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ABSTRACT

There is little research that study the relationship 
between management control practices and their 
environment as a package perspective. This arti-
cle examines the effects of the control environment 
on management control practices at the universi-
ty. Using the theoretical framework of the “École 
de la Proximité”, we show the relevance of reading 
the control environment through the various forms 
that proximity between control actors can take. This 
reading is illustrated by a case study carried out in a 

French university. The analysis of interview content 
shows the omnipresent relationship between control 
and its environment. It allows us to identify, within 
a control package, the effects of the control environ-
ment on practices, resulting from the five dimensions 
(geographic, organizational, institutional, cognitive 
and social) of proximity.
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RÉSUMÉ

Peu de travaux de recherche étudient les relations 
entre les pratiques de contrôle de gestion et leur 
environnement sous l’angle d’un package. Cet article 
examine les effets de l’environnement de contrôle 
sur les pratiques de contrôle de gestion à l’université. 
En mobilisant le cadre théorique de l'École de la 
Proximité, nous montrons la pertinence de lire 
l’environnement de contrôle à travers les diverses 
dimensions (géographique, organisationnelle, 
institutionnelle, cognitive et sociale) que peut prendre 
la proximité entre les acteurs du contrôle. Cette 

lecture est illustrée par une étude de cas réalisée 
dans une université française. L’analyse de contenu 
d’interviews montre la relation omniprésente entre 
le contrôle et son environnement. Il nous permet de 
recenser, au sein d’un package de contrôle, des effets 
de l’environnement de contrôle sur les pratiques, issus 
des cinq dimensions (géographique, organisationnelle, 
institutionnelle, cognitive et sociale) de la proximité.
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Packages ; Proximités ; Universités 



Proximities, a framework for analyzing the control environment at the University

74 

INTRODUCTION

For the past 20 years, management control systems 
and package have been at the heart of a lively scien-
tific debate on the scope of analysis of management 
control practices in organizations. For some authors 
(Simons, 1994; Ferreira and Otley, 2009; Friis et al., 
2015), management control practices are above all 
arranged in a system of tools and practices in which 
multiple interrelationships, essentially instrumental, 
take place and which must be analyzed scientifical-
ly. For other authors (Chenhall, 2003; Malmi and 
Brown, 2008; Grabner and Moers, 2013), control 
practices are observable in a much larger socio-in-
strumental set (called a package) where the relation-
ships that need to be analyzed do not only concern in-
strumental control practices but also integrate social, 
organizational or cultural practices. In this work, we 
are interested in the relationships, within a package, 
between instrumented and non-instrumented con-
trol practices.

The notion of a control package offers an expanded 
definition of control practices: a package is a set or se-
ries of controls and control systems (accounting con-
trols, administrative controls, social controls) (Otley, 
1980; Malmi and Brown, 2008). The package broad-
ens the spectrum of management control to include 
other types of control (social, face-to-face, cultural, 
normative, etc.) from the control environment. It al-
lows us to analyze the impact of other types of con-
trol - on management control - and how all these con-
trols, included in package, can combine in different 
contexts (Malmi and Brown, 2008). Important work 
(O'Grady and Akroyd, 2016; Bedford et al., 2016; 
Friis et al., 2015) has analyzed, within a package, the 
relationships between these different control practic-
es. However, little work studies the relationships be-
tween control practices and their environment. The 
research question of this article is therefore to deter-
mine how, within a package, control practices relate 
to their control environment. 

This questioning finds a particular echo in the field 
of public management, and more particularly in that 
of university management, in which the control envi-
ronment brings into play a large number of interac-
tions between control practices and personnel from 

1 The term “actors” is used in the rest of this article to refer to both individuals and organizations.

highly differentiated socio-professional backgrounds 
(Dreveton et al., 2012). Indeed, university manage-
ment control, like that of many public organizations, 
is subject to the dual constraint of the environment 
and central power, while at the same time seeking its 
own legitimacy (Guilhot, 2000).

To approach this problem, in an original way, we 
mobilize the School of Proximity (Bellet et al., 1993; 
Bouba-Olga et al., 2008; Torre and Talbot, 2018). 
This School draws a holistic and dynamic analytical 
framework of the environment in which individuals 
and organizations interact1. Specifically, this con-
ceptual framework splits the environment into geo-
graphic, organizational, institutional, cognitive, and 
social dimensions (Boschma, 2005) in order to de-
scribe and analyze the effects of proximity on actors' 
interactions. It thus constitutes a potentially very 
useful heuristic for filling the theoretical gap we have 
identified, namely the scarcity of studies concerning 
the relationship between control practices and their 
environment. The framework of proximities allows 
for an extended and dynamic reading of the control 
environment that a package represents. The exist-
ence of proximities is understood as a necessary con-
dition for the establishment of relationships between 
actors in general, and control in particular. 

The objective of this research is therefore to deter-
mine in what way the application of the analytical 
framework of the School of Proximity can allow us, 
within a control package, to analyze the relationships 
between control practices and their environment. In 
other words, the objective is to describe the ways in 
which these proximities are linked to control prac-
tices, and thus to reveal, through their effects, other 
types of control practices than those of strict man-
agement control.

To achieve this objective, our work is structured as 
follows. First, we review the issues at stake in the 
study of the control environment using the package 
approach. Then, after a presentation of the frame-
work of the School of Proximity, we show, guided by 
the package approach, how it can participate in the 
reading of the relations between the control practic-
es and the control environment. To do so, we base 
our demonstration on a qualitative study, conducted 
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within a French university, on the relations between 
the central administration and the component of the 
university or research centres. Our results, presented 
and discussed, show the existence of five dimensions 
of proximity (geographical, organizational, institu-
tional, cognitive and social) that allow us to charac-
terize the control environment and the ways in which 
it connects to the control practices of the university 
studied. From a managerial point of view, we show 
that the description of the control environment with-
in a package can be greatly enriched by the analysis 
of these dimensions of proximity.

1. CONTROL PACKAGE,
an extended model  
for analyzing control practices

Malmi and Brown (2008) suggest studying control 
practices, in the manner of Otley (1999, 2016) as a 
control package, i.e., as a non-passive whole (Otley, 
2016) on which the environment plays. This is be-
cause, first, control practices do not operate in isola-
tion, the context and its components are used togeth-
er (ibid.). Second, how these components apply and 
relate to broader controls - such as administrative or 
cultural controls - or complement or even substitute 
for each other in different contexts, must be exam-
ined (ibid.). 

Malmi and Brown (2008) therefore call for research-
ers to develop a theory of control package design that 
allows for the analysis of a set of control practices 
within a single control environment. To address these 
expectations, O'Grady and Akroyd (2016), in ana-
lyzing the configuration of an organizational control 
package, found that an organization that did not use 
a budget (often central to a control package) relied 
heavily on cultural and action controls to maintain a 
high level of control. Bedford et al. (2016) identified 
how a set of management control practices combines, 
within a package, to achieve effective control out-
comes for firms operating in different strategic con-
texts. Friis et al. (2015) analyzed the ways in which 
the different elements of a management control 
package can interact with each other, either through 

2 LOLF (2001), LRU (2007), LERS (2013).

substitution or complementarity. In particular, they 
highlight substitutions and complementarities be-
tween performance measurement tools and the val-
ues of an organization or its members. 

