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ABSTRACT 

 
The literature on the roles of management accountants (MAs) indicates a poor understanding of 

these roles. There is limited, and fragmented evidence of the factors shaping these roles, 

contradictory findings on MAs providing meaningful information, and on adopting the model of 

the óbusiness partnerô. There is a dearth of research on the consequences of these roles. Some of 

the literature is of a normative, professional bent and lacks theoretical import. From a theoretical 

perspective, this study employs the theories of management control, contingency, and role 

theory as devices through which to understand these roles.  

 

The aim of the study is to investigate the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

associated with the roles of MAs, and to analyse the extent that antecedents and characteristics 

associated with the roles of MAs have consequences for assisting operating managers (OMs) in 

the performance of their roles. The setting for the study is medium and large manufacturing 

firms. The first phase of data collection involved an inductive set of interviews with 18 finance 

managers (FMs) and 18 OMs. The second phase of data collection involved an in-depth 

investigation of 12 MAs as ócasesô linked to specific OMs, drawing on 36 interviews and the 

analysis of over 50 management accounting reports. 

 

The phase one findings provide evidence of a range of antecedents, characteristics, and 

consequences associated with the roles of MAs. The antecedents of management and the 

individual MAs themselves emerge as strong influences on the roles of MAs. MAs are 

perceived as requiring a range of skills, as being involved in a broad set of activities, and as 

playing an important role in information provision and analysis. The consequences of the roles 

of MAs show that interaction between MAs and OMs can lead to positive outcomes for 

performance, information, and for functional relationships, but a number of uncertainties and 

conflicts are associated with this. Collectively, these findings identify a number of challenges 

facing the MA in providing support to OMs. 

 

In phase two, the analysis of the control and decision support expectations of each OM, with 

respect to the MA linked to that OM, identifies the extent that MAs assist OMs in relation to 

performance impact, information provision, and their interaction. The findings link specific 

characteristics of MAs (e.g., routine and non-routine reports, individual traits) and antecedents 

(e.g., OMsô expectations, head office, regulation, FMs, OMôs understanding of MAs) with the 

extent that MAs assist OMs in their roles.  

 

The study adds to the existing literature on the roles of MAs in a number of ways. The study 

provides a comprehensive picture of the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

associated with the roles of MAs. Through the management control theoretical lens, the findings 

indicate that more involvement of MAs with OMs may lead to more effective control in 

particular contexts, and highlights the extent that control reports are useful, and how they are 

used. A number of contingencies are identified that relate antecedents of the roles to assisting 

OMs in their roles. The use of the role theory lens in analysing the extent that MAs are not 

meeting OMsô expectations has helped explain contradictions in the literature, and identifies 

role conflicts and ambiguities for MAs that are new to the literature. The study extends the 

óbusiness partnerô and óbean counterô dichotomy to include two additional depictions of the 

roles of MAs. The research design makes a contribution in its use of qualitative enquiry, a two-

phase approach, the inclusion of OMs as well as MAs, the adaption of role theory methodology, 

and in the analysis of qualitative data. The study is novel in its employment of three theoretical 

lenses. The study contributes to practice, and theory on the roles of MAs, in showing that MAs 

moving to the model of the business partner is one that is not straightforward, but one that has 

conditions, ambiguities, and conflicts associated with it.  
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1.1 Introduction  

This chapter introduces the study by providing a summary of the major themes in the 

academic and professional literature relating to the roles of management accountants 

(MAs). This is followed by a statement of the studyôs overall purpose and the research 

objectives of phase one and two of the research supporting this purpose. Next, the 

chapter outlines the theoretical framework that underpins the study, followed by an 

overview of the research design generating the findings. The section following this 

presents a summary of the contribution of the study. Finally, a chapter structure of the 

dissertation is outlined. 

 

1.2 Background to the study: research on the roles of MAs 

The study is motivated by a personal interest in roles of MAs from previous 

experience of such roles, by a desire to better understand how MAs can perform their 

roles in contemporary contexts, and by a number of apparent gaps in the literature. 

Despite a growing body of academic research on the roles of MAs in organisations in 

the latter half of the last century, there is as yet a poor understanding of the roles of 

MAs in organisations (Anthony, 1989; Young, 1996). This has created a somewhat 

fragmented body of knowledge (Chapman, 1997; Chenhall 2003, 2007) producing an 

incomplete picture of many of the individual and collective dimensions of the roles of 

MAs.  

 

There is an emerging model of the roles of MAs in the recent literature that tends to 

emphasise the roles of MAs as being involved in management decision making 

processes. This model is often conveyed with titles including the óBusiness Partnerô 

(Gibson, 2002; Pierce and OôDea, 2003; Siegel et al., 2003a, 2003b), óHybrid 

Accountantsô (Burns et al., 1999; Burns and Scapens, 2000; Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 

2005, 2007), and the óBusiness Advocateô (Jablonsky et al., 1993; Jablonsky and 

Keating, 1998) amongst others. There has not been much added to our understanding 

of the contemporary roles of MAs, particularly around the involvement of MAs with 

operating managers (OMs), since the pioneering work of Simon et al. (1954), Sathe 

(1982) and Hopper (1980). Moreover, it can be argued that in the current intensely 

competitive environment that OMs require flexibility and quality information from 

the MAs that support them in their decision making processes. The research to date on 

the roles of MAs supporting managerial decision making has produced inconclusive 
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results. Some studies have found that MAs are occupying meaningful roles in this 

area (Ahrens, 1997; Caglio, 2003; Vaivio, 2004), while some studies have found that 

MAs are not doing so (Chenhall and Langfield-Smith, 1998b; Johnston et al., 2002a; 

Pierce and OôDea, 2003). 

 

It has been generally recognised that a central aspect of the roles of MAs in 

supporting managersô decision making is the information that is provided towards this 

end (Belkaoui, 1980; Emmanuel et al., 1990; Horngren et al., 2000; Atkinson et al., 

2001). Notwithstanding this, there has been much criticism of the usefulness of this 

information (Johnson and Kaplan, 1987; McKinnon and Bruns, 1992) and evidence of 

a user-preparer gap (Mendoza and Bescos, 2001; Pierce and OôDea, 2003). Finally, 

there has been a dearth of research on the roles of MAs in an Irish context, although 

this study does not focus on distinguishing any cultural observations in this context. 

 

1.3 Background to the study: accounting roles in practice 

A number of professional publications have indicated that the roles of accountants in 

finance functions have not adhered to the espoused model of business partnering 

(Siegel et al., 2003a, 2003b) with business managers in commercial decision making 

processes. In a global survey of senior financial and non-financial executives (a 

sample of 286 comprising 123 chief financial officers (CFOs)) in high performing 

firms, EIU and KPMG (2006) found that 45% of CFOs acknowledged a deficiency in 

the finance functionôs knowledge of the business. Over 30% of all respondents noted 

that the interactions between the finance function and other organisational functions 

could be better, specifically with sales and marketing, research and development, and 

manufacturing operations and supply chain functions. EIU and KPMG (2006) note 

that as a result, ófinance is often excluded from important negotiations with suppliers 

and business partnersô (p. 19). IBM (2005), in a global survey of 889 CFOs, note that 

the top three critical areas of concern as: performance management (69%), business 

partnership for expansion (61%), and ongoing enhancement of the business and 

processes (61%). In contrast to these óhighly importantô scores, the corresponding 

respondent scores for óhighly effectiveô were respectively, 42%, 31%, and 28% for 

the same three areas, revealing a considerable gap.  
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In a survey of over 1,200 CFOs, IBM (2008, p. 3) note that integrating the global 

finance function is of primary concern: 

 

Enabling such consistency shifts the conversation from ñAre the 

numbers right?ò to ñHow do we use these numbers to better our 

business?ò It is the shift from the transactional to the analytical. With 

data turned into information then turned into insight, Finance moves 

beyond ñtaillightsò ï historical reporting ï to a keener sense of 

ñheadlightsò with which to illuminate the future direction of the 

enterprise. 

 

Thus, there is a very strong mandate in the professional literature for accountants to 

develop roles that incorporate a partnership approach in commercial decision making 

processes. The professional management accounting literature suggests that many 

MAs may find their careers at a crossroads, having to take perhaps very challenging 

new career directions, while recognising that some typical traditional management 

accounting roles may imminently disappear (Cooper, 1996; Ezzamel et al., 1997; 

Burns et al., 1999; Pierce, 2001; Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2007). 

 

1.4 Substantive motivation for research 

Commercial organisations and not-for-profit organisations are established with the 

purpose of achieving particular goals relating for example to development, growth, 

profitability (for commercial organisations), but ultimately aim to sustain the 

organisation in the future. Fundamental to the achievement of this aim, are the many 

and varied decisions that managers of these organisations make in the enacting of 

their roles and these decisions relate, amongst other factors, to the information that is 

available to these managers. In this regard, accounting as a discipline has long 

recorded, validated and reported organisationsô transactions, providing a pool of 

information from which managers can report, plan, evaluate, and project 

organisational performance. 

 

Since the development of management accounting practice in Western societies in the 

late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries, there has been much concern with if, and how, 

accountants, as traditional custodians of firmsô accounting and control systems, can 

better support managerial decision making in organisations (Johnson and Kaplan, 

1987). Reflecting the organisational demands for accountants, many professional 
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management accounting institutions have been founded (e.g., the UK currently named 

Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) and the US currently named 

Institute of Management Accountants (IMA), both formed in the year 1919), and in 

parallel, management accounting has also been a substantial component of the third-

level accounting curriculum.  

 

What has made the challenge of meeting managersô decision making and control 

needs more difficult has been the contemporary environment in which managers now 

operate. It has frequently been observed that todayôs business environment is in 

general intensely competitive, dynamic, deregulated, global in its threats and 

opportunities, and influenced by rapid technological advancements. Thus, the task 

facing MAs in supporting managerial decision making has even greater urgency in 

these contexts. Within the manufacturing sector, the sectoral focus of this study, it is 

generally accepted that many firms are attracted, and move, to low cost and/or 

incentivised locations and that product life cycles are shrinking making manufacturing 

an extremely competitive enterprise. 

 

1.5 Purpose of the study 

The overall purpose of this study is to advance our understanding of the roles of MAs 

operating within a manufacturing environment through two phases of investigation. 

The first phase of the research aims to inductively understand the factors associated 

with the roles of MAs, while phase two aims to develop this understanding further 

through focusing on a limited number of these factors and making an in-depth enquiry 

of these. 

 

Phase one of the study investigates the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

associated with the roles of MAs (see section 4.4) and what follows is a brief 

summary of the key literature, reviewed in detail in chapters two and three, 

underpinning the establishment of each of the objectives. The objectives for phase 

two, summarised in section 1.5.4, follow on from the statement of phase one 

objectives. These are presented in more detail at the commencement of the phase two 

findings chapter (see section 6.2), having at that stage presented the findings from 

phase one.  
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1.5.1 Antecedents associated with the roles of MAs 

There is limited theoretical or empirical literature on what factors impact on 

management accounting systems (MASs) and the roles of MAs, as Libby and 

Waterhouse (1996) observe: ósurprisingly little is known about the actual rate of 

adoption of changes to accounting systemséeven less is known about the forces that 

induce or act to impede change in accounting systemsô (p. 137). Burns and Scapens 

(2000) note that ólittle research attention has been given to understanding the 

processes through which these new management accounting systems and practices 

have emerged (or failed to emerge) through timeô (p. 4). The literature identifies some 

variables that may impact on the roles of MAs including: the business environment 

(Sathe, 1982, Burns et al., 1999; CIMA, 2007), technological developments (Ezzamel 

et al., 1997; Granlund and Malmi, 2002; Scapens and Jazayeri, 2003), cross-

functional interaction (Nulty, 1992; Mouritsen, 1996; Johnston et al. 2002a), 

structural arrangements and physical location (Hopper, 1980; Granlund and Lukka, 

1998a; IMA , 1999), accounting innovations (Bhimani and Pigott, 1992; Norris, 1995; 

Friedman and Lyne, 1997), and individual qualities (IMA, 1996, 1999; Burns and 

Yazdifar, 2001; Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2007). Theoretically, there is a poor and 

fragmented understanding of the contingencies that might relate to MASs and the 

roles of MAs (Chenhall, 2003, 2007). Management has been found to influence the 

roles of MAs (Hopper, 1980) and controllers (Sathe, 1982) using role theoryôs 

prediction of the influence of managementôs expectations but this work needs 

revisiting in contemporary contexts. Further, there appears to be a dearth of research 

regarding understanding the roles of MAs, as traditional custodians of organisational 

control systems, in the context of the deployment of management control systems 

(MCSs) in contemporary settings (Otley, 1994; Scapens et al., 2003; Berry et al., 

2008). These gaps in the literature lead to the research objective: 

 

To investigate antecedents associated with the roles of MAs. 

 

1.5.2 Characteristics associated with the roles of MAs 

Since the mid-eighties there has been considerable criticism, particularly from US 

academia, suggesting that MAs have been slow to respond to changing environments 

and do not provide relevant information to managers (Kaplan, 1984; Johnson and 

Kaplan, 1987; McKinnon and Bruns, 1992). Research in the UK has in general 
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suggested that the ócrisisô in management accounting may be less acute and instead 

ought to be understood in a broader organisational context (Bromwich and Bhimani, 

1989; Burns et al., 1999). The limited evidence to date in an Irish context suggests 

that MAs are in danger of being ómarginalisedô (Clarke et al., 1999), with managers 

perceiving a need for broader and more timely information, coupled with flexibility 

for change (Pierce and OôDea, 2003).  

 

Partly in response to the questioning of the relevance of management accounting 

practices, a plethora of survey research over the last two decades on these practices 

has indicated some adoption of accounting innovations but perhaps less wholesale 

than expected (Drury et al., 1993; Bromwich and Bhimani, 1994). In an Irish context, 

the findings have shown some adoption (see Clarke, 1992; OôDea and Clarke, 1994; 

Pierce and OôDea, 1998), but less than in other countries (Clarke et al., 1999). More 

recent research in Ireland has suggested a potential levelling off of adoption levels 

(Pierce and Brown, 2003). The survey research has prompted a need for a more in-

depth understanding of the operation of the management accounting function. 

 

The model of the óbusiness partnerô has received increasing attention recently in the 

literature. The business partner is typically depicted in terms of MAs providing 

management with strong decision making support. There is a growing body of 

literature suggesting that the extent of decision support is somewhat lacking in terms 

of how the role is espoused and in terms of managerial expectations (Hopper, 1980; 

Sathe, 1982; Jablonsky et al., 1993; Sheridan, 1997; Johnston et al., 2002a; Pierce and 

OôDea, 2003), despite the continued strong promotion of the partnership principle in 

the professional accounting press (Burns et al., 1996; Siegel et al., 2003a, 2003b, 

Gould and Fahy, 2005, 2005/2006). Theoretically, there is scope to explore the 

existence of contingencies that might relate to characteristics of the roles of MAs and 

role theory predicts that characteristics of the roles of MAs may have implications for 

othersô expectations of those roles (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and Kahn, 1978). From a 

management control theoretical perspective, there appears to be scope to build more 

understanding of role characteristics pertaining to the effectiveness of control. This 

leads to the research objective: 

 

To investigate the characteristics associated with the roles of MAs. 
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1.5.3 Consequences associated with the roles of MAs 

Relative to the antecedents and characteristics associated with the roles of MAs, there 

has been very little research on the consequences of such roles.  

 

Horngren et al. (2000) define management accounting as a function that ómeasures 

and reports financial and non-financial information that helps managers make 

decisions to fulfil the goals of an organisationô (p. 888). This suggests that there are 

likely consequences of the roles of MAs with respect to the information they gather, 

analyse and provide in support of internal managerial decision making which 

ultimately would have implications for organisational performance. However, as 

noted in the previous section 1.5.2, there has been much criticism of management 

accounting information provision and the roles of MAs not adopting the model of the 

óbusiness partnerô which therefore underpins a need to better understand what are the 

actual consequences of the contemporary roles of MAs. 

 

Recent environmental, management and technological initiatives and developments 

have suggested that the management accounting landscape may be altering as a 

consequence (Burns et al., 1996; Ezzamel et al., 1997; Granlund and Malmi, 2002; 

Granlund and Mouritsen, 2003; Scapens and Jazayeri, 2003; Burns and 

Baldvinsdottir, 2007). There have been a number of calls in the literature to 

investigate the contemporary consequences of these developments for management 

accounting and control (Otley, 1994; Shields, 1997; Scapens and Bromwich, 2001). 

There is thus, a theoretical need to investigate the roles of MAs with respect to the 

outcomes from a management control perspective. Role theory, which includes the 

concepts of role conflict and role ambiguity, suggests that there might be 

consequences for the roles of MAs in adopting the model of business partnership, 

while simultaneously maintaining a somewhat removed and objective positioning for 

control purposes. This has received little attention from accounting researchers since 

the pioneering work of Simon et al. (1954) followed by Hopper (1980) and Sathe 

(1982, 1983). This leads to the research objective:  

 

To investigate the consequences associated with the roles of MAs. 
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1.5.4 Phase two objectives 

As phase one entails an investigation of antecedents, characteristics, and 

consequences associated with the roles of MAs, phase two narrows the focus to a 

subset of these variables. Phase two objectives follow on from the outcome of the 

analysis of phase one findings (see section 6.2 on the linking of phase one and two), 

and are directed towards gaining an understanding of the relationships between the 

antecedents and characteristics from phase one, and the consequences of these for 

assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. 

 

In the interest of providing some indicative basis for this focus on assisting OMs in 

the performance of their roles ï and without prematurely presenting phase one 

findings ï some of the guiding themes are presented here. Phase one findings 

indicated strong shared perceptions of the roles of MAs as providing support to 

managers but with mixed evidence on their effectiveness in doing so. A range of 

strong, and less strong, antecedents to the roles of MAs were observed with some 

indicating uncertainties about MAs interacting with managers and some suggesting 

negative influences on MAsô capacity to support managers. The findings on 

consequences in phase one directed attention to this interaction, with positive and 

negative outcomes for managers, and for MAs being perceived. With these factors in 

mind, and an orientation towards focusing on an outcome variable, and still mindful 

of the consequences gap in the academic literature, phase two narrows to focus on 

understanding how the phase one antecedents and characteristics linked to the roles of 

MAs might be associated with assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. The 

objectives of phase two can be stated as: 

 

1. To analyse the extent that antecedents associated with the roles of MAs have 

consequences for assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. 

 

2. To analyse the extent that characteristics associated with the roles of MAs have 

consequences for assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. 
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Addressing the objectives of the study entailed the use of three theoretical lenses 

which are outlined in the next section, and the research design is outlined in the 

section following. 

 

1.6 Theoretical perspectives 

The conceptual lenses of management control, contingency, and role theory permeate 

many elements of this research on the roles of MAs. Firstly, they form part of the 

literature review (see chapter two), as relevant theoretical perspectives on the roles of 

MAs. Secondly, they frame the interpretation and analysis of the research findings. 

Thirdly, they have an impact on the research design by drawing on role theory 

methodology (see sections 4.4.2 and 4.6.4), and by departing from the quantitative 

methodological bent of contingency research (see section 2.3.3).  

 

The selection of the management control perspective is based on the central role of 

the management accounting function in the deployment of management control in 

organisations (Anthony, 1965; Macintosh, 1985; Emmanuel et al., 1990; Otley, 1994; 

Otley et al., 1995). Scapens et al. (2003) and Otley (1994) call for development in the 

theory of control that takes into account recent changes in accounting practices e.g., 

developments including MAs working in cross-functional teams, on business 

processes, partnering in decision making and integrating financial and non-financial 

information on operational and strategic levels. 

 

The selection of contingency theory is based on the idea that, in investigating the roles 

of MAs in particular organisational contexts, some evidence might point to the 

existence of a matching, or mismatching, between the roles of MAs and 

characteristics of these contexts (Otley, 1980; Fisher, 1995; Chenhall, 2003, 2007). It 

is being used in this study as there is not an established contingency literature 

specifically on the roles of MAs. While this theory has been much employed in 

previous management accounting research, it tends to have been in studies primarily 

of a quantitative nature. In contrast, this study adopts a qualitative design, an approach 

used in the very early contingency studies by organisational theorists.  

 

The selection of óroleô theory in a study that focuses on the órolesô of MAs has 

intuitive merit. The theory relates roles and the expectations of those roles in 
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organisational settings (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and Kahn, 1978). The literature (see 

section 1.2) documents changing roles for MAs that suggest an increasing orientation 

towards supporting managerial decision making, which calls for understanding the 

expectations of managers, a central tenet of role theory.  

 

The relative importance of each theory in the study relates to the objectives of the 

study. For example, the contingency lens underpins analysis of perceived conditional 

alignments (as antecedents and characteristics), the role lens underpins analysis of 

managersô expectations (as antecedents), characteristics of those occupying roles (i.e., 

MAs), and role conflicts (as consequences), and the management control lens as a 

central aspect of the roles of MAs (as antecedents, characteristics and consequences). 

Furthermore, the selection of these theories is supported by their previous 

employment in management accounting research and the rationale for a multi-

theoretical perspective, as opposed to a singular one, is that their integration in a 

single study facilitates the drawing out of their relative strengths and limitations. The 

theoretical stance is therefore not one of a-priori testing but using interpretive devices 

deployed in previous management accounting studies (Berry et al., 1991; Marginson, 

1999; Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Granlund and Taipaleenmäki, 2005). The 

outcomes of the study point to further use of these theoretical lenses in investigating 

the roles of MAs e.g., a larger sample investigation of contingent relationships, the 

consequences of the MAôs interaction with managers from a management control 

perspective, and the role conflicts and ambiguities for MAs vis-à-vis the expectations 

of managers. 

 

1.7 Methodological perspectives 

The overarching methodological approach of this study is qualitative. Within such a 

framework the researcher seeks to build an in-depth understanding of the perceptions 

of MAs and OMs in the specific contexts in which they are located. This perspective 

is generally aligned with research methods that facilitate the building of such 

knowledge. The data collection involved a process of in-depth interviews in phase one 

followed by the examination of 12 ócaseô roles of MAs in phase two using in-depth 

interviews and documentation analysis, with both phases concentrating on medium 

and large manufacturing firms. The case analysis in phase two was at the individual 

level (i.e., the MA) and not the company level (i.e., the five manufacturing firms in 
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which the 12 MAs were based) because the analysis of phase one data pointed to this 

level of analysis for further research (see section 5.5 and section 6.2). A summary of 

the data collection process is depicted in figure 1.1. 

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 ï Overview of the data collection process 

 

Leading on from the phase two research objectives as stated above, phase two is 

methodologically distinct from phase one in many respects. Firstly it draws on role 

theory methodology (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and Kahn, 1978) in pairing specific roles 

of MAs with specific OMs based on the theoryôs prediction of role behaviours from 

management expectations. Secondly, it uses the case approach where each MA is a 

particular case, and therefore gives depth and numerous perspectives for each case. 

Thirdly, it focuses on very specific MAs interacting with specific OMs, as opposed to 

phase one which sometimes focuses on the more normative perceptions of senior 

MAs, or finance managers (FMs), on the roles of MAs. 

 

The manufacturing setting is chosen as the context for the study because this has 

traditionally been the dominant sector of employment for MAs, and in an Irish 

context, this sector has been particularly relevant as a contributor to economic 

performance (Scarpetta et al., 2000). As a small open economy, Irelandôs recent 

economic success has been partly attributed to the arrival of many foreign, 

manufacturing-based, multi-national enterprises (MNEs).  

 

In-depth interviews  

18 Finance Managers 

18 Operating Managers 

in 16 medium and large  

manufacturing firms 

Case studies  

Investigation of 12 roles of MAs 

 in five medium and large  

manufacturing firms  

[comprising 36 interviews and over 50 

management accounting reports] 

 

PHASE ONE 

 

PHASE TWO 
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1.8 Contribution  

Any contribution claims made in this research must be taken in the context of 

boundaries imposed by the particular focus on the subject matter (i.e., roles of MAs) 

and the methodological constraints associated with qualitative research including the 

using of small sample sizes (see section 8.6.2). The contribution is detailed in the 

conclusion chapter in section 8.9 but is summarised below: 

 

1) The study makes a contribution to our understanding of the roles of MAs in 

presenting a more comprehensive picture of the antecedents, characteristics, and 

consequences associated with these roles, than that provided in the literature to 

date.  

 

2) A contribution is made through the contingency lens in the establishment of a 

number of propositions relating to the antecedents to the roles of MAs.  

 

3) Through role theory, the study analyses the extent that MAs meet the control and 

decision expectations of OMs, and assist OMs in the performance of their roles. 

This analysis helps to explain contradictions in the existing literature in relation to 

MAs moving towards the model of the business partner.  

 

4) From a management control theoretical perspective the findings bring attention to 

the extent that the involvement of MAs, and control reports, may lead to more 

effective control in particular contexts. Contrary to most previous research, this 

study finds evidence that more involvement can lead to more control. 

 

5) Use of the role theory lens also reveals a number of role conflicts and ambiguities 

for the roles of MAs, which relates to assisting OMs in their roles, and to adopting 

the model of the business partner. 

 

6) Other contributions include: extending the bean-counter-business partner 

dichotomy of the roles of MAs, the qualitative approach, research design and data 

analysis, recommendations for practitioners, and the combined use of three 

theoretical lenses.  
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1.9 Structure of the dissertation 

Following the overview of the dissertation in this chapter, chapter two reviews the 

literature on management control, contingency, and role theory. It presents the 

conceptual foundations for the study, which are subsequently employed as the 

theoretical lenses through which the findings are analysed. Chapter three reviews the 

relevant empirical literature on the roles of MAs, covering many dimensions of the 

roles, including their characteristics and factors shaping them. Within these roles, the 

nature and perceptions of management accounting information is also reviewed. 

Chapter four is the methodology chapter and this includes the: philosophical 

perspectives of the research, research problem, research objectives, research design 

and data collection and analysis.  

 

Chapter five presents the findings from the 36 interviews with finance managers and 

OMs in 16 medium and large manufacturing firms. In line with phase one objectives 

of the study this chapter analyses the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

associated with the roles of MAs. Chapter six presents the findings from the 

investigation of the roles of 12 MAs in five manufacturing firms. This chapter 

commences with the phase one to phase two linking mechanism before presenting the 

findings in line with phase two objectives. Chapter seven reviews the findings from 

phases one and two of the research, as presented in chapters five and six. This review 

entails a critical examination of the findings in the context of previous empirical 

research and the three theoretical lenses. Chapter eight is the conclusion chapter and 

this summarises the contribution of the study, its implications for management 

accounting practice, recommendations for further research, and the limitations that 

pertain to the research. Figure 1.2 provides an illustrative map of the dissertation 

chapter structure. 
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Figure 1.2 ï Outline of dissertation chapter sequence 

 

The diagram presents the sequence of chapters including two literature review 

chapters and two findings chapters with the theoretical and empirical literature review 

feeding into the discussion chapter. This chapter is followed by the conclusion chapter 

which asserts the contribution made to the gaps in the literature. Figure 1.2 also shows 

the linking of phase one and two at the commencement of the second phase findings 

chapter. 
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2.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the theoretical foundations for the study. It commences with a 

review of management control theory, followed by a review of contingency theory, 

and then a review of role theory. Each theoretical perspective is defined and explained 

and located in its historical and contemporary context. Each section closes with a 

rationale for the selection of each particular theoretical frame for this study. 

 

2.2 Management control  

Anthonyôs (1965) landmark framework on MCSs, as distinct from strategic planning 

systems above them and operational control systems beneath them, underpins much of 

the subsequent research on the subject. Anthony (1965) describes management 

control as óthe process by which managers assure that resources are obtained and used 

effectively and efficiently in the accomplishment of the organisationôs objectivesô (p. 

17), which thus precludes the consideration of higher-level strategic and lower-level 

operational control. Effectiveness can be understood in terms of achieving pre-defined 

objectives, while efficiency relates to how economically those objectives are 

achieved. It is widely recognised that management control is essentially concerned 

with influencing organisational behaviour towards the achievement of organisational 

goals (Flamholtz et al., 1985).  

 

More recent definitions tend to broaden this definition to include environmental 

adaptation in the fulfilment of organisational objectives (Otley and Berry, 1980). 

Berry et al. (1995) define management control as óthe process of guiding 

organisations into viable patterns of activity in a changing environmentô (p. 4). This 

involves influencing behaviour towards the sustainable achievement of organisational 

goals. Lowe (1971) comprehensively defines a MCS as: 

 

A system of information seeking and gathering, accountability, and 

feedback designed to ensure that the enterprise adapts to changes in 

its substantive environment and that the work behaviour of its 

employees is measured by reference to a set of operational sub-goals 

(which conform with overall objectives) so that the discrepancy 

between the two can be reconciled and corrected for (p. 5). 

 

This definition draws attention to a number of aspects of management control 

including the role of information flows, goals, behaviours, measurements and 
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addressing variances to targets. Simons (1987) defines control systems in formal 

terms as óformalised procedures and systems that use information to maintain or alter 

patterns in organisational activityô (p. 358). Collectively, these definitions of 

management control suggest that important dimensions include: organisational 

strategies and multi-level objectives, optimal management of resources, information 

feedback loops and corrective action, environmental linkages and organisational 

adaptation, and behavioural impacts. 

