 

(Petersen and 

Rajan, 1994) 

In this paper, hard information is not mentioned. 

(Berger and 

Udell, 2002) 

The authors state that hard information is ‘produced at the time 

of loan origination. This hard information is based on relatively 

objective criteria, such as financial ratios in the  

case of financial statement lending…’ (Berger and Udell,  

2002, p. F38). 

(Petersen and 

Rajan, 2002) 

It is stated that ‘a documented track record’ is one type of hard 

information (Petersen and Rajan, 2002, p. 2552). Further, they 

proclaim that ‘because it is hard, the information can now be 

automatically processed’ (Petersen and Rajan, 2002, p. 2558). 

I.e. it implies that the information is or can be digital. 

(Stein, 2002) Stein (2002, p. 1892) states ‘"hard," verifiable information, 

such as the income’. 

(Petersen, 

2004) 

Petersen (2004) says that hard information is information that 

can be reduced to numbers. This information is easy to transmit 

and process with computers. This information can be collected 

with less human intervention, and he refers to information that 

is coded. This is a working paper that has been cited in a num-

ber of articles. 

(Berger, 

Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2005) 

It is stated that ‘better accounting records (a good example of 

hard information)’. Further, they say that information produced 

by agents can be hardened (Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, 

2005:240). They also state that hard information ‘can by defi-

nition be easily summarized in a report, and hence can be faxed 

or emailed anywhere, making distance essentially irrelevant’ 

(Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, 2005, p. 245). 
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Table A.2b. Descriptions of hard information in finance. 

Author/s Hard information 

(Berger and 

Udell, 2006) 

They refer hard information to quantitative and processing infor-

mation in large scale. It is stated that ‘when informative financial 

statements are not available, institutions are often able to use 

other types of hard information to assess repayment prospects’ 

(Berger and Udell, 2006, p. 2947). They also refer to accounts 

receivable and cash flows. Further, it is stated that ‘underwriting 

is substantially based on hard information about the value of the 

underlying asset’ (Berger and Udell, 2006, p. 2951). 

(Udell, 2008) It is stated (Udell, 2008, p. 94) that ‘hard information is easily 

quantifiable and easily transmitted within the hierarchy of a 

large banking organization […] Examples of hard information 

include financial ratios, loan-to-collateral value ratios, business 

credit bureau reports, and information about pending litigation’. 

Further, Udell (2008) gives seven examples of lending technol-

ogies that rely on hard information, such as financial statement 

lending, asset-based lending, factoring, leasing, small business 

credit scoring, equipment lending and real estate-based lending. 

(Liberti and 

Mian, 2009) 

They say that there is more reliance on objective information 

when there is a longer distance. 

(Agarwal and 

Hauswald, 

2010) 

Agarwal and Hauswald (2010) say that scoring is used as a 

method to harden (soft) information. They also refer to verifia-

ble and objective information. They also say that information 

that is gathered locally can be hardened. 

(Berger and 

Black, 2011) 

 

 

 

Explicitly defined as ‘the definition of hard information as quan-

titative data that may be credibly transmitted by the loan officer’ 

(Berger and Black, 2011, p. 727). They also refer to ‘”hard” 

quantitative information […] hard-information lending technol-

ogies […] ‘‘hard” information such as owners’ personal credit 

scores’ (Berger and Black, 2011, p. 724). They refer to econo-

mies of scale and say that hard information is available in other 

forms as financial statements, such as leasing and commercial 

real-estate lending. Further, they mention fixed-asset collateral 

and ROE, which are said to be hard information in general. 
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Table A.2c. Descriptions of hard information in finance. 

(Uchida, Udell 

and Yamori, 

2012) 

 

 

Hard information refers to ‘transactions-based lending. The 

production of such information is said to be “quite routinized”’ 

(Uchida, Udell and Yamori, 2012, p. 101). They mention a 

study by García-Appendini (2007) where hard information was 

proxied by a borrower’s past loan-default record and past 

trade-credit-default record in the loan granting decision. 

(Chen et al., 

2015) 

Hard information refers to ‘the borrowers’ basic information 

and financial statements’ (Chen et al., 2015, p. 116). 

(Berger, 

Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2017) 

Berger, Molyneux and Wilson (2017) refer hard information to 

quantitative information. 