For his part, Chenhall (2003) detailed the key con-
textual variables that influence control practices: 
technology, external environment, structure, strate-
gy, size, and national culture. Building on these var-
iables, Bedford et al. (2016) describe five clusters or 
configurations of control (simple, outcome-oriented, 
action-oriented, decentralized, and hybrid control) 
and begin to answer the question of which contextu-
al factors most commonly combine with control sys-
tems. This work has important practical implications, 
particularly as control systems and practices are 
deployed in an environment of high uncertainty in 
which managers need a comprehensive understand-
ing of the multiple ways in which control systems and 
contextual factors can combine. These combinations 
can take place in at least two ways: on the one hand, 
as contingency theory has revealed, through the rela-
tionships that interdependent control practices of a 
control system have with the contextual variables of 
that system; and on the other hand, through a broad-
er set of control practices and contextual variables. 
While much work has highlighted the first form of 
these relationships, the second form remains little 
studied (Grabner and Moers, 2013). 

In the field of university public management, the 
specificity of the control environment implies an in-
tegration of economic and political rationality that is 
difficult to describe with precision (Chatelain-Ponroy 
et al., 2006). Therefore, more specifically, in this field, 
the relationships between practices and the control 
environment are complex but also rich in lessons to 
broaden our knowledge of these relationships.

Guided by recent laws on the modernization of public 
management2, the governance of French universities 
is professionalizing the management of its organiza-
tion with the appearance and development of man-
agement control practices. The shift from a logic of 
means to a logic of results implies new processes in 
which managers must now ensure that resources are 
obtained and used efficiently to achieve the objec-
tives of organization (Anthony, 1965). This paradigm 
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shift is attracting the attention of many researchers 
in management and public management (Benoît and 
Châtelain-Ponroy, 2019) and in particular in the field 
of universities (Ory, 2019; Bollecker, 2016; Boitier 
and Rivière, 2016). Our paper is part of this scientific 
space by proposing a reading of the environment of 
control practices in a university and of the relation-
ships that are established there. The establishment 
of a steering culture at the heart of public organi-
zations lies in the understanding and adherence to 
management control practices by both the manager 
and one’s subordinates. Mériade and Mainetti (2013) 
note the tensions between this appropriation of con-
trol practices by public actors and the complexity of 
their organization. Bollecker (2016) shows the place 
of actors' strategies in the construction of control 
practices at the university. Boitier and Rivière (2016) 
highlight the progressive shift in management log-
ics in French universities under the influence of new 
control tools. In light of this work, it appears that the 
university constitutes a rich field of investigation of 
interactions but also of contradictions between man-
agement control practices and their environment.

We propose to approach these relationships between 
control practices and their environment within a 
package with the geographical and non-geographical 
dimensions – organizational, institutional, cognitive 
and social – of the School of Proximity (Boschma, 
2005). For 25 years, this School has been developing 
a heuristic that is potentially very useful for studying 
the control environment that constitutes a package. 
By distinguishing several dimensions of proximity, 
this approach can allow for a more accurate reading 
of these relationships via both an instrumental and 
social perspective of control practices as suggested 
by many recent works (Malmi and Brown, 2008; 
Ferreira and Otley, 2009; Otley, 2016). Moreover, 
an originality of this proposal is to interrogate the 
geographical dimension of control practices. Our 
ambition is to advance the analysis of control pack-
age by integrating different theoretical perspectives 
(Chenhall, 2006; Otley, 2016). Concretely, we pro-
pose to read the control environment within a pack-
age by bringing together the concept of contextual 
variables (Chenhall, 2003) and Boschma's (2005) 
proximities heuristic. This rapprochement would 
allow a description of control practices informed by 
the instrumental and social approaches of package 
and the coordinating scope of proximities.

2. THE SCHOOL  
OF PROXIMITY

The School of Proximity (Bellet et al., 1993; Bouba-
Olga et al., 2008; Torre and Talbot, 2018) was born 
in the early 1990s from the union of researchers from 
regional and industrial economics. Their common 
motivation, now enshrined in the DNA of the School 
of Proximity, is twofold. The first is to integrate the 
role of space into the analysis at a very early stage, 
starting from the premise that the location of actors 
has an impact on their interactions. The second is 
to conceive of space not simply as a constraint or an 
obstacle, but also as an available resource to which 
proximity gives access. Rapidly, this current positions 
itself in an assumed heterodoxy of the social scienc-
es by appealing to different interdisciplinarities such 
as innovation (Boschma, 2005), trust (Dupuy and 
Torre, 2004; Mériade et al., 2018) or control (Talbot, 
2018). Simultaneously, so that the geographic di-
mension does not remain “an unthought of mana-
gement” (Lauriol et al., 2008, p.92), the School of 
Proximity has undergone various developments in 
management sciences (Loilier, 2010; Gomez et al., 
2011; Talbot, 2013).

Actors, whether individuals or organizations, appear 
to be close without being close: this is the paradox that 
the School of Proximity has been addressing since its 
inception. While some actors who are geographically 
close do not interact at all, others form more or less 
intense ties of various kinds while being geograph-
ically distant. This means that a non-geographical 
proximity can “compensate” for a geographical dis-
tance. This is the “Far-But-Close” paradox (Wilson et 
al., 2008): agents who are physically distant can feel 
close all the same. Conversely, two co-located actors 
who do not know each other feel distant (“Close-but-
Far”). The School of Proximity therefore analyzes 
both geographical and social space.

The whole community therefore agrees on an analy-
sis grid based on a distinction between geographical 
and non-geographical proximity. However, the ty-
pology of the dimensions of non-geographical prox-
imity (Carrincazeaux et al., 2008) is not consensual. 
The French current led by Torre and Rallet (2005) 
defines organized proximity as the actors' capacity 
to interact (ibid.). This capacity results cumulatively 
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from a logic of belonging to an organization and a 
logic of similarity to representations. The logic of be-
longing facilitates the interaction of actors through 
the sharing of rules and routines of behavior (ibid.). 
The logic of similarity facilitates the interaction of 
actors through the sharing of representations such 
as beliefs and knowledge (ibid.). The Dutch current, 
guided by Boschma (2005), divides non-geographi-
cal proximity into four dimensions - organizational, 
institutional, cognitive and social - described in the 
following sections. Our paper retains this evolution-
ary taxonomy for two reasons. First, its heuristic ca-
pacity due to the clarity of the proposed definitions 
inducing recent advances in its measurement scales 
(Geldes et al., 2015) is important. Second, it is now 
widely used by the international community be-
cause of the robustness of its theoretical framework 
(Talbot, 2018).

For each dimension of proximity, we propose a defi-
nition, criteria for its measurement, and the effects 
each dimension may have on control relationships.

2.1. Geographical proximity

Geographical proximity deals with the possibilities of 
locating actors as individuals or organizations in geo-
graphical space (Torre and Gilly, 2000; Cooke, 2001; 
Pecqueur and Zimmermann, 2004). It refers to the 
distance, metric or kilometer that separates two or 
more actors. In addition to the objective evaluation 
of a geographical distance, its appreciation depends 
on the subjectivity of each actor as to what is a short 
or long distance. “Being far from” and “being near” 
are statements derived from a judgment made by ac-
tors on the nature of their geographic distance (Rallet 
and Torre, 2004; Aguilera et al., 2015; Cariou et al., 
2018; Talbot et al., 2020) and correspond to two val-
ues constituting the ends of a same continuum (Torre 
and Rallet, 2005). This judgment is a function of, 
among other things, one's material capacity to cross 
distances, the topography of places, and the resourc-
es carried by the geographic space.

These locations induce geographic coordinates 
whose spacing corresponds to a distance that can 
be calculated with a metric measuring instrument 
(Ponds et al., 2007). Thus, the objective evaluation 
of geographical proximity can be made on the basis 

of, for example, a postal address or GPS coordinates 
(Rychen and Zimmermann, 2008). Indirectly, the 
frequent use of face-to-face contact is an indicator 
of such proximity. In addition, evaluation, via ques-
tionnaires or the construction of cognitive maps are 
tools that can assess the distance perceived (Aguilera 
et al., 2015).

Given the externalities linked to co-location, ge-
ographical proximity can be either sought for its 
resources by certain actors, or suffered for its con-
straints by other actors. For example, in a control 
situation, face-to-face contact is a resource for the 
controlling actor in order to exercise informal con-
trol over the actions of the controlled actor, taking 
the form of social pressure from the group on the 
individual (Ouchi, 1979). As for geographical dis-
tance, the actors undergo it as soon as the financial 
or non-financial cost, such as time, is prohibitive 
or simply considered too important by the actors. 
Conversely, distance is sought after when it acts as a 
barrier to protect oneself from excessive geographical 
proximity or control. In the case of universities, the 
geographical distance observed between the central 
administration and delocalized sites can be judged in 
turn as an obstacle because of the monetary and tem-
poral difficulties linked to its crossing, but also as an 
opportunity to escape control.

2.2. Organizational proximity

In order to coordinate, actors interact with each 
other on the basis of more or less close organizational 
links. Organizational proximity refers to the sharing 
of devices, structures or processes. It “[...] links the 
agents participating in a finalised activity within a 
particular structure. [...] [It] unfolds within orga-
nizations - firms, establishments, etc. - and, where 
appropriate, between organizations linked by a re-
lationship of economic or financial dependence or 
interdependence - between companies belonging to 
an industrial or financial group, within a network, 
etc.” (Kirat and Lung, 1995, p.213). These organiza-
tional links are characterized by financial, legal, func-
tional or hierarchical relationships, some of which 
take the form of control relationships. The presence 
or absence of links between actors constitutes a con-
tinuum whose extremities are respectively organi-
zational proximity and distance (Boschma, 2005). 
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Consequently, the diversity and intensity of organi-
zational relationships create, strengthen, weaken or 
even destroy economic and non-economic interde-
pendencies between actors. 

Concretely, belonging to an organization or not is a 
first measure of this organizational proximity (Kirat 
and Lung, 1999). Beyond membership, a similarity 
between legal structures (university, research centre, 
SME, subsidiary of large groups, etc.) is also consti-
tutive of such proximity (Geldes et al., 2015). This 
belonging and similarity generates identical modes 
of operation, but also autonomy or organization-
al independence.

Thus, the greater the organizational distance, the 
more autonomous the actors are. This latter situation 
induces a risk of opportunism due to a lack of control 
(Boschma, 2005). On the other hand, the greater the 
organizational proximity, the more dependent the 
actors are on each other. 

Organizational distance strongly limits the interest 
of the actors, here autonomous, in setting up man-
agement control practices that aim to regulate the 
dependence between them. For example, a research 
center in medicine and a research center in volcan-
ology, not from the same university, share the same 
objective of scientific production, but observe an or-
ganizational distance by being two university actors 
independent of each other without any economic or 
non-economic relationship. On the other hand, in 
the image of a bureaucracy, organizational proximity 
is very marked in the central administration of a uni-
versity with dense and omnipresent functional and 
hierarchical relations between the actors. In these 
circumstances, organizational proximity seems to be 
both conducive to control and to make management 
control practice systems unavoidable.

2.3. Institutional proximity

Institutions are sets of habits, routines, norms, rules 
or laws that govern the relationships and interactions 
between actors, individuals or organizations (Edquist 
and Johnson, 1997). The adherence of actors to com-
mon institutions qualifies their institutional proxim-
ity, allowing coordination between individuals (Kirat 
and Lung, 1999). It is associated with the political 

and institutional framework that frames interactions. 
It covers both “rules of the game” (legal framework, 
rules) and the idea of a common culture (language, 
ways of seeing the world, shared representations, be-
lief systems, mental maps, categorizations and clas-
sifications) (Hamouda and Talbot, 2018).

Institutional proximity can be assessed through 
shared cognitive maps (Torre, 2014), through the 
uncovering of shared representations (Bouba-Olga 
and Grossetti, 2008; Balland, 2012). For example, 
Hamouda and Talbot (2018) used discourse, via in-
terviews as an entry key, to the content of shared 
representations. 

Given the diversity of institutions and their influ-
ence on the way actors coordinate their actions, they 
appear as enabling and constraining mechanisms. 
Institutional proximity brings stability to the coordi-
nation of actors by acting as an enabling mechanism 
for their individual or collective actions. For exam-
ple, in a university, the sharing of public service val-
ues by its actors facilitates a collective organization 
that integrates management control systems around 
the quality of service provided to student users. This 
sharing of values contributes to the creation of an 
identity specific to the organization, facilitating the 
regulation of conflicts. Indeed, these values function 
as filters that only allow the processing of information 
considered acceptable by the actors, i.e. that does not 
contradict them or contradicts them only slightly. 
This facilitates the passage of various compromis-
es between the members of the organization. These 
compromises concern, for example, the reading of 
existing problems and the way to solve them in order 
to reach a common goal. Common interests and goals 
then develop within the organization (Kirsch, 2004). 
Ultimately, each member orients his or her behavior 
in favor of the interests of group and in accordance 
with shared values and rules (Talbot, 2018).

However, too much institutional proximity can cre-
ate a situation of confinement unfavorable to the 
coordination of actors due to institutional blockage 
hindering the awareness of new possibilities or in-
ertia hindering the required institutional readjust-
ments (Boschma, 2005). For example, Hamouda and 
Talbot (2018) reveal that in the aeronautics field, 
subcontractors are highly constrained by compliance 
with standards imposed by the principals, which 
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creates inertia by significantly reducing the scope of 
action of subcontractors.

2.4. Cognitive proximity

Cognitive proximity refers to actors sharing similar 
and/or complementary knowledge bases (Boschma, 
2005). This cognitive proximity allows actors to un-
derstand each other, learn from each other, and thus 
pave the way for knowledge exchange (Cassi and 
Plunket, 2014; Balland et al., 2015). 

Cognitive proximity implies similarity in technical 
knowledge (Nooteboom et al., 2007; Hautala, 2011). 
Thus, comparing in terms of similarity the classes 
of patents held by various organizations can uncov-
er similarities in knowledge bases. Organizational 
knowledge is also concerned, for example by mobi-
lizing job descriptions and annual professional inter-
views. In a more indirect way, frequent work meet-
ings can also contribute to evaluate the cognitive 
proximity because they are the occasion of knowledge 
exchanges. 

Any coordination requires a mutual understand-
ing between actors, forcing them to share common 
knowledge and to seek new knowledge. This mutual 
understanding offered by cognitive proximity is also 
an opportunity to control newly acquired knowledge, 
by establishing its usefulness in relation to that al-
ready possessed internally (Zahra and George, 2002). 

Conversely, cognitive distance can also hinder the un-
derstanding of stakeholders who are unable to absorb 
new knowledge from others. For example, a disparity 
in knowledge about management control on the part 
of its stakeholders constitutes a cognitive distance 
that can harm control practices. A management con-
trol practice is inoperative if a control tool, such as 
a balanced scorecard, implemented by management 
controllers is not understood by the actors using this 
tool. Finally, cognitive proximity can generate a sit-
uation of confinement that prevents actors from ac-
cessing new knowledge. For example, a university 
without a continuous training plan for its managers 
creates cognitive inertia by limiting the recycling of 
knowledge on management control as well as the re-
cycling of know-how that becomes less efficient or 
even obsolete with time.

2.5. Social proximity

The notion of social proximity comes from the 
literature on social embedding (Polanyi, 1944; 
Granovetter, 1985). Taking place at the individual 
level, social proximity measures the membership of 
individuals in the same social network in the sense 
of Granovetter (1985). The embedding of economic 
relations in a social network creates trust between 
individuals, based on friendship, kinship or past ex-
perience (Boschma, 2005). The presence of relation-
ships between individuals qualifies social proximity 
and constitutes the end of a continuum whose other 
end is the absence of relationships, synonymous with 
social distance. 

Network analysis proposes measures of an individ-
ual's position in a social network, in the form of in-
dividual centrality scores (Lazega, 1994). These dif-
ferent measures of the centrality of actors have been 
developed with the intention of measuring power 
relations within groups of individuals (Degenne and 
Forsé, 2004). Beyond that, the participation of indi-
viduals in common extra-professional activities, such 
as sports or cultural activities, is a good indicator of 
the existence of such proximity, as are the cross-ref-
erenced statements collected during interviews.

The social proximity that links two individuals (kin-
ship, friendship) favors the construction of trust 
(Dupuy and Torre, 2004), which constitutes a pow-
erful tool for informal control by calling upon self-re-
gulation (Ouchi, 1979). McAllister (1995) empha-
sizes the importance of the effects of interpersonal 
trust: once established, it generates a feeling of se-
curity with respect to the future behavior of an actor. 
The use of trust seems to be more justified in very 
uncertain situations where it is not possible to detail 
clear and measurable objectives: trust becomes an 
informal solution to ensure control (Ring and Van de 
Ven, 1992). 

Time is critical to building such a self-regulating con-
trol relationship: trust emerges through repeated 
and successful control interactions (goal attainment, 
observed loyal behaviors) (Langfield-Smith and 
Smith, 2003; Dekker, 2004). Each interaction is an 
opportunity to fulfill commitments to demonstrate to 
others that one is trustworthy. These commitments 
are implicit, without the need to specify the course 
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of the relationship and the modalities of evaluation, 
sanctions and rewards, since one is determined to re-
spect the constraints of the relationship. 

Conversely, social distance is detrimental to collec-
tive action because of the lack of trust between actors, 
weakening human relations. For example, a universi-
ty with a very high turnover of contract agents does 
not have the time to consolidate human relations 
that generate trust among its agents, who are more 
inclined to opportunistic behavior.

2.6. Articulated proximities

Proximities are dependent on each other (Boschma 
and Frenken, 2009). First, proximities can reinforce 
each other: geographical proximity amplifies social 
proximity, since friendships can be formed through 
face-to-face contact (Grossetti, 2008). Also, proxim-
ities can compensate each other: the tools of control 
that organizational proximity offers counterbalance 
geographic dispersion (Talbot, 2008). Finally, prox-
imities can weaken to the point of destruction: a con-
flict over the use of geographical space can put an end 
to organizational proximity (Kirat and Torre, 2008).

Among the effects on the interactions between actors 
highlighted by each of the dimensions of proximity, 
which ones can be assimilated to control practices? 
The answer to this pivotal question between prox-
imities and the control environment is fundamental 
to our research. In the end, this heuristic allows us 
to describe that proximities, through their effects on 
the interactions between actors, invest the control 
environment. It also allows us to question the articu-
lation of this control environment with the practices 
and systems of control practices.

3 Source: official report of January 15, 2018 to the Ministry of Higher Education, Research and Innovation, known as the “SISE report” 
(Système d'Information sur le Suivi de l'Etudiant) of the university studied, the scope of which is the total number of first-time administrative 
enrollments for the 2017-2018 academic year; headcount rounded to the nearest thousand.

3. METHODOLOGY

The objective of our paper is to mobilize the School 
of Proximity analytical framework in order to read 
the control environment. To this end, we conduct a 
qualitative study (Dumez, 2016) of an exploratory 
nature within a French multidisciplinary university 
comprising 34,000 students3. Specifically, this case 
study (Yin, 2017) is built on semi-structured inter-
views that investigate the control environment of 
university in depth from the perspective of proximity 
between actors. The following sections describe the 
sample selected, the interview guide, and the content 
analysis of the empirical material.

3.1. The sample

Our case study conducted at a French university is 
based on 18 semi-structured interviews (Table 1). All 
interviews were conducted between July 2018 and 
December 2018. They were face-to-face in a closed 
room, with a time frame of between 35 and 89 min-
utes. Each interview was recorded with the oral con-
sent of the respondent. No confidentiality agreement 
was signed between the researchers and the univer-
sity. However, we anonymized the identity of the re-
spondents with a numbering from I01 to I18 accord-
ing to the chronology of the interviews.

The respondents all have the status of civil servant or 
contractual private law employee and belong either to 
the population of research professors or administra-
tive staff. Each is assigned to a component of the uni-
versity, a research center or to the central administra-
tion. Some perform administrative functions (finance, 
student admissions and services, continuing educa-
tion administration, international relations) as man-
agers or as heads of department. Others have teaching 
and research functions with strategical responsibili-
ties in their own structure of assignment or within the 
governance of the university. Thus, this sample is both 
varied and very comprehensive in terms of the differ-
ent populations, assignments and functions that exist 
in a university, which allows us to study our results 
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from a very enlightening research material on the con-
trol environment of the university studied.

3.2. The interview guide

The overall strategy of these semi-structured inter-
views is to ask respondents about the interactions 
of their assignment structure with other structures 
in order to highlight the control environment of the 

university. Specifically, each respondent describes 
his or her missions and goals and potential ease or 
difficulty in achieving them. The relationship of the 
respondent (and their structure of assignment) to 
other types of structures is discussed to prompt the 
respondent to discuss the division of powers between 
the various structures of the university and the con-
trolling or controlled nature of these structures in 
relation to each other. Throughout the interviews, 
the dimensions of proximity are discussed primarily 

Interviewees Function Assignment Duration Date

I01 Administrative manager Component 55 : 22 04/07/2018

I02 Manager of the finance department Component 58 : 39 10/07/2018

I03 Executive assistant Component 38 : 19 11/07/2018

I04 Manager of the international relations department Component 86 : 34 16/07/2018

I05 Manager of the continuing education department Component 80 : 15 17/07/2018

I06 Manager of the student services department Component 56 : 17 17/07/2018

I07 Manager of the finance department Component 46 : 02 17/07/2018

I08 Director general of services
Central 

administration
35 : 42 19/10/2018

I09 President of the university Governance 40 : 22 22/10/2018

I10 Director Component 55 : 53 25/10/2018

I11 Vice president of the university Governance 43 : 01 26/10/2018

I12 Director Component 77 : 49 02/11/2018

I13 Director Component 68 : 23 02/11/2018

I14 Director Component 88 : 38 08/11/2018

I15 Director Component 66 : 57 16/11/2018

I16 Director Component 52 : 27 07/12/2018

I17 Director Research center 67 : 11 13/12/2018

I18 Director Research center 44 : 12 13/12/2018

Table 1 – Sample 
Source: authors
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based on the work of Geldes et al. (2015) who devel-
oped measurement items for each of the dimensions 
of proximity proposed by Boschma (2005). Each in-
terview followed this guide (see Appendix A) and the 
semi-structured questions were adjusted as the inter-
views unfolded based on the respondents' responses.

3.3. Content analysis

“Everything that is said or written is susceptible 
to content analysis” (Henry and Moscovici, 1968, 
p.36). The empirical material collected is exclusively 
imported from the respondents' discourse extracted 
from the 18 semi-structured interviews. Each inter-
view was transcribed in its entirety in the Nvivo 12 
Plus software, with which a thematic analysis of the 
data (Chaney, 2010) was carried out using codes, also 
called nodes. This coding is an interpretative work 
through which we give meaning to the data by iden-
tifying and organizing the selected verbatims into 
categories and sub-categories. Proximity and control 
represent the two main categories of our coding. The 
dimensions highlighted by Boschma (2005) sub-cat-
egorize proximity. Using an inductive approach 
applied to the 18 interviews, we code proximity ef-
fects under each dimension of proximity and control 
practices under the control category. Thus, the link 

between proximity and control is made when a ver-
batim is coded in both a proximity effect and a con-
trol practice.

4. RESULTS

The purpose of this article is not to exhaustively il-
lustrate the control practices at the university under 
study, which would require additional research ma-
terials. Rather, it lies in describing the ways in which 
certain control practices connect to their control 
environment through proximities and their effects 
(Figure 1).

First, we show that the geographical distance be-
tween actors significantly constrains certain control 
practices. Then, in a second step, we analyze how 
organizational, institutional, cognitive and social 
proximities, articulated or not, allow the connec-
tion of control practices and their environment. 
To do this, our research material highlights situa-
tions in which the geographical, organizational, in-
stitutional, cognitive and social proximities shared 
by the actors allow them to understand their con-
trol environment.

Figure 1 – The relationship between proximity and control practices
Source: authors

Central administration

Component of the university or Research center

Proximity effects
Proximity Control practices
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4.1. Geographical distance  
as a protection 

In the case studied, the respondents' assignment 
structures observe an average metric interval of 
2200 meters equivalent to an average transpor-
tation time of 6 minutes by car, 9 minutes by bi-
cycle and 25 minutes by foot4. Objectively, all the 
Components of the University (CU) or Research 
Centres (RC) are geographically close to the Central 
Administration (CA).

This geographical proximity observed between the 
CU-RC and the CA has the effect of encouraging the 
possibility of face-to-face meetings between actors 
without actually creating face-to-face situations be-
tween the actors. On the whole, the actors prefer re-
mote means of communication (e-mail, telephone, 
etc.). According to the respondents, this is because 
face-to-face communication can be assimilated to a 
practice of informal control from which some actors 
seek to escape. I01 confirms that he does not see any 
“real added value” in bringing his CU geographical-
ly closer to the CA. From his point of view, I03 fears 
“feeling much less comfortable” if his CU and the 
CA were brought together in the same place. Thus, 
I01 and I03's control of face-to-face opportunities is 
intended to protect them from informal control by 
CA actors. Too much geographical proximity could 
reduce the sense of organizational autonomy of the 
CU-RC through the informal control exercised by 
co-location and possibly modify their initiative-tak-
ing, which is conducive to adapting control systems 
to local contingencies.

Without organizational links, without adherence to 
institutions, without knowledge sharing and with-
out social relations, the actors cannot coordinate 
around common objectives, and even less so use 
control practices adapted to this coordination. This 
is why the following section analyzes how the di-
mensions of non-geographical proximity, through 
their effects, generate control practices that consti-
tute a package.

4 Source: metric spacing and travel time calculated on Google Maps from the selection of the fastest route between two building 
geolocations.

4.2. Non-geographical proximity, 
guaranteeing remote control

4.2.1. Intense organizational proximity 
due to strong functional links

Two types of links between academic actors, which 
characterize the degree of decentralization of compe-
tences and decisions carried by the CU-RC, coexist in 
our case study. The first is the hierarchical link un-
derlying the hierarchical authority that is held by an 
actor with the responsibility to appoint, evaluate or 
validate the taking of vacation time of another actor. 
The second is the functional link underlying the func-
tional authority, which is held by an actor who is re-
sponsible for coordinating the missions and tasks of 
another actor for the proper functioning of the or-
ganization. Moreover, the university is a multidisci-
plinary organization marked by a great differentia-
tion of its training and research activities (Medicine, 
Management, Arts, etc.). While each CU-RC is char-
acterized by a disciplinary differentiation, the CA 
support a standardized management of the CU-RC 
based on the standardization of administrative prac-
tices. The CU-RC and the CA, linked both by econom-
ic ties and by hierarchical and functional ties, thus 
share a strong organizational proximity. In our case 
study, the respondents all have a single line manager 
and sometimes several functional managers. The in-
terview guide focuses on the inter-organizational re-
lations between CU-RC and CA, and the interviewees 
mainly relate their functional links with other actors.

For example, I01 notes that, coming from the CA, 
“the procedure arrives ready-made and we have 
to contort ourselves to fit into the framework of the 
procedure because our particularities have not ne-
cessarily been taken into account”. This verbatim 
illustrates the functional dependence of I01's assign-
ment structure on CA. This functional dependence 
is an effect of strong organizational proximity that 
generates control practices on the part of I01. In a 
first step, I01 identifies the elements qualifying the 
functional dependence of his CU to the CA, then in 
a second step, I01 measures the impact, here nega-
tive, of this effect of organizational proximity on the 
daily functioning of his CU. With the same system of 
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control practices, I01, I02, I03, I05, I06, I07, I13 ob-
serve inefficiency in the actions carried out by the ac-
tors linked to organizational proximity; I10, I13, I14, 
I16 the administrative rigidity of the actors assigned 
to the CA; I04, I05, I06, I15, I16, I17 the dialogue be-
tween the actors.

I01 adds that “when the procedure no longer meets 
our operating needs, we take a side step to manage 
to operate anyway. When we don't have the answer 
through the official procedure, we still have to find 
an answer and so we create our own procedure in 
an autonomous way. [...] We try to be legitimistic. 
[...] When the framework does not work, we adapt 
and we create our own autonomous operating 
framework.” Generally speaking, respondents as-
signed to a CU (I01, I03, I05, I07, I10, I15, I16) or a 
RC (I17, I18) emphasize that their dependence on the 
CA is especially valid as long as the procedures are 
adapted. In the event of malfunctions or inaptitude, 
this organizational proximity fades in favor of organ-
izational autonomy. The latter is presented in a very 
abrupt way by interviewee I05, close to a lock-out sit-
uation in which he describes an inoperative central 
level that makes the local level autonomous “having 
no needs with regard to them”. Thus, the adminis-
tration of each CU-RC seeks to vary its organizational 
distance from the CA in order to optimize the level of 
local performance. 

In summary, organizational proximity leads to prox-
imity effects such as the functional interdependence 
of CU and RC with CA, which generate control prac-
tices within a control package. Among these, our case 
study describes actors from CU or RC who notice, 
evaluate or even correct the negative impacts of or-
ganizational proximity on the functioning of their 
CU-RC. We also note that, in turn, the control prac-
tice of correcting CU-RC dysfunctions can have the 
effect of varying the organizational distance with the 
CA through more functional autonomy of the CU-RC.

4.2.2. A weak institutional proximity 
marked by an identity  
under construction

The university is a Public Institution of a Scientific, 
Cultural and Professional nature with legal identi-
ty under the supervision of the Ministry of Higher 

Education, Research and Innovation, which defines 
the general policy. The legal framework of univer-
sity is based on the Education Code, which brings 
together the legislative and regulatory provisions 
adopted by the decree relating to education. All re-
spondents, as officers assigned to a CU-RC or to CA 
or as members of governance, share this same base of 
laws, rules and policy directives. On the other hand, 
not all respondents adhere to the same existing so-
cio-cultural values and norms, which may indicate 
an institutional distance. This is due in part to the 
fact that the current university being studied here is 
the result of the recent 2017 merger of two separate 
institutions. 

For example, directly linked to this merger process, 
a director of CU (I10) observes “a certain obsession 
with equality by making entities that did not have 
the same administrative cultures, by a long way, 
work together” To arrive at this observation, I10 
first compares two different administrative cultures 
resulting in instability in the coordination of actors, 
and then measures the negative effects of this insti-
tutional distance on the interactions of actors. Using 
similar control practices, a RC director (I17) nega-
tively evaluates the legitimacy of the CA actions by 
recalling the a priori normal meaning of their rela-
tionship with his RC: “It is not us who are at their 
service. It is they who are at our service. It's just a 
question of culture.” 

This package of control practices is enriched by I05 
whose verbatim tends to correct the negative effects 
of the significant gap observed between his CU and 
the CA regarding the values of public service and 
more precisely the adaptability of services rendered 
to users: “We have a daily connection with users, 
with students, with continuing education students 
that the central administration does not have. [...] 
this is all the more noticeable if the person has not 
been in the CU at all”. Some experience in CU-RC 
before taking up a position in CA seems to be a bene-
ficial corrective action for inter-organizational man-
agement efficiency in order to immerse oneself in the 
culture of CU-RC and thus reduce the institutional 
distance between one's CU-RC and the CA. 

A vice-president of the university (I11) advocates a 
“faculty culture” which, based on “clear objectives”, 
allows the “CUs to organize themselves and do as 
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they please because after all people are not whimsi-
cal, colleagues are responsible”. For his part, a direc-
tor of CU (I16) considers it “very important to keep 
the identity, and therefore the feeling of belonging 
to a structure” and describes the spirit of his CU as 
that of a “North American campus”. For these two 
respondents, a situation of institutional proximity 
makes it possible to stabilize the coordination of ac-
tors to the point of building a team or a clan over time.

In short, institutions are inscribed as implicit, ready 
to think and to do; institutions think for the actors 
(Talbot, 2018). Institutional proximity makes rela-
tionships between actors more fluid and reduces co-
ordination efforts.

4.2.3. A weak cognitive proximity as  
a source of misunderstandings

The university is an organization in which teach-
ers, researchers and administrative staff interact 
with common or unique competencies derived from 
knowledge, know-how and professional experience. 
Faced with the extent of the cognitive wealth of uni-
versity actors, most of their professional interac-
tions are organized into disciplinary fields or areas 
of activity governed by an institutional framework, 
which tends, a priori, towards a cognitive proximity 
of these actors.

In our study, 30 verbatims highlight the importance 
of cognitive proximity in the interactions between 
CA and CU-RC. The interviewed agents assigned to 
the CU-RC feel rather distant (I01, I02, I03, I05, I06, 
I07) from the CA. I02 mentions a high turnover of 
agents: “when new agents arrive, it is inevitably a 
little more difficult. [...] You need time for training, 
and so sometimes it's a little more complicated, it 
takes a little longer.” This lack of mutual understand-
ing between I02 and his new interlocutors assigned 
to the CA is an effect of distance (low proximity) that 
impels informal control practices on the part of I02. 
First, I02 evaluates the knowledge of the new actors 
assigned to the CA to note their cognitive distance, 
then, I02 measures the negative impacts of this cog-
nitive distance on their interactions. This turnover 
changes the reference points, and ultimately, delays 
the realization of the actions which translates into a 
lesser efficiency during the time that the newcomers 

take the full measure of their work assignment. With 
the same effect of cognitive distance that is the par-
tial or total incomprehension of the actors and the 
use of the same control practices, I01 observes “gaps 
in the job approach; why do we do this job? I per-
ceive a priori people who give the impression that 
they do not have the same approach to the job as 
I might have.” I07 mentions a lack of knowledge of 
the specificities of CU-RC activities on the part of CA 
actors, making it difficult to carry out joint work. 

Furthermore, our results highlight another effect of 
cognitive proximity, which is trust, which occurs and 
grows when actors measure cognitive proximity re-
currently over time. I01 discusses this mental state 
by indicating that “if I know that when she makes 
a decision, the person has made the right decision 
technically [...], legally it is beyond reproach, then 
yes I would trust. If she tells me that this is the way 
to do it, then yes, I would do what she says.” This 
situation of strong cognitive proximity facilitates re-
lations between the actors and therefore has positive 
effects on the interactions between the actors whose 
past common experiences have generated trust. The 
trust between actors built over time modifies the con-
trol environment by reducing the recurrence of con-
trol practices based on the evaluation of the knowl-
edge and know-how of others.

In summary, when the intensity of cognitive proxim-
ity is insufficient for the actors to understand each 
other, they are confronted with an obstacle to inter-
act and develop control practices based on the eval-
uation of the knowledge and know-how of others. 
Conversely, trust between actors, built up over time 
from cognitive proximity, modifies the control envi-
ronment by reducing the recurrence of these control 
practices based on the evaluation of others' knowl-
edge and know-how.

4.2.4. A sought-after social  
proximity 

Our research material allows us to observe how so-
cial proximity, through its effects on the coordina-
tion of actors, modifies the content of the package 
of control practices that the actors use. Overall, the 
respondents assigned to the CU-RC feel rather dis-
tant socially (I01, I02, I03, I04, I05) from the CA 
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officers. For example, I04 and I02 affirmed respec-
tively that they “have no particular affinity with the 
people at headquarters” and that their relations with 
them are “purely professional”. From the point of 
view of control, the social distance leads I05 to pro-
tect himself by using the e-mail when “potentially 
conflicting situations come from them”. I01 consid-
ers that “when there is a need to find a convergence 
on two contradictory approaches related to a pro-
blem, it is easier to discuss with someone we know 
well or whom we appreciate. You know that the 
common ground will be easier to find. Compromise 
is easier to accept when you negotiate with someone 
you like.” This verbatim describes the interactional 
choices made by I01 according to the impact of his 
social proximity with other actors on their coordina-
tion. In this sense, I01 adds that knowing people well 
“saves a little time, makes it possible to identify the 
right contact person to get an answer to a specific 
question”. Management efficiency seems to be im-
proved here by an environment where the actors are 
socially close. In other words, measuring the deter-
minants of social proximity would allow one to bet-
ter choose one's interlocutors in order to ultimately 
save time in achieving an objective. This hypothesis 
is supported by I12 who notes that social proximity 
involves more actors “ready to give a hand without 
counting half an hour more”. Also, social proximity 
calls into question the content of the package of con-
trol practices when I10 indicates that some “people 
do things they shouldn't do to do us a favor because 
they [...] like us”. 

In a permanent way, the social proximity creates a 
feeling of trust which I04 mentions, but he “does not 
really know the people at the central administra-
tion, so the trust is less complete than with collea-
gues who are geographically close”. 

In summary, previously described in our paper as an 
effect of cognitive proximity, trust is also an effect 
of social proximity marked by the nature of human 
relationships built over time. This mental state alle-
viates the control package by reducing the use of in-
formal control practices that consist, for example, in 
protecting actors in situations of low social proximi-
ty (use of e-mail by I05 to protect themselves from a 
possible conflict with other actors).

5. DISCUSSION:
the relationship between practices 
and the control environment 
through the prism of proximities

5.1. A definition of control package  
informed by the School  
of Proximity

At this stage of our research article, we propose to 
define control package at the university as a sum of 
control practices, interdependent or not, formal or 
informal, whose content changes according to the in-
tensity of the proximity (geographical, organization-
al, institutional, cognitive and social) between the 
actors. This definition “spatializes” the control envi-
ronment and “dynamizes” the relationship between 
practice(s) and control environment. The control 
package are thus studied as dynamic and spatialized 
control environments where control practices are 
constructed, depending on the case, in proximity or 
at a distance. The observation, through the results of 
our study, of the effects of the control environment, 
stemming from the five dimensions of proximity, 
on the control practices contributes to complete the 
definition of the control package, in particular by 
identifying their spatio-temporal dimensions.

Malmi and Brown (2008) define control package as 
the complete set of control practices in place in an 
organization that reflect the control environment. 
Our work enriches this definition by showing that 
proximity (between actors) and its effects make 
it possible to analyze and understand the ways in 
which control practices reflect their environment. 
Thus, in the university studied, our analyses of the 
control package show that geographical proximity, 
through the absence of face-to-face contact (point 
4.1), and social proximity, through the lack of social 
links between the CA and the CU-RC (point 4.2.4), 
have little influence on control practices. On the 
other hand, cognitive proximity, through the bond 
of trust it creates (4.2.3) and organizational prox-
imity, through the omnipresence of functional links 
(4.2.1), strongly condition these practices. Finally, 
institutional proximity, because it identifies both 
unavoidable legal rules and norms and values spe-
cific to each university structure or functional field, 
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produces ambivalent or even contradictory effects 
on control practices (4.2.2).

Thus, by understanding management control within 
a geographic and non-geographic space, the prox-
imities approach broadens our understanding of the 
relationships between control practices and their en-
vironment. It responds to the suggestions of many 
authors in control (Otley, 1980; Grabner and Moers, 
2013; Bedford and Malmi, 2015) who urge research-
ers to direct their work toward a more refined under-
standing of these relationships. It allows us to identi-
fy, within a control package, effects of the control en-
vironment on control practices related to geographic, 
organizational, institutional, cognitive, and social 
proximities. These effects are dynamic in the sense 
that they do not operate unilaterally but distinctly 
according to the low or high intensity of the proxim-
ities. It follows that proximities or distances make 
it possible to better contextualize control practices 
and to understand the control environment in per-
manent and dynamic interactions with them. Thus, 
for example, the effects of geographical proximity 
on control practices can be realized at a distance or 
face-to-face. Or again, the effects of the control en-
vironment linked to cognitive proximity will relate 
more to cultural elements, norms or laws that govern 
the organization. This result has a strong manageri-
al impact because it identifies the need to take into 
account the idiosyncrasy of the environment in the 
control of French public universities. Indeed, this 
control has been progressively built up from succes-
sive reforms (LOLF 2001, LRU 2007, LERS 2013) 
instituting control modalities, seemingly more flexi-
ble, but requiring compliance with international per-
formance standards even though the environment of 
each university is increasingly singular (Bollecker, 
2013; Meriade, 2019).

5.2. A dynamic reading  
of the control environment  
by the School of Proximity

Most research based on contingencies assumes a di-
rect relationship between context and management 
control practices (Dent, 1990) whilst ignoring the 
control actors (controllers and controlled) and the 
relationships they have with both these practices and 
the control environment. The proximity approach 

makes it possible to connect practices, actors and the 
control environment.

First, we show that the study of proximities makes it 
possible, through the intermediary of the actors, to 
define what effects the control environment can pro-
duce on control practices. Then, our study shows that 
these effects combine and that they allow us to pro-
vide a global answer to the analysis of the relations 
between contextual variables and control practices. 
Highlighting the role of proximities in the relation-
ships between control practices and the control envi-
ronment is a first step towards a broader representa-
tion of control practices in the context of a package. 
This result is particularly important in the case of 
university management, where management control 
practices are described as distorted (Bollecker, 2013) 
or highly simplified (Meriade, 2017) under the influ-
ence of the control context.

Little work to date has examined the combined ef-
fects of several of these variables on control prac-
tices (Helsen et al., 2017). Important work (Friis et 
al., 2015; O'Grady and Akroyd, 2016; Bedford et al., 
2016) has answered the question of which contextual 
factors most commonly combine with control prac-
tices. In this work, we show that the proximity ap-
proach complements this analysis by answering the 
question of how contextual factors relate to control 
practices. By describing the effects of the control en-
vironment, derived from the five dimensions of prox-
imity, on control practices, the School of Proximity 
allows an interactive and dynamic reading of these 
relationships. Indeed, beyond their interactions, the 
effects of the control environment, resulting from 
the five dimensions of proximity, on control practic-
es are not isolated but combined. Thus, in the case 
of the university studied, the geographical distance 
between the CA and the CU-RC develops cognitive 
proximity for the finance department or institution-
al proximity for the Student Services Department. 
For International Relations Department, it is the 
geographical distance coupled with cognitive or so-
cial distances that will coexist in a specific way with 
control practices. These are just a few non-exhaus-
tive examples of the combinations of proximity and 
control practices revealed in the limited framework 
of our study. Nevertheless, they highlight the interest 
of approaching the relations between practices and 
control environment through proximities, because 
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this reading opens the way to a more precise descrip-
tion of the multiple combinations of proximities and/
or distances that enter into relation with the control 
practices within a package.

5.3. Managerial implications

Our study does not allow us, for lack of sufficient 
completeness, to describe in an irreducible way the 
causal links between proximities and control practic-
es. However, it suggests to public managers the place 
that geographical and non-geographical proximities 
highlighted by the School of Proximity can occupy 
in control systems, alongside more traditional con-
trol tools that are sometimes not very operational 
(Bollecker, 2013). The relationships between these 
proximities and control practices, whose modalities 
we have illustrated in this work, thus participate in 
the development of an in-depth reflection on the im-
plications of public management control in univer-
sity (Boitier and Rivière, 2016) and public organiza-
tions (Dreveton, 2017). 

In terms of managerial implications, this study, by 
demonstrating that certain control practices are sin-
gular or combined effects of proximity, shows man-
agers the role of the control environment in the con-
struction of control practices. In this way, managers 
are encouraged to consider a greater adaptation of 
control practices to their environment (Figure 2).

Indeed, the results of this study show that combina-
tions of proximities allow for more accurate descrip-
tions of different control environments. Alongside 
the control environment combining all forms of 
proximity (control environment 1, Figure 2), other 
control environments can be identified from the five 
forms of proximity (Boschma, 2005; Talbot, 2018). 

For example, in the case analyzed here, we highlight 
two distinct control environments. A first environ-
ment as perceived by the CA of the university with 
a strong organizational and cognitive proximity and 
moderate social, institutional and geographical prox-
imities (control environment 2). Another control en-
vironment as perceived by the staff of the components 

Figure 2 – Control practices conditioned by the proximity-distance continuum (p-d)
Source: authors
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of the university and the research centers, composed 
of strong geographical and social distances associat-
ed with a strong cognitive proximity, while the or-
ganizational and institutional proximities are mod-
erate (control environment 3). 

The description of these control environments is of 
course not exhaustive. It will be necessary to ana-
lyze the control environments of each component 
of the university and research center one by one in 
order to measure their convergences and differences. 
However, it already shows the potential of analyzing 
the control environment through proximities, par-
ticularly in public organizations, where each institu-
tion, each community, represents a singular control 
environment (Masingue et al., 2016).

CONCLUSION

Our study is in line with the perspectives already 
opened by several authors (Malmi and Brown, 2008; 
Bedford et al., 2016; Gerdin et al., 2019) encourag-
ing control researchers to develop micro-analytical 
knowledge of the relationships that are formed with-
in control packages, between environment and con-
trol practices. To do so, we determine how the ap-
plication of the School of Proximity analytical frame-
work can allow us to better understand the ways in 
which control practices relate to their environment 
within a control package. The contributions of our 
work are twofold. 

First, we show that within a control package, the in-
tensity of the different dimensions of proximity - ge-
ographical, organizational, institutional, cognitive, 
social - conditions the control practices. This allows 
us to highlight the existence of five effects (geograph-
ical, organizational, institutional, cognitive and so-
cial) of the environment on control practices.

Second, we find that the effects of the environment on 
control practices are dynamized by the control actors 
and their proximities. We observed that these prox-
imities are not static and produce, from their differ-
ent intensities, combined effects on control practices. 
On the theoretical level, this result allows a dynamic 
description of the control environment because it is 
extended to its spatio-temporal dimensions repre-
sented by the effects of these proximities on control 
practices. On a practical level, this dynamization of 
the control environment opens the way to a refined 
description of the control environment by identi-
fying combinations of proximities. The case study 
discussed in this article allows us to identify sever-
al examples of control environment analyzed from 
proximities (Figure 2) that can inspire and guide fu-
ture research on the links between environment and 
control practices within a package. 

Several limitations remain in our paper. In terms of 
conceptualization, we develop proximity and its dif-
ferent dimensions in great detail (Boschma, 2005), 
unlike the control package, for which we restrict our-
selves to justifying the mobilization of this concept 
without resorting to the control taxonomies pro-
posed in several reference articles in management 
control (Simons, 1994; Malmi and Brown, 2008; 
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Bedford and Malmi, 2015). Empirically, our research 
material illustrates certain proximity effects that can 
be assimilated to control practices, without succeed-
ing in extracting from the semi-structured interviews 
an exhaustive mapping of the latter. It is clear that we 
have opened the way to the existence of an a priori 
robust link between proximity and control practices 
without sufficiently demonstrating this robustness 
empirically. Finally, future research will have to both 
raise the conceptual dimension of this connection 
and multiply the empirical demonstrations.
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APPENDIX A 
Interview Guide

1. Introduction - Background and respective presentations

1.1. Presentation of the study and its context. Anonymity of the interview, recorded and transcribed for the 
purposes of the analysis.

1.2. The respondents’ situation: training, career path, how long have you been at this component of the 
university? Have you ever held a position at central administration?

1.3. What is your current position? Are you responsible for other agents? If so, how many?

1.4. What are your assignments in your current position? Are they consistent with school policy? 

1.5. What is your administrative address? Where do you live? Would you say that your main residence is rather 
close or rather far from your place of work?

1.6. Do you participate in the cultural and sports activities of university? If so, how often?

2. (De)centralized support functions or activities and performance

2.1. What do you consider to be the main mission of your assignment structure?

2.2. What support functions or activities are (de)centralized in your organization? What are their objectives? 
In your opinion, are they achieved?

2.3. Is each stated support function or activity organized and prioritized?

2.4. Do you consider the administrative organization of your assignment structure to be efficient? Why or why 
not? Is it adapted to the needs of your assignment structure?

2.5. In your opinion, which support functions or activities should be (de)centralized in your assignment 
structure in order to be more efficient?

3. Proximity to the structures of university

3.1. Organizational proximity

3.1.1. In spite of their difference in disciplines, do you think that the structures of university function 
in the same way? What are the particularities of your assignment structure? From your point 
of view, do the other assignment structures adapt sufficiently to the particularities of your 
assignment structure?

3.1.2. Do functional meetings between your component of the university and central administration take 
place? If so, do you find them useful? On what points?

3.1.3. Do procedures exist for all support functions or activities involving your component of the university 
and central administration? Are they optimal? Do you question them? If so, which ones?

3.1.4. Would you say that your assignment structure is rather autonomous or rather dependent on other 
assignment structures?

3.1.5. Do you think that other assignment structures seek to control your assignment structure?

3.1.6. In your opinion, in order to achieve its objectives, should the (de)centralized services in your 
assignment structure be rather autonomous or rather independent from other assignment structures?

3.2. Institutional proximity

3.2.1. Do you give legitimacy to the bearers of the institutional policy? Is the strategy consistent with 
the actions?

3.2.2. Do you feel closer to your director or Director General of Services ? 

3.2.3. Do your component of the university and central administration share the same culture and 
objectives? What is different? 
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3.2.4. Do these differences generate conflicts? How do you find solutions or compromises? Do you participate 
in the construction of these compromises? Are they imposed on you? Do these compromises seem 
stable to you?

3.2.5. In your opinion, is the cultural distance between your component of the university and the central 
administration a sufficient reason to centralize or decentralize certain support functions/activities?

3.3. Social proximity

3.3.1. If you had to define the working context between the central administration and your component 
of the university, would you say that it is rather peaceful, confrontational, challenging, explosive? 

3.3.2. Do you meet with central administration staff regularly and how would you describe the links you 
have with them (emotional, professional, institutional...)? Are these links useful in your work?

3.3.3. Do you have better social relations with some central administration agents than with others? Is the 
trust factor affected? If so, does this allow you to work better?

3.3.4. For you, does not trusting call into question the centralization or decentralization of a support 
function or activity?

3.4. Cognitive proximity

3.4.1. What are your professional skills? Are they similar to those of those who work with you? Are they 
complementary? Do you understand the language of your usual interlocutors?

3.4.2. Do you notice a lack of knowledge or skills in your component of the university and/or in central 
administration in certain functions or support activities? If so, which ones?

3.4.3. On the other hand, do you observe in your component of the university department and/or in the 
central administration efficient services by their level of competence or knowledge? If so, which ones?

3.4.4. Do working meetings between your component of the university and the central administration take 
place? If so, for which activities? Do new ideas emerge?

3.4.5. In your opinion, is a situation of incompetence or a failure due to lack of knowledge more detrimental 
if the support function or activity is centralized in central administration or decentralized in your 
component of the university? Why or why not?

3.5. Geographical proximity

3.5.1. Do you consider the central administration to be geographically close or distant from your component 
of the university? 

3.5.2. To communicate with central administration, do you prefer face-to-face, e-mail or telephone? Why 
or why not?

3.5.3. In your opinion, does the geographical distance between your component of the university and the 
central administration impact the coordination of support functions? If so, favorably or unfavorably? 
Why or why not?

4. Conclusion

4.1. In your opinion, what are the key success factors in the decision to centralize or decentralize a support 
function or activity?

 - trust?

 - geographical proximity?

 - the sharing of values, of the same culture?

 - competence or level of knowledge?

 - dependence or autonomy?

4.2. How do you see the evolution of your assignment structure in the short, medium and long term?