 

2.2.1 Management control: classifications 

Control mechanisms may take on many forms in organisations and a number of 

attempts have been made to classify these. Hopwood (1974) analyses organisational 

controls into administrative controls, social controls and self-controls. Ouchi (1979) 

classifies organisational controls into market mechanisms, bureaucratic mechanisms, 

and clan mechanisms. Hofstede (1981) proposes a typology of management control 

around four key questions (p. 194): 

 

1. Are the objectives of the activity unambiguous or ambiguous? 

2. Are its outputs measurable or non-measurable? 

3. Are effects of management interventions in it known or unknown? 

4. Is the activity repetitive or non-repetitive? 

 

Based on the answers to these questions Hofstede (1981) categorises controls as 

routine control, expert control, trial and error control, intuitive control, judgmental 

control, and political control. Routine control is appropriate in situations with clear 

objectives, measurable outputs, and known effects of interventions, and activities of a 

repetitive nature. Political control conversely, is appropriate in situations 

characterised by ambiguity, uncertainty and conflicting interests. The application of 

these controls and the intermediate controls are presented in table 2.1. 
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CONTROL TYPE  Criteria for control type  

POLITICAL Ambiguous objectives 

Unambiguous objectives 

JUDGMENTAL Outputs not measurable but 

surrogates available 

Outputs measureable 

INTUITIVE  Intervention impacts unknown 

and activity is non-repetitive 

TRIAL AND ERROR Intervention impacts unknown 

and activity is repetitive 

Intervention impacts known 

EXPERT Activity is not repetitive 

ROUTINE Activity is repetitive 

 

Table 2.1 ï Determining appropriate control types 

   Source: Adapted from Hofstede (1981, p. 196) 

 

Macintosh (1994) recognises five general organisational control mechanisms as 

bureaucratic, charismatic, market, tradition, and collegial. Bureaucratic control 

emphasises hierarchy, procedures, rules and record keeping and are suitable to 

situations characterised by certainty and non-ambiguity. Conversely, charismatic 

control is appropriate where objectives are unambiguous but the process of achieving 

them is uncertain. Typically associated with revolutionary change, this control 

mechanism also suggests the importance of a charismatic leader. Market controls act 

as the ódisciplinary glove of the invisible handô (p. 136) through the organisationôs 

performance in the market e.g., market response to prices, share of market. Control by 

tradition suggests that beliefs, rights, and norms are handed down and generally 

unquestionably followed in the interest of the greater good. Collegial control refers to 

specific groups possessing privileged authority (e.g., college academics), and where 

the administrators are themselves subject to control by the collegiums.   
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Following on from these Merchant (1998) classifies controls as action controls, 

personnel controls, cultural controls, and results controls. Table 2.2 illustrates the 

variety of controls available in relation to the overall purpose of the controls. 

 

Object of Control 

Specific Actions Results Personnel 

Behavioural Constraints: 

- Physical (e.g., locks, 

security guards) 

- Administrative (e.g., 

separation of duties) 

Results Accountability: 

- Standards 

- Budgets 

- Management by 

Objective (MBO) 

Upgrade Capabilities: 

- Selection 

- Training 

- Assignment 

Action Accountability: 

- Work rules 

- Policies and Procedures 

- Codes of Conduct 

Improve Communications: 

- Clarify expectations 

- Provide information for 

coordination 

Preaction Review: 

- Direct Supervision 

- Approval Limits 

- Budget Reviews 

Encourage Peer Control: 

- Work Groups 

- Shared Goals 

 

Table 2.2 - A control tool classification framework 

Source: Merchant (1998, p. 45) 

 

What these different groupings and templates suggest is that there is a very broad 

range of controls that might be employed to effect management control in 

organisations. Such classifications have strong similarities and the control types are 

often discussed synonymously (Drury, 2000).  

 

2.2.2 Cybernetic model of control  

Drawing on the work of cyberneticians, Otley and Berry (1980) identify four essential 

criteria for a process to be under control: (1) the system must have an objective, (2) it 

must be possible to measure the results in relation to the objective, (3) the system 

must have a predictive model, and (4) a number of different actions must be available 

to choose from. Figure 2.1 presents the four required conditions for control in 

diagrammatic form. The cybernetic model incorporates both feedback and 

feedforward control. Feedback control involves detecting deviations or errors when 

actual outcomes are compared to planned outcomes and instigating any required 

corrective action as a result, while feedforward control involves detecting deviations 

or errors when anticipated or predicted outcomes are compared to planned outcomes 
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and instigating any required corrective action as a result (Otley and Berry, 1980; 

Berry et al., 1995). Thus, feedback is retrospective and feedforward is prospective. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
(1) Change inputs 

    (first-order control) 

 
                     (2) Amend model  

               of process    Interrogation of model   Reality  

       (internal learning)    (reality judgements)    judgement 

 
                 Mismatch 

         

                  signal 

 
                              Value    

                          judgement 

          (4) Change process (systematic learning)      

 
          (3) Amend objectives (second-order control)  

 

 

Figure 2.1 Model of control incorporating four essential components 

      Source: Otley and Berry (1980, p. 236) 

 

This model contains the essential building blocks of a traditional MCS; that is the 

setting of objectives, preparation of budgets, performance measurement, feedback and 

feedforward, calculation of variances and the consideration of alternative courses of 

action. Feedback relates to the communication process following the actual 

measurement of performance to facilitate its comparison to expected performance, 

while feedforward relates to the communication process where anticipated 

performance is compared to what performance is wished for (Emmanuel et al., 1990). 

Despite Boulding (1956)ôs classification of cybernetic systems at level three on a 

scale from one to nine of systems ï reflecting an ascending level of sophistication and 

complexity ï Emmanuel et al. (1990) argue that the model ócan be used to analyse the 

design and operation of MCSs and the role of accounting information within themô (p. 

13). 
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2.2.3 Expanding the cybernetic model of control 

Some argue that the cybernetic model needs re-examining as social dimensions are 

inadequately considered. Dermer and Lucas (1986) argue that power dimensions are 

neglected and the uni-directional exercise of power (the controller as opposed to the 

controlled) has contributed to an óillusionô of management control in organisations. 

Dermer and Lucas (1986) suggest that:  

 

écontrol systems be designed to sustain co-existing, yet divergent, 

rationalities and resulting control models used by self-regulating 

interest groups. The relationships between controller and controllee 

is not a one-way exercise of authority in order to extract compliance 

(p. 480). 

 

Ansari (1977) argues that the structural (or cybernetic) and behavioural approaches to 

control system design are often used in isolation of each other by researchers. Thus, 

control system design is less than optimal as one approach dominates. Ansari 

integrates these two dimensions of control system design into one framework (see 

figure 2.2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 ï Components of a control system 

Source: Ansari (1977, p.108) 
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A number of other management control frameworks exist in the literature that 

incorporate the basic elements of the cybernetic model of control but also go further 

and address other aspects of control that are incompatible with the cybernetic model. 

Hofstede (1981) argues that the cybernetic model partially applies to expert and trial 

and error control but only fully applies to routine control (see section 2.2.1). 

 

Flamholtz (1983) places the cybernetic model in an organisational context and argues 

that budgeting and accounting systems, while often described as control systems, may 

not in fact be so. Figure 2.3 places the cybernetic control model (ócore control 

systemô) in the context of influential organisational variables i.e., environment, 

culture, and structure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3 ï Schematic representation of an organisational control system 

Source: Flamholtz (1983, p. 155) 

 

Flamholtz (1983) argues that the four cybernetic control dimensions (planning, 

operations, measurement and evaluation/reward) may not always be present in 

organisational settings, giving rise to what he terms ódegrees of controlô. Further, even 

the presence of all components does not guarantee control, as in the case of a real 

estate company where óbranch managers paid very little attention to budgetsô (p. 163). 

Integrating the budgeting and accounting systems with the wider organisational 
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Core 

control 

system 
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control system is viewed as critical to their effectiveness. In the three organisational 

settings examined by Flamholtz, culture is noted as a crucial element of an 

organisational control system. 

 

2.2.4 Control and strategy 

More recently, the management control theoretical perspective is broadening to 

accommodate strategic perspectives and the ways in which control systems are 

deployed (Simons, 1995; Langfield-Smith, 1997). Simons (1987) found that firms 

pursuing alternative strategies use MCSs in different ways. Following Miles and 

Snowôs (1978) classification of Prospector and Defender firms, Simons (1987) found 

that Prospectors (higher performers) tend to emphasise forecasting, tight targets but 

less cost control and close monitoring of output, with the larger companies attaching 

importance to regular reporting and standardised control systems with flexibility if 

required. Defenders, in contrast, emphasise rewarding budget achievement, placing 

less focus on control systems and are less likely to change. 

 

Simons (1995) suggests the use of four levers for the control of strategy: beliefs 

systems, boundary systems, diagnostic control systems, and interactive control 

systems. Diagnostic control systems represent traditional management control devices 

such as profit plans and budgets, and are widely in use, even if managers ópay little 

attention to themô (p. 59). Simons (1995) integrates diagnostic systems with other 

systems of control as óvirtually all writing on management control systems refer to 

diagnostic control systemsô (p. 60). Beliefs systems relate to the formal mission, 

purpose, values and general direction of the firm. Interactive control systems are used 

to promote innovation, learning and facilitate emergent ideas and strategies. 

Interactive control systems ófocus attention and force dialogue throughout the 

organisationô (Simons, 1995, p. 96), and thus drive new strategy formulation from the 

bottom up. Boundary systems are used to set standards or constraints on behaviour 

within which innovation and creativity can thrive. Each of these systems, or levers, 

exerts counteracting forces on the strategy implementation process and each are 

associated with a secondary level variable as illustrated in figure 2.4. 
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Figure 2.4 ï Variables to be managed in controlling business strategy 

Source: Simons (1995, p. 7) 

 

Following Simons, in a case study of the emergence of non-financial indicators 

(NFIs) in a British chemicals firm, Vaivio (1999) recognises that NFIs could be used 

in either a diagnostic or interactive sense. In the field study, top management were 

observed deploying interactive control through the development of strategically 

important NFIs:  

 

Instead of monitoring the non-financial measures merely as 

diagnostic óstrategic controlsô, the enactment of the measures 

involved top management personally with key operational processes. 

The measures maintained a structured dialogue between top 

management and the organisationô (p. 430). 

 

Thus, in contrast to the criticisms of budgeting systems as restrictive devices, they 

may also facilitate organisational innovation and learning in management processes. 

More recent studies have examined how these levers are used, and are inter-related, in 

the investigation of the operation of strategic management systems in organisations 

(Bisbe and Otley, 2004; Tuomela, 2005; Widener, 2007). The next section examines 

budgeting practices as a part of organisational control systems because their use in 

organisations has continued to attract much interest in the literature. 

Business 

Strategy 

Core 

Values 

Critical  

Performance 

Variables 

Strategic 

Uncertainties 

Risks to 

Be Avoided 



26 

 

 

2.2.5 Budgets 

Budgeting has been a central device in many organisational MCSs (see table 2.3). 

This seems all the more surprising with the extensive criticisms of budgets in the 

literature, which includes: psychological and behavioural consequences, short-term 

orientation, budgetary slack and gaming amongst other undesired outcomes (Gerold, 

1952; Argyris, 1952; Schiff and Lewin, 1968, 1970; Hofestede, 1968; Birnberg et al., 

1983; Merchant, 1990; Otley, 1990; Bunce et al., 1995; Hope and Fraser, 1997; 1998; 

1999; 2003). Table 2.3 identifies a number of management accounting surveys around 

the world and presents the principal finding regarding the use of budgeting in the 

sampled organisations. 

 

Survey Country  Useable  

responses 

Use of budgeting 

Shastri (2008) US 720 Majority perceive that budgeting is óusefulô or very 

óusefulô across many functions including strategy, 

resourcing, reviews, rewards, targets, and collaboration. 

Libby and 

Lindsay (2007) 

US 212 4.22 mean score (1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly 

agree) for statement óBudgets are indispensible; we 

could not manage without themô (p. 48). 

Richardson et al. 

(2001) 

Canada 85 3.46 mean score (with variance analysis at 4.41) on a 

scale (1 = never and 5 = very frequently). 

Wijewardena and 

De Zoysa (1999) 

Australia  

and  

Japan 

225 

 

209 

Importance of management accounting tools: budgets, on 

a five-point Likert scale is a mean of 4.22 (Australia) and 

4.13 (Japan). 

Pierce and OôDea 

(1998) 

Ireland 106 4.54 mean score (1 = never and 5 = very frequently). 

 

Chenhall and 

Langfield-Smith 

(1998a) 

Australia 78 Relative benefit (1 = no benefit and 7 = high benefit) of 

budgeting for controlling costs: past 3 years: 5.25 and 

future emphasis: 5.85 (mean scores). 

Mouritsen (1996) Denmark 370 % of replies óimportantô or óvery importantô in 

accounting department: highest scores were budgeting 

75% and variance analysis 74%. 

Drury et al. 

(1993) 

UK 303 Over 95% of respondents complete budgeting section. 

Conclusion: óvirtually all the responding organisations 

operate a budgeting systemô (p. 27). 

Bailes and Assada 

(1991) 

US  

and 

Japan 

 80 

 

 256 

No budget ï US: 0.0%. 

 

No budget ï Japan: 0.6%. 

Puxty and  Lyall 

(1989) 

UK 453 94% of companies. 

 

 

Table 2.3 ï Use of budgets as indicated by management accounting surveys  
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Table 2.3 clearly illustrates a strong emphasis on budgeting. Kendall and Sheridan 

(1991), in their pan-European study of CEOs (chief executive officers) and CFOs in 

sixty companies, found that ówith very few exceptions, budgetary control is at the 

heart of companiesô management systemsô (p. 113). Control was found to be mostly 

exercised in these companies through a monthly management reporting pack that 

compares budgeted and actual performance with some limited non-financial 

measures. Budgets are also perceived differently: 75% of British firms see budgets as 

a contract, while only 40% of German firms and only 20% of other continental firms 

see them as such. In a survey of 168 Swedish companies, Bo-Goran and Wallin 

(2000) found that 25% of firms see no need to significantly change the budgeting 

system, while 60.7% are prepared to develop the existing budgetary system on an 

ongoing basis and to include new approaches such as rolling forecasts and scorecards. 

An internal role is still perceived for the traditional annual budget in terms of 

effectiveness and communication. Only 7.8% abandoned (or are in the process of 

abandoning) the annual budget. Thus, the literature indicates that budgeting systems 

are deeply embedded in many organisational control systems. The next section 

examines the management control literature in the context of understanding the nature 

of control in contemporary organisations. 

 

2.2.6 Control in contemporary organisations 

While Anthony (1965)ôs framework of management control made a seminal 

contribution to the knowledge of MCSs, and influenced decades of research, the 

appropriateness of this framework to contemporary organisations can be questioned.  

It has been argued that the organisations on which Anthonyôs work is based are large, 

hierarchical in nature and perhaps not in need of rapid and continuous change in 

response to internal and external forces. Johnson and Kaplan (1987) in Relevance Lost 

argue that management accounting and control systems are out of date with the 

environment they operate in, and are excessively dominated by external financial 

reporting. Otley (1994) notes that the traditional control model is out of context with 

modern business structures (which are typically leaner and flatter) and also 

management processes (that typically take a horizontal organisational perspective e.g., 

business process reengineering). Otley (1994) states that:  
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écontemporary business organisations no longer conform to the 

pattern assumed in traditional management control literature. In 

particular, they are smaller, less diversified, less hierarchical and 

have more internal mutual interdependencies than the theory admits 

(Otley, 1994, p. 290). 

 

Otley (1994) suggests that there is a need to broaden the traditional, accounting-

oriented and hierarchical model of control. More sophisticated, group as well as self-

controls may be required. Some of the other contemporary changes that challenge the 

traditional control model include: 

 

1) Knowledge Management - Increasing corporate interest in knowledge 

management (and its reporting as intellectual capital) generates problems for 

the traditional control model that is characterised by óhardô financials which it 

can be argued are easier to measure. Research has begun to explore 

relationships between management control and knowledge management 

(Bhimani, 2003; Mouritsen and Larsen, 2005).    

 

2) Non-financial measures - There has been rapid growth in the use of non-

financial measures in organisations (e.g., measures on quality, satisfaction, 

delivery time) and numerous studies support this (Drury et al., 1993; Pierce 

and OôDea, 1998; Hoque and Alam, 1999; Jazayeri and Hopper, 1999; Vaivio, 

1999) and these are discussed further in section 3.13.5 and 3.13.6. This marks 

a significant change from the exclusive focus on pure financials in the 

traditional control model.  

 

3) Growth of service firms - The traditional control model is primarily based on 

the manufacturing firms prevalent at the time but over the decades since there 

has been an explosive growth in service firms. As these firms are 

fundamentally different, the nature of management control needs to be 

investigated in this particular context (see Fitzgerald and Moon, 1996).  

 

4) Control and learning ï in dynamic environments organisations must adapt 

accordingly to ensure their long-term survival. Although MCSs have been 

credited with the potential for encumbering change, they can also play an 
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instrumental role in facilitating and implementing required change. In a study 

of two firms, Klott (1997) observed that one had greater learning capabilities 

supported by an appropriate MCS.  

 

Emmanuel et al. (1990) remark that control in organisations óis a complex and ill-

understood activityô (p. 12). Otley (1994) and Scapens et al. (2003) identify a need for 

new management control theories in view of recent changes in the practices of 

management accounting. Examples of these changes include MAs working in cross-

functional teams and on business processes, involvement in decision making and 

integrating financial and non-financial information on operational and strategic levels. 

Langfield-Smith (1997) argues that strategic control considerations can no longer be 

isolated and neglected ï as per Anthonyôs (1965) analysis and much of the 

management control research that followed ï and that the dominant focus on 

accounting systems as being central to control is too narrow. More recently, Berry et 

al. (2008) observe the broadening of management control research to new areas 

including strategy, performance management, change processes, information 

technology (IT), and alternative organisational structures, but note that óthere is very 

little evidence of active involvement of management accountants in the process of 

design, operation, adaptation and abandonment of new organisational formsô (p. 10). 

 

Malmi and Brown (2008) argue that MCSs research has been fragmented in its efforts 

to understand the collective nature of organisational-wide control systems and invite 

more research based on MCSs as a ópackageô (Otley, 1980), as illustrated in table 2.4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.4 ï Conceptualisation of MCSs as a ópackageô 

Source: Malmi and Brown (2008, p. 291) 
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It is suggested that future research might be directed towards understanding the shape 

or arrangement of these packages within organisations and how the components of 

these packages inter-relate. Supporting the dominance of a non-holistic approach to 

MCSs research, Stringer (2007) found only 15 out of 120 field studies (published in 

Management Accounting Research and Accounting, Organizations and Society 

covering the period 1990 to 2004) attempted to apply all five questions underpinning 

Otleyôs (1999) performance management framework. 

 

2.2.7 Management control theory and the roles of MAs 

This study has selected management control theory as a theoretical lens through 

which to examine the empirical findings because MASs, and therefore implicitly the 

roles of MAs, have been viewed as central to the enactment of management control in 

organisations (Anthony, 1965; Macintosh, 1985; Emmanuel et al., 1990). Emmanuel 

et al. (1990) comment that óthe accounting system is often the only source of 

quantitative information that combines the results of the activities of all the different 

parts of an enterpriseô (p. 6). Otley et al. (1995) note the central role of accounting in 

management control from a review of management control research. 

 

The management control literature notes an extension of the management control 

concept both vertically, in widening to consider operational and strategic control, and 

horizontally, in widening the concentration of the control function beyond the 

accounting function. In contemporary organisational settings, it can thus be argued 

that the roles of MAs may or may not be instrumental, or not even involved, in the 

deployment of these other forms of control and the literature mandates more research 

in these contexts. 

 

2.3 Contingency theory 

Since its introduction to the accounting literature in the late 1970s (Otley, 1980), a 

body of contingency literature has developed that relates specific features of 

management accounting and control systems to the particular context in which they 

are found (Fisher, 1995; Fisher, 1998; Chapman, 1997; Chenhall, 2003, 2007). 

Chenhall (2003, 2007) provides a comprehensive analysis of studies that have 

investigated contingent dimensions of management control. The use of contingency 
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theory is also linked to management control theory as organisational structure plays a 

significant role in both (Otley, 1980). The following sections trace the background to 

contingency theory and its use within accounting research.  

 

2.3.1 Development of contingency theory 

Contingency theory has its roots in the organisational literature. Donaldson (2001) 

traces these roots and observes that the theory has been illuminating, and has amassed 

a substantial empirical base. Early proponents of contingency theory examine the 

effect of a number of different contingencies on the organisation and the 

appropriateness of their matching or ófitô with particular characteristics of the firm. 

Burns and Stalker (1961) stress the importance of an appropriate match between an 

organisationôs structure and its environment; that is, whether an organisation has a 

mechanistic or organic structure is contingent upon the extent of environmental 

change. Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) examine organisational differentiation and 

integration as contingent upon the rate of environmental change. Other landmark 

contingency studies include Thompsonôs (1967) study of interdependencies and 

Woodwardôs (1965) study of technology. Other organisational attributes have been 

investigated in contingency studies such as strategy (Chandler, 1962) and size (Child, 

1975).  

 

2.3.2 Contingency theory and management accounting research 

Commenting on the emergence of contingency theory in accounting literature Otley 

(1980) recognises the potential of the theory to contribute to the body of management 

accounting and control knowledge:  

 

éparticular features of an appropriate accounting system will 

depend upon the specific circumstances in which an organisation 

finds itself. Thus a contingency theory must identify specific aspects 

of an accounting system which are associated with certain defined 

circumstances and demonstrate an appropriate matching (p. 413) 

 

Chenhall (2003) concisely explains that the óterm contingency means that something 

is true only under specific conditionsô (p. 157). In reviewing prior accounting 

contingency studies, Otley (1980) presents a framework that, it is suggested, should 
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represent the starting point for the evaluation of contingency theories in management 

accounting and control (see figure 2.5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Intervening variables 

                       Other factors 

 Organisational effectiveness        

  (measured in relation to objectives) 

[*Accounting Information System / 

   Management Information System] 

 

Figure 2.5 ï The minimum necessary contingency framework 

          Source: Otley (1980, p. 421) 

 

The contingency variables are those being investigated with regard to how the 

organisationôs control system is appropriately aligned with them (e.g., technology, 

structure, environment, and strategy). The control system is described in terms of a 

ópackageô, in recognition of the breadth of organisational controls systems beyond 

purely the accounting information system. The difficulty of measuring organisational 

effectiveness is addressed by incorporating intervening variables which are óthought 

to pre-dispose an organisation towards effective rather than ineffective operationô 

(Otley, 1980, p. 421). Finally, the framework recognises the presence of other factors 

that may impact performance besides the control strategy. Emmanuel et al. (1990) 

categorise the major contingency studies by environment, structure, technology, size, 

strategy, and culture and note that ólittle substantive evidence has been obtained of 

their effect on management accounting system designô (p. 58).    

 

Macy and Arunachalam (1995) present a summary of these major strands of 

contingency-based research from 17 studies of MASs with a listing of the frequently 

used measurement bases (see figure 2.6). 

 

Contingent variables 

Variables that cannot be   Organisational objectives 

influenced by the organisation 

Organisational control package 

 AIS*   Other MIS* Organisational        Other control 

design  design   design         arrangements 
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Figure 2.6 ï Map of previous strands of contingency-based studies of MASs 

     Source: Macy and Arunachalam (1995, p. 67) 

 

This provides a picture of the range of organisational variables examined in previous 

studies as well as how these variables have been measured. It has also been observed 

that reviews conducted of previous contingency studies in accounting have sometimes 

omitted certain variables, thus hampering the building of a more robust contingency 

theory of accounting (Chapman, 1997). Chenhall (2003, 2007) reviews two decades 

of individual contingency studies that align MCS design with particular contingent 

variables such as the environment, technology, size, structure, strategy, and culture. 
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2.3.3 Challenges to contingency theory 

There has been a growing body of contingency-based studies that have investigated 

the effectiveness of MCSs across many contingent dimensions, as noted above. A 

number of challenges have been identified regarding this enlarging body of research. 

 

Fisher (1995) categorises contingency theory in management control research by level 

of complexity. Fisher (1995) observes that much of the research in management 

control using contingency theory is dominated by a fragmented and simplistic 

approach; that is studies typically examine only one contingent variable and one 

dimension of management control. The need for research addressing multiple 

variables, management control dimensions and outcome factors is advanced, while 

recognising that there may be other contingent variables to identify (see also Fisher, 

1998). Fisher (1995) concludes that óa theory of management control systems, that 

explains not only how control operated but also how it relates to other firm 

mechanisms and contingent variables, is clearly needed and awaits further 

developmentô (p. 48). 

 

Chapman (1997) notes how contingency research is viewed as being synonymous 

with quantitative methodologies (e.g., large mailed surveys) that incorporate only a 

small number of variables. The nature of prior contingency studies, particularly those 

on reliance on accounting performance measures (RAPM), is criticised for 

simplifying accounting as a control mechanism. Otley and Pollanen (2000) observe 

the dearth of replication, particularly in management accounting studies. 

 

Abernethy and Brownell (1997) acknowledge the dominance of management control 

research occurring in manufacturing contexts. Supporting this, Chenhall (2003, 2007) 

notes the need for contingency studies of accounting innovations in contemporary 

settings. Examples of innovations cited include balanced scorecards, target costing, 

life cycle costing, NFIs and human resource management developments. 

Contemporary organisations of interest to MCSs contingency research include 

service, non-profit, and knowledge-based firms.  
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Otley and Pollanen (2000) recommend ómore intensive studies of single organisations 

aimed at elucidating the impact of different accounting control practices within their 

wider contextô (p. 495) performed over a period of time. 

 

Bisbe et al. (2007) advocate a strengthening of the conceptual definitions of 

management accounting constructs, while others have re-evaluated the 

appropriateness of specific analytical techniques in contingency research (Hartmann 

and Moers, 1999). Similarly, Otley and Pollanen (2000) advocate the continued use of 

contingency-based research but it needs ómore careful specification and measurement 

of variablesô (p. 495). In contingency studies, Chenhall (2003, 2007) observes the lack 

of time devoted to the development of measures of features of MCSs, resulting in 

unclear constructs, and that previously established contingencies are less relevant in 

contemporary settings with the passing of time. 

 

Hopper (1980) notes the limitations of contingency theory in that óit treats 

organisational members as passive reactorsô in not recognising that óthe behaviour of 

accountants and thus their systems can also be determined by their aspirations and the 

demands of the clients servedô (p. 401). Thus, one weakness of the theory is its 

assumption of inaction or lack of self-determination on the part of the organisation or 

individual to which the contingencies relate e.g., it does not account for how an 

organisation itself may impact on the environmental conditions where contingent 

relationships have been determined between organisational and environmental 

characteristics. Thus, where organisations with particular features of A are matched 

with an environment with particular features of B and other organisations with 

different features of X are better matched with an environment with particular features 

of Y, contingency theory assumes that the organisation is inert as regards influencing 

the environmental conditions making up the contingency relationships. Chenhall 

(2007) states that research on MCSs óimplicitly assumes unidirectional relationshipsô 

(p. 190). 

 

In attempting to reach conclusions from contingency studies, Macy and Arunachalam 

(1995) observe numerous challenges in the emerging body of research including: 1) 

the use of a broad range of measures where ósome measures have been selectively 

ignored, and others inconsistently measuredô (p. 71), 2) variables not being examined 
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(e.g., decision style) and inconsistent operationalisation of other variables (e.g., 

structure and technology), 3) the absence of an effectiveness outcome variable in 

many studies and where it is used, there are difficulties with operationalisation, and 4) 

challenges in the methodology with respect to the quantitative analysis techniques 

used (e.g., correlation, regression) and the chosen level of analysis (e.g., individual, 

unit, organisation). 

 

2.3.4 Contingency theory and fit 

The notion of fit is central to contingency theory and it is complex and open to a 

number of definitions (Drazin and Van de Ven, 1985; Gerdin and Greve, 2004). For 

example, Gerdin and Greve (2004) analyse fit in management accounting contingency 

studies as a hierarchy that descends from a classification of two overarching 

approaches to fit, descending to classifications of fit that are outcome or non-outcome 

related to alternative modelling of relationships. In its simplest form however, the 

theory suggests the presence of conditions that match particular MAS designs. Thus, 

employing the notion of fit leads to the identification of situations where matches or 

fits, or alternatively, mismatches or misfits, occur between some dimension of 

management accounting and some contingent variable(s). 

 

The potential of contingency theory to identify an appropriate fit between control 

system design and contingent variables may lead to enhanced organisational 

performance (Hayes, 1977; Govindarajan and Gupta, 1985). Notwithstanding this, it 

has been noted that some research on the contingencies associated with management 

control have not selected performance as the outcome variable (Chenhall, 2003, 

2007). Fisher (1998) also notes this omission in studies and adds that ówhen it is 

included, in many cases, performance is ill-definedô (p. 61).   

 

2.3.5 Contingency theory and qualitative research 

Over the last three decades, contingency theory, as noted above, has seen a strong 

orientation towards its use in quantitative studies, entailing the definition of 

constructs, their measurement through large-scale surveys, and hypotheses testing 

through statistical analysis. This has generated a burgeoning canon of contingency-

based management accounting and control studies which has contributed much to our 
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understanding of management accounting and control, but primarily so from a 

quantitative perspective with the limitations as noted above. 

 

The notion of employing qualitative research in contingency-based studies returns the 

cycle to its origins where much of the early research by organisational researchers 

was based on a limited number of case studies (e.g., Burns and Stalker, 1961; 

Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967). What these early contingency studies show is that a 

qualitative approach, with its emphasis on depth, exploration and induction, can 

usefully detect contingent factors and indicate where relationships may exist with 

respect to establishing an appropriate matching between contexts and these factors. 

Chenhall (2003) notes that: 

 

The generation of propositions concerning novel relationships, 

processes and their contextual setting are often best identified and 

elaborated by using case study methods (p. 159). 

 

Contingency studies, in a qualitative sense, have the potential to better explain how 

particular variables impact upon specific outcomes. Chenhall (2003) states that: 

ócontingency-based research has, in the main, been survey based and tends to limit the 

scope of the studies to consider situations involving uni-directional relationshipsô (p. 

156). While quantitative-based contingency studies may establish statistically 

significant variables and their relationships, such studies are measure-dependent and 

are limited in their output in comparison to qualitative studies. Woods (2009) is a very 

recent example of contingency theory being employed in a qualitative study of MCSs. 

 

2.3.6 Contingency theory and the roles of MAs 

Since its inception in the management accounting literature about 30 years ago, 

originating in organisational theory, a number of contingent factors have been 

examined. The theory of contingency predicts that it is possible to align particular 

elements of MASs with particular elements of internal or external environments thus 

implying that it is possible to identify conditional alignments and misalignments, the 

notion of ófitô.  

 

Donaldson (2001) notes that: óthe contingency factor determines which characteristic 

produces high levels of effectiveness of the organisation (or some part of it, such as a 
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department or individual member)ô (p. 6). While much contingency research in 

management accounting has focused on management control and its association with 

outcomes for performance in organisational or managerial terms (Chenhall, 2003, 

2007) this study seeks to explore contingencies relating to the roles of MAs. In this 

study, the roles of MAs, or dimensions of these roles, are investigated as being 

potentially contingent upon the specific organisational context within which they are 

located; that is contingency theory may explain differences in the roles of MAs in 

different organisational contexts. Thus, the roles of MAs are investigated as being 

contingent upon particular role influences and role characteristics in organisational 

settings. This is with a view to identifying where appropriate fits or misfits occur.  

 

2.4 Role theory 

Kahn et al. (1964) and Katz and Kahn (1978) present a role theory to explain the 

nature and behaviour of the roles that organisational members occupy. It attempts to 

explain how members of organisations take on and enact particular roles and the 

consequences of doing so. The theory seeks to address many aspects to the enacting 

of roles by individuals in organisations e.g., the influences on individuals in taking on 

particular roles, how individuals understand what their expected roles are, if there are 

differences between the roles which individuals enact and those roles which others 

expect them to enact, and how individuals, through their own characteristics and 

relationships with others in the organisation, may influence what others expect of 

them. 

 

In the vernacular of role theory, role expectations influence and determine the roles 

that organisational members enact. When one organisational member (e.g., a senior 

manager) has expectations of another organisational member (e.g., a junior manager) 

they are respectively referred to as the role sender and the focal role, where the former 

sends expectations to the latter with respect to the performance of his/her roles. Any 

one organisational member may be subject to the expectations of a number of role 

senders (e.g., line manager, support functions, line managerôs manager, managing 

director, own staff) and these are collectively referred to as the role set (Merton, 1957) 

in relation to the focal role. 
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Role theory (see figure 2.7) suggests that the expectations of the role set are 

communicated (i.e., role sent) to the focal role occupant (arrow 1 in figure 2.7) who 

then interprets that communication (i.e., received role) and initiates a particular 

response to it (i.e., role behaviour). For example a manager may outline role 

expectations through documentation, such as job descriptions, objectives and annual 

appraisals, or verbally through formal and informal meetings. The theory 

distinguishes between what the role sender is expecting of the focal role (A), the 

communication of that expectation to the focal role (B), the understanding that the 

focal role takes on receipt of that expectation (C), and how the focal role in turn 

enacts the actual role (D), which in turn impacts upon the expectations of the role 

sender as he/she observes the actual enacted role in comparison to the role that the 

role sender has expected (arrow 2 in figure 2.7). Collectively, Katz and Kahn (1978) 

refer to the process between the concepts of role expectations, role sent, received role, 

role behaviour and its feedback to the role sender as a role episode and this can be 

visually observed in figure 2.7 in the lettering sequence A, B, C, and D. For example 

a manager has expectations of a MA and communicates these to the MA (role sent), 

the MA interprets these expectations (received role), enacts a role behaviour based on 

this interpretation, and the manager who observes this behaviour takes these 

observations into account in the communication of subsequent expectations.  
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Figure 2.7 ï Theoretical model of factors in the taking of organisational roles 

     Source: Katz and Kahn (1978, p. 196) 

 

Keys for arrows in figure 2.7: 

1 = sent role 

2 = role sender evaluation of behaviour before next cycle 

3 = impact of organisational factors on role expectations 

4 = influence of individualôs characteristics on role expectations 

5 = identical sent role does not result in the same experience 

6 = influence of role behaviour on the characteristics of the individual 

7 = impact of current inter-relating on role expectations 

8 = focal role interpretation of expectations vary depending on inter-relating 

9 = behaviour feeds back and affects interpersonal relations with role set members 

 

 

Role theory predicts that certain organisational characteristics (E) such as size, 

structure or culture (arrow 3 in figure 2.7) influence the expectations that role senders 

have of focal roles e.g., an organisation with a strong team-oriented culture might 

mean that role senders have high expectations of focal roles to interact frequently in 

different team processes. For the attributes (F) of the focal role (e.g., approachable, 

helpful), role theory would predict that these characteristics might result in role 

sendersô expectations actually being influenced by reason of the focal role having 

these characteristics (arrow 4 in figure 2.7). Similarly, for interpersonal factors (G), 

role theory would predict that the nature of the relationship between the role sender 

and the focal role in turn impacts upon the expectations of the role sender (arrow 7 in 
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figure 2.7) e.g., a very good/poor working relationship between the role sender and 

the focal role could lead to the role sender having different expectations. As can be 

seen from figure 2.7, role theory postulates that organisational, personal and 

relationship variables impact upon the role expectations that roles senders have of the 

focal role. It is also predicted that the personal and relationship variables are 

influenced by the actual role behaviour of the focal role (respectively arrows 6 and 9 

in figure 2.7). Finally, the identical sent role can be interpreted differently due to the 

effect of personal variables (arrow 5 in figure 2.7) or the nature of continuing 

relationships (arrow 8 in figure 2.7).  

 

Role theory (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and Kahn, 1978) thus proposes that 

organisational roles (the focal roles) are determined by the expectations of other 

members of the organisation (the role senders). Role senders are influenced by 

organisational factors (e.g., size, structure), the attributes of the focal role occupant 

and the nature of the relationship between the individual in the focal role and the role 

sender. In summary, role theory relates role sending, role receiving and role behaviour 

in the context of the individual, interrelationships, and organisational variables.  

 

The notion of role expectations is central to role theory and Biddle (1979) defines 

expectations as ósubject-held or emitted statements that express a modal reaction 

about characteristics of object personsô (p. 132). Biddle (1979) distinguishes 

expectations according to their source, óthe subjects who hold (or emit) themô, their 

destination or whom they are in relation to, their substance or nature, and their 

ómodalityô and óformô (p. 132). The latter respectively relate to the role senderôs 

response to attributes of the receiver and how expectations manifest themselves e.g., 

documented, articulated, held privately. 

 

2.4.1 Role conflict and role ambiguity  

In role theory, the non-fulfilment of role senderôs expectations leads to role conflict, 

and uncertainty about these expectations leads to role ambiguity. Role conflict may be 

defined as the ósimultaneous occurrence of two (or more) sets of pressures such that 

compliance with one would make difficult or impossible compliance with the otherô 

(Wolfe and Snoek, 1962, p. 103). Biddle (1979) defines role conflict as óany condition 

of common or attributed polarised dissensus that poses (usually unspecified) problems 
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for the object personô (p. 196). Thus, in an organisational setting role theory would 

predict that in certain situations the completion of one task for a manager, by the focal 

role occupant, may challenge or render unfeasible the completion of another task, by 

the same focal role occupant for another member of the organisation. In the context of 

accounting roles, one example of a conflict would be where an accountant is 

responsible for the integrity of accounting and control systems and is also responsible 

for working closely with managers to support their decision making processes. In this 

scenario, if managers pursue some decisions that might not comply with the existing 

accounting and control systems, the accountant will experience role conflict in trying 

to comply with control requirements, while also trying to appease the managerôs 

decision support requirements. This conflict has been recognised in the literature for 

some time (Simon et al., 1954; Sathe, 1982). 

 

Role theory also advances the idea that ambiguity can be experienced by those 

occupying organisational roles. Kahn et al. (1964) distinguish ambiguity between that 

which is perceived or felt by a person, and that which is a feature external to the 

individual. In both cases ambiguity may relate to an absence of information. Katz and 

Kahn (1978) note that órole ambiguity simply means uncertainty about what the 

occupant of a particular office is supposed to doô (p. 206). Role ambiguity is defined 

by Biddle (1979) as occurring ówhen shared specifications set for an expected role are 

incomplete or insufficient to tell the incumbent what is desired or how to do itô (p. 

323). Kahn et al. (1964) explain the importance of dealing with ambiguity to ensure 

role expectations are met: 

 

Certain information is required for adequate role performance, that 

is, in order for a person to conform to the role expectations held by 

members of his role set (p. 22). 

 

This information includes the focal role occupant understanding the expectations, 

understanding how he/she might meet these expectations, and the implications of 

meeting or not meeting these expectations (Kahn et al., 1964). 

 

2.4.2 Role theory and accounting research 

Central concepts of role theory such as role conflict and role ambiguity have been 

previously employed in accounting research. Some studies have examined the role 
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conflicts of auditors (Morgan, 1979; Senatra, 1980; Bamber et al., 1989; Koo and 

Sim, 1999), while others have investigated the nature of the role conflict inherent in 

the simultaneous adoption of roles influenced by the organisation and the accounting 

profession (McGregor et al., 1989). 

 

Surprisingly, role theory has been little used in previous management accounting 

research. Notable exceptions are Hopper (1980), Sathe (1982), and Maas and MatŊjka 

(2009). Satheôs investigation of controller involvement notes a strong relationship 

between management expectations and controller (the focal role) involvement:  

 

Behaviour of the individual in the focal role-the controller-is 

consistently and positively related to the expectations of the role 

senders-the management (p. 117-118). 

 

In applying Katz and Kahnôs (1978) framework, Satheôs (1982) findings suggests a 

modification of the original model that recognises that role behaviour can be impacted 

upon directly by organisational factors, as well as being impacted upon directly by 

management expectations as per role theoryôs prediction. Satheôs (1982) situational 

factors are the equivalent of organisational factors (E) in Katz and Kahnôs model in 

figure 2.7. Thus, drawing on figure 2.7, this revised model creates a requirement for 

role behaviour coming from both role senderôs expectations (A) and organisational 

factors (E). Figure 2.8 illustrates Satheôs revised model of role theory drawing on his 

findings and role theory (Katz and Kahn, 1978). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.8 ï Satheôs (1982) adaptation of role theory  

        Source: Sathe (1982, p. 119) 
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In conclusion, Sathe (1982) argues that the relationship between situational factors 

and their impact on role behaviour have not been researched, and óthis is a rich arena 

for future researchô (p. 119). Hopper (1980) examined the role behaviour of 12 MAs 

in six companies in the context of alternative organisational structures. Hopper (1980) 

found that MAs were generally not meeting the expectations of the four most 

important role senders (nor their own expectations) regarding providing a support role 

to managerial decision making, giving rise to role conflict, ambiguity, and stress. 

Collins (1982) observes the dearth of accounting research using role theory and 

argues that MASs may stipulate certain role behaviour e.g., budgets communicating 

cost management expectations to managers. Maas and MatŊjka (2009) found a 

positive relationship between controllers focused on head office control (as opposed 

to divisional decision making) and role conflict and ambiguity. In summary, use of 

role theory in accounting research is very limited and it tends to have been mostly 

examined in the context of auditing and role conflict. As this study primarily focuses 

on the roles of MAs, it would seem very appropriate to use role theory as a lens 

through which to view the findings from the study. 

 

2.4.3 Role theory and the roles of MAs 

Role theory, in comparison to the other two theoretical perspectives that frequently 

appear in management accounting studies, has had little if any use in management 

accounting research. The decision to employ role theory in the study is intuitively 

appealing given its central focus on roles in organisations and this studyôs focus on 

the roles of MAs in organisations. It was not however for these reasons in the first 

instance that that role theory was selected as a relevant theoretical perspective. 

 

There are many aspects to role theory that specifically relate to understanding the 

roles of MAs. Expectations, as explained above, influence the roles that are enacted 

by those in focal roles and thus relating expectations to the roles of MAs has the 

potential to bring clarification to the previously noted poor understanding of the roles 

of MAs (Anthony, 1989; Young, 1996), and the apparent contradictions around the 

actual roles enacted by MAs where some appear to be aligning with the model of the 

business partner, while others do not do so (see section 3.7). The focus on 

expectations in the context of the roles of MAs brings into focus the expectations that 
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managers might have of MAs (e.g., relevant information for management control and 

decision making purposes) and if and how MAs are meeting these expectations.  

 

Role theory also includes the attributes of the focal role and that roleôs relationship to 

role senders. In the context of the roles of MAs this permits the opportunity to relate 

the characteristics of MAs, and MAsô inter-personal relationships, to the expectations 

that managers have of MAs. The theory considers organisational factors shaping 

expectations and this would potentially offer insights into those forces that might be 

shaping the roles of MAs. Role theory, in the context of the roles of MAs, examines 

how managers influence MAs through their expectations of them and how MAs may 

in turn influence those expectations through their behaviour, their characteristics, and 

their inter-personal relationships. This potentially offers an opportunity to gain an 

understanding of the roles of MAs from a number of perspectives. 

 

Role theory includes the concepts of role conflict and role ambiguity, and in the 

context of the roles of MAs these are particularly pertinent. As noted in section 2.4.1 

there are potential role conflicts for MAs in the model of the business partner which 

presupposes the maintenance of independent and objective control with closely 

supporting managerial decision making. Role theory, through understanding the role 

sendersô expectations, leads to an understanding of the outcomes for those in focal 

roles e.g., role conflict, ambiguity, stress which have only rarely and belatedly been 

observed (Hopper, 1980; Sathe, 1982). 

 

In summary, the potential of role theory to advance our understanding of the roles of 

MAs is significant in its scope and this is further supported in its direct linking to the 

research objectives, namely investigating the antecedents (e.g., expectations), 

characteristics (e.g., attributes), and consequences (e.g., conflicts, ambiguities) 

associated with the roles of MAs.  

 

2.5 Summary and conclusion 

This chapter introduced the three theoretical lenses that underpin the interpretation of 

the findings of the study. While the basic tenets of each theory have been summarised 

individually, this study aims to analyse data using all three theories in a less disparate 

fashion than presented here. Three theoretical lenses have been employed because 
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each of the theories have particular relevance to the roles of MAs and thus provide the 

potential for theoretical insights to be attained in their use. The use of these lenses 

highlights the relative merits and weaknesses of each theory and provides the benefit 

of having three alternative theoretical perspectives on the roles of MAs as opposed to 

just one. In common with Marginson (1999) and Berry et al. (1991), the theoretical 

perspectives are used as óguiding perspectivesô as opposed to, a priori, identifying and 

testing a single theory. Similarly, Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005) employ theory as 

óa sensitising mechanism that assists interpretationsô (p. 727) (see also Granlund and 

Taipaleenmäki, 2005). Keating (1995) analyses the use of theory in management 

accounting case studies as being for the purposes of ódiscoveryô (e.g., emerging 

theory), órefinementô of existing theory, and órefutationô of existing theory. This 

study, in employing the three lenses of existing theory, is open to theoretical 

engagement in the latter two categories. Berry et al. (2008) also note that óby 

grounding research in organisational practices, it becomes legitimate to use a wide 

range of theoretical approaches in helping explain such activitiesô (p. 15) and this 

study through the adoption of qualitative enquiry facilitates this process. 
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3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a review of literature on the roles of MAs. It commences with a 

description of the environmental context and the various depicted roles of the finance 

function in the contemporary business environment. Many dimensions of the roles of 

MAs are examined, including alternative role conceptualisations, empirical research, 

influences on the roles, their characteristics, and some outcomes of the roles. The 

latter part of the review examines a number of characteristics of management 

accounting information provided by MAs. 

 

3.2 The business environment 

It is generally agreed that contemporary business environments are characterised as 

intensively competitive, increasingly global, uncertain and subject to continuous 

change. Simons (1995), who advanced understanding of the strategic use of MCSs 

(see section 2.2.4), notes how the corporate landscape has changed and how a new 

theory of control is needed to manage the tension between older and newer 

approaches to management and control, as illustrated in Table 3.1. 

 

 

OLD  

Management control approach 

NEW 

Management control approach 

Top-down strategy Customer/market-driven strategy 

Standardisation Customisation  

According to plan Continuous innovation 

Keeping things on track Meeting customersô needs 

No surprises Empowerment 

 

Table 3.1 - Tensions between basic philosophies of control and management  

           Source: Adapted from Simons (1995, p. 4) 

 

Simonsôs work addresses how top management use control systems as óleversô in this 

new environmental context, but pays less attention to their use lower down in the 

organisation. A number of factors have been noted as impacting on the management 

accounting function which have generally emanated from outside organisations. 

These include the increasingly competitive and internationalising environment (Burns 

et al., 1999; Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2005, 2007); manufacturing technologies 

(Bromwich and Bhimani, 1994); technological developments (Ezzamel et al., 1997; 

Burns and Yazdifar, 2001; Granlund and Malmi, 2002; Hunton, 2002; Scapens and 
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Jazayeri, 2003), structural arrangements (Granlund and Lukka, 1998a; IMA, 1999), 

and the introduction of accounting innovations (Friedman and Lyne, 1997).  

 

In examining the forces promoting the homogenisation of global management 

accounting practices, Granlund and Lukka (1998b) classify some as economic forces 

and others as institutional forces, drawing on DiMaggio and Powellôs (1983) 

institutional theory. Examples of economic forces include global competition, 

technologies, and economic cycles, while examples of institutional forces include 

harmonisation of regulation, the management accounting profession, and 

benchmarking. This classification provides a useful framework when investigating the 

factors influencing the management accounting function. The next section presents a 

review of the shape of contemporary finance functions following on from these 

environmental influences. 

 

3.3 The finance function in organisations 

The role of the finance function in organisations can be analysed using a number of 

frameworks in the literature. Keating and Jablonsky (1990) note changes in the 

orientation of the finance function in a study of six major US corporations based 

primarily on interviews with financial executives responsible for implementing 

change. Three finance function orientations were observed:  

 

1) Command-and-control orientation - this was found in firms with a functional 

hierarchical structure. Emphasis was placed on corporate control and 

managing resources efficiently with the finance function acting in an 

independent capacity.  

 

2) Conformance orientation - this tended to exist if there was significant business 

with the government or the firm was required to comply with statutory or 

other external regulations. The finance function was bureaucratic, procedural 

and technical in nature.  

 

3) Competitive-team orientation - a firm with this orientation was market-driven 

and financial work was integrated into the business in a matrix type structure. 
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It was characterised by customer focus, financial excellence, value-added 

participation with management and an in-depth awareness of the business. 

 

Keating and Jablonsky (1990) argue that firms typically have all three orientations in 

their finance function but there may be differences in the degrees of emphasis placed 

on them or in the trajectories for change set for the future. Figure 3.1 illustrates the 

three orientations of the finance function.  

 

 
   Orientation of Financial Management 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 - Finance function orientations   

   Source: Keating and Jablonsky (1990, p. 43) 

 

Keating and Jablonsky (1990) found that four of the six companies were shifting 

towards a competitive-team orientation from either a conformance or command-and-

control orientation. This shift required a re-thinking of the role of the finance 

function: 

 

This means they move away from being an independent third party 

or custodian of the accounts and become a client-oriented 

professional (both internal and external clients) with an in-depth 

knowledge of the business (p. 7).  

 

In a survey of 805 managers (508 non-financial managers and 297 FMs) by Jablonsky 

et al. (1993), the move towards a competitive orientation was not clearly discernable; 

perceptions differed between the FMs who generally perceived that they had a 

competitive-team orientation to the non-financial managers who frequently perceived 
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the FMs to be mainly command-and-control or conformance oriented. A significant 

number of FMs and non-financial managers were found to agree that the financial 

organisation is characterised as: 1) providing top management with an independent 

review of operating plans and performance, 2) directing financial information flows 

up and down the chain of command, 3) having developed sophisticated operating and 

capital budgeting models, and 4) being oriented to ómaking the quarterly numbersô (p. 

11). Further, the categorisation of financial work into the categories of the earlier 

study (command-and-control, conformance orientation and competitive-team 

orientation) did not emerge, but rather combinations of all three falling into either a 

Business Advocate profile or a Corporate Policeman profile. Jablonsky et al. (1993) 

describe the core values of these profiles as presented in Table 3.2. 

 

 

Business Advocate Profile Corporate Policeman Profile 

Service and involvement Oversight and surveillance 

Knowledge of the business 
Administration of rules and 

regulations 

Internal customer service Impersonal procedures 

Finance and analytical skills Accounting and auditing skills 

Monitoring the operating and 

capital budget 
Accurate financial reporting 

Improving the bottom line Budget/variance reporting 

 

Table 3.2 - Core values of business advocate and corporate policeman profiles  

           Source: Adapted from Jablonsky et al. (1993, p. 17) 

 

Being a business advocate is associated with providing support to the business and 

involvement in business strategy, while being a policeman is associated with 

accountability from both an internal (control) and external (compliance) perspective. 

In a follow up study, Jablonsky and Keating (1998) capture the perceptions of 1,569 

non-financial managers which reveals a classification of their respective firmôs 

finance functions as 43.6% Business Advocate and 56.4% Corporate Policeman. 

Sheridan (1997) notes the changing role of the finance function and asserts that 

controllers óare no longer commentators on the past, they are now expected to play 

their part as members of the team in building the companyôs futureô (p. 2). Sheridan 

(1997) observes how many of the rudimentary accounting tasks have been automated, 
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resulting in a ódeskillingô of accountants with financial information now residing in 

the wider organisational domain where financially-literate managers use their own 

computers for financial purposes. Supporting this, Burns et al. (1996, 1999), Scapens 

et al. (2003), and Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2007) observe the wider technology-

enabled dissemination, or ódecentringô, of accounting information. May (2002) 

effectively observes this as part of an illustration of how the finance function has 

streamlined its activities, as depicted in figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2 ï Change occurring in the function of finance 

Source: May (2002, p. 11) 

 

In response to recent accounting scandals Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2007) observe 

the criticality of the roles of accountants as stewards and controllers but:  

 

édue to advances in information technology and the decentring of 

accounting knowledge, such roles now occupy less of the 

management accountantôs time (p. 124). 

 

Although there is little research to date, there is some anecdotal evidence that the 

conformance orientation (Keating and Jablonsky, 1990) from regulatory compliance 

might be impacting on the role of the finance function. This somewhat contradicts 

Burns and Baldvinsdottirôs (2007) and Mayôs (2002) indications of a reduced 
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financing and stewardship function. EIU and KPMG (2006) comment in their global 

survey of leading finance functions that: 

 

Regulatory compliance and corporate governance initiatives have 

placed a major burden on finance functions in recent years and, in 

some ways, have distracted finance from achieving its wider 

aspirations to become a strategic business partner. New regulatory 

requirements and accounting standards such as Sarbanes-Oxley, 

Basel II and IFRS have required finance to devote significant 

resources to improving controls, procedures and processes to ensure 

compliance (p. 5-6). 

 

Similarly, Sharman (2007) observes the US management accounting profession as 

increasingly being oriented to regulatory (e.g., Sarbanes Oxley (SOX) legislation) 

concerns as opposed to supporting managersô decision making processes. 

 

One of the challenges with the studies above is their lack of engagement with 

theoretical perspectives on the roles of the finance function. While these pieces of 

research have empirical merit there could have been an opportunity to relate these 

empirical findings to the previous theoretical lenses reviewed in the last chapter e.g., 

contingencies are not identified with respect to the alternative depictions of the roles 

of finance, and there are no theoretical explanations as to how or why these roles have 

occurred. The findings seem contradictory in that financial personnel perceive 

themselves moving towards more business and market-oriented roles away from 

control-oriented roles, while non-financial managers perceive the opposite with very 

recent observations also concurring with this. There is an indication in this work that 

regulation, technology, market forces and control may be shaping the finance 

function.  

 

Moving from the wider roles of the finance function that include some dimensions 

identified above that are beyond the remit of this study (e.g., payroll, accounts 

payable and receivable, treasury functions), the remaining review of literature focuses 

specifically on the roles of MAs noting that it is within the context of the finance 

functions discussed above that MAs enact their roles. The next section presents 

definitions of the roles of MAs and management accounting. 
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3.4 Definitions: management accountants and management accounting 

Horngren et al. (2000) define management accounting as an organisational function 

that ómeasures and reports financial and non-financial information that helps 

managers make decisions to fulfil the goals of an organisationô (p. 888). Atkinson et 

al. (2001) define management accounting as óa value added improvement process of 

planning, designing, measuring, and operating non-financial and financial information 

systems that guides management action, motivates behaviour, and supports and 

creates the cultural values necessary to achieve an organisationôs strategic, tactical, 

and operating objectivesô (p. 577). Belkaoui (1980) defines a MAS as óthe set of 

human and capital resources within an organisation which is responsible for the 

production and dissemination of information deemed relevant for internal decision 

making (p. 21). All these definitions very strongly emphasise the provision of 

management accounting information that supports managerial decision making and 

control with the more recent definitions drawing more attention to organisational 

goals, non-financial information, and a process orientation in broader organisational 

contexts. Similarly, a comparison of CIMA (1996)ôs definition of management 

accounting and CIMA (2005)ôs definition of the roles of MAs reveals a broadening in 

many dimensions e.g., strategic orientation, supporting decision making, NFIs, 

systems design and enhancement, emphasis on management as well as measurement, 

and all strongly positioned within a management cross-functional team context. 

 

3.5 Descriptors of accountants in organisations 

The roles of MAs in organisations can be classified in different ways and many 

alternate descriptors have been employed in this regard. Table 3.3 illustrates various 

titles that draw attention to different dimensions of the accountantsô roles and shows 

the study, or studies, that used such a title.  
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Role label or classification Study 

óBusiness Partnerô IMA (1996, 1999) 

Siegel (2000) 

Gibson (2002) 

Siegel et al. (2003a, 2003b) 

Pierce and OôDea (2003) 

Byrne and Maher (2003) 

Gould  and Fahy  (2005, 2005/2006) 

Byrne and Pierce (2007) 

Järvenpää (2007) 

Sorensen (2009) 

óBusiness Unit Orientationô vs.  

óFunctional Orientationô 

Emsley (2005) 

óPolice Officerô vs. óConsultantô vs. 

óSpy/Watchdogô 

Gibson (2002) 

 

óInvolved Controllerô vs. óIndependent Controllerô 

vs. óSplit Controllerô vs. óStrong Controllerô 

Sathe (1982, 1983) 

óBean-counterô vs. óControllerô Granlund and Lukka (1998a) 

óBeancounterô Friedman and Lyne (1997) 

óBusiness-orientedô  Granlund and Lukka (1998a) 

óService Aidsô vs. óBookkeepersô Hopper (1980) 

óBusiness Advocateô vs. óCorporate Policemanô Jablonsky et al.  (1993) 

Jablonsky and Keating (1998) 

óConsultingô, óBookkeepingô, óBankingô, 

óControllingô, and óAdministratorô 

Mouritsen (1996) 

óHybrid Accountantsô Burns et al. (1999) 

Burns and Scapens (2000) 

Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005, 2007) 

óBusiness Analystsô Burns et al. (1999) 

óProblem Solvingô, óScorekeepingô,  and 

óAttention Directingô 

Simon et al. (1954) 

óLocal responsibilityô vs. óFunctional 

responsibilityô 

Maas and MatŊjka (2009) 

 

Table 3.3 - Summary of role titles for MAs  

 

Many of the studies in table 3.3 present an analysis of the roles of MAs as a simplified 

dichotomy. At one end, roles are characterised as largely involving the production of 

detailed, financial and historic information with minimum interaction with managers. 

At the other end, the roles are characterised as largely involving the production of 

tailored, often non-financial and futuristic performance information with high levels 

of support to managersô decision making processes. The extent that MAs are oriented 

towards either end of these depicted role spectrums is examined in section 3.7. 

 

It is apparent that the title of óbusiness partnerô has considerable use in the literature 

and this will be the primary designation for this particular depiction of the roles of 
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MAs in the remaining literature review. IMA (1999) provide a useful definition of the 

business partner role:  

 

A business partner is an equal member of the decision making team. 

As a business partner, a management accountant has the authority 

and responsibility to tell an operating executive why particular types 

of information may or may not be relevant to the business decision at 

hand, and is expected to suggest ways to improve the quality of the 

decision (p. 5). 

 

Drawing from a professional affiliation of senior financial members of large 

organisations, CIMA (2009) explain the business partnering model as widening roles 

for MAs that go beyond information provision to enhancing decision making as it: 

 

étakes the management information provided by accounting 

operations as its starting point. It is about understanding relevance, 

sharing insights, influencing decisions in the best interests of 

shareholders and helping to manage performance and risk through to 

the achievement of impact (p. 11). 

  

In a review of research on the roles of MAs in the US, Sorensen (2009) concludes that 

the roles are ascending to senior levels in organisations ówhere they are becoming 

business partnersïvalued partners in top level decision makingô (p. 1291). For MAs, 

the business partner role model generally denotes an increasing emphasis on a more 

strategic, forward-looking and collaborative role orientation with respect to 

supporting managersô decision making and control functions (King et al., 1991; 

Friedman and Lyne, 1997; Granlund and Lukka, 1998a; Pierce and OôDea, 2003). It 

could be argued that there are differences in degrees with the titles in the literature. 

For example, is a MA that is only involved to a limited degree also a business 

partner? It is suggested, following the definition above that being a business partner 

goes beyond occasional involvement and represents greater involvement in supporting 

managerial decision making and control. Thus, there is a continuum of roles that 

range from high levels (or low levels) of support for managerial decision making and 

control provided by MAs, which Sathe (1982) contrasts as the óindependenceô and 

óinvolvementô of the controller (see section 3.7 on variation in the roles of MAs). 

There are also recent professional observations by senior financial officers of leading 

organisations that óthere are as yet no established best practice models or processesô 
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for the model of the business partner (CIMA, 2007, p. 28). This thus recognises the 

model of the business partner as one that is evolving (see also CIMA, 2009). 

 

There is also some debate as to whether the designation ómanagement accountantô 

will be sustained into the future (Otley, 2008) and commentators observe that new 

role titles are emerging e.g., óGlobal Expense Manager or Strategic Financial Analystô 

(Ahrens and Chapman, 2005, p. 330). It can also be noted that mirroring this is the 

professional management accounting institutes in the US and UK that have changed 

their publication titles from óManagement Accountingô in both instances to óStrategic 

Financeô in the US and óFinancial Managementô in the UK. CIMA (2007) note that 

the óBusiness Partnerô title is used in practice but also titles such as óFinancial or 

Business Analyst, Business or Finance Manager or simply Management Accountantô 

(p. 28). 

 

It is also important to draw more attention to the role models as opposed to the role 

titles in the literature, as the latter may have different meanings. Granlund and Lukka 

(1998a) note for example that controllers in the US óare usually rather senior peopleô 

(p. 197), while Finnish controllers tend to operate more in profit centres and less so in 

centralised capacities. It can also be observed that in dichotomising roles that the 

meanings attached to the control function can be ambiguous e.g., controllers can be 

seen to be positively the polar opposite of óbean-countersô (Granlund and Lukka, 

1998a), while others suggest a somewhat negative depiction of the control function 

e.g., óPolice Officerô and óSpy/Watchdogô (Gibson, 2002), óCorporate Policemanô 

(Jablonsky et al., 1993; Jablonsky and Keating, 1998) and óControllingô (Mouritsen, 

1996). In investigating the emergence of the óhybrid accountantsô, Burns and 

Baldvinsdottir (2007) contrast these roles with the traditional roles of the MA who is 

described óas being a monitor and controller of othersô performanceô and óproducing 

financial reports to be transmitted up the organisational hierarchyô (p. 118). This 

emphasises a need for clearer specification of role definitions and a deeper 

understanding of variation of definitions across countries. Notwithstanding this the 

control function is an integral component of the roles of MAs, as explicated in 

sections 3.3 and 3.4, and the next section examines this control function. 
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While the studies identified in table 3.3 examine closely the classifications of roles of 

MAs, many ignore role theory in explaining the roles of MAs and also do not consider 

contingency theory in attempting to identify what contingencies might attach to the 

roles of MAs when attributed with a particular designation. Many of the studies 

outlined in table 3.3 have a strong empirical orientation but are weaker on theoretical 

engagement. Some studies on the roles of MAs have considered theories in a more 

isolated sense e.g., Hopper (1980) draws primarily on role theory with very limited 

reference to contingency theory or management control theory and Burns and Scapens 

(2000) and Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005) draw exclusively on institutional theory 

in longitudinal research. While somewhat dated, Sathe (1982) does draw on 

contingency and role theory, but this is an exception. Thus, there is some scope to 

bring multiple theoretical perspectives to bear on understanding the roles of MAs. 

 

3.6 Controllership 

The preceding chapter reviewed the theory of management control (see section 2.2) 

and this section builds on that by identifying the nature of the control function from 

the perspective of the roles of MAs. Sutthiwan and Clinton (2008) note that 

ócontrollership is fundamentally a function of management accountingô (p. 44) and 

accounting roles have long been observed as central to this function (Anthony, 1965; 

Macintosh, 1985; Emmanuel et al., 1990; Otley et al., 1995). The management 

control theoretical perspective, as per section 2.2, has tended to place a strong 

emphasis on classifying control systems, developing theories of control, and 

contingencies in control system designs but has paid less attention to how control is 

achieved in organisations through the enactment of roles, particularly the roles of 

MAs. Thus, while the literature has placed accounting as the functional mechanism of 

control in organisations, less has been observed of how this operates. 

 

A summary of the key dimensions of the roles of MAs as controller include (Willson 

and Colford, 1991; Riahi-Belkaoui, 1992): 

 

1. Responsibility for financial accounting and statutory reporting; 

2. Coordination, compilation and management of planning processes; 

3. Management of information, control and performance systems; and 
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4. Preparation and communication of appropriate information to support 

managerial decision processes. 

 

Simon et al. (1954) relate the effectiveness of the controller function to the provision 

of high quality information, at the lowest cost and the long term competency 

development of accounting and non-accounting managers. The information quality 

dimension is examined in section 3.13. The literature thus places a high degree of 

emphasis on the enactment of management control through the roles of MAs. 

Accepting the centrality of the control function to the roles of MAs but also 

recognising the roles of MAs in management decision-support, or the business partner 

model noted earlier, the following section examines these collectively and provides 

some empirical evidence of how the roles of MAs discharge these functions. 

 

3.7 Balance between hierarchical reporting and supporting managers 

Table 3.3 above presents many descriptors of the roles of MAs that frequently 

contrast very traditional, historic and overly financial, hierarchical, reporting-oriented 

roles (e.g., the óbean-counterô) with the model of the business partner depicted as 

MAs providing high levels of support to managerial decision making and control 

functions, often on senior and cross-functional teams. This section examines some of 

the empirical evidence to date that gives some sense of where MAs are on this 

continuum, or as to the balance that they achieve in their roles. 

 

Simon et al. (1954) note that the most promising area for enhancing the controllership 

function is involvement with managers to address performance issues, but found that 

most accountants indicated little emphasis on this area. In a quantitative and 

qualitative analysis of the expectations of OMs and the roles of MAs, Hopper (1980) 

found that managers desired accountants to act in a óservice roleô as opposed to being 

in a óbookkeeperô role but this desire remained unsatisfied and óno managers sought 

less influence for their accountantô (p. 408). Likewise the accountants themselves 

mostly desired to act more in the service role. Two explanations are advanced for 

these unfulfilled wishes. Firstly, the bookkeeping role is highly specified in nature, 

while the service role is ambiguous in nature and left to the accountants to define for 

themselves. Secondly, considerable stress could be linked to the non-fulfilment of 

bookkeeping duties. Hopper (1980) found that the óservice activities had to be 
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performed in the troughs between stressful cycle end peaks, but instead this period 

was frequently used for recovery from stressô (p. 409). Further, it is more obvious if 

bookkeeping duties, as opposed to service role duties, are not performed. Thus, 

Hopper (1980), drawing on role theory, highlights managersô expectations of MAs 

and, in finding that these were not being met, there were role conflicts and stress for 

MAs. This links to the earlier review of role theory and accounting research (see 

section 2.4.2). 

 

From a survey of 129 firms (1,977 questionnaires) and 180 interviews of FMs and 

OMs in 12 large firms, Sathe (1978) observes that the balance between hierarchical 

reporting and supporting local managers is affected by the extent of decentralisation 

of reporting lines. Thus, where the divisional controller reports to the local divisional 

general manager, and therefore not directly to the corporate controller, the local 

operational information requirements and analyses take precedence, but where the 

divisional controller reports directly to the corporate controller then óadherence to 

corporate policy recommendations and furnishing of information requested by the 

corporate controller tends to get first priorityô (p. 100). From a survey of 134 Dutch 

controllers in business divisions, Maas and MatŊjka (2009) found a negative 

relationship between an increased orientation of controllers of business units to a 

corporate (ófunctionalô) role and supporting management decision processes, as 

opposed to an orientation of controllers to a divisional (ólocalô) role. The controllersô 

managers, both locally and at head office, perceived the controllersô priority roles to 

be in regard to assisting decision making at the local level, a perception shared by the 

controllers as well. Maas and MatŊjka (2009) argue that locally involved divisional 

controllers may result in more control at the divisional level. Any serious control 

breaches at the local level were perceived as necessitating reporting up the corporate 

hierarchy, but these were perceived as infrequent and mitigated through the 

involvement of the controller. These findings thus run counter to the mainstream 

perception in the literature that effective control mandates independence and not 

involvement (Simon et al, 1954; Sathe, 1982, Keating and Jablonsky, 1991; 

Sutthiwan and Clinton, 2008). 

 

King et al. (1991) note a shift in the orientation of MAs, in their UK longitudinal case 

studies. Over a five-year period, MAs were observed as moving away from óhistorianô 
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and ówatch-dogô roles to roles that embrace teamwork and providing advice. 

McKinnon and Bruns (1992) found that accountants could be busy óinteractingô with 

OMs and addressing their information needs, but there is a tendency for reporting to 

dominate: 

 

Preparing reports requires the application of their [accountantsô] 

specialised professional training, and many accountants see formal 

report production as one of their most important jobs (p. 218). 

 

Some accountants were observed participating in meetings, understanding the 

business and providing advice, which suggests moving towards the model of the 

óbusiness partnerô. In a survey of accountants with respect to strategic planning, 

Simon (1992) notes that accountants perceive a weakness in ómarket knowledgeô and 

a ólack of marketing skillsô (p. 18), thus suggesting scope for accountants to 

strengthen their commercial understanding of businesses.   

 

In a survey of 370 Danish chief MAs, Mouritsen (1996) found that work activity 

variation in the accounting function is much greater than conventionally portrayed 

and notes how the accounting functionôs enacting of controlling or consulting roles 

reflects different forms of involvement. In accounting functions that emphasised 

consulting, there was a horizontal orientation; that is working with inputs and outputs, 

production and sales functions and there was an organisational alignment with 

products and customers. In accounting functions that emphasised controlling, 

involvement was achieved through the deployment of hierarchical budgetary control; 

this encompassed rewarding or punishing appropriate or inappropriate behaviour. In a 

discourse analysis from interviews with four hotel controllers, Gibson (2002) found a 

strong orientation towards a ócompany copô role. The study found that the controllerôs 

behavioural pattern fitted neither the óbean-counterô nor the óvalued business partnerô 

role but a ócompany copô role that involved acting in different capacities at different 

times e.g., sometimes ópolice officerô, sometimes óconsultantô, and sometimes 

óspy/watchdogô. The ócompany copô role is defined in terms of óthe taking of some 

kind of action over the performance of line managersô (p. 21). 

 

The emergence of accounting roles characterised as óhybridsô, in the sense of broader 

roles for MAs, has been noted in the literature (Burns et al., 1999; Burns and Scapens, 



62 

 

2000; Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2005, 2007). Burns and Scapens (2000) note the rise 

of óhybridô accountants ï a term used by managers to describe accountants who are 

aligned with, and supporting, business processes. They describe a hybrid accountant 

as one ówho has both accounting knowledge and an in-depth understanding of the 

operating functions or commercial processes of the businessô (p. 6-7) and they are 

typically located next to the process leaders. The extent to which, and the point at 

which, MAs intermingle and relate their expertise with other functional expertise in 

organisational dialogue has been observed (Ahrens, 1997). Notable contrasts were 

found between accountants in German and British breweries regarding the 

marshalling of accounting knowledge and the purpose and stage of decision 

involvement (Ahrens, 1997). The accountants in German breweries were found to be 

playing a more independent post hoc analysis role than the accountants in the British 

breweries who tended to contribute their expertise during the unfolding decision 

process. The study also attaches more significance to óthe management information 

which is actively used, as opposed to formally producedô (p. 636). Ahrens and 

Chapman (2000) document the self-role perceptions of 30 British MAs and 34 

German MAs who portrayed their roles as key to the running of firms suggesting 

management accounting was ófar from an occupation on the verge of dissolution in 

noveltyô (p. 497). A field study of eight FMs in a Finnish context notes the accountant 

as having a ómanagement-oriented broad mindô and being óconcerned by the bigger 

financial pictureô (Vaivio and Kokko, 2006, p. 70). Further, the findings show the 

accountant to be ópragmaticô, aware of business priorities and market trends, and a 

ósocially active, articulate and engaged agent who was relying on multiple informal 

networksô. Caglio (2003) found an enlarged role for MAs on the introduction of 

Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems which legitimised wider cross-

functional roles as óservice providersô with a weakening role in report production due 

to the automation. MAs in these studies were thus found to play important roles in 

participating in management decision making processes. 

 

Granlund and Lukka (1998a) present expanded roles (or desired roles) of MAs as 

outlined in figure 3.3. The key point is that the roles of MAs are expanding; that is, 

new roles are not displacing old roles but are in addition to them. 
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Figure 3.3 ï The expansion of the MAôs job description 

      Source: Granlund and Lukka (1998a, p. 187) 

 

In a case study of a MNE subsidiary in an Irish context, Byrne and Maher (2003) 

observe a widening of the roles of MAs whilst still retaining traditional roles such as 

producing management reports and cost management practices. Granlund and Lukka 

(1998a) argue that the depicted óbean-counterô role is still necessary in corporate 

financial departments responsible for financial reporting and related procedures.  

Granlund and Lukka (1998a) note that accountants are ónot ready to abandon the role 

of financial monitorô and óthe traditional management accountantôs role of being the 

ówatchdogô of the organisation is still thereô (p. 198). These findings on an 

enlargement of roles imply that the balancing of the roles of MAs could be even more 

challenging in the future. The enlargement argument also runs contrary to the 

dichotomising of the roles of MAs into the positions of bean-counter versus business 

partner models which implies a positioning somewhere on a continuum.   

 

In a study of change programmes in 40 service organisations Brignall et al. (1999) 

and Johnston et al., (2002a) found that MAs were not involved in 40% of continuous 

change programmes and 50% of radical change programmes. Moreover, MAs were 

only fully involved with less than 25% of the continuous change programmes. These 

results contrast with the almost exclusive reliance on financial performance measures 

found in the change programmes. Managerial scepticism, reluctance to participate and 

a lack of sound business knowledge were reasons put forward by some managers for 

the low levels of change programme involvement. Brignall et al. (1999, p. 28) 

conclude: 

 

Member of the management team 

Change Agent 

Advisor 

Consultant 

Watchdog 

Historian 
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It would appear thaté.management accountants are little used to 

drive or even support process improvements in organisations. Worse 

still, they appear to be much maligned and their potential 

misunderstood and under-utilised. 

 

More recently, CIMA (2009) remark that: 

 

ésome members of the forum [professional affiliation] have found 

that accountantsô enthusiasm for providing business partnering is not 

always matched by their colleaguesô [in other functions] willingness 

to have them do much more than they already do (p. 28).  

 

Senior management backing and establishing and nurturing relationships over time is 

suggested as means of addressing this. 

 

Clarke et al. (1999) posit that MAs in Ireland function more as book-keepers than 

innovative business partners in observing the comparatively low adoption rates of 

activity-based techniques in Ireland.  They suggest that some of the barriers include 

the narrow accounting curriculum and little demand for change from either industry or 

academia. Also in an Irish context, Pierce and OôDea (2003) note that óin some 

organisations, the MA is seen as little more than a financial accountant who extends 

the mentality of auditor, rule-book and procedures manual to monthly and quarterly 

accountsô (p. 280). In a US context Sorensen (2009) observes that the ógap between 

practice and education is well established and awaits bold practitioner-based 

educational programmes to close itô (p. 1291). 

 

CIMA (2007) note variability in the model of the business partner in organisations 

and suggest that ótactical supportô would be adequate in firms with developed markets 

while MAs would need to óchallenge strategicallyô in rapidly changing markets (p. 

28) e.g., one member of the CIMA panel of senior CFOs described the MA as 

primarily a óconstructive irritantô while another member described the MA as decision 

and control support with recourse to the óirritantô as required. This suggests a potential 

contingency for the roles of MAs and the environment (see section 2.3.2). CIMA 

(2007) identify four classifications of business partners as follows: 
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1) Shared service centres including outsourced centres ï in this arrangement the 

business support roles of MAs are provided from a centralised support 

perspective, and as a substitute for decentralised support óbut ordinarily this is not 

considered to be finance business partneringô (p. 29). It lacks strategic orientation.

  

2) Financial support ï the roles of MAs as financial support are typically based in 

the business but as part of the financial hierarchy with alignment to supporting 

managers in their planning, analysis processes, and the resolution of operational 

problems. This model is more decentralised or óembeddedô.  

 

3) Expert services ï MAs with expertise report to the senior financial hierarchy and 

although part of a more centralised arrangement these MAs participate in strategic 

business decision support (e.g., risk assessments, acquisitions). It is noted that 

these MAs may lack business knowledge but being somewhat detached from the 

business ócan make it easier for them to challenge the businessô (p. 29).  

 

4) Finance leadership ï the roles of MAs in this depiction are considered most 

aligned with the model of the business partner in combining business knowledge, 

financial acumen, interacting closely with senior managers in the business 

(decentralised roles), and having a strategic orientation. The breath of their roles 

are summarised as follows: 

 

The can challenge line managers as sparring partners. They do not 

produce financial or management information but they promote the 

application of finance disciplines to decision making, challenging the 

business to generate more value and having a significant influence on 

the businessôs direction. They provide as much leadership as support. 

They can be embedded in the business or have a matrix reporting 

relationship (p. 29). 

 

CIMA (2009) observe that the level at which business partnering occurs in 

organisations may vary both in respect of the individual (e.g., manager versus a top 

executive) and the extent of influence (e.g., providing information versus confronting 

and instructing) as illustrated in figure 3.4. 
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Figure 3.4 ï Alternative levels of business partnering 

                    Source: CIMA (2009, p. 28) 

 

Based on structured and unstructured interviews with approximately 400 corporate 

and divisional managers in 24 major US companies, Sathe (1982) found a positive 

relationship between the expectations of divisional management and the involvement 

of the controller and a positive relationship between controller involvement and the 

financial performance of the company (e.g., control of debtors, stocks, expenses and 

capital expenditures). By being involved, it is possible to instigate proactive control ï 

óto put an early stop to ill-conceived, ill-advised, or illegal courses of action being 

contemplated, that is, before-the-fact or anticipatory controlô (Sathe, 1982, p. 19). 

However, countering this is a potential negative impact on creativity in suppressing 

managersô enterprising initiatives and the risk of the controller being less independent 

for control purposes (Sathe, 1982). The next section discusses role conflict in this 

context and the sections following examine some of the factors that may be associated 

with the roles of MAs moving towards business partnership which also build on this 

section. 

 

3.8 Role conflict 

Regarding the controllerôs role, Henning and Moseley (1970) note that it is ófraught 

with potential conflictô (p. 488). Role conflict is defined and reviewed in section 2.4.1 

in the context of role theory. This section examines some of the empirical research on 

role conflicts and accounting roles. A pivotal point of focus for conflicting demands 

for MAs has been the role of controller, in maintaining the integrity and accuracy of 

financial reporting and internal control systems, and secondly, the role of actively 

supporting management in decision-making processes as a business partner (Sathe, 
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1982). Simon et alôs. (1954) study of controllerôs departments suggests splitting these 

roles as ócombining the functions leads to a potential conflict between the 

accountantôs function of providing service to operating departments, and his function 

of analysing operations to provide valid and objective data for higher levels of 

managementô (p. 5). Supporting this, Keating and Jablonsky (1991) state that:  

 

...a financial person aspiring to be a business advisor or business-unit 

CFO cannot function as a corporate policeman, independent 

commentator, or custodian of accounts. These roles, consistent with 

traditional concepts of workplace specialisation and internal control, 

extend back to mass production management practices that promote 

highly specialised, hierarchical patterns of work organisation (p. 46-

47). 

 

In viewing the increasing regulatory burdens, Sutthiwan and Clinton (2008) also 

argue that the roles of controllers be divided into two separate roles. Sathe (1978) 

found that there was no consensus on whether divisional controllers ought to have a 

direct line into the local divisional manager and a dotted line into the corporate 

controller or vice versa. Sathe (1982) suggests that it depends, as although many 

(controllers and OMs) believe the roles are ómore or less mutually exclusiveô (p. xvii), 

there are situations where roles can be combined. Sathe (1983) presents a framework 

that analyses the roles of controllers into the involved, independent, split and strong 

controller in light of the potentially conflicting roles of controllership and 

management decision-making support. The split controller, following Simonôs 

suggestions, assigns the roles to separate individuals.  

 

Only the strong controller combines the dual responsibilities, and this is the most 

demanding role. Which role is appropriate, Sathe (1983) argues, depends on whether 

greater emphasis is needed on controllership (independent) or on decision-making 

support (involved) or both equally (split or strong). Sathe (1982) argues that strong 

controllers are able to manage this simultaneous demand for independence and 

involvement due to a prerequisite set of personal characteristics and skills that include 

motivation, integrity, interpersonal skills and business knowledge. Siegel (2000) 

argues that conflict is not inevitable for accountants acting in the dual roles of 

controllers and business partners and suggests: providing more responsibility to the 

business (e.g., authorisation approval limits), interfering less, educating the business, 
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engaging as a partner, not as an óoverseerô and senior management endorsement of the 

dual roles. Hopper (1980) highlights some role conflicts for MAs as óbook-keepersô 

and óservice-aidsô in relation to alternative structural arrangements as follows: 

 

1) Decentralised ï the MA reporting to the OM and physically adjacent to the OM; 

2) Partially decentralised ï the MA reporting to the FM but physically adjacent to the 

OM; and 

3) Centralised ï the MA reporting to the FM and physically adjacent to the FM. 

 

The specific role conflicts relate to the extent that MAs met OMsô expectations on:  

 

1) the MAsô performance of the most highly ranked activities important and common 

to most OMs (i.e., preparation of budgets, issuing budgets, ad hoc projects and 

informal interacting); 

2) the time devoted by MAs to these activities; 

3) the attributes of the MA; and  

4) the MAsô interpersonal relationships.  

 

Hopper (1980) found that some conflicts were lower in decentralised organisation 

structures, where accountants were closer to OMs: 

 

The major effect of decentralisation appeared to be that managersô 

expectations concerning formal information, i.e., budgets and 

projects, were more likely to be met, but conflicts over liaison 

persisted whatever the structure (p. 405). 

 

Hopper (1980) notes that role conflicts in respect of relationships between MAs and 

OMs and role conflicts in respect of the characteristics of the MAs were largely not 

significant, whatever the structural arrangement. Drawing on role theory, Maas and 

MatŊjka (2009) found increased controller role conflict and ambiguity resulting from 

increased expectations from their line corporate structure and no lessening of 

expectations from managers in the business units. This conflict and ambiguity was 

found to limit the controllerôs capacity to address undesired accounting practices in 

the business unit.  
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3.9 Factors associated with MAs moving towards business partnership  

Sathe (1982) groups the factors affecting the extent of controller involvement into 

three categories, namely: the individualôs attributes such as personal drive, personality 

and relationships with management; the management approach including their 

expectations and orientation; and organisational and environmental attributes. Satheôs 

work concentrates on researching the latter two factors and primarily focuses on the 

involvement of the corporate, or head office, controller. 

 

For controllers within different business divisions (26 divisions) of the same company 

(13 companies), Sathe (1982) found that the involvement of these controllers was 

positively related to the expectations of managers in the divisions, following role 

theoryôs predictions: 

 

éexpectations of local management regarding controller 

involvement are consistently and positively related to the degree of 

actual involvement (p. 104). 

 

Sathe (1982) found a positive but ónegligibleô relationship between the degree of 

change in the divisionôs environment and the involvement of the controller and no 

relationship was found between the time spent on external reporting and controller 

involvement; that is the more time spent on reporting was not found to reduce the 

time available for decision support. This finding suggests that perhaps the availability 

of time to accountants is not a major variable in determining the extent of 

involvement in business decisions. 

 

For divisional controllers in different companies, seven company or head office 

factors that affect the ótypicalô involvement (i.e., involvement most common for the 

overall company) are identified by Sathe (1982): 

 

1) Working asset intensity ï a substitute measure of the extent to which control and 

financial analysis are essential to the success of the business (the actual measure is 

stocks plus debtors divided by net sales).  
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2) Financial orientation ï the extent that corporate management depend on financial 

data, analysis and control in their management system.  

 

3) Expectations regarding typical divisional controller involvement ï corporate 

managementôs expectations of involvement of controllers in operating and 

strategic business decisions.  

 

4) Emphasis placed on planning, budgeting, and capital expenditure review ï the 

extent of corporate managementôs focus on its MCS in managing the relationship 

between head office and the divisions.  

 

5) Emphasis on controllership to line transfers ï the focus placed by corporate 

management on the transfer of divisional controllers to line positions such as 

marketing, operations, and general management. Mendoza and Bescos (2001) 

found that the career structure of managers and MAs lacked essential exposure to 

responsibilities in their opposite roles; that is their respective career paths rarely 

crossed over.  

 

6) Emphasis on service role in dealing with management ï extent of corporate 

controllerôs involvement in head office business decisions and the amount of time 

devoted to divisional reports and queries. 

 

7) Duration of sustained emphasis on development of controllership personnel ï the 

length of time spent on developing controllers in terms of career plans, job 

rotations or other development initiatives. 

 

The first factor assessed attributes of the organisation, the next four (2-5) assessed 

attributes of head office and the last two (6 and 7) assessed attributes of the controller 

in head office, all in the context of their relationship to the ótypicalô involvement of 

controllers in divisions. Sathe (1982) found that statistical relationships between the 

involvement of controllers in local decision processes were óstrongô for factors 2, 4 

and 7 above, and ómoderateô for the remaining factors. It was found that the head 

office controllersô expectations of the controllersô involvement in the divisions was 

weaker than that of head office management. These findings, while not providing 
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much insight into the involvement of the controller from a divisional perspective 

(what Sathe refers to as a ótop-downô view), do indicate that a number of head office 

factors are related to how involved the controller is in divisions within the company. 

 

In a survey of 17 large Italian industrial firms, Zoni and Merchant (2007) found that 

controllers were at a minimum ósomewhat involvedô in decision making by 

management. Drawing on Satheôs (1982) company-level measurements of the 

involvement of the controller, the study notes a positive relationship between the 

involvement of the controller and capital intensity, operating interdependency, and the 

extent of formalisation of planning systems (strategic, budget). In analysing decision 

making into its strategic and operating elements, greater capital intensity, managerial 

financial expertise and planning system formalisation are linked to the involvement of 

the controller in strategic decision making, while greater operating interdependency is 

linked more to the involvement of the controller in operating decision making. A 

negative relationship was found between controller decision making involvement and 

the employment of controller roles as training for general management roles. An 

unexpected positive relationship was found between the financial expertise of 

managers and the involvement of controllers in decision making of a strategic nature. 

Zoni and Merchant (2007) note that óinstead of having controllers more involved to 

compensate for the line managersô weaknesses (as propositioned), apparently 

financially competent line managers encourage greater controller involvementô (p. 

40). The study also found a significant relationship between company performance 

and the involvement of the controller. 

 

In a field study of five organisational change programmes, Chenhall and Langfield-

Smith (1998b) identify five factors that could affect the extent of influence of MAs in 

developing performance indicators for change initiatives: 

 

1) A shared view ï managers and accountants possess similar views of the role that 

accountants can play in change programmes (only found in two of the five cases) 

i.e., MAs ómust want to participate, and managers must actively seek their 

contributionô (p. 374). It was observed in one case that óthe accountants claimed 

that they were under pressure to prepare conventional financial accounts and saw 
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this as their main priorityô (p. 375).  

 

2) Management support for accounting innovations ï accountants may be more 

reluctant to get involved in change programmes if senior management are not 

backing the introduction of accounting innovations.  

 

3) óAccounting championô ï a champion could raise the profile of accountants in 

change programmes, especially where management backing is poor.  

 

4) Skills ï skills of both a technical and social nature were sought in the cases for an 

accountantôs involvement in change programmes. Trust was also found to be 

significant in gaining acceptance from managers on the contributions that 

accountants could make. Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2007) note that MAs require 

sound communication and interpersonal skills in their roles óto interact and build 

trustworthy relationshipsô across organisational functions and levels (p. 127).  

 

5) Formal hierarchical structure and authority ï dependence on the formal 

organisation structure as a source of authority became a barrier for accountantsô 

involvement in change initiatives that typically were team-driven. 

 

The impact of technological developments on the roles of MAs has attracted some 

interest in the literature. From interviews with UK accountants and managers, 

Ezzamel et al. (1997) observe that óthe automation of accounting functions has 

enabled the size of accounting departments to be slashedô (p. 447). Technology has 

facilitated the wide-scale dissemination of accounting and control information in 

organisations, enabling constant monitoring by non-financial managers (Ezzamel et 

al., 1997). Scapens and Jazayeri (2003), in a longitudinal study of ERP systems, note 

a broadening of the roles of MAs as well as the OMs acquiring increased 

understanding of accounting (see also Caglio (2003)). Dempsey and Vance (2006) 

found in their case study that the analytical roles of MAs had expanded on the back of 

developments in IT. CIMA (2008) argue that business intelligence software (end-user 

performance management software that typically extracts key decision data from 

underlying transactional systems) may provide scope for MAs to be more effective in 

decision support and adopting the model of business partnership. Jack and Kholeif 
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(2008) found that the MA still occupied a role oriented towards report production 

following the introduction of an ERP system. Granlund and Malmi (2002) found 

minor impacts on management accounting practices from the adoption of ERP 

systems as such practices operated outside the system. While all MAs anticipated that 

ERP would release them to attend more to supporting managersô decision making, 

this was observed as occurring in only five of the ten case firms. A change in the roles 

of MAs, from a narrow accounting focus to a broader partnership model was also 

found. Granlund and Malmi (2002) note that: 

 

...the roles of accountants has expanded towards more active, 

business-oriented roles. For the rest of the companies ERPS is still 

used mainly for improved processing of the document mass (p. 311). 

 

Thus, the literature is inconclusive on the impact of these systems advancements on 

the roles of MAs as these findings indicate.  

 

Ezzamel et al. (1997) note that accounting as an activity is possibly in greater use, 

despite the technology-driven reduction in accounting staff. Hence, other functions 

deploy accounting to support their organisational efforts. In conclusion, Ezzamel et al. 

(1997) argue that the identity of the finance function may be challenged by its 

increasing orientation towards non-financial information and the increasing financial 

acumen of other functions. Other commentators in the literature similarly observe 

increased management accounting activities (i.e., more managers taking on these 

activities), while there may be less management accounting for accountants (Cooper, 

1996; Pierce, 2001). 

 

Johnston et al. (2002a) conducted interviews with the most senior financial officer in 

six organisations regarding MAsô involvement in change programmes. The case 

analysis suggests that six key requirements determine the ósuccessfulô involvement of 

MAs in change programmes. These are: team participation, having solid and well-

developed systems, understanding of the business and its processes, flexibility, 

interpersonal and communication capabilities, and an organisational context that 

facilitates MAsô involvement (e.g., nature of the business, life cycle, speed of 

growth). MAs were found to free up time for involvement with OMs in different ways 

e.g., having computerised systems, being specifically recruited for involvement with 
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OMs, being in a small company where spreadsheets resulted in time efficiencies, and 

in taking an approach which Johnston et al. (2002b) term ógood enough accountingô.  

 

Drawing on the work of educational psychologists and human theories of information 

processing a survey by Coad (1999) found that MAs with a ólearning orientationô 

were more likely to be involved in business decision making than those with a 

óperformance orientationô. A performance orientation suggests concern with 

affirmative reviews by others, a notion of success in terms of individual ability, and 

an aversion to new ways of working just in case they result in adverse reviews. A 

learning orientation on the other hand denotes individuals who are inquisitive, seek 

learning and ability enhancing opportunities, and do not particularly fear mistakes. 

Coad (1999) suggests that ómanagement accountants can indeed live up to demands 

for more proactive involvement and role innovation if they possess or can develop a 

learning goal orientationô (p. 109). In regard to orientations and the roles of MAs 

Hopper (1980) found that nine MAs (out of a total of 12) sought to fulfil a 

management óservice roleô, while three sought to fulfil a óbookkeeperô role, which 

was related to ócareer aspirationsô and ósources of satisfactionô. Hopper (1980) 

suggests that the latter ódesired promotion to financial positions and derived 

considerable satisfaction from bookkeeping activitiesô, while the former ósought 

moves to non-accounting positions linked to productionô (p. 409) and took reward 

from engaging with and assisting managers with their decisions. 

 

From a theoretical perspective most of the studies on factors impacting upon the roles 

of MAs have not been subject to formal hypotheses testing; even Satheôs work was 

limited to exploratory statistical analysis. As can be seen much of the research here 

has being generated from field-based research which usefully points towards 

important involvement factors for the roles of MAs. However, a limitation in these 

exploratory approaches, with some exceptions, is that theoretical perspectives are not 

always considered. 

 

3.10 The impact of accounting innovations on the roles of MAs 

Following the questioning of the relevance of management accounting from the mid-

eighties (Johnson and Kaplan, 1987) a number of new accounting techniques have 

emerged e.g., Activity-Based Costing (ABC), Strategic Management Accounting 
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(SMA), Balanced Scorecards (BSCs), Target Costing (TC), and Life-Cycle Costing 

(LCC). There is some evidence that the implementation of new management 

accounting techniques impacts upon the roles of MAs. Vaivio (2004) notes the impact 

of the adoption of non-financial measurement and an expanding controllerôs role 

precipitated by the stimulating and knowledge-creating introduction of non-financial 

measures. This follows a stream of research on the implementation of ABC and its 

association with the roles of MAs e.g., enhanced legitimacy (Bhimani and Pigott, 

1992), a shared accounting understanding (Norris, 1995), improved MAsô relations 

with managers (Gietzmann, 1991; Friedman and Lyne, 1997) and controllers who 

óstepped outside of the traditional roleô by engaging more cross-functionally than 

hierarchically (Anderson, 1995). Theoretically, this literature has tended to draw on 

the implementation literature (e.g., information systems and operations literatures) 

with respect to understanding the introduction of management accounting 

innovations, or worked towards theory development, and therefore has tended to 

neglect the theoretical implications for the roles of MAs from the perspectives of 

control, contingency, and role theory. 

 

In the operations implementation literature, Schultz and Slevin (1975) distinguish 

between what they term technical validity and organisational validity. The former 

relates to a system achieving its purpose from the designerôs perspective, while the 

latter relates to a system achieving its purpose from the userôs perspective. In an 

implementation of ABC, McGowan (1998) distinguishes between two user-groups; 

that is (1) users i.e., those for whom the system has been designed, and (2) preparers 

who include ósystems analysts, accountants, programmers, managers and others 

assigned the task of developing, modifying and maintaining the systemô (p. 36). 

McGowan (1998) observes the usersô potentially greater focus on organisational 

validity and the preparersô potentially greater focus on technical validity.  

 

Bjornenak and Olson (1999) deconstruct management accounting innovations using a 

framework that separates out scope and system dimensions. The former represents 

what is accounted for and in respect of what period, while the latter incorporates the 

notion of linkages between system users, systems design and temporal aspects of the 

systems. Table 3.4 summarises the distinguishing features of these dimensions. 
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Scope dimension System dimension 

Descriptive objects, i.e., the objects for 

which we are accounting 

The number and lifetime of the systems 

Causal variability factors, i.e., the causes of 

variation in the descriptive objectives 

The integration of user aspects in 

management accounting  

Time, i.e., the period of time for which we 

are accounting  

 

 

Table 3.4 ï Summary of scope and system dimensions 

       Source: Bjornenak and Olson (1999, p. 328) 

 

Bjornenak and Olson (1999) note that much of what has been documented on 

management accounting practice is concerned with the scope dimension and therefore 

the system dimension has been neglected.  

 

3.11 Impact of fi rm ownership  

In a longitudinal study, Yazdifar et al. (2008) note that óthe role of the management 

accountant in the subsidiary company was also affected by its parent companiesô (p. 

426). A recent cross-industry survey of UK MAs by Yazdifar and Tsamenyi (2005) 

found weak support for hypothesised differences in the perceptions of MAs between 

subsidiaries and independent enterprises regarding management accounting practices, 

change drivers, and the roles of MAs. The impact of head office was thus not found to 

be a statistically significant factor differentiating the perceptions of MAs but one of a 

number of institutional factors that might shape these perceptions. Although not 

statistically significant, the survey found some evidence that MAs viewed themselves 

as more control-oriented in subsidiaries and more business-oriented in independent 

enterprises. In examining the forces promoting the homogenisation of global 

management accounting practices, Granlund and Lukka (1998b) note that one 

ócoercive pressureô that is recognised is the influence of corporate head office: óit is 

common for the headquarters/parent company of a trans-national enterprise to force 

its foreign divisions/subsidiaries to adopt similar reporting systems or performance 

measurement frameworksô (p. 163). Granlund and Lukka (1998a) observe, in a 

Finnish context, that the accountant operates horizontally as the óbusiness oriented 

member of the managerial team and a financial advisorô and operates vertically as the 

ólocal guardian, ensuring that the corporate interests are not forgottenô (p. 199). This 
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also relates to the earlier discussion of the balance in the roles of MAs and role 

conflicts (see sections 3.7 and 3.8). 

 

3.12 Individual characteristics of MAs 

This section presents a number of themes on attributes that relate to the roles of MAs 

in the management accounting literature. 

 

3.12.1 Multi -skilled team members with business knowledge 

Kaplan (1995) highlights new management accounting roles in operating controls 

systems, activity-based cost management and the BSC where the MA, as management 

team member, has óintimate knowledge of the underlying technologies, capabilities, 

markets and strategy of the organisationô (p. 8). Scapens et al. (1996) suggest that 

MAs need a sound commercial awareness of the business that they operate in and they 

should be able to relate this to their accounting measurements. They emphasise that 

the MA should be a very active member of management, or other managers may take 

over some of these roles (see also Burns et al. 1996, 1999; Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 

2007). From interviews with over 100 accountants in the US, Siegel et al. (2003a) 

note that adopting the model of the business partner requires MAs to have strong 

skills in communicating, team working, analysis, and a particularly strong 

understanding of the business. Brignall et al. (1999) found some accountants to be 

important members of senior management committees with some discharging 

strategic responsibilities.  

 

Johnston et al. (2002a) note that interpersonal and communications skills were 

perceived by the accountants interviewed as critical to their involvement with other 

organisational members at all levels to óbe an efficient conduit for appropriate 

information flowsô (p. 1334). In three of the six cases, these skills were perceived to 

impact on annual appraisals and the potential promotion of junior accountants. Feeney 

and Pierce (2007) found that managers rated the business knowledge, team skills, and 

interpersonal skills of the MA higher for decision making than for control purposes. 

Precision was rated higher for control as opposed to decision making purposes. 

 

Vaivio and Kokko (2006) found the controller using ópersonal multipliersô on 

different official platforms, tailored around key individuals. These multipliers were in 
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effect how controllers discerned past and projected performance evaluation in 

interacting with managers by being inquisitive, putting everything in the situational 

context, and recognising that managers have different styles (e.g., some more reticent 

than others). CIMA (2007) note that creating business partners requires MAs to be óT 

shapedô meaning that the core financial skills beneath the top of the óTô are capped by 

a wider set of business-based skills (see also CIMA, 2009).  

 

Pierce and OôDea (2003), in a field study of 12 manufacturing firms in Ireland, found 

that understanding the business and team work was perceived, by both managers and 

accountants, as critical for the effective involvement of MAs in the business. Most 

managers however perceived MAs as deficient in essential characteristics that are 

important to them, such as being flexible and more broadly focused. Flexibility relates 

to the speed with which changes can be made and a broader focus could be achieved 

by incorporating external benchmarking information. Brignall et al. (1999) found 

from the cases where the involvement of MAs appeared critical to the change 

programme outcomes, flexibility was recognised as essential. Flexibility in this study 

related to their role boundaries, decision making approach and the purpose of 

accounting information óeven to the point of being willing to support ideas that 

seemed financially unjustifiableô (p. 42).  

 

Johnston et al. (2002a) identify five roles of MAs in the context of their involvement 

in operational process change: 

 

1) The generalist ï the responsibilities of MAs for most of the cases stretched 

beyond the numbers to include commercial decision making, supported by MAs 

having sound business knowledge and effective MASs.  

  

2) The non-traditional accountant ï MAs were visibly óhands onô in the business, 

away from their desks. One MA was given a non-accounting title óCustomer 

Operations Managerô.  

 

3) The linchpin ï the MAs seem to have acted as organisational integrators (on all 

levels), armed with financial and non-financial information with key óownershipô 
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responsibilities on cross-functional teams.    

 

4) The facilitator ï as members of cross-functional teams, the MAs facilitated the 

collation and distribution of timely and relevant information and promoted its use 

in a flexible manner.  

 

5) The interpreter ï the MAs in four of the six cases went beyond the basic technical 

skills of accounting. 

 

CIMA (2009) present a combination of specific accounting and business skills to be 

balanced in the model of the business partner and note that ósome people who choose 

to become accountants may not necessarily be the right kind of people to become 

finance business partnersô (p. 30). Table 3.5 illustrates these competencies. 

 

Finance competencies                                                                Business capabilities 

Reports past performance                                            Provides insights into the future 

Inquisitive and analytical                                                           Creative and articulate 

Risk averse (mitigates)                                           Handles ambiguity and uncertainty 

Practical attention to detail                                                              Sees the big picture 

Pragmatic                                                                                                           Flexible 

Supportive                                                                                                   Challenging 

Likes to consider all options                                                            Keen to take action 

Inclined to control                                                                               Able to influence 

Responds reactively                                                            Takes initiative proactively  

Technical accounting expertise                                                     Commercial acumen 

Identifies issues                                                                                  Tackles problems 

Scorekeepers               Players on the 

on the sideline                             team 

 

Table 3.5 ï Range of accounting and business skills for the business partner 

         Source: CIMA (2009, p. 31) 

 

Collectively the literature presents a profile of MAs as requiring a solid understanding 

of the business, having strong communication, team and interpersonal skills, being 

flexible, and being able to relate these characteristics in the context of meaningful 

management accounting information. 
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3.12.2 Organisational structure and physical location 

From 300 telephone interviews of MAs in the US, IMA (1999) found that 20% of 

respondents noted that at least 50% of their companyôs MAs had decentralised to the 

operating functions that they work with, and the trend was stronger in larger 

companies. Pierce and OôDea (2003) found that OMs perceived the physical location 

of MAs as important; that is those in close proximity could better enhance their 

business understanding, increase legitimacy in the eyes of managers, and it reflected a 

positive attitude towards building a partnership ethos. Similarly, from eight interviews 

in six Finnish firms, Granlund and Lukka (1998a) observe a role shift for MAs from 

óbean-counterô to a ócontrollerô involved in business decision-making that appeared to 

be linked to the decentralised structure; that is being physically closer to the business 

activity. In a longitudinal case study of over five years, Järvenpää (2007) found that 

the decentralising, and process orienting, of the management accounting function was 

instrumental in moving MAs toward the model of business partnership. 

 

Hopper (1980) found that managers expressed more satisfaction with management 

accounting information in a decentralised accounting structure than in a centralised 

structure and also óthere was tentative evidence that they studied it moreô (p. 405). 

Decentralisation-centralisation was assessed with regard to the physical location of 

MAs and whether their line manager was an accountant or an OM. In contrast, 

Mouritsen (1996) found that the accounting departmentôs work had more of a 

relationship with the interaction between accountants and other managers than 

decentralisation or centralisation per se. The provision of more accurate information 

and being more knowledgeable about operations was attributed to the accountantôs 

proximity to managers. Chia (1995) found support for the hypothesised moderating 

effect of decentralisation on the relationship between the MASôs information 

sophistication level (in terms of broad scope, aggregation, integration and timeliness) 

and managerial performance.  

 

Thus, the physical location of accountants, in terms of their proximity to the managers 

that they work with, may have an impact on the nature of the information they 

provide, the relationships they have with those managers, and ultimately the 

satisfaction those managers experience with the accounting service provided to them. 
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3.12.3 Survey evidence of characteristics of MAs 

In a survey of the cost management techniques in 168 firms in Ireland, Nulty (1992) 

notes that the lack of dialogue between accountants and manufacturing departments 

contributed to weak cost management systems: 

 

Many participants ï accountants and non-accountants ï expressed  

serious concern about the ñremotenessò of accounting in their own  

particular organisations. Lack of good communications and  

interchange gives rise to confusion and misunderstanding in the  

effective use of cost management information (p. 3). 

 

The IMA (1996) survey of 4,080 MAs in the US (795 returned) found that from a list 

of 162 items of knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs), certain KSAs were perceived 

as very important to the work of MAs. Table 3.6 extracts a list of the top 10 KSAs 

ranked by the mean importance (1 = not at all important and 5 = very important).  

 

Ranking Knowledge, Skill and Ability Mean 

Importance 

1 Work ethic 4.67 

2 Analytical/problem-solving skills 4.66 

3 Interpersonal skills 4.64 

4 Listening skills 4.58 

5 Use of computerised spreadsheets 4.51 

6 Understanding the business 4.48 

7 Understanding bottom line implications of day-to-

day business and accounting decisions 

4.44 

8 Writing skills 4.32 

9 Familiarity with business processes 4.32 

10 Relationship between balance sheet, income 

statement and cash flow statement 

4.31 

  

Table 3.6 - Listing of top 10 KSAs ranked by mean  

                      Source: Adapted from IMA (1996)  

 

It is apparent from the table that there are skills that relate to the accountant 

performing financial accounting tasks (e.g., item 10) but most point towards the 

model of the business partner. Burns and Yazdifar (2001) conducted a UK survey of 

MAsô tasks, tools, techniques, and skills in the five years prior to the survey and 

expectations by the year 2005. Table 3.7 shows the number of MAs and what that 
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percentage of the sample (1,000 MAs surveyed, 279 returned) that number represents 

in relation to the top 10 skills for MAs expected to be most important by 2005. 

 

Skill  Number % of sample 

Analytical/interpretative 156 61 

IT/system knowledge 119 47 

Broad business knowledge 223 55 

Integrating financial and non-financial information 105 41 

Teamwork 84 33 

Change management 81 32 

Strategic thinking 81 32 

Commercial 73 29 

Decision-making 66 26 

Presentational 55 22 

 

Table 3.7 ï Top 10 skills expected to be most important for MAs by 2005 

           Source: Burns and Yazdifar  (2001, p. 35)

  

With the exception of business knowledge, these findings reveal characteristics that 

could be linked to the model of the business partner as being those in the bottom five 

of the top ten, which perhaps raises questions about MAs future perceptions of their 

own roles. In comparison to the results for the previous five years, Burns and Yazdifar 

(2001) note that óoral communicationô and óinterpersonalô (both on the top 10 list of 

skills for the previous five years) were no longer deemed as important, despite the 

continued inclusion of teamwork. Technology (intranets and e-mail) is suggested as 

the alternative medium. This finding seems out of line with the surveys by IMA 

(1996) and IMA (1999) and intuitively contradictory to the espoused characteristics of 

the model of the business partner. That apart, the top 10 skills suggest a widening of 

the MAôs skill base and an implied shift from producing figures to analysing them, 

and integrating them into the wider organisational realm.  

 

3.12.4 Image of accountants 

The image of accountants has received some interest in the literature and it draws 

attention to the perceptions that others have of the roles of accountants. DeCoster and 

Rhode (1971) note: 

 

The literature provides evidence that accountants are negatively 
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stereotyped as cold, aloof, nonsociable, submissive, shallow, weak, 

passive and lacking sensitivity (p. 661). 

 

Friedman and Lyne (2001) identify the use of the stereotype label óbean-counterô in 

138 newspapers and magazines published between January 1970 and June 1995. 

Moreover, 106 of these occur from 1990 suggesting the stereotype is not waning, but 

in fact growing in the public view.  Six different ónuancesô are associated with the 

bean-counter image and are classified as negative or positive. However, the negative 

nuances far outweigh the positive ones (only 13 incidents) and further there are 

proportionally more negative nuances associated with accountants in business as 

opposed to in practice (52% vs. 30% respectively).  

 

Sathe (1983) recognises that those entering the controllership profession may have a 

stronger disposition towards working with numbers rather than with people with 

commonly associated depictions such as the óñbean counterò, ñnumber cruncherò, and 

ñgreen eyeshadeòô (p. 45). It is argued these depictions, and accountantsô roles in 

analysing and reporting poor performance (e.g., adverse variances) to managers, could 

impact on interpersonal relationships with managers. 

 

In a study of 11 medium and large companies that had implemented some ABC 

methods, Friedman and Lyne (1997) found support for the óbean-counterô view of 

accountants by OMs and the accountants themselves, whilst also observing the 

positive impact that the implementation had on broadening the roles of MAs. The 

óbean-counterô is defined in terms of an accountant who generates numerical reports 

that contributes little to managing the business efficiently, a process which serves a 

self-fulfilling purpose. Friedman and Lyne (1997) found that:  

 

éthe term bean-counter was used wholly negatively to describe 

accountants who have no understanding or feel for the business, and  

can only count beans, a mechanical process divorced from business  

reality, which can stifle initiative and even lead to decisions  which 

will harm the business (p. 20).  

     

While noting that these new costing practices had significantly improved the óbean-

counterô image of the accountants in the firms studied, it is argued in the long term 

that it is incumbent on accountants to develop new techniques in response to changing 

business environments to dispel such an image. Only six of the eleven companies 
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provided direct evidence that relations with OMs had improved, and management 

accounting information was more useful, resulting from the implementation. It must 

also be noted that the 11 firms selected had adopted ABC methods successfully which 

is not reflective of the generally low levels of adoption of accounting innovations (see 

section 3.13.9). The óbean-counterô image was also evident in Brignall et alôs. (1999) 

study that noted poor involvement of MAs in change programmes with some 

managers unsure of their potential to contribute. Ahrens and Chapman (2000) found 

the perceptions of MAs in less senior positions as unfavourable with regard to the 

preparation of reports dismissing, as the MAs put it, ójust reportingô that could be 

performed by óanybodyô (p. 489). Ahrens and Chapman (2000) comment that 

reporting was perceived as an activity that ought not to form a part of ótheir 

occupational sphereô. In terms of the move to the business partner model, it could be 

suggested that the accountantôs image, both projected and perceived, may have an 

impact on how easy the accountant finds the move to such a role.  

 

This section on the characteristics of MAs has drawn attention to empirical studies 

which have identified factors such as the MAs understanding of the business, 

interpersonal skills and management team membership, flexibility, physical location 

and structural alignment as well as analytical, accounting, and technology skills as 

relating to the roles of MAs. There is a strong descriptive and survey orientation to 

some of this research and therefore a lack of theoretical engagement although Hopper 

(1980) drew on role theory in finding managersô information expectations better met 

in decentralised structures, while Piece and OôDea (2003) note contingencies between 

managers and MAs in being perceived as óstrongô or óweakô in their roles. What is 

also missing from some of these studies, particularly survey research, is the 

perceptions of not just MAs but also of the managers. 

 

3.13 Characteristics of management accounting information  

Atkinson et al. (2001) define management accounting information as ófinancial and 

operating data about an organisationôs activities, processes, operating units, products, 

services, and customers; e.g., the calculated cost of a product, an activity, or a 

department in a recent time periodô (p. 577). Traditionally in the accounting literature 

the effectiveness of the controllerôs work was determined by the economic provision 

of useful information. Simon et al. (1954) state that: 
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A controllerôs department is effective to the extent that it: provides 

informational services of high quality; performs these services at a 

minimum cost; and facilitates the long-range development of 

competent accounting and operating executives (p. 1). 

 

The literature makes a number of distinctions with regard to management accounting 

information. A number of authors have made the distinction between management 

accounting information that managers might use for decision making purposes and 

information that managers might use for control purposes (Emmanuel et al., 1990; 

Horngren et al., 2000; Zimmerman, 1997, 2001; Atkinson et al., 2001). In the context 

of the contemporary roles of MAs, CIMA (2009) observe that: 

 

éat the heart of the role is providing information to support decision 

making. The quality of information is key to finance business 

partnersô credibility. It is the basis for their invitation to the decision 

making table (p. 14). 

 

The characteristics and dissemination of information in organisations is distinguished 

and presented by Emmanuel et al. (1990) as: 

 

  Routine generated  or  ad hoc 

  Formally transmitted  or  informally transmitted 

  Quantitative   or  qualitative (p. 6) 

 

Simon (1960) identifies a spectrum of executive decision making which involves 

decisions of a óprogrammedô or a ónon-programmedô nature. The former is described 

as órepetitive and routineô, while the latter is described as ónovel, unstructured, and 

consequentialô (p. 5, 6). Emmanuel et al. (1990) distinguish between information that 

supports decision making and control in situations of a routine (óprogrammedô) or 

non-routine (ónon-programmedô) nature. The former occurs where there is clarity and 

understanding leading to a sound anticipation of consequences, while the latter occurs 

where such clarity and understanding does not exist and therefore more managerial 

discernment is necessitated. Emmanuel and Otley (1985) define non-programmed 

decisions as óthose whose outcomes cannot be accurately predictedô and which 

órequire a high degree of judgementô (p. 255).  
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A committee report on internal reporting by the American Accounting Association 

(AAA) (1974) set out particular characteristics relating to the attributes of accounting 

information within an organisation. These are illustrated in Table 3.8. 

 

Information characteristic  

Relevance / mutuality of objectives 

Accuracy / precision / reliability 

Consistency / comparability / uniformity 

Verifiability / objectivity / neutrality / traceability 

Aggregation 

Flexibility / adaptability 

Timeliness 

Understandability / acceptability / motivation / fairness 

 

Table 3.8 ï Characteristics of information for internal accounting  

          Source: AAA (1974, p. 83) 

 

To evaluate the perceived quality of management accounting information, a review of 

the literature identifies important dimensions. These include the relevance, accuracy 

and timeliness of management accounting information, the financial orientation of 

accounting information, the volume of information, non-financial measures and multi-

dimensional frameworks, functional information needs and the use of accounting 

information. These are now discussed in turn.  

 

3.13.1 Relevance 

There has been much research on the relevance of management accounting 

information and practices, which in part can be seen to have been prompted by the 

claims of Johnson and Kaplan (1987): 

 

Todayôs management accounting information, driven by the 

procedures and cycle of the organisationôs financial reporting system, 

is too late, too aggregated, and too distorted to be relevant for 

managers (p.1). 

 

Kaplan and Cooper (1998) maintain the claim that there is an excessive orientation 

towards financial reporting, product costs are inaccurately calculated, customer 

accounting is little used, the focus is more on the areas of responsibility than the 
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processes, and management accounting information is excessively summarised, too 

financial, and too late. These views have been challenged by some who observe that 

although management accounting information and techniques may be exhibiting a 

slow pace of innovation (Bromwich and Bhimani, 1994), the manner in which the 

information and techniques are being used has changed (Bromwich and Bhimani, 

1989) and their use broadened beyond MAs to OMs (Scapens et al., 1996; Burns et 

al., 1999).  

 

McKinnon and Bruns (1992) observe a number of challenges to the relevance of 

management accounting information including: the diverse range of sources of 

information that managers use, the publishing of redundant reports, the overuse of 

financial measurements while managers frequently use non-financial measurements, 

and an ineffective mode of presentation. In investigating accounting in electronic 

firms, Innes and Mitchell (1989) found that management information was perceived 

to be too complicated and financial in orientation. Lewis (1993) identifies weaknesses 

in traditional information provided to management as: having a poor relationship to 

the firmôs objectives, critical information being lost in the ódetailô, information being 

ótoo late to be usefulô, information stated exclusively in financial terms, and 

inappropriate alignment of information to the óorganisational structure, not the 

activities and processesô (p. 44).  

 

Findings in an Irish context corroborate these studies. OôDea and Clarke (1994) 

conducted a field study of 16 multinational companies in Ireland. In gathering 

evidence on MASs, some financial controllers raised a number of concerns about the 

inadequacies of their companyôs accounting information system. Some of these 

concerns included factors that would suggest the information was not as relevant as it 

could be e.g., late delivery of control information, key performance indicators (KPIs) 

such as time and quality not being reported, and an inability to change costing 

systems without head office sign-off. Pierce and OôDea (2003) investigated the 

perceptions of the usefulness of management accounting information in 12 

manufacturing firms in Ireland. Managers anticipated less need for management 

accounting information unless it became broader in scope, more flexible, timely and 

user-friendly. Feeney and Pierce (2007) found that MAs were not meeting the control 

and decision making information needs of managers.  
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McKinnon and Bruns (1992) identify the characteristics of useful management 

accounting information as including: how related the information is to action in the 

managerôs function, how customised or adaptable the information is to the managersô 

needs, how briefly and simply information is presented that allows a speedy 

interpretation, the timeliness of the information, and how trustworthy it is. Otley 

(1995) warns that OMs will ignore reports from the accounting information system if 

their value is not explained. Littler and Sweeting (1989) note in their case analysis of 

technology firms that managers were trying to shift the accounting orientation from a 

historical perspective to a more forward looking perspective. 

 

Ezzamel et al. (1997) observe that a wider dissemination of management accounting 

information in organisations has an impact on this information i.e., an óincreased 

demand for additional, more detailed, more timely, and more frequent informationô 

(p. 16). The use of comparative information (e.g., actual performance versus forecast, 

budget, last year and external benchmarking) has also been highlighted as useful to 

managers (McKinnon and Bruns, 1992; Pierce and OôDea, 2003). 

 

3.13.2 Accuracy and timeliness  

Accuracy is identified as an important characteristic of management accounting 

information for it to have value (AAA, 1974) although Belkaoui (1980) recommends 

the setting of óupper and lower bounds within which accuracy may be an effective 

property of management accounting informationô (p. 16). Hopper (1980) found that 

managers perceived management accounting information as more precise, timely, and 

useful in decentralised structures. 

 

Pierce and OôDea (2003) found the compromising of the timeliness of management 

accounting information by MAs in pursuit of accuracy, while managers placed a 

stronger emphasis on timeliness and therefore sourced the required information 

immediately and directly themselves from elsewhere. This can be linked to the notion 

of MAs deploying a ógood enough accountingô approach (Johnston et al., 2002b), as 

noted earlier. Jazayeri and Hopper (1999) note a trade off between the timing and 

accuracy of information from some case research: 
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It was recognised that the weekly accounts [produced through an 

MRP II system by the production departments] were less accurate 

than the eight times per year management accountsé.both managers 

and accountants believedéthat the advantages of immediacy 

outweighed any additional accuracy that might be secured through 

further delay. 

 

From case research, Johnston et al. (2002b) note that óall the organisations believed 

that their accountants should assume a more strategic role, i.e., move away from 

focusing on the minutiae of measurement to supporting competitive strategyô (p. 259). 

Feeney and Pierce (2007) note that while managers highly rated both relevance and 

reliability for control and decision making purposes, it was found that managers rated 

accuracy and consistency more for control purposes and timeliness and aggregation 

more for decision making purposes.  

 

There is evidence that management accounting information is not furnished to 

managers in a timely manner (OôDea and Clarke, 1994; Kaplan and Cooper, 1998; 

Pierce and OôDea, 2003). Drury et al. (1993) found that timeliness was a particular 

issue for management accounting information. One result of providing untimely 

information is that managers may seek out alternative sources of information 

(McKinnon and Bruns, 1992) and óefforts to speed up accounting processes in hopes 

of meeting more of managersô information needs may be misdirectedô (p. 204) as 

managers may already be familiar with the information. However, Chenhall and 

Morris (1986) note that improving the timeliness and breadth of scope of management 

accounting information was perceived as important where organisations faced 

environmental uncertainty. 

 

3.13.3 Financial orientation 

According to Johnson and Kaplan (1987) and Kaplan and Cooper (1998) there is an 

excessive financial orientation in the provision of management accounting 

information. The problem is stated by Johnson and Kaplan (1987) as ówith increased 

emphasis on meeting quarterly or annual earnings targets, internal accounting systems 

focus narrowly on producing a monthly earnings reportô (p. 1). In a UK study, 

Scapens et al. (1996) found no evidence of the dominance of external financial 

accounting systems over MASs or that the former were instrumental in the design of 

the latter. In contrast, Drury and Tayles (1997) found evidence that would not permit 
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the dismissing of Kaplan and Johnsonôs claims. Littler and Sweeting (1989) found a 

dominance of financial measures in one of the technological companies studied and 

note that it ómay have been at least partially a consequence of the need of this 

business to conform with overall group policiesô (p. 33). McKinnon and Bruns (1992) 

note the existence of a ófinancial mentalityô: 

  

One problem is that much of the accounting data collected is 

orientated towards the production of corporate financial statements 

(p. 155). 

 

OôDea and Clarke (1994) found that one controller identified head office accountants 

as being more interested in financial reporting requirements than with providing 

decision-focused information. In a survey of chief operations officers in 85 US 

manufacturing firms, Fry et al. (1995) found the use of standard costing systems 

(74%) to be inappropriate for the production and cost characteristics of the plants and 

the manufacturing strategy pursued and found an excessive reliance on financial 

reporting. They suggest that MAs need to become óeducatorsô in introducing 

appropriate accounting systems to the business and also óstudentsô in understanding 

the nature of the products, the process of manufacturing and the businessôs 

manufacturing strategy. 

 

Given the accountantôs past orientation towards predominantly financial systems, it 

can be argued that accountants may not be best placed to produce the broader 

performance information required in business decision making processes. For 

example, Eccles (1991) notes how one company assigned the development of a 

broader performance system to the finance function óto broaden their perspective and 

measurement skillsô, while another company bypassed the finance function óto avoid 

the financial bias embedded in the companyôs existing management information 

systemsô (p. 137).  

 

3.13.4 Volume of information 

With the advent of organisation-wide integrated systems, such as ERP systems, Burns 

et al. (1996) point to the challenges of an excess of information. Macintosh (1985) 

states that: 
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Organisations collect far more information than they could ever 

reasonably use for decision makingéit seems that organisations, 

even the best ones, over-invest in a glut of redundant information (p. 

209). 

 

Bromwich and Bhimani (1994) similarly observe that organisations collect masses of 

information which may be presented in reports but may be little used by OMs. 

McKinnon and Bruns (1992) did not find managers concerned with an excess of 

information but rather note their approach to skilfully draw from a wide pool of 

sources and to develop their own personalised systems. Mendoza and Bescos (2001) 

also found that 70% of the 120 managers interviewed were deploying personally 

developed approaches to understanding reports: 

 

Documents are rarely read from beginning to end. Reading 

documents of twenty pages or more would be too time-consuming. 

Thus managers create their own reading strategies and techniques: 

they start by leafing through seeking specific data and, if a figure is 

not in line, they know exactly what data need checking, and in which 

documents they can find the required information (p. 275). 

 

King et al. (1991) conclude, from 16 longitudinal case studies in the UK, that 

managers sometimes desire to be óover-informedô because of it legitimising 

managersô positions but also because of it being a cultural characteristic of the firm.  

 

3.13.5 Non-financial measurement 

Accounting is frequently defined in terms of information provision with the 

effectiveness of the controllership function assessed in terms of the quality of the 

information provided (Simon et al., 1954). As noted in section 3.13.3, there is 

criticism of accounting information in terms of its excessive financial orientation 

(Johnson and Kaplan, 1987; Kaplan and Cooper, 1998; McKinnon and Bruns, 1992) 

even though managers appear to have a preference for non-financial information. 

Notwithstanding the recent and growing interest in the literature in the subject of non-

financial measurement, as far back as Simon et al. (1954) this was evident: 

 

In those companies where the products can be measured, at least 

roughly, in physical units, manufacturing and some sales executives 

make more use of data expressed in physical units than data 

measured in dollars (p. 31).  
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In response to the criticisms of traditional reporting systems, a number of broader 

performance measurement systems have developed, which extend ófrom treating 

financial figures as the foundation for performance measurement to treating them as 

one among a broader set of measuresô (Eccles, 1991, p. 131).  

 

From a survey of 303 UK manufacturing firms, Drury et al. (1993) note that 

increasing focus would be placed on non-financial measures. Similar findings are 

evident from case study research. Jazayeri and Hopper (1999) found increased use of 

non-financial measures in their UK case study and that these non-financial measures 

were not just in the production area but in other areas such as customer performance 

and innovation. Hoque and Alam (1999) found in a case study of a New Zealand 

construction company that management had to refocus the MAS to one that included 

both financial and non-financial aspects. The importance of NFIs became apparent as 

management realised that long term survival was dependent on óquality, customer 

satisfaction, and operational efficiencyô (p. 205). In an Irish context, a survey of 108 

MAs by Pierce and OôDea (1998) notes that nearly 50% of respondents indicated use 

of non-financial measures. This supports previous studies in an Irish context that 

show some adoption of non-financial measures (Clarke, 1992; OôDea and Clarke, 

1994). More recently, Ittner and Larcker (2009) observe a number of developing 

strands of research on non-financial measurement; that is non-financial measurement 

and performance, determinants of measure selection and the balance of financial 

versus non-financial measures, and the consequences of systems using these 

measures. Attention in future research is directed towards understanding the changing 

nature of these measures in practice, their application in the context of risk and 

regulation, and relationships between their application inside and outside the firm. 

 

One concern with the increased adoption of these measures is the extent of 

involvement of MAs in their development, capture and reporting. Drury et al. 

(1993)ôs survey reveals that in many instances such activity took place outside the 

finance department and that this poses a serious threat to MAs in that they ówill 

relinquish their role as specialists in management information (p. 30). In contrast, as 

noted earlier (see section 3.10), Vaivio (2004) found that the introduction of non-

financial measures resulted in an enlargement of the controllerôs role.  
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3.13.6 Multi-dimensional frameworks  

The combined use of financial and non-financial measures have become more 

integrated and formalised in the recent development of a range of multi-dimensional 

performance frameworks. The óBalanced Scorecardô was initially advanced by Kaplan 

and Norton (1992) as a multi-dimensional performance measurement framework but 

subsequently has been linked to the organisationôs strategy as a management 

framework (Kaplan and Norton, 1996). The scorecard essentially includes a range of 

óleadingô and ólaggingô scorecards which encompass the performance of internal 

processes, responding to customers, innovation and expansion and a financial 

scorecard. There are a number of other multi-dimensional frameworks in the 

literature, including the: EFQM (European Foundation for Quality Management) 

Business Excellence Model (EFQM, 2003), Performance Prism (Neely et al., 2001), 

Tableau de Bord (Lebas, 1993; Epstein and Manzoni, 1998), Results and 

Determinants Matrix (Fitzgerald et al., 1991), and the Performance Pyramid (Lynch 

and Cross, 1995). Collectively, these frameworks aim to promote a broader 

conceptualisation of performance beyond the financial and short-term frame to take a 

more integrated, holistic, externally-oriented, long-term, and strategic approach.   

 

Pierce and OôDea (1998) note that over 90% of respondents indicated that they never 

or very rarely used the BSC but as the incidence of non-financial performance 

measures in use was high, they suggest that companies have developed informal 

performance measurement systems. A possible explanation of this is provided by 

Littler and Sweeting (1989): 

 

It is not possible to create a stereotype range of financial and non-

financial measures. Those that should be employed need to be 

related to the features and circumstances of the particular business 

(p. 30). 

  

This follows the contingency theory of management accounting as discussed in 

section 2.3 and suggests that performance systems ought to be adapted to each 

organisationôs particular setting (Otley, 1999). Otley (1987) recognises the challenge 

facing organisations in determining what particular measures to adopt. Littler and 

Sweeting (1989) found that managers in technology firms focused considerable 
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attention on determining the indicators that were key to the firm and then attempted to 

embed these in the firmôs systems. In the services sector, Fitzgerald and Moon (1996) 

support the contingency notion in the design of appropriate performance systems. 

 

3.13.7 Functional information needs 

It can be argued that those who use management accounting information, the decision 

makers, due to their functional orientation (e.g., marketing, production, research and 

development) may have varying levels of satisfaction in relation to that information. 

The work of McKinnon and Bruns (1992) indicates substantial differences in the type 

of information used by functional managers. Pierce and OôDea (2003) found that 

functional requirements contributed to different perceptions between the users and 

preparers of accounting information: 

 

Functional differentiation was another contributor to the preparer-

user perception gap, in that there was consistent evidence of a wider 

gap for sales managers than for their counterparts in production (p. 

285). 

 

In explaining managersô information needs, Mendoza and Bescos (2001) note that 

satisfaction levels with management accounting information varied between 

functions. Managers in the executive management, production, logistics and 

purchasing functions indicated a higher degree of satisfaction than managers in sales 

and marketing, and R&D and projects. Similarly, managers in the latter functions 

appeared to be missing more information. 

 

Richardson and Barker (2001) conducted a survey of accountantsô and marketersô 

perceptions of the use and importance of management accounting techniques. There 

was a general consensus on the perceived importance of management accounting 

techniques between the two groups but differences were found in the actual use of 

techniques between the two groups. Market share reports, break-even analysis and 

marketing cost reports were ranked higher by marketing managers than accounting 

managers i.e., these techniques were in the top 10 mean responses for marketing 

managers but were respectively 13
th
, 14

th
 and 18

th
 for accounting managers. 
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A survey of 52 marketing managers and 52 production managers by Lau (1999) found 

that cost control affected the relationship between a focus on tight budget targets and 

a tendency to create slack for manufacturing, but not marketing functions. Lau (1999) 

suggests that revenues as opposed to costs may be more relevant to control in the 

marketing function and that óthe management of marketing operations and costs may 

demand quite different techniques from those used for the management of 

manufacturing operations and costsô (p. 431). 

 

Mia and Chenhall (1994) found differences between the marketing and production 

functions in terms of the relationship between broad scope MAS information and 

managerial effectiveness. A greater use of broad scope MAS information by 

marketing managers is associated with improved performance and this relationship is 

less so for production managers. The basic argument is that, although both functions 

may face the same environmental uncertainty, production may be óbufferedô to a 

greater extent than marketing. 

 

Chenhall and Morris (1986) examine perceptions of the usefulness of management 

accounting information along the dimensions of scope, timeliness, aggregation and 

integration as being influenced by the uncertainty of the environment and both the 

interdependence and decentralisation within the organisation. The findings indicate 

that managers prefer broad scope, aggregated and integrated information where there 

is interdependence between the organisationôs functions. The uncertainty of the 

environment is linked to accounting information being broader in scope and timely.  

 

3.13.8 Use of accounting information 

Information contained in management accounting and control reports may be used in 

many ways. Simon et al. (1954) note that managers at various levels use accounting 

data to address three different types of questions (p. 3):   

 

1) Score-card questions: ñAm I doing well or badly?ò  

2) Attention-directing questions: ñWhat problems should I look into?ò  

3) Problem-solving questions: ñOf the several ways of doing the job, which is the 

best?ò 
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The score-card use of accounting data relates to performance evaluation and the 

attention direction use relates to identifying problems that need to be addressed. The 

problem-solving use relates to the provision of analyses supporting management 

decision-making, for example capital investment, pricing policies, allocation of 

marketing expenditures, location of plant, remuneration, and stock policy.  

 

McKinnon and Bruns (1992) distinguish between four different types of management 

accounting information: operating (short term performance management), status 

(summated operating data to check outcomes as expected), comparisons to 

benchmarks (positional data on firmôs relative performance), and reference 

(aggregated information for longer term or planning purposes). Some examples of 

these dimensions of management accounting information are provided in table 3.9. 

 

Information  Examples Some report characteristics 

Operating Downtime 

Units produced 

Order bookings 

Daily updated 

Physical counts 

Often informally transmitted 

Status Rail car availability 

Inventory levels 

Backlog 

Site remediation status 

Employee injury status 

Frequently updated 

Physical counts 

Narrative descriptions 

Benchmark Actuals to budget 

Year-to-date 

Performance to last year 

Comparisons to ratios 

More financial added 

Longer time horizons 

More complex data 

Reference Divisional income 

Assets, liabilities 

Corporate goals 

Customer records 

Employee records 

Logs of production,  sales activities 

Detail 

Complex data 

Even more financial in nature 

Narrative summaries 

Historical nature 

 

Table 3.9 ï Classification of information for management reports 

             McKinnon and Bruns (1992, p. 129) 

  

Otley (1999) notes the contrasting cycles of information flows for control purposes 

between the immediacy of manufacturing systems to the feedback cycles that stretch 

from daily, weekly, monthly to yearly and long-term horizons. Bruns and McKinnon 

(1993) found that OMs procured information from informal sources and built their 



97 

 

own personalised information systems which contained information that could later be 

expected to appear in the formal reporting system to serve as a form of validation:  

 

éthose that provided information that allowed managers to 

confirm that the actions they had taken had had the intended 

effects, or they provided information on current status of 

resources or capacities (p. 107).    

  

Similarly, Bromwich and Bhimani (1994) note that accounting information can be 

retrospectively relied upon as a post-hoc rationalisation of decisions made, even 

though the information might not have shaped the decision despite its availability. 

 

3.13.9 Use of management accounting techniques 

Considerable attention has been given by management accounting researchers to the 

extent of adoption of management accounting innovations, following on in part from 

the criticisms levied on the irrelevance of management accounting information as 

noted (see section 3.13.1). Table 3.10 lists examples of traditional management 

accounting techniques (and their mean usage, 1 = never and 5 = very frequently) from 

a survey of Irish manufacturing organisations by Pierce and OôDea (1998). 

 

Traditional management  

accounting techniques  

Mean Usage 

(n=106) 

Budgets 4.54 

Variance analysis 4.08 

Standard costing 3.85 

ROI 3.34 

Volume-based overhead absorption 3.20 

DCF 3.06 

Marginal costing 2.98 

Cost-plus pricing 2.97 

Flexible budgets 2.93 

Breakeven analysis 2.63 

 

Table 3.10 - Usage of traditional management accounting techniques  

       Source: Pierce and OôDea (1998, p. 42) 

 

The table shows that traditional techniques continue to be used in practice (and usage 

is higher than for newer management accounting techniques ï the mean score range 

for which is 3.42 down to 1.34). Traditional control devices such as budgets, 



98 

 

variances and standards top the list, indicating high adoption, consistent with findings 

on the wider use of budgets (see section 2.2.5). It could be suggested that some of 

these techniques are calculative, complex in nature and perhaps do not necessitate the 

involvement of many from outside the finance function. Cotton et al. (2003) note 

ABC adoption of 20.3% in New Zealand companies compared to 17.5% found in 

Innes et al.ôs (2000) UK study of ABC adoption. From ABC surveys conducted in the 

1990s, Clark et al. (1999) note ABC implementation rates between 36-41% in the US, 

6-20% in the UK, 23% in Canada, 12% in Australia, and 12% in Ireland. More recent 

research suggests ABC adoption levels are slowing in Ireland (Pierce and Brown, 

2003). In a survey of  1,995 US MAs, Garg et al. (2003) found widespread use of 

traditional management accounting tools with almost 80% indicating that the adoption 

of management accounting innovations would be a ólow to medium priorityô (p. 33). 

The literature thus suggests that, while there has been a US-led take up in the adoption 

of management accounting innovations, many companies continue to use traditional 

management accounting techniques. While the adoption of management accounting 

innovations is linked in the literature to broadening roles for MAs (see section 3.10), 

the low levels of innovation adoption noted here places some limits on the extent that 

the roles of MAs may develop towards the model of the business partner. 

 

The literature on the information characteristics provides evidence of a range of 

characteristics important to MAs providing useful information to managers, while 

recognising that there have been shortcomings in this endeavour but also innovations 

attempting to address these. While there has been a strong emphasis on management 

accounting information classifications, tools and use, less attention has been paid to 

theoretical conjectures. Some of the studies above identify unmet expectations of 

managers regarding their information needs, and while implicitly relating to role 

theoryôs emphasis on management expectations, this theoretical perspective is not 

explored. Furthermore while there are some studies above that indicate contingencies 

in management accounting information (e.g., see section 3.13.7 on differing 

functional needs of managers) there is considerable scope to develop this further and 

to relate this not just to the information (e.g., contingencies that might attach to 

different types of information or reports in particular contexts) but to the specific 

expectations of managers. The control literature makes a useful theoretical distinction 
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between information for decision making and control which lends itself to further 

empirical analysis. 

 

3.14 Summary and conclusion 

This chapter has examined a number of dimensions of the roles of MAs that include 

factors that might be shaping roles, characteristics linked to the roles and, to a lesser 

extent, some potential impacts of these roles. The review of the literature leads to the 

following conclusions: 

 

1) The roles of many MAs are located in organisations operating in very competitive 

and dynamic environments and these external forces, combined with 

organisational responses to these forces in the form of innovations in 

management, accounting, manufacturing and IT systems may have implications 

for the shaping of these roles. A number of studies have attempted to classify the 

contemporary finance function in organisations and have drawn attention to the 

enhancement of information and communication systems, different functional 

orientations and transitions between them, and the reduction or removal of cross-

functional barriers. While there is some evidence of a functional orientation 

moving in the direction of greater support for managerial decision making, there is 

also evidence to the contrary and concern over the potential negative impact of an 

increasing regulatory burden. This literature however requires greater theoretical 

application in understanding the contemporary finance function and shows 

inconsistencies between the perceptions of financial and non-financial personnel, 

thus warranting more research on these.    

 

2) The literature provides a number of definitions and descriptors associated with the 

roles of MAs and suggest roles that have a wide remit. The roles of MAs have 

frequently been dichotomised between roles oriented towards independent control, 

financial accounting, historic reporting and roles oriented towards supporting 

managersô business decision making processes. The empirical research to date is 

mixed with regard to what roles MAs are actually playing in organisations. For 

example, there is some evidence that the traditional óbean-counterô roles cannot be 

discounted, that the roles are broadening and not necessarily discarding traditional 

roles but expanding on them, and that some roles are aligning with the model of 
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the business partner, while others fail to do so. With this incomplete and 

inconsistent evidence, it is thus not possible to conclude on the extent to which the 

roles of MAs are aligned with the model of the business partner as espoused in the 

literature. There are even some arguments that some of the roles of MAs may 

diminish or disappear. Many of these studies have a weak theoretical foundation 

or a singular theoretical perspective and so consideration of the three theoretical 

lenses as outlined in chapter two would have merit in further examining and 

explaining the roles of MAs and particularly they might better assist in the 

reconciliation of some of the inconsistencies that are appearing in the empirical 

record.  

 

3) The literature identifies control as an important aspect of the roles of MAs and 

suggests that MAs may encounter role conflict in the fulfilment of roles that 

attempt to adopt the model of the business partner, while maintaining independent 

control and upholding the integrity of the accounting systems. The literature does 

not concur on the combining of these roles as some point towards role separation, 

while others maintain that it is possible if MAs possess certain characteristics, or 

certain arrangements are put in place. This literature draws upon aspects of 

management control, contingency, and role theories as presented in the last 

chapter but offers scope to build on these bases, and explore how the roles of MAs 

are implicated in the enactment of control in organisations and their impact on 

control, their experience, or not, of role conflicts with respect to meeting, or not 

meeting, managersô expectations.   

 

4) The literature indicates a range of factors that might influence the extent that MAs 

are actively involved in supporting managerial decision making processes 

including management expectations; emphasis on financials, planning and capital 

budgeting and controllership development; the extent of a common view between 

MAs and OMs; management backing for innovations; having an accounting 

advocate; prerequisite individual characteristics and skills; and the reliance placed 

on the official hierarchical structure. There is mixed evidence regarding the 

impact of IT systems, such as ERP systems, on releasing MAs for more business 

support. There is some evidence that the introduction of management accounting 

innovations provides scope for MAs to develop broader managerial decision 
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support roles in organisations but the adoption of such innovations, and 

particularly in an Irish context, is noted as quite low. For MNE subsidiaries the 

literature provides some weak evidence that the head office function has an impact 

on the roles of MAs in the subsidiaries.   

 

The range of identified influences on the roles of MAs in these studies suggests 

that there is considerable theoretical potential to build on some of these factors.  

The contingency lens could highlight which influences impact on the roles of 

MAs in which situations. Role theory with its prediction of the influence of 

management expectations could reveal insights into the nature of expectations and 

their relationships to the roles of MAs, which has been little visited since the work 

of Hopper (1980) and Sathe (1982). The management control perspective provides 

scope to better understand how management control operates in organisational 

environments where these influences shape the roles of MAs.  

 

5) Certain attributes have been identified in the literature as very important to the 

contemporary roles of MAs including having a very strong knowledge of the 

business, possessing effective interpersonal skills and engaging in management 

team decision making with these characteristics being linked more to the model of 

the business partner. There is empirical evidence to suggest that some MAs 

possessed these characteristics, while other evidence suggested otherwise. A 

number of models and role profiles are suggested regarding the characteristics and 

activities that might assist MAs moving towards the model of business 

partnership, although these are largely normative and descriptive in nature and 

lack theoretical perspectives. Regarding the latter, there is scope to apply some of 

the theoretical lenses to these characteristics in perhaps identifying contingencies 

regarding certain characteristics of MAs being sought in certain circumstances or 

in relating the characteristics of the MA and their inter-personal relationships with 

managers to the expectations of managers, all of which are important concepts 

within role theory.   

 

6) The literature identifies a range of management accounting information 

dimensions including relevance, accuracy and timeliness, financial orientation, 

volume of information, non-financial measurement, multi-dimensional 
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frameworks, functional information needs and the use of accounting information 

and techniques. The anecdotal evidence and empirical studies largely suggest that 

MAs are not fully meeting the information needs of managers and some 

information may be characterised as untimely, irrelevant, excessive, overly 

detailed, financially oriented, and forfeiting timeliness for absolute accuracy 

where approximations would suffice. The growing adoption of non-financial 

measures, and the incorporation of these into wider performance management 

frameworks, is noted in the literature. There are mixed results regarding their 

impact on the roles of MAs as some appear to occur largely outside the remit of 

MAs, while others seem to have enabled MA to get much more involved in 

supporting business decision making processes. The literature also makes clear 

distinctions in managersô functional information needs and MAs appear to have 

not adequately addressed these. These studies have a strong descriptive or 

prescriptive orientation and there is theoretical merit in further understanding the 

information needs using the theoretical lenses in chapter two by examining 

managementôs information expectations from a role theory perspective, how 

control information is used from a management control perspective, and if there 

are contingencies attached to particular forms or types of management accounting 

information and reports as some studies for example, on functional differentiation, 

are suggesting.  

 

7) The vast majority of the research to date on the roles of MAs has not occurred in 

an Irish context and this thus represents an opportunity to add to the very limited 

body of management accounting knowledge generated in this context. In 

conducting a study in a single country context it eliminates country effects and by 

gathering data in a country with a limited empirical record, it means that this data 

may have some merit in subsequent studies of a transnational nature. 

 

This chapter began by presenting the general contextual environment that MAs 

operate within (see section 3.2) followed by classifications of the contemporary 

finance functions. Section 3.4 and 3.5 respectively defined management accounting 

and the roles of MAs and the various labels, and associated meanings, that attach to 

alternative depictions of these roles. The importance of the control aspect to the roles 

of MAs was set out in section 3.6 linking to management control theory reviewed in 
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section 2.2. Section 3.7 reviewed a number of studies providing empirical evidence 

regarding the orientation of the roles of MAs towards hierarchical reporting (the 

óbean-counterô model) or towards supporting managers (the óbusiness partnerô model). 

Inherent in this latter orientation is role conflict , which was examined in section 3.8. 

 

Section 3.9 through to section 3.11 reviewed the literature on factors that potentially 

shape the roles of MAs in organisations including what might influence the MA 

becoming more involved in providing support to managers (the óbusiness partnerô 

model) and this was followed by empirical evidence on the individual characteristics 

and perceptions linked to the contemporary roles of MAs by both MAs and managers. 

 

The last major theme of the literature review examined the characteristics of 

management accounting information (see section 3.13). This section covered a 

number of characteristics that have been noted as important in the provision of 

management accounting information and also some evidence as to whether this 

information meets the needs of OMs. This section has presented a summary of the 

preceding literature review as a precursor to the following chapter on research 

methodology.  
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4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the development of the research questions and the associated 

research methodology and methods for the dissertation. It commences with a review 

of the philosophical assumptions underpinning the research, followed by a review of 

trends in methodologies and methods in the management accounting discipline. Next, 

the research problem and related objectives are presented, followed by the research 

design for phase one and phase two of the study. The section following this discusses 

the concepts of validity, reliability, and generalisability and relates them to the 

research undertaken. The next section explains how access was secured and provides 

operational details for both phases of the study. The final section outlines the 

qualitative data analysis strategies undertaken. 

 

4.2 Appreciating philosophical research underpinnings  

How we view the world and gain an understanding of it may have implications for the 

research design we adopt. Sometimes these views or assumptions are explicit in 

research output but frequently they are implicit. Easterby-Smith et al. (1991) suggest 

that it is important to appreciate the philosophical underpinnings of research as such 

understanding impacts the identification, clarification, and operationalisation of 

research designs. Recognising the philosophical assumptions underpinning social 

enquiry also indicates to the researcher the limitations associated with the making of 

particular claims in regard to what represents a contribution to the understanding of a 

particular topic (Thomas, 2004). Johnson and Duberley (2000) state that óhow we 

come to ask particular questions, how we assess the relevance and value of different 

research methodologies so that we can investigate those questions, how we evaluate 

the outputs of research, all express and vary according to our underlying 

epistemological commitmentsô (p. 1). The following sections review the various 

philosophical assumptions regarding the nature of reality, knowledge, human nature 

and methodology that underpin the research activity in general and the assumptions 

that underpin the current study in particular.  

 

4.2.1 Ontology  

Ontology pertains to the fundamental assumptions about the nature of reality; that is 

very simply, what is reality? Gill and Johnson (1997) define ontology in terms of óthe 

study of the essence of phenomena and the nature of their existenceô (p. 178). There 
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has, for some time, been an ontological debate polarised between the positions of 

nominalism and realism. Burrell and Morgan (1979) note that a nominalist 

perspective órevolves around the assumption that the social world external to 

individual cognition is made up of nothing more than names, concepts and labels 

which are used to structure realityô (p. 4). In simple terms, it means reality is only in 

the mind. The realist position is based on the assumption that reality is essentially 

outside the mind; that is it exists independently of human beings. Burrell and Morgan 

(1979) note the realist position assumes that the ósocial world external to individual 

cognition is a real world made up of hard, tangible and relatively immutable 

structuresô (p. 4) i.e., the characteristics of the world are stable or unchanged over 

time.  

 

Morgan and Smircich (1980) present a useful framework that analyses the ontological 

assumptions underlying social enquiry into six types (see table 4.1). 

 

CORE ONTOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS  

1. Reality as a projection of human imagination                 SUBJECTIVE  

2. Reality as a social construction 

3. Reality as a realm of symbolic discourse 

4. Reality as a contextual field of information 

5. Reality as a concrete process 

6. Reality as a concrete structure                                         OBJECTIVE  

 

Table 4.1 - Ontological assumptions underlying social enquiry 

     Source: Morgan and Smircich (1980, p. 492) 

 

Thus, there is a range of possible ontological assumptions that underpin social 

enquiry. The subjective and objective continuum mirrors the preceding discussion, 

distinguishing respectively the notions of idealism (or nominalism) and realism. 

Following on from ontology and its debate about what constitutes reality is how it can 

be known or as Hughes (1980) states óclaims about what exists in the world almost 

inevitably lead on to issues about how what exists may be knownô (p. 6). 

 

4.2.2 Epistemology 

Epistemology can be explained as the assumptions relating to the nature of 

knowledge; that is how we acquire knowledge or simply as Crotty (1998) states: óhow 
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we know what we knowô (p. 8). Gill and Johnson (1997) define it in more detail as 

óthe branch of philosophy concerned with the study of the criteria by which we 

determine what does and does not constitute warranted or valid knowledgeô (p. 177).  

 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) polarise epistemologies between the philosophical 

perspectives of positivism and anti-positivism. In the positivism camp knowledge is 

understood in terms of searching for universal laws (much akin to the natural 

sciences) and the nature of relationships (causality) between variables. Hughes (1980) 

notes that positivism acknowledges óonly two forms of knowledge as having any 

legitimacy and authority, the empirical and logicalô (p. 21). In the anti-positivism 

camp, which may also be loosely referred to as qualitative research, phenomenology, 

interpretivism or social constructionism, knowledge is understood in terms of the 

subjective meanings that the particular individuals involved create (Burrell and 

Morgan, 1979). Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), the original proponent of 

phenomenology, argues that knowledge is ósocially constructedô. The anti-positivism 

school, or qualitative perspective, is an extremely broad one (Hughes, 1980). Tesch 

(1990) for example in attempting to map the qualitative research territory identifies 45 

distinctive methodologies or perspectives. Easterby-Smith et al. (1991) present the 

key characteristics of the positivist and phenomenological paradigms as per table 4.2. 

 

 Positivist paradigm Phenomenological paradigm 

Basic 

beliefs 

The world is external and objective The world is socially constructed and 

subjective 

Observer is independent Observer is part of what is observed 

Science is value-free Science is driven by human interests 

Researcher 

should 

Focus on facts Focus on meanings 

Look for causality and fundamental 

laws 

Try to understand what is happening 

Reduce phenomena to simplest 

elements 

Look at the totality of each situation 

Formulate hypotheses and then test 

them 

Develop ideas through induction from 

data 

Preferred 

methods 

include 

Operationalising concepts so that 

they can be measured 

Using multiple methods to establish 

different views of phenomena 

Taking large samples Small samples investigated in depth 

or over time 

 

Table 4.2 ï Key characteristics of the positivist and phenomenological paradigms 

          Source: Easterby-Smith et al. (1991, p. 27) 
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Evered and Louis (1981) distinguish the nature of social science enquiry between that 

which is positioned as being from the outside or the inside e.g., one aims at generating 

knowledge with óuniversality and generalisabilityô which is ócontext freeô, while the 

other aims to generate knowledge with ósituational relevanceô, which is óinterpretedô 

and ócontextually embeddedô (p. 388). It is argued that an appreciation of the 

epistemological implications of these distinctive approaches enables the researcher to 

make suitable research designs and to better align particular research capabilities and 

aims. The dominance of research from the outside in organisational science is 

recognised and critiqued as producing óresults that are precise but irrelevantô (p. 393). 

 

4.2.3 Human nature 

Assumptions are made in the social sciences on the extent to which human beings are 

influenced by their environment or are independent of it. Burrell and Morgan (1979) 

describe determinism as the view that the environment itself determines human 

activities. At the other extreme, voluntarism represents the view that human beings 

are ócompletely autonomous and free-willedô (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 6). Social 

science researchersô assumptions must gravitate towards the determinist or voluntarist 

perspective or they can take a more middle position ówhich allows for the influence of 

both situational and voluntary factors in accounting for the activities of human beingsô 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 6). 

 

4.2.4 Methodological debate 

There are numerous research methodologies available to the social science researcher. 

Crotty (1998) provides examples of methodologies including experimental research, 

survey research, ethnography, phenomenological research, grounded theory, heuristic 

enquiry, action research, discourse analysis, and feminist standpoint research. Within 

each of these methodologies a number of research methods or tools can be selected 

(e.g., sampling, observations, questionnaires, case studies, interviews, content 

analyses, focus groups). Although sometimes confused or used interchangeably, there 

is an important distinction to be made between research methodologies and research 

methods; the former addresses the philosophy of approaches to research, while the 

latter represent the ótools of the tradeô. The following discussion continues the focus 
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on methodological concerns and then moves on to the particular research 

methodologies and methods deployed in this study. 

 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) polarise the methodological debate between the 

ideographic and nomothetic approach. The ideographic approach stresses the 

importance of óobtaining first-hand knowledge of the subject under investigationô (p. 

6) and entails gaining insights and close interaction between the researcher and the 

subject of study. The nomothetic approach is rigorously scientific in nature and 

typically involves the testing of hypotheses, instrument design and quantitative 

analysis (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Gill and Johnson (1997) compare the two 

approaches (see table 4.3). 

 

 

  Nomothetic methods emphasise  Ideographic methods emphasise 

 

1. Deduction     vs.  Induction 

 

2. Explanation via analysis of causal  Explanation of subjective meaning 

    relationships and explanation by vs.  systems and explanation by 

    covering laws (etic)                 understanding (emic)   

 

3. Generation and use of quantitative vs.  Generation and use of qualitative 

    data      data  

 

4. Use of various controls, physical or  Commitment to research in research 

    statistical, so as to allow the testing vs. settings, to allow access to, and  

    of hypotheses     minimise reactivity among the 

     subjects of research 

 

5. Highly structured research   Minimum structure to ensure 2, 3 

     methodology to ensure replicability vs. and 4 (and as a result of 1) 

     of 1, 2, 3 and 4 

 

    Laboratory experiments, quasi-experiments, surveys, action research, ethnography 

 

Table 4.3 ï A comparison of nomothetic and ideographic methods 
 

 Source: Gill and Johnson (1997, p. 37) 

 

As can be seen from table 4.3, approaches to research that facilitate the testing of 

prior theory in a research process that ends with empirical data collection are 

associated with deduction. Approaches to research that facilitate the development of 
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theory in a research process that commences with data collection are associated with 

induction. Although these research approaches are presented as a dichotomy, 

intermediate positions are possible as can be seen by the transition of research designs 

at the bottom of the table. These designs, from left to right, tend to increase in 

flexibility and embeddedness in real world contexts.   

 

4.2.5 Continuum of the assumptions underlying social science 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) present the researcherôs ontological, epistemological, 

human nature and methodological assumptions across the subjectivist ï objectivist 

continuum. Figure 4.1 illustrates the opposite spectrum ends of social science research 

assumptions.  

The subjective-objective dimension 

 

The subjectivist       The objectivist 

  approach to       approach to 

 social science       social science 

     

   ontology 

 

     

    epistemology  

      

      

    human nature 

 

     

methodology 

 

 

Figure 4.1 ï Continuum of social science research assumptions  

Source: Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 3) 

 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) assert that the alternative perspectives are not reconcilable 

as óthey offer alternative views of social realityô and a ósynthesis is not possible, since 

in their pure forms they are contradictoryô (p. 25). However, Gill and Johnson (1997) 

note that researchers are not necessarily faced with selecting either/or methodological 

extreme as óit would appear that such a view of methodology, purely in terms of a 

dichotomy, is fundamentally flawedô (p. 134). 

 

Nominalism Realism 

Anti-positivism 

Voluntarism 

Ideographic 

Positivism 

Determinism 

Nomothetic 
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Easterby-Smith et al. (1991) note that there is a philosophical issue in attempting to 

triangulate methodologies due to their nature i.e., óa single, objective and stable truth 

[positivism] is not compatible with the social constructionist view of reality being 

flexible, fluid and continually renegotiatedô (p. 134). They advise the researcher that 

both quantitative and qualitative approaches can be used within the one paradigm 

(positivistic or phenomenological) and to remain within the one paradigm, crossing 

over rarely and with caution.  Remenyi et al. (1998) in contrasting the philosophical 

positions of positivism and phenomenology conclude that the important distinction in 

the end is óthe degree of caution with which the results will be usedô (p. 37). This is 

thus framing the limits, and setting the criteria, that should direct the interpretation of 

the outcomes of the research in the context of the assumptions underpinning them. 

Thus, the literature highlights the purist or extreme philosophical positions that are 

associated with the undertaking of the research task, while also demonstrating that 

researchers may adopt a reconciling or ómethodological pluralismô (Gill and Johnson, 

1997, p. 133) approach, albeit with difficulty. 

 

4.2.6 Philosophical perspectives in accounting research 

Traditionally, management accounting research has its roots in neo-classical 

economics (Scapens, 1985, 1990) and in general terms the positivist paradigm has 

been the dominant one in the past, although alternative paradigms (e.g., interpretative 

and critical research) have gained ground recently. Shields (1997) notes that 

economics was the largest theoretical base (75 of 152 articles) in research published 

in eminent US accounting journals between 1990 and 1997. In a review of 

management control research, Otley et al. (1995) state that: 

 

The predominant ontological stance is a realist, stemming from the 

original concentration of the practical theorists on what they saw as 

real problems in practice. The primary epistemological stance of 

these control theorists is positivist and functionalist (p. S38). 

 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) map the philosophical assumptions underpinning social 

science research as the subjective-objective continuum (as per figure 4.1 above) and 

further map the philosophical assumptions regarding the nature of society in terms of 

regulation (maintaining and improving on the status quo) and radical change 

(fundamental societal change required). Figure 4.2 presents the combined dimensions. 
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Radical change 

 

   Radical humanist Radical structuralist 

Subjective       Objective 

   Interpretative  Functionalist 

 

Regulation 

 

Figure 4.2 ï Four paradigms for the analysis of social theory 

           Source: Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 23) 

 

The continuum stretching from regulation to radical change can be related to the 

development of critical theory. Observing its roots in works of Karl Marx (1818-

1883) and the development of feminist research, Sarantakos (1998) notes that critical 

theory is located between the contrasting epistemological and human nature positions 

as identified above by Burrell and Morgan (1979). Lee and Lings (2008) observe that 

this philosophical school aims to óuncover the implicit assumptions and ideologies 

which underlie accepted ideas of the ótruthô in a given social situationô (p. 63) based 

on an óinterventionist mode of revolutionary politicsô (Roslender, 2006, p. 248). In an 

accounting context, Chua (1986) distinguishes between three philosophical 

perspectives namely positivism, interpretivism and the critical perspective using the 

following categories as a basis for doing so, as presented in table 4.4. 

 

 

A. Beliefs about knowledge  

Epistemological 

Methodological 

B. Beliefs about physical and social reality 

Ontological 

Human intention and rationality 

       Societal order/conflict 

C. Relationship between theory and practice 

   

Table 4.4 ï Categorisation of philosophical assumptions 

        Source: Chua (1986, p.  605) 
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Chua (1986) argues that the development of accounting knowledge has been overly 

dominated by positivism and shows how the alternative philosophical characteristics 

of interpretivism and critical theory can make a valuable contribution to the 

advancement of accounting knowledge. The undertaking of research using these non-

traditional perspectives is therefore advocated. Lending support to this analysis, Ryan 

et al. (2002) note that much of the management accounting research in the past could 

be positioned in the Burrell and Morganôs (1979) objective ï regulation quadrant in 

figure 4.2; that is functionalism. Hopwood (1983) recognises the functionalist 

research traditions in accounting research where the activity is viewed from óa 

relatively unproblematic technical perspectiveô (p. 290). Some attempts have also 

been made to chart and reconcile philosophical positions underlying accounting 

research. Laughlin (1995) for example maps a wide range of different philosophical 

schools of thought according to selections made on the basis of methodology, a-priori 

conceptualisation and emphasis on change with each selection being scaled as low, 

medium or high, illustrated through a grid of nine boxes. The irreconcilable positions, 

at the extremes of this philosophical analysis, lead to the argument for a ómiddle 

rangeô approach that attempts to gainfully take some of the merits from the outer 

irreconcilable positions. 

 

Notwithstanding the noted dominance of positivistic research in previous accounting 

research, there has been a notable increase in the publication of accounting research in 

the other three quadrants of Burrell and Morganôs (1979) analysis in figure 4.2. 

Contributions, guidance, and debates on alternative management accounting 

methodologies are growing (Atkinson and Shaffir, 1998; Ahrens and Dent, 1998; 

Ahrens et al., 2008; Vaivio, 2008). Hwang and Wu (2006) note that journals 

dedicated specifically to management accounting research display a broader focus on 

research topics, methodologies and theoretical perspectives. The mutually exclusive 

subjectivist and objectivist philosophical positions that Burrell and Morganôs (1979) 

note (see figure 4.1) are becoming blurred in management accounting research 

(Ahrens, 2008; Kakkuri-Knuuttila, 2008). 

 

Philosophical perspectives can also be analysed specifically in the context of 

particular research designs. Dichotomising between the positivist and interpretivist 

paradigms Ryan et al. (2002) identify how these perspectives are related to case 
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research in accounting. The positivistic oriented researcher is likely to use the case 

study method as a first-step exploratory device to be followed by hypothesis testing 

on a large sample basis.  

 

Positive researchers are concerned with developing general theories, 

and they regard case studies as a tool for the generation of ideas and 

hypothesis, which it is intended will be subjected to empirical testing 

in large-scale statistical studies at a later stage (p. 147). 

  

Conversely, the interpretivistic oriented researcher is likely to use the case study 

method to explain the nature of the social phenomena observed. Ryan et al. (2002) 

recognise that this polar distinction simplifies the eclectic uses of the case study 

method. This draws attention again to the link between philosophical perspectives and 

methodology as noted in section 4.2.4 but in addition, highlights how research designs 

are not exclusively aligned to one particular philosophical position. Otley and Berry 

(1994) draw out features of four management control case studies including their 

distinctive epistemological, method, and theoretical features. Scapens (1990) notes the 

increasing importance of case study research in management accounting research and 

notes the various roles that this research approach provides to management 

accounting researchers. Drawing on Burgessôs (1984) óVeranda Modelô of field 

research (that was used by colonial anthropologists as an enquiry somewhat removed 

from the nativeôs daily experiences) Scapens (1990) suggests that to get the most from 

case study research, researchers should be ready to investigate the everyday 

experiences of management accounting at different organisational levels and between 

different managerial groups.  

 

4.2.7 Research assumptions underpinning this research 

The theoretical assumptions underpinning social research have informed the design of 

this study. The ontological position taken could be located as óreality as a contextual 

field of informationô (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 492) which is somewhat 

midway between the polarities of reality as objective and reality as subjective. The 

epistemological position taken, although again not moving towards the extremities of 

positivist or interpretivist positions, is more oriented towards the interpretivist 

position. Thus, the focus is more, in Easterby-Smith et al.ôs (1991) terms, on 

ómeaningsô than on ófactsô, on the ósubjectiveô perspective rather than the óworld is 
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external and objectiveô, and on ótotalityô and ótrying to understand what is happeningô 

(p. 27), rather than on reductionism, hypotheses testing and establishing cause and 

effect. Atkinson and Shaffir (1998) state that: 

 

éfield research, when done well, sensitises us to the actorsô 

perspectives and enables us to understand situations and events from 

their perspective (p. 59). 

 

Similarly, the approach adopted in this study is more from the insider than outsider 

with the role of the researcher somewhere between the óempiricistô and the 

óunobtrusive observerô (Evered and Louis, 1981, pp. 388-389).  

 

In regard to assumptions in the debate on human nature as determinist or voluntarist, 

this study adopts a more central position that allows for both the scope for individuals 

to determine, and to be determined by, their environments (Burrell and Morgan, 

1979). Finally, the assumptions underpinning methodology gravitate towards 

ideographic, as opposed to nomothetic, methods which are associated with 

óinductionô, óqualitative dataô, and óexplanation of subjective meaning systemsô (Gill 

and Johnson, 1997, p. 37). Although there is debate in the literature on reconciling 

between the extremities of the philosophical assumptions (Rossman and Wilson, 

1985; Lee, 1991; Morse, 1991; Gill and Johnson, 1997) this study does not attempt to 

make such reconciliations. In collectively considering the major ontological, 

epistemological, human nature and methodological debates this study as a whole is 

more oriented to the ósubjectivistô position and more oriented towards óregulationô 

than óradical changeô (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). The philosophical position adopted 

has been informed by works cited above but also importantly by the research problem 

that this study addresses (see section 4.4). The position adopted applies consistently to 

both phases of data collection, outlined in section 4.4.2.  

 

The rationale behind not selecting the other research designs is outlined below. 

Longitudinal and ethnographic research was not possible in this study because while 

they would provide an in-depth understanding regarding the roles of MAs these 

designs typically require very high levels of organisational access for prolonged 

periods which the researcher did not have. While there are frequently calls in the 

management accounting and control literature for more studies with these designs the 
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access and timelines associated with such designs might perhaps explain why we do 

not see very many of them. Action research is premised on commencing with and 

addressing a real organisational issue (Coghlan and Brannick, 2005) and often 

undertaken by those working in the particular organisation, which was not the case for 

the author of this study. This study was also motivated by gaps in the academic 

literature as noted (see section 4.4).  

 

Survey research can be seen to be a reasonably popular research design in 

management accounting research (see table 4.5, section 4.3). The adoption of this 

design would have included prior specification of research hypotheses, construct 

definition and operationalisation and statistical analysis.  The reason for not selecting 

this design was that it would not provide the required depth of insight to address the 

research problem. The literature review identified a number of contradictions in 

previous studies and also presented a largely fragmented picture of the roles of MAs. 

It can also be argued that there are few well developed instruments that attempt to tap 

constructs that relate to the roles of MAs. There have only been a few instances where 

for example studies have attempted to measure the involvement aspect of the roles of 

MAs (Sathe, 1982, Emsley, 2005). 

 

Experimental research, as can be seen from table 4.5 (see section 4.3), is not among 

the most common of methods adopted in management accounting research, 

particularly outside the US. Smith (2003) observes that obtaining participation from 

accountants in practice for experiments is extremely challenging and óexperiments in 

the field still appear very rarely in the literature largely because of the constraints 

imposed by access, ethical considerations and even trade unionsô (p. 113). For this 

study, experiments were deemed inappropriate as not enough was known about 

potential causal relations nor would it have been straightforward to set up control and 

treatment groups in the context of the research problem outlined. The following 

section presents a methodological review of recent research in the field of 

management accounting prior to the statement of the research problem. 

 

4.3 Review of research in management accounting  

In a review of the first decade of research published in the UKôs Management 

Accounting Research (1990 to 1999), Scapens and Bromwich (2001) note the eclectic 
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nature of contributions across such dimensions as the source country, topic 

investigated, research setting, underlying theory and research method employed. The 

organisational roles of MAs appear much less presumed than in US accounting 

journals where the studies of such roles are not particularly forthcoming. In a review 

of US management accounting research from 1990-1997, Shields (1997) analyses 

contributions into research topics, research settings, theories used and results. The 

centrality of management control research is evident from 85 of the 152 (approx. 

56%) articles being on that topic in Shieldsôs (1997) review and about 19% (approx. 

34 out of the 178 papers) are classified under control and performance measurement 

in Scapens and Bromwichôs (2001) review. There is considerable divergence in 

published studies using case/field studies, with only 7% in the US journals and 39% 

in the UK journal (representing the most used method in that journalôs articles) with 

21% in the European Accounting Review (EAR) (Bhimani, 2002).  Table 4.5 provides 

a comparison of research methods from these reviews. 

 

Papers Scapens and 

Bromwich (2001) 

Shields  

(1997) 

Bhimani 

(2002) 

Journals MAR (UK)  

 

AOS, TAR, CAR, 

JAE, JAR and 

JMAR (US) 

EAR (EU) 

Years (full/partial) 1990-1999 1990-1997 1992-2001 

Column number  1 2 3 4 5 6 

Research method*1: 

Analytic 

 

45 

 

25% 

 

49 

 

32% 

 

10 

 

23% 

Experiment 7 4% 21 14%   

Case/ Field studies*2  69 39% 10 7% 9 21% 

Survey 27 15% 28 18% 5 12% 

Literature review 14 8% 13 9% 15 35% 

Archival research*3 12 7% 22 14% 4 9% 

Multiple methods   7 5%   

Other*4 4 2% 2 1%   

TOTAL  178 100% 152 100% 43 100% 

 

MAR = Management Accounting Research, AOS = Accounting, Organizations and Society, TAR = 

The Accounting Review, CAR = Contemporary Accounting Research, JAE = Journal of Accounting 

and Economics, JAR = Journal of Accounting Research, JMAR = Journal of Management Accounting 

Research, and EAR = European Accounting Review. 

 

* Notes: 1. Figures are rounded as only percentages are available in Scapens and Bromwich  

      (2001) (column 2) and only absolutes are available from Shields (1997) (column 3). 

      Bhimani (2002) (column 5 and 6) includes both.  

2. Action research is included in this category as it is separated out by Scapens and  

    Bromwich (2001) but not by Shields (1997). 

3. Archival research, as used by Shields (1997) is taken to be the equivalent of  

   óHistorical analysisô and óFinancial statement analysisô from Scapens and Bromwich (2001). 
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4. Other represents ómethodological discussionô in Scapens and Bromwich (2001) and 

    óbehavioural simulationô in Shields (1997). 

 

Table 4.5 ï Review of management accounting research methods  

Sources: Adapted from Scapens and Bromwich (2001, 

p. 250), Shields (1997, p. 9) and Bhimani (2002, p. 106) 

 

Shields (1997) suggests that the low level of published case/field studies may be 

attributable to a deficit in field research skills, availability of fellow researchers, 

incentives, access, and the editorial orientations of accounting journals. Historically in 

the US a similar paucity of field research is noted by Kaplan (1986) as 87% of the 

papers had no data sourced from actual companies or data that were investigated in an 

organisational context and field studies amounted to only 4.5% of research methods. 

Bhimani (2002) argues that articles in the EAR may have greater diversity in their 

philosophical underpinnings than in the US (see Shields, 1997). Bhimani (2002) 

classifies 24% of EAR papers (10 out of 43) as interactionist or postmodernist in 

orientation. Thus, the nature of published management accounting research reveals 

significant diversity, with European research apparently affording more space to the 

publication of case-based research.  

  

There is a strong record in the literature calling on management accounting 

researchers to conduct more organisational-based research. In a number of papers 

Kaplan (1983, 1984, 1986, 1993, 1994) has led the call for a greater emphasis on 

field-based research in advancing management accounting knowledge. Burchell et al. 

(1980) state that óit is quite staggering to reflect on how few studies there are of the 

organisational functioning of accountingô (p. 23) and Anthony (1989) reflects on the 

lack of knowledge in regard to management accounting practices. Hopwood (1983) 

similarly comments on the paucity of organisational-based accounting research that 

captures contextual insights. Otley (1994) suggests that case study approaches may 

play a critical role, given the potential breadth of control practices that could be 

observed. Spicer (1992) further documents the increasing interest in the adoption of 

case-based methods in the theory and practice of management accounting research. 

Notwithstanding these calls for more field research, and some progress being made, 

field studies do not largely feature in the top US accounting journals, and worryingly 

management accounting is representing proportionally less of US accounting research 
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output (Maher, 2001). In the UK, Kaplanôs mandate for more field research was well 

received, given that research efforts had already been dedicated to such approaches 

since the 1980s, and have been generally more diversified in nature (Hopper et al., 

2001). 

 

Young (1999) calls for accounting researchers not to neglect the real issues facing 

managers in their research and further advocate that field methods may be effective in 

this regard. Further, Mitchell (2002) argues that much stronger links with practitioners 

are required, particularly involving them more in the research process and in 

disseminating research output. Tomkins and Groves (1983) similarly argue that 

accounting research should get closer to the practitionerôs world and a broadening 

(and articulation) of the ontological assumptions, across a continuum ranging from the 

traditional scientific approaches to more interpretative, approaches is promoted. 

Vaivio (2007) argues that qualitative or case-based research in management 

accounting counteracts the literatureôs ótextbook viewô (e.g., overly focusing on 

accounting techniques), the óeconomics viewô (e.g., rational models of decision 

making), and the óconsultancy viewô (e.g., prescriptive direction on performance 

enhancement).  

 

4.4 Research problem, objectives and research design   

This section presents the research problem, as identified through the review of 

literature, the research objectives established from that review, the overall design of 

the study, and the particular research methods employed. 

 

The research design is provided in detail in subsequent sections, covering the overall 

design (see sections 4.4.2, 4.5, and 4.6) and operationalisation (see section 4.8), and 

finally some reflections on pre-conceived designs that did not materialise (see section 

4.10). In brief, a two-phase approach is designed, both qualitative in nature, with the 

first phase inductively seeking to address the emerging issues from the literature 

review through in-depth interviews with FMs and OMs and with phase two seeking to 

investigate specific relationships around a particular sub-set of variables that emerged 

from phase one data analysis. 
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4.4.1 Research problem and associated objectives for phase one 

The literature has indicated a need to better understand the roles of MAs (Jablonsky et 

al., 1993; Chenhall and Langfield-Smith, 1998b; Brignall et al., 1999; Pierce and 

OôDea, 2003). The research to date on the roles of MAs and management accounting 

in general is limited (Anthony, 1989), fragmented in nature (Chapman, 1997; 

Chenhall, 2003, 2007), and there is a need to build a more comprehensive picture of 

the contemporary roles of MAs. Young (1996) notes that ó25 years of survey research 

has yet to yield a cohesive body of knowledge about management accountingô (p. 55). 

Further, previous academic research fails to adequately bring together, in one study, 

an investigation of influences on the roles of MAs, the characteristics that might be 

linked to such roles, and what the outcomes are of the roles that MAs actually enact in 

organisations. These are important as they may determine the effectiveness of MAs in 

their roles, which includes support MAs give to OMs in their decision making 

processes. There are a number of gaps in the literature that underpin the research 

problem and these will now be presented in the derivation of each the three research 

objectives for phase one of the study.  

 

4.4.1.1 Research objective one  

A number of studies have noted the poor understanding that exists of the forces that 

might be shaping the nature of management accounting in organisations (Libby and 

Waterhouse, 1996; Burns and Scapens, 2000). In chapter two (see section 2.3), 

contingency research has identified a range of variables that have been linked to MCS 

design including environment, structure, technology, size, strategy and culture 

(Emmanuel et al., 1990; Chenhall, 2003, 2007) and set out the contingency premise of 

ófitô between the organisational context or situation and particular contingent 

variables. This study attempts to apply the contingency analysis to the roles of MAs. 

Role theory, reviewed in section 2.4, predicts that management expectations impact 

upon the behaviour of those occupying roles i.e., whom those expectations relate to. 

As a potential influence on the roles of MAs, this has not been examined in the 

management accounting literature since the early work of Hopper (1980) and Sathe 

(1982). From a management control theoretical perspective (see section 2.2), Otley 

(1994), Scapens et al. (2003) and Berry et al. (2008), make calls to develop greater 

insights into the nature of the management control function in contemporary practice 

and the roles of MAs in this regard.   
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The empirical literature on the roles of MAs provides some evidence of the factors 

that may be impacting on these roles, albeit based on an incomplete picture that 

emerges from a range of disparate studies with some evidence being from a limited 

number of studies or being more anecdotally based. Some evidence is equivocal with 

respect to the impact of certain factors e.g., technological developments (see section 

3.9) (Ezzamel et al., 1997; Granlund and Malmi, 2002; Scapens and Jazayeri, 2003; 

Hunton, 2002; Jack and Kholeif, 2008), the introduction of accounting innovations 

(see sections 3.10 and 3.13.9) (Bhimani and Pigott, 1992; Anderson, 1995; Friedman 

and Lyne, 1997), and firm ownership (see section 3.11) (Granlund and Lukka, 1998a, 

1998b; Yazdifar and Tsamenyi, 2005; Yazdifar et al., 2008).  

 

The literature suggests other factors that may have an impact on the roles of MAs 

moving towards the model of the business partner (see section 3.9). These include: the 

business environment (Sathe, 1982, Burns et al., 1999; CIMA, 2007), management 

expectations and financial and budgetary orientations (Sathe, 1982), career path 

(Sathe, 1982; Mendoza and Bescos, 2001), and structural arrangements and physical 

location (Hopper, 1980; IMA, 1999; Granlund and Lukka, 1998a; Pierce and OôDea, 

(2003). Chenhall and Langfield-Smith (1998b) also note that MAs having a common 

perspective with OMs, having management support, and having accounting leadership 

may be an influence on the roles of MAs. Finally, the literature suggests that certain 

orientations or individual qualities of the MA may be influential in moving towards 

the model of business partnership (Nulty, 1992; Mouritsen, 1996; Coad, 1999; 

Johnston et al., 2002a; CIMA, 2009).  

 

Bringing together these literature strands relating to potential influences on the roles 

of MAs leads to the statement of the first research objectives as follows: 

 

To investigate antecedents associated with the roles of MAs. 

 

4.4.1.2 Research objective two 

The theoretical lenses discussed in chapter two may be informative in attempting to 

understand the nature of the roles of MAs in contemporary organisations. Thus, 

contingency theory (see section 2.3), in simple terms, suggest that it might be possible 
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to develop contingencies around the characteristics of the roles of MAs pertaining to a 

particular match or ófitô to some attribute associated with the context in which that 

role is located. Role theory (see section 2.4) predicts that the characteristics of those 

occupying roles can influence those who have expectations of them. From a 

management control theory perspective (see section 2.2) the literature points to the 

requirements for the existence of control but these are not related to how the MAs are 

implicated in the exercise of this control. 

 

The research to date on characterising the roles of MAs has indicated, mainly from 

descriptive and professionally-oriented research (see section 3.12.3) that certain 

characteristics are important with respect to roles moving towards the model of 

business partnership (IMA, 1996, 1999; Burns and Yazdifar, 2001; CIMA, 2007, 

2009). These include possessing strong inter-personal and team skills and having a 

sound understanding of the business (while not negating characteristics such as 

technical, analytical and IT skills, and integrity). Some empirical research (see section 

3.12.1) has lent support to the importance of these attributes for MAs as business 

partners, and also emphasise strategic orientation and flexibility (Jablonsky et al., 

1993; Sheridan, 1997; Brignall et al., 1999; Pierce and OôDea, 2003; Vaivio and 

Kokko, 2006) but have also sometimes found that MAs do not adequately possess 

these. The literature also suggests that a decentralising of MAs or their physical 

location (see section 3.12.2) may be a characteristic of roles more closely linked with 

the model of the business partner (Hopper, 1980; Granlund and Lukka, 1998a; IMA, 

1999; Pierce and OôDea, 2003). With the rising accounting acumen of non-financial 

managers (Sheridan, 1997) and the wider dissemination of accounting information 

(Ezzamel et al., 1997) there are arguments that the roles of MAs may decline in 

organisations (Cooper, 1996; Burns et al., 1996; Pierce, 2001). There is thus some 

uncertainty around the MAôs espoused transition to the model of business partnership. 

 

Empirical research has indicated a somewhat contradictory set of findings. Some 

studies note that MAs play an important part in organisational decision making 

processes akin to the model of business partnership (Ahrens, 1997; Caglio, 2003; 

Vaivio, 2004; Vaivio and Kokko, 2006). Others note that the roles of MAs may not be 

meeting the expectations of those whom they support regarding the information 

provided or the extent of their involvement in organisational processes (Chenhall and 
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Langfield-Smith, 1998b; Johnston et al., 2002a; Pierce and OôDea, 2003). Regarding 

the informational dimension of the roles of MAs (see section 3.13) the literature 

review identifies a range of pertinent dimensions (e.g., information relevance, 

accuracy and timeliness, financial orientation, volume of information, non-financial 

measurement, multi-dimensional frameworks, functional information needs, and the 

use of accounting information and techniques). There is also evidence that managersô 

information expectations are not being met (Littler and Sweeting, 1989; McKinnon 

and Bruns, 1992; Mendoza and Bescos, 2001; Pierce and OôDea, 2003). Since 

Johnson and Kaplanôs (1987) challenge on the relevance of management accounting 

information much attention has been directed towards the adoption of innovations to 

counter this challenge. The evidence seems to indicate varying but relatively modest 

levels of adoption (see section 3.13.9) and the low, and perhaps slowing, adoption 

levels in an Irish context (OôDea and Clarke, 1994; Pierce and OôDea, 1998; Clarke et 

al., 1999; Pierce and Brown, 2003).  

 

The literature thus presents different characteristics of the roles of MAs and 

collectively there is a somewhat inconsistent and unclear picture of these roles with 

respect to both the business partner model and the information provision aspect to the 

roles. This leads to the statement of the second research objective as follows: 

 

To investigate the characteristics associated with the roles of MAs. 

 

4.4.1.3 Research objective three  

The literature review indicates that there has been very little research on the actual 

outcomes of the enacted roles of MAs in organisations, and particularly in comparison 

to the antecedents and characteristics noted above.  

 

Following from the literature review, one strongly expected outcome of the roles of 

MAs would be the information that they furnish in support of managersô decision 

making and control processes. However, the literature also shows evidence that MAs 

are not providing timely and relevant information towards these ends and there are 

contradictory results with respect to whether MAs are moving towards the model of 

the business partner, which thus raise questions regarding what the outcomes of the 

roles of MAs actually are. The literature on the outcomes of the roles of MAs is very 
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limited as noted and so there is a need to identify and understand these. Furthermore, 

some of the research to date has had a professional institute, anecdotal or normative 

orientation about the roles of MAs (Scapens et al., 1996; Burns et al., 1996; IMA, 

1996; Sheridan, 1997; Jablonsky and Keating, 1998; Burns et al., 1999; IMA, 1999; 

Burns and Yazdifar, 2001; Siegel et al., 2003a, 2003b).  

 

Theoretically, there is a prediction from role theory that one possible outcome for the 

roles of MAs, if they do not meet the expectations of managers is role conflict and 

role ambiguity (see section 2.4). There is limited empirical research (see section 3.8) 

in this theoretical frame save the, now somewhat dated, work of Simon et al. (1954), 

Hopper (1980) and Sathe (1982) and some professional institute-based observations 

(Siegel, 2000; Keating and Jablonsky, 1991), with Maas and MatŊjka (2009) a notable 

exception. Management control theory (see section 2.2) is noted as needing insights 

regarding its nature in contemporary settings (Otley, 1994; Shields 1997; Scapens and 

Bromwich, 2001) and thus there is a need to understand the outcomes of the roles of 

MAs from a management control perspective. The contemporary control setting (see 

sections 2.2.6 and 3.2) reveals changing environmental, management and 

technological contexts which are likely to give rise to management control outcomes 

which require investigation (Ezzamel et al. 1997; Granlund and Mouritsen, 2003; 

Scapens and Jazayeri, 2003), and particularly in the context of the roles of MAs who 

are likely to play important roles in these outcomes. 

 

The existing literature on the outcomes of the roles of MAs is limited and therefore it 

would seem important to address this particular gap. This leads to the third research 

objective:  

 

To investigate the consequences associated with the roles of MAs. 

 

4.4.2 Overview of research design of phase one and phase two 

The research problem was investigated in two phases, each within the qualitative 

mode of enquiry (see section 4.4.3). The first phase of this study sought to address the 

identified gaps in the literature by providing a more comprehensive and in-depth 

picture of the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences associated with the roles 

of MAs. The research design deemed most appropriate to address these gaps was 
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inductive in nature as the literature only tentatively suggested a limited number of 

individual factors that might emerge as antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

associated with the roles of MAs. 

 

The research method employed to address these objectives in phase one was in-depth 

interviews (see section 4.5) with 18 FMs and 18 OMs in 16 manufacturing firms. The 

research design may be classified as a cross-sectional field study (Lillis and Mundy, 

2005) as opposed to an in-depth case study or a more broad-based survey. In support 

of this choice of method, Lillis and Mundy (2005) note that this method enables 

researchers óto uncover reasons that might explain conflicting results, ambiguities, or 

tensions in prior researchô (p. 131). The analysis of the qualitative data from phase 

one led directly to the design of phase two of the research.  

 

The research design for phase two was built upon an analysis of phase one data. The 

outcomes of the analysis of phase one leading to the research objectives for phase two 

is presented at the commencement of the phase two findings, having first presented 

the findings from phase one in chapter five. Phase two of the study concentrated on an 

in-depth examination of a reduced set of variables from the list of variables that 

emerged from phase one. The need to gain more depth and focus of enquiry from the 

emerging comprehensive picture in phase one by definition necessitated the selection 

of a limited number of factors for phase two i.e., it was not possible to bring all the 

factors into phase two. The process that led to the selection of these particular 

variables, and therefore the exclusion of other variables is set out in section 6.2 (at the 

beginning of the phase two findings chapter), and this process was one that followed a 

detailed qualitative data analysis process (see section 4.9.1). 

 

The research design of phase two (see section 4.6) was built upon the case study 

research design (Yin, 1994) where the MAs represent the ócaseô being investigated, as 

Bryman (1989) notes, óthe ócaseô can also be a personô (p. 171). Yin (1994) states that 

óin the classic case study, a ñcaseò may be an individualô where óinformation about 

each relevant individual would be collectedô (p. 21). The research methods employed 

in phase two were a combination of in-depth interviews and the analysis of 

documentation associated with MAs, and associated with OMs. In phase two, the 

focus was on 12 specific MAs as ócasesô. 36 interviews were conducted by 
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interviewing the 12 MAs (twice) and 12 associated OMs. The 12 MAs and 12 OMs 

were based in five manufacturing firms. 

 

In both phases of the research, the perspectives of accountants and non-accountants 

(i.e., OMs), were captured. In phase one this served the purpose of validating FMsô 

perceptions of the roles of MAs against OMsô perceptions, and thereby mitigating the 

risk of bias or a one dimensional perspective. In phase two of the research this 

practice was repeated, bearing the same purposes in mind, but also more specifically 

drawing on role theory methodology (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and Kahn, 1978; 

Hopper, 1980) in connecting specific MAs to OMs that were identified by MAs as 

those OMs most influencing their particular roles (see section 4.6.4 for role theory 

application to interview guide design and see section 4.8.3 for role theory application 

to linking specific OMs and MAs). 

   

4.4.3 Rationale for research design: qualitative 

The selection of a research design requires the making of a number of decisions in 

pursuit of the most appropriate design which inevitably means not being able to 

maximise utility on all possible dimensions of research (McGrath et al., 1982). 

Research design issues also require consideration of a number of factors as illustrated 

in figure 4.3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3 ï Factors relating to research design 

Source: Remenyi et al. (1998, p. 45) 

 

Paramount in these factors is the research question as Brannick (1997) observes that 

the óone decision that focuses, and to a large extent drives all the rest, is the definition 

of the research questionô (p. 3). The research question is a prerequisite to the selection 

of research methods (Abernethy et al., 1999). The basis therefore for the selection of 
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the research design for this study was built upon the preceding statement of research 

objectives. 

 

The research problem identified a number of contradictions in previous research, 

criticism of management information, the need for a more holistic perspective and a 

dearth of research, particularly on role consequences. Collectively, these pointed to 

the need to conduct a study of a more in-depth nature. One of the noted hallmarks of 

qualitative enquiry is its capacity to produce a greater depth of enquiry than that 

possible through quantitative research (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992). Although 

quantitative research has a dominant history, Van Maanen et al. (1982) attributes an 

increasing dissatisfaction to the findings from quantitative-based research due to: 

 

..the relatively trivial amounts of explained variance, the abstract and 

remote character of key variables, the lack of comparability across 

studies, the failure to achieve much predictive validity, the high level 

of technical and notational sophistication rendering many research 

publications incomprehensible to all but a highly trained few (p. 13). 

 

In addressing the need for a more comprehensive picture, Patton (1990) identifies 

holism as a major dimension of qualitative enquiry which acknowledges the 

complexity inherent in investigating phenomena. Hakim (2000) comments on the 

relative merits of the óworms eyeô as opposed to the óbirdôs eyeô view of qualitative 

enquiry: óqualitative research is valuable for identifying patterns of associations 

between factors on the ground, as compared with abstract correlations between 

variables in the analysis of large-scale surveys and aggregate dataô (p. 37). Ahrens 

and Dent (1998) succinctly attribute the richness of field study to ómean life-like, born 

out of recognisable organisational contextsô (p. 4). The first phase could be 

characterised primarily in inductive terms and the second could be characterised 

primarily in explanatory terms, with both phases having some descriptive 

components. Some of the major methods employed in qualitative research were 

employed in the research design i.e., semi-structured interviews and company 

documentation (Bryman, 1989). Guba and Lincoln (1994) comment that óqualitative 

data, it is asserted, can provide rich insight into human behaviourô (p. 106) and Shank 

(2002), in concise terms, states that óqualitative research is first and foremost about 

meaningô (p. 4). Thus, this research approach and data would assist gaining a more in-
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depth understanding of the meanings that MAs and managers attach to the roles of 

MAs in context. 

 

Three theoretical perspectives were employed in the study (see section 2.5) as devices 

to guide data analysis, and to some extent in determining interview guide design and 

data collection (see section 4.6.4). However, the lenses were not used as an a priori 

basis for deriving hypotheses for testing. This quantitative approach is more 

appropriate for studies that are primarily theory-driven. Thus, the attempt to employ 

theory for explanatory purposes complemented the use of a qualitative approach. It 

can further be argued that the employment of more than one theoretical frame in a 

single study is possible as qualitative research tends to have a less narrowly defined 

approach than quantitative research. In field studies, Ahrens and Dent (1998) 

recognise the ópossibility of interpreting the data through a multiplicity of theoretical 

perspectivesô as part of the process of óthe production of rich accountsô (p. 33). In a 

review of 82 management control studies, Ferreira and Merchant (1992) recognise the 

purposes of undertaking field research as descriptive, theory creation, and the 

investigation of hypotheses. In line with this study, Ferreira and Merchant (1992) 

observe that frequently these motivations overlap and field researchers óintend to 

describe their observations and to reflect on their observationsô theoretical 

significanceô (p. 13).  

 

Qualitative data can be an óattractive nuisanceô as the data are órich, full, earthy, 

holistic, ñrealò; their face validity seems unimpeachableô (Miles, 1979, p. 590). The 

ónuisanceô associated with qualitative data include the time and effort required to 

collect such data, anxiety, the overpowering impact of the tasks in collecting, 

managing, and analysing a large volume of data. The selection of any particular 

research design has its limitations. McGrath et al. (1982) identify the trade-offs in 

research design as a óthree-horned dilemmaô in attempting to appropriately maximise:  

 

(A) generalisability with respect to the populations, (B) precision in 

control and measurement of variables related to the behaviour(s) of 

interest, and (C) existential realism, for the participants, of the 

context within which those behaviours are observedô (p. 74).  
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Thus, the design of this study maximises (C) but as a result accrues less merit in terms 

of (A) and (B). These issues, and those relating to analysing qualitative data, are dealt 

with in section 4.7 on validity, reliability and generalisability. There are also a number 

of limitations associated with the methods associated with the qualitative approach 

and these are presented in sections 4.5.3, 4.6.3, and 4.6.5. 

 

4.5 Research methods: phase one interviews  

Interviews are a frequently used research method in the gathering of qualitative data 

in social research (Yin, 1994; Seale, 1998; Bryman and Bell, 2007), and in accounting 

research (Smith, 2003; Lee and Humphrey, 2006; Vaivio, 2007, 2008). This section 

presents a rationale for using interviews, the primary vehicle of data collection in 

phase one, and a major component of the data collection in phase two. The rationale is 

followed by an examination of the major merits and limitations of employing this 

research method. 

 

4.5.1 Rationale for the interview method 

The research literature commonly identifies interview designs across a spectrum from 

structured, semi-structured and unstructured formats (Bryman and Bell, 2007; 

Saunders et al., 2006). Although interviews can be designed to facilitate a more 

structured enquiry, in this study the interviews were designed specifically to gain in-

depth insights with respect to the research problem and specific objectives (see 

section 4.4.1), and so can be positioned closest to the semi-structured format which 

permits the necessary probing and flexibility in execution, while at the same time 

imposing some overall direction and structure on the interview. The semi-structured 

interview can also be referred to as the qualitative interview. To avoid ósemantic 

wranglingsô, King (1994) categorises interviews as ódepthô, óexploratoryô, ósemi-

structuredô or óunstructuredô under the heading óqualitative research interviewô (p. 

14). Similarly, Kvale (1983) notes that ótechnically the qualitative research interview 

is ñsemi-structuredò, it is neither a free conversation nor a highly structured 

questionnaireô (p. 174). Lee (1999) characterises the semi-structured format as 

óhaving an overarching topic, general themes, targeted issues, and specific questions, 

with a predetermined sequence for their occurrenceô and óthe interviewer is free to 

pursue matters as circumstances dictateô (p. 62). 
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These interviews therefore probe óthe meanings interviewees attach to issues and 

situations in contexts that are not structured in advance by the researcherôs 

assumptionsô (Easterby-Smith et al., 1991, p. 73), or as Patton (1990) states óto allow 

us to enter into the other personôs perspectiveô (p. 278). Rubin and Rubin (2005) note 

that óqualitative interviews build on naturalistic, interpretive philosophyô and are 

óextensions of ordinary conversationsô (p. 12). However, it is important to distinguish 

research interviews from conversations, as the former are designed and conducted 

with particular aims in mind. Dane (1990) describes the interview as a óconversation 

with a purpose, but it is not an interrogationô (p. 130). Bechhofer and Paterson (2000) 

describe the interview as an óinteractional processô as opposed to a óconversationô in 

that the óshared interactional rulesô are not the same; the interview is performed 

between óstrangersô and the conversation is frequently a óone-offô affair (p. 69). 

 

Easterby-Smith et al. (1991) observe that the óqualitative interviewô is appropriate 

where the purpose is to óunderstand the constructs that the interviewee usesô and to 

ódevelop an understanding of the respondentôs óworldôô (p. 74). King (1994) also 

notes the appropriateness of the qualitative interview ówhere a study focuses on the 

meaning of particular phenomena to the participantsô (p. 16).  Kvale (1996) notes that 

óthe purpose of the qualitative research interviewéis to understand themes of the 

lived daily world from the subjects own perspectivesô (p. 27).  

 

Thus, the literature on qualitative interviewing supports the approach adopted in the 

interviews conducted in this research as they sought to uncover the meanings that 

MAs attach to what influences their roles (the antecedents), what characteristics are 

associated with their roles, and finally what they perceive as the consequences of their 

roles. These meanings could then be compared to those that managers attached to 

such roles. 

 

4.5.2 Merits of the interview method 

McCracken (1988) recommends the long interview as an indispensable tool of 

qualitative enquiry: óit can take us into the mental world of the individual, to glimpse 

the categories and logic by which he or she sees the worldô (p. 9). Qualitative enquiry 

óminesô the surface as opposed to surveying it and there is more merit in working 

carefully and longer with fewer respondents that with many from a distance 
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(McCracken, 1988). King (1994) notes that the interview is óa method which most 

research participants accept readilyô (p. 33) as well being very flexible. Seale (1998) 

notes the flexibility in qualitative interviewing in that interviewers can óinvent 

questions on the spot in order to follow up interesting leadsô (p. 205). Sarantakos 

(1998) identifies 14 merits in employing the interview method: 

  

1) Flexibility ï there is scope to accommodate changes during the interview.  

 

2) High response rate ï in comparison, for example, to a survey, interviews tend to 

achieve a good response rate.   

 

3) Easy administration ï participants engage in a dialogue as opposed to say 

requiring skills to digest lengthy or sophisticated survey instruments.   

 

4) Opportunity to observe non-verbal cues ï the interviewer is present and can thus 

relate the dialogue to, for example, interviewee body language.   

 

5) Less patience and motivation ï interviews require the interviewer and interviewee 

to engage and this may be more appealing than say completing a questionnaire by 

oneself.  

 

6) Control over the environment ï as the interview is in the environment where data 

collection occurs, this affords scope to the interviewer to exercise some control 

over that environment.  

  

7) Capacity for correcting misunderstandings by respondents ï the interviewer can 

intervene to clarify any uncertainties that arise. 

 

8) Control over the order of the questions ï interviewees respond to interview 

questions in the order in which they are asked and cannot, as could be possible 

with a questionnaire, attend to questions in a different sequence.  
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9) Opportunity to record spontaneous answers ï interviewees are generally óon-the-

spotô in an interview situation and therefore an instinctive response is more likely 

to be acquired.  

 

10) Control over the identity of the respondent ï the interviewer has no doubt about 

whom the interviewee is, while in a mail questionnaire this is not the case. 

 

11) Completeness of interview guaranteed ï it is quite likely that as the interviewer 

directs the interview, the questions that are brought to the interview should be 

addressed. 

 

12) Control over the time, date and place of interview ï the interview method can be 

conveniently scheduled and located to accommodate interviewee requirements.  

 

13) More complex questions ï as the interviewer participates in the interviewing 

process, it is possible to address more complicated questions than for research 

methods where there is nobody present.  

 

14) Greater permissible length ï this can be achieved as the interview dialogue may 

continue beyond the time that had been allocated for it. 

 

These particular factors provide the justification of employing the research method in 

this study. The next section highlights some of the limitations. 

 

4.5.3 Limitations of the interview method 

The methodological literature records a number of limitations of employing the 

interview method. King (1994) notes that one of the disadvantages to the qualitative 

interview is the enormous quantity of time required in designing interview guides, 

conducting interviews and analysing the data. Whyte (1982) remarks that óinterviews 

yield voluminous dataô (p.117), making the task of data management and analysis 

more challenging. Glensne and Peshkin (1992) recognise the differences that may 

occur in interviewing in relation to ówho is conducting the interview with whom, on 

what topic, and at what time and placeô (p. 75) and that óthe spontaneity and 

unpredictabilityô requires the researcher óto think and talk on their feetô (p. 77).  
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Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) rank the interview-related tasks, in ascending order of 

the time commitment required, as conducting the interviews, transcribing the 

interviews and performing the analysis of the interview data. Smith (2003) identifies 

the wording of interviewing questions, memory difficulties, variability and 

inconsistency in questioning, and difficulties in capturing interview data, as 

challenges in the interviewing process. Another difficulty with interviewing is getting 

consent from potential interviewees (Robson, 1993). 

 

Sarantakos (1998) identifies the specific limitations of interviews as: a) the cost and 

time dimensions, b) potential for interviewer bias, c) the disruptiveness of interviews 

compared to completing a survey, d) the respondentôs identity and circumstances are 

revealed, and e) interviews do not facilitate collecting data of a delicate nature where 

respondents are more disposed to documenting, as opposed to speaking about, such 

matters. Sarantakos (1998) adds the more general limitations that apply to research 

methods in general such as ódeliberate misrepresentation of facts, genuine mistakes, 

unwillingness or inability to offer informationô but with óinterviewing, it is easier to 

detect problemsô (p. 267). The researcher was mindful of these limitations in both the 

planning and execution of the interviewing processes and reference was made to the 

methodological experiences and practices reported in studies of accounting that 

employed a similar qualitative approach (see Horton et al., 2004; Marginson, 2004). 

 

4.5.4 Design of interview guide: phase one 

The interview guide designs for phase one, and phase two, were informed by the 

methodological literature. The initial guide design commenced from consideration of 

the research problem, objectives and the type of investigation (Berg, 1995). To 

capture óthe most complete storyô Berg (1995) states that the interview guide should 

include óessential questions, extra questions, throw-away questions and probing 

questionsô (p. 36). The interview guide óis not a structured schedule or protocolô but óa 

list of general areas to be coveredô (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998, p. 105). 

 

The interview guide for phase one of the research was at the unstructured end of the 

semi-structured interview classification. Particular emphasis was placed on open-
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ended, probing questions and discussion prompts.  The major sections of the interview 

guide are as follows: 

 

1) Background information ï e.g., job title, responsibilities, company information.

  

2) Management accounting roles in general ï e.g., instinctive impression of role. 

  

3) Factors influencing the roles of MAs ï e.g., discussion of factors and use of 

prompts when required.  

 

4) Characteristics of the roles of MAs ï e.g., what makes an effective MA?  Use of 

probes as appropriate. Exploration of roles in control and decision making 

functions.  

 

5) MCSs and management accounting information ï exploration of roles of MAs in 

the context of the wider organisationôs accounting and control systems.  

 

6) Consequences of the roles of MAs ï e.g., exploration of perceived consequences 

of roles of MAs.   

 

7) Other issues ï open-ended invitation to discuss other points perceived as 

important to interviewee on the subject matter. 

 

A copy of the full interview guide is included in Appendix A. While the interview 

guide may appear neatly structured, the actual interview exchange included the 

interviewer requesting an elaboration of points, examples of when or how something 

occurred or why something was the case. It is not possible to fully convey this in the 

hard copy presentation of the interview guide. 

 

4.5.5 Use of tape-recording equipment: phase one and two 

Permission was sought to use tape-recording equipment for all interviews in both 

phases of data collection. Interviews were the dominant form of data collection in 

both phases of the study and all interviews were recorded using a tape recorder where 

permission was given to do so, which was 63 out of a total of 72 interviews.  
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Whyte (1982) recommends recording óas close to verbatim as possible. Among other 

things, this helps the student stretch his powers of observation and his memoryô (p. 

117) and óa tape recorder on the spot provides the fullest recordingô (p. 118). Taylor 

and Bogdan (1998) note that recording allows the researcher to obtain more data than 

that which could be obtained from having to mentally recall the interview. Patton 

(2002) states that óa good hammer is essential to fine carpentry, a good tape recorder 

is indispensable to fine fieldworkô as all the interview preparation and approach 

ócomes to naught if you fail to capture the actual words of the person being 

interviewedô (p. 380). 

 

From an accounting perspective Hayes and Mattimoe (2004) identify the key factors 

in the recording decision as óthe nature of the topic being researched; the sectoral 

setting of the study; the preferences of individual respondents and the preference and 

competencies of the researcherô (p. 371). In defence of recording Taylor and Bogdan 

(1998) provide some interviewee perspective: 

 

éinformants are acutely aware that the interviewôs agenda is to 

conduct research. Since the interviewees already know that their 

words are being weighed, they are less likely to be alarmed by the 

presence of a tape recorder. The interviewer often also has an 

extended period of time in which to get informants to relax and 

become accustomed to the tape recorder (p. 112). 

 

The final decision to record the interviews was based, on balance, on the merits of 

obtaining a more accurate and complete record of the interview and being a little more 

free from continuous note taking to concentrate on the interview dialogue against the 

drawback that the presence of recording equipment might result in the interviewee 

being more reticent. It should be noted that the recording did not replace note taking - 

which still occurred during and after the interview. Lee (1999) notes that the recorder 

does not capture the óvisual aspects of the physical context, facial expressions, or 

body languageô (p. 86) and also equipment can fail.  

 

Warnings were also heeded from the literature regarding the danger of the recording 

equipment resulting in the interviewer relaxing, not concentrating or listening 

(Brownell, 1995). Practical methodological advice on recording was followed 
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including: using a small-sized device with good recording quality, careful positioning 

of the device, having sufficient (and spare) tapes and batteries, and pre-testing the 

equipment (Adam and Healy, 2000). 

 

The transcription of interview tapes is óan exceedingly time consuming taskô (Whyte, 

1982, p. 118). Robson (1993) suggests a multiple of óten between tape time and 

transcription timeô (p. 230) unless óhighly skilledô. Seale (1998) indicates the merits 

of transcribing interviews: 

 

éthe transcription of taped interviews in order to prepare them for 

analysis constitutes one of the major chores of qualitative 

interviewing. Though laborious, the experience of transcribing can 

bring a much closer appreciation of the meanings in the data, and 

this is often the time that ideas for codingéarise, as well as ideas for 

topics to pursue in subsequent interviews (p. 207). 

 

Where the researcher sought some very limited assistance with the transcription task, 

the transcripts were carefully checked. 

 

4.6 Research methods: phase two case study approach 

The case study approach is not a research method but a collection of methods and so 

is more appropriately referred to as a research strategy (Yin, 1994). This section 

presents the rationale for selecting this approach, the relative merits and limitations of 

taking this approach and finally the particular data collected in investigating the cases. 

  

4.6.1 Rationale for the case study approach 

Yin (1994) notes that the case study óinvestigates a contemporary phenomenon within 

its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomena and context 

are not clearly definedô (p. 13). As the name suggests, this approach focuses on a 

particular ócaseô, or ócasesô in an in-depth fashion. This study examines the roles of 

MAs very much in their current órealô and óliveô roles and in the context of their 

organisational settings. The MAs are the central point of focus in this study, and 

hence represent the ócaseô. In phase two, 12 roles of MAs were investigated as 

ócasesô. 
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A distinction may be made between case studies in terms of their underlying purpose. 

Ryan et al. (2002) analyse accounting case studies according to their purpose, while 

recognising that there is some ambiguity here in that case studies may incorporate a 

number of these types and óultimately, it is the intention of the researcher that 

determines the classification in each instanceô (p. 144). Ryan et al. (2002) and 

Scapens (1990, 2004) distinguish five categories of accounting case studies: 

descriptive, illustrative, experimental, exploratory and explanatory. The particular 

case study design employed in this study, while having some exploratory and 

descriptive components, was primarily explanatory. The case design was exploratory 

as it remained open to deeper insights tentatively coming from phase one and was 

explanatory in that it sought to explain relationships that emerged in the analysis of 

phase two data, through the use of three theoretical lenses. 

 

4.6.2 Merits of the case study approach 

There are a number of merits in undertaking research employing the case study 

method. These include:  

 

1) Context ï Yin (1994) highlights the óreal-lifeô contextualisation of the topic of 

investigation in case studies as a major strength of the approach. 

Surveys, particularly mail surveys, are somewhat removed from the actual context 

of the investigation. Scapens (1990) argues the case research provides a holistic 

perspective on the phenomenon under investigation; no individual part is 

examined in isolation of its wider context.  

 

2) Different data sources ï the case method facilitates the gathering of data from a 

number of different sources within the same research site, thus enabling the 

researcher to analyse corroborating and contradictory evidence as it is presented. