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a b s t r a c t

Professionals are challenged daily with difficult decisions. Capital budgeting decisions are one type of difficult
decision, especially in firms that embrace a Balanced Scorecard management philosophy. In these firms, the
decision maker frequently must choose among multiple options on the basis of multiple criteria with no one
option dominating across all criteria. Not onlymust the decisionmaker evaluate each option on each criteria, the
decision maker also must weigh the relative importance of each criteria when making a final judgment. When
facedwith difficult decisions, decisionmakerswill resort to various coping behaviors, such as decision avoidance
or delay, status quo bias, deferral to others' preferences, or reliance on decision aids. In a Balanced Scorecard
environment, one important type of decision aid is the strategy map. The ambiguity introduced by multiple
options and multiple criteria also creates a condition in which the subjective biases of the decision-maker can
easily manifest in the absence or despite decision aids. Among those potential biases are self-interests and
national culture. In this study we examine the effects on capital budgeting decisions of two common types of
strategy maps as well as incentive effects and national culture. An objective of Balanced Scorecard management
practices is to overcome a common North American fixation on short-term financial outcomes. Recent research
submits that an appropriate strategy map will facilitate that end by overcoming certain other cognitive
limitations (such as fixation on common metrics). Our inquiry will examine whether biases related to self-
interests andnational culturepersist in thepresenceof two common strategymaps. A behavioral experimentwas
conducted in which 140 MBA students from Spain and the U.S. with average work experience of 10 years
participated. Findings were that significant fixation on short-term financial outcomes persists in the presence of
one common strategymap, but not in the presence of an alternate common strategymap, and that incentive and
national culture biases persist in the presence of both. In addition, all three experimental variables exhibited
significance and equivalent influence, although prior research has only addressed the influence of incentives.

© 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The past two decades have witnessed the emergence of several
innovative practices in management accounting (e.g., activity-based
costing/management, the Economic Value Added ™ model and the
balanced scorecard (Selto & Widener, 2004)). These innovations

arguably have been built around fundamental “commodified”
managerial knowledge (Scarbrough, 1995: 1006) and as such,
proponents have promoted their universal application by global
enterprises (Abrahamson, 1996). Still, while these decision-making
models hold out the promise of improved business decisions, the
decision tasks themselves often remain difficult. For example, when
applying a balanced scorecard (BSC) approach to the capital budget-
ing decision, a balance scorecard strategy mandates decision
disaggregation into independent elements, assessment of each
disaggregated element and then reaggregation of element assess-
ments to yield a final decision. Thus, the decision-maker must
evaluate each investment option on multiple criteria and then apply
importance weights to each criterion (Anderson, 2003; Kida, Moreno,
& Smith, 2001). Having to choose between alternatives with different
features requires value trade-offs and is a definition of a difficult
decision task (Beattie & Barlas, 2001; Kaplan, Petersen, & Samuels,
2007; Lazarus, 1991; Luce, 1998; Sawers, 2005). In the face of complex
capital budgeting decisions, Sawers states (and demonstrates) that
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managers can be expected to adopt selective coping strategies, such as
choice avoidance, decision delay, status quo bias, deferral to others'
preferences, and/or adoption of decision aids.

A nearly universal decision aid found in applications of a balance
scorecard management strategy is the strategy-map. However, this is
an area in which there has been a dearth of research. There is not one
universal strategy map, but rather a family of strategy maps exists
(Peterson & Samuels, 2007). Thus, while Banker, Chang, and Pizzini
(2004) suggest that strategy maps hold the potential to mitigate
selected common biases or cognitive limitations, it is not self-evident
that all common strategy maps universally do so. Different strategy
maps do not necessarily communicate the same message and goal
priorities or exert the same influence. In this study we examine the
influence of two widely-accepted strategy map variations.

Recent BSC research (e.g., Libby, Salterio, & Webb, 2004; Roberts,
Albright, & Hibbets, 2004) also has addressed the importance of
choosing the “right” performance measures and the need for
congruence between organizational goals and organizational reward
structures. Wewill extend this research by examining the influence of
congruence (or lack thereof) of organizational reward structures and
organizational goals variously represented by two common strategy
maps (i.e., their interactions). Our research is consistent with that of
Ittner, Larcker, and Randall (2003) and HassabElnaby, Said, and Wier
(2005) who have previously examined the performance conse-
quences of using innovative management techniques, and the
conditions leading to abandonment of such techniques. “Many
uncertainties remain about why innovations similar to the BSC are
successfully implemented; and why such innovations do not ‘work’
for particular organizations Luft (2005: 2).” Specifically, we still have
much to learn about the extent to which the implementation success
rates of these techniques may be affected by micro-level factors such
as how innovative strategies are communicated to employees (e.g.,
via various strategy maps; Vera-Munoz, Shackell, & Buehner, 2007)
and macro-level factors such as national culture (Hanniffa & Cooke,
2005; Williams & Seaman, 2001).