 

(Yao and Li, 

2018) 

The authors refer to hard environmental information, and a 

measure that they use is based on distance and peer imitation. 

(Bozanic, 

Cheng and 

Zach, 2018) 

Not mentioned in the paper. 

(Porzio,  
Sampagnaro 

and Verdoliva, 

2018) 

’Hard information is information that can be easily observed 

and used (e.g. financial ratios, a firm's banking behaviour)’” 

(Porzio, Sampagnaro and Verdoliva, 2018, p. 1). Further, it is 

stated that ’…hard information is almost always coded as num-

bers (e.g., financial statements, payment history, credit registry 

data, stock returns, and quantity output numbers).’ (Porzio, 

Sampagnaro and Verdoliva, 2018, p. 3) 
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Soft information 

 

Table A.3a. Descriptions of soft information in business studies. 

Author/s Soft information 

(Ijiri, 1975) Ijiri (1975, p. 36) refers to soft measure and says that it ‘is one 

that can easily be pushed in one direction or the other’. 

(Mintzberg, 

1975) 

When soft information is mentioned, he refers to ‘external in-

formation […] gossip, hearsay, and speculation’. He also refers 

to the timeliness and says that ‘today’s gossip may be tomor-

row’s fact’ (Mintzberg: 1975, p. 51). 

(Häckner, 

1988) 

‘Soft information consists of images, visions, ideas and cogni-

tive structures, for example. Soft information can also consist of 

multiple conceptual schemes in the form of frames of reference 

or world views (Shrivastava, 1982)’ (Häckner, 1988, p. 47). 

(Rowe, 

Shields and 

Brinberg, 

2012) 

Hardening of soft accounting information is discussed, and 

Rowe, Shields and Brinberg (2012, p. 260) say that soft infor-

mation is present when ‘there is lack of interpersonal agreement 

about its quality’. It is also stated that ‘Increasing information 

intensity often involves the construction of accounting infor-

mation that is soft’ (Rowe, Shields and Brinberg, 2012, p. 261). 

Further, the authors explain that distorted information can con-

struct soft information and that the quality of soft accounting 

information can be assessed by social interaction. 

(Nilsson and 

Öhman, 2012) 

‘Soft information includes the nature of the client relationship, 

reasons for the failure or success of the current owner/managers 

in the present and other business, market conditions, and the 

business idea deployed’ (Nilsson and Öhman, 2012, p. 148).  

This information can increase knowledge about clients. 
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Table A.3b. Descriptions of soft information in business studies. 

Author/s Soft information 

(Berger, 

Minnis and 

Sutherland, 

2017) 

They refer to authors such as Berger (2005) and relate to per-

sonal interactions. 

 

(Bertomeu and 

Marinovic, 

2016) 

 

Soft information refers to “unverifiable assets” such as intangi-

bles, forecasts and unaudited financial statements. Bertomeu 

and Marinovic (2016, p. 3) proclaim that ‘the value of many 

intangibles (e.g., goodwill, patents, and brands) may require un-

verifiable estimates of future risks’. They also proclaim that 

soft information is an important concern for standard-setting. 

(Tsai and 

Wang, 2017) 

Tsai and Wang (2017) refer to qualitative information and also 

say that the text is essential in financial reports, since soft infor-

mation can provide a context to understand the financial data. It 

is stated that ‘loan officers’ soft information regarding borrowing 

firms’ leverage and profitability also provides important infor-

mation about the borrowers’ credit quality’ (Tsai and Wang, 

2017, p. 117). Further, they also state that a loan officers’ subjec-

tive judgement is considered as ‘non-financial soft information’ 

(Tsai and Wang, 2017, p. 119). Furthermore, the authors refer to 

Petersen (2004), saying that texts including ideas, market com-

mentary and opinions are seen as soft information. 

(Liberti, 2017) The author shows that ‘loan officers rely relatively more on 

soft than hard information in their pricing decisions’ (Liberti, 

2017, p. 3715). 
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Table A.4a. Descriptions of soft information in finance. 

Author/s Soft information 

(Rajan, 1992) Rajan (1992, p. 1371) states ‘[m]uch of the information ob-

tained this way is 'soft' in nature. It cannot be credibly commu-

nicated to outsiders even if the firm wants to do so’. I.e. from 

the point when a bank gives a loan to a firm, it is possible to 

acquire more information and due to bank secrecy, information 

about the customers cannot be disclosed. 

(Petersen and 

Rajan, 1994) 

The authors mention “soft” information and refers to infor-

mation that ‘can be embedded in the price’ (Petersen and Rajan, 

1994, p. 35). 

(Berger and 

Udell, 2002) 

Soft information is said to be difficult to quantify and com-

municate. Further, it refers to data that have been acquired over 

time. ‘This soft information may not be easily observed by oth-

ers, verified by others, or transmitted to others’ (Berger and 

Udell, 2002, p. F38). Therefore, soft information cannot be eas-

ily justified to a regulator. (Berger and Udell, 2002). 

(Petersen and 

Rajan, 2002) 

‘By soft information, we mean something similar to what is 

termed "tacit" information (see Polanyi (1958)) - information 

that is hard to communicate to others, let alone capture in writ-

ten document’. (Petersen and Rajan, 2002, p. 2533) 

(Stein, 2002) It is stated that soft information ‘cannot be directly verified by 

anyone other than the agent who produces it’ (Stein, 2002, p. 

1892). Further, it is stated that soft information ‘cannot be cred-

ibly communicated to outside investors’ (Stein, 2002, p. 1905). 

Then, Stein (2002) also says that documentation can harden 

some information that otherwise would be soft. 

(Petersen, 

2004) 

It is stated that ‘Information which is difficult to completely 

summarize in a numeric score is what I will call soft infor-

mation’ (Petersen, 2004, p. 2) and soft information is not easy 

to define. 

(Berger, 

Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2005) 

The authors say that it is more likely for soft information than 

for hard information, to be non-transferable, and it is stated that 

‘accumulated soft information binds a borrower to its bank over 

time (Rajan 1992)’ (Berger, Molyneux and Wilson, p. 241). 

‘What we have in mind is that one important way for the loan 

officer to gather soft information is through face-to-face inter-

action with a potential borrower’ (Berger, Molyneux and Wil-

son, 2005, p. 244). 
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Table A.4b. Descriptions of soft information in finance. 

Author/s Soft information 

(Berger and 

Udell, 2006) 

Here, they refer to qualitative information, and it is stated that 

‘the lending decisions are primarily based on soft information 

gathered over the course of a relationship’ (Berger and Udell, 

2006:2948). They also state that ‘the financial institution relies 

primarily on soft information gathered through contact over 

time with the SME, its owner and the local community to ad-

dress the opacity problem […] soft information may also in-

clude an assessment of the future prospects of the SME gar-

nered from past communications with SME’s suppliers, cus-

tomers, or neighboring businesses (Petersen and Rajan, 1994; 

Berger and Udell, 1995; Degryse and Cayseele, 2000). […] it 

is difficult to quantify and transmit through the communication 

channels of large organizations’ (Berger and Udell, 

2006:2951). Berger and Udell (2006, p. 2952) also state that 

‘the loan officer that has direct contact over time with the SME 

is the repository of soft information that cannot be easily com-

municated within the financial institution’.  Further, they also 

state that there are ‘difficulties in processing and transmitting 

soft information over greater distances’ (Berger and Udell, 

2006, p. 2954). 

(Udell, 2008) The author refer to “soft (non-quantifiable) information” 

(Udell, 2008, p. 93). ‘Soft information is qualitative infor-

mation acquired by the bank over time […] through multiple 

interactions with the borrower […] [i]t cannot be easily trans-

mitted, either within the banking organization or across organ-

izations (Stein, 2002). Soft information includes assessments of 

an SME's future prospects, compiled from past interactions 

with its suppliers, customers, competitors, and other businesses 

and business associations in the local market’ (Udell, 2008, p. 

94). It is also emphasised that soft information is gathered 

through the provision of multiple services (Boot, 2000; Udell, 

2008). Further, he also refers to Berger and Udell (2002) who 

argue that it is not perfectly possible for senior management to 

observe soft information. Soft information is more difficult to 

observe and therefore also more difficult to monitor. 
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Table A.4c. Descriptions of soft information in finance. 

Author/s Soft information 

(Liberti and 

Mian, 2009) 

In the paper, the authors use subjective information, rather than 

soft information to denote the nuances. The authors say that sub-

jective information is softer in nature. They also say that subjec-

tive non-verifiable information is harder to use and rely on over 

distance for a third party. It is stated that ‘[s]ubjective infor-

mation is harder to communicate between people who do not 

work together since they are not fully aware of each other's trust, 

competence, and judgment’ (Liberti and Mian, 2009, p. 4082). 

(Agarwal and 

Hauswald, 

2010) 

The authors say that it is difficult to verify soft information and 

that soft information is subjective private information that can 

be hardened. Their ‘main contribution consists of providing di-

rect evidence on the location-specific nature of soft infor-

mation’ (Agarwal and Hauswald, 2010, p. 2759) i.e. that in 

credit markets, soft information is primarily local. 

(Berger and 

Black, 2011) 

 

 

 

‘The information is primarily soft because such information 

cannot be easily reduced to hard numbers that can be easily 

communicated by the loan officer’ (Berger and Black, 2011, p. 

729). They refer to Diamond (1984), saying that soft infor-

mation is costly to collect.  

(Uchida, Udell 

and Yamori, 

2012) 

 

 

The authors proclaim the importance of soft information and 

the difficulty in documenting and transferring. Further, ‘[l]oan 

officer activities are associated with bank production of soft in-

formation […] soft information is not easily quantified and con-

sists of information gathered over time through contact with the 

firm, the firm’s management/entrepreneur, the firm’s suppliers 

and customers, and other local sources […] the production of 

soft information can improve contracting efficiency and in-

crease borrower access to credit (e.g., Diamond, 1991, Boot and 

Thakor, 1994, Petersen and Rajan, 1994, Berger and Udell, 

1995, Boot, 2000)’ (Uchida, Udell and Yamori, 2012, p. 97-

98). They also say that it is difficult for loan officers to com-

municate soft information within banking organisations due to 

institutional tensions, and small banks are better at collecting 

soft information. Proxies for soft information can be bank/bor-

rower relationship length, the existence of a checking and sav-

ings account with the lending bank and whether the lending 

bank is the primary provider of financial services to the bor-

rower. Finally, Uchida, Udell and Yamori (2012) refer to their 

most important finding and say that more soft information tends 

to be accumulated when loan officer contact is frequent and 

when loan officer turnover is less. 
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Table A.4d. Descriptions of soft information in finance. 

Author/s Soft information 

(Berger, 

Molyneux and 

Wilson, 2017) 

Berger, Molyneux and Wilson (2017) refer soft information to 

qualitative information. 

 

(Chen et al., 

2015) 

It is stated that ‘this paper empirically investigates the value of 

soft information, information that requires the subjective inter-

pretation by the loan officers who collect it and cannot be credi-

bly transmitted to others, for making small business loans’ (Chen 

et al., 2015, p. 115). ‘A bank can acquire soft information by 

sending an officer to visit the borrowing firm, interview key per-

sonnel, and summarize his or her opinion of the firm’s creditwor-

thiness with a numerical grade’ (Chen et al., 2015, p. 116). 

(Yao and  

Li, 2018) 

The authors refer to soft environmental information. 

(Bozanic, 

Cheng and 

Zach, 2018) 

It is stated by Bozanic, Cheng and Zach (2018, p. 6) ‘[a]s our 

proxy for soft information, we measure the extent of uncertain 

language reflected in loan contracts using the number of uncer-

tain words (Uncertainty) based on the list of terms developed 

by Loughran and McDonald (2011)’. 

(Porzio,  

Sampagnaro 

and Verdoliva, 

2018) 

It is stated that ‘soft information is more qualitative than quan-

titative and relies on the proximity of the loan officer to the 

firm’ (Porzio, Sampagnaro and Verdoliva, 2018, p. 1). ‘“Soft” 

information describes information that cannot be objectively 

verified by a third party and information that is difficult to 

quantify (Petersen, 2004). Examples of soft information include 

economic projections, statements of management's future 

plans, assessments of a firm's management quality, product po-

sitioning, and entrepreneurial honesty’ (Porzio, Sampagnaro 

and Verdoliva, 2018, p. 3). 

Note: Parts of the information in these tables can be found in Study III. Liter-

ature from banking and finance has been added. 
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