Our interest in national culture is driven by our awareness that the
BSC was initially conceived as a remedy for a North American
“culture” problem: a fixation on short-term financial outcomes
(Kaplan & Norton, 1992, 1996a,b). Nowhere in the world is the
owner/manager “agency” challenge as great as in the U.S. because
nowhere in the world do capital markets rely so heavily on stock-
ownership by everyday members of society as in the U. S. And,
nowhere in the world have corporate managers been so highly
motivated to achieve short-term stock appreciation. If “culture” was
the perceived problem, it is surprising that so little research to date
has been done with respect to the effect of national culture on the
implementation success (i.e., organizational acceptance) of the BSC. In
this manner, we aim to contribute to prior research examining the
underpinnings of national culture in management accounting and
control systems (see Harrison &McKinnon, 1999). Our examination of
individuals belonging to different national cultures focuses on North-
America and Spain. Specifically, the US is a highly individualistic
culture with emphasis on immediacy whereas Spain is a highly
“collectivist” society exhibit a more long-run focus (Hofstede, 1980,
1997). As such, while the U.S. culture supports high individual
rewards, Spain does less so. While the US culture admires the
aggressive individual with a focus on his/her own near-term self-
interests, Spain more admires team players acting in the long term
interests of the company as a whole. Therefore, our US and Spanish
subjects culturally differ in their perceptions about the role of
individuals in groups as well as about their time perspective over
organizations. These cultural traits, we submit, may influence
individuals at the time of making complex organizational decisions
such as capital budgeting. By doing this, we also expect to add to prior
research on the relationship between national culture and manage-
ment control systems, which has overwhelmingly focused on North-

American and Asian countries. Although Hofstede's typology is not
free of criticisms (e.g., McSweeney, 2002), Harrison and McKinnon
(1999: 485) noted: “Hofstede's work … [his] typology, together with
the country's rankings contained in his work, has been extensively,
almost exclusively, adopted by cross-cultural researchers in manage-
ment control systems in recent years.”

2. Background

2.1. The balanced score card

The BSC was introduced by Kaplan and Norton (1992, 1996). It is a
management approach that enables an organization to clarify its
vision, develop and communicate a strategy to achieve that vision and
translate that strategy into action. The BSC typically identifies four
critical business functions and advances both financial and non-
financial measures to guide implementation and evaluation. A
primary objective of the BSC approach is to thwart dysfunctional
management behavior and decision making fixated primarily or
exclusively on short-term financial performance, arguably a common
North American trait. The BSC was developed in North American to
address a problem found in North America. A primary impediment to
successful implementation of the BSC approach is the potential
confusion and ambiguity caused by multiple performance measures
(financial and non-financial). Multiple performance goals can lead to
goal ambiguity that in turn can undermine a primary objective of a
BSC (i.e., a clarified and embraced vision and implementation
strategy; Kaplan & Norton, 1996a,b: 53). Thus, effective communica-
tion of corporate strategy throughout the organization via suchmeans
as a pictorial strategy map is crucial to the success of a BSC
implementation (Tucker, Meyer, & Westerman, 1996; West &
Meyer, 1997). However, it is imperative that the strategy map
communicate the intended prioritization or relative equality of goals.

Although there are proposals for alternative frameworks for the BSC
(e.g., the stakeholder approach: Atkinson, Waterhouse and Wells,
1997), the typical BSC consists of four perspectives: financial, customer,
internal/process, and learning and innovation. Each perspective
provides a different view of the organization, the related business
processes andhow thesebusiness processes contribute to the successful
implementation of the corporate strategy. The financial perspective
emphasizes financial objectives; and financial perspective metrics
measure economic performance in terms of financial outcomes. Typical
financial goals dealwithprofitability, return on investment, and growth.
A second perspective is a customer perspective. The customer
perspective translates an organization's customer service mission into
specific objectives and consists of metrics that are customer focused.
Examples are consumer satisfaction indices and market share. A third,
internal perspective focuses on defining critical internal operations (and
objectives) that enable a company to increase shareholder value over
time. As in the customer perspective, the related metrics may be
quantitative, qualitative, financial or non-financial. Examples are
employee safety and satisfaction indices and measures of corporate
responsibility. A fourth and final perspective deals with the infrastruc-
ture that supports the strategic goals in each of the other perspectives.
The fourth perspective, therefore, deals with learning and innovation.
That is, it deals with the development of a set of organizational
capabilities that ensure continuous improvement of human resource
capabilities, knowledge management and sharing of information. The
metrics for this perspective may also be quantitative or qualitative, and
financial or most often, non-financial. Examples are technology
adoption indices and employee development indices.

2.2. Communicating BSC strategy

Kaplan and Norton (1996a,b) provide several anecdotal examples
where the BSC was successfully implemented. One of the reasons for
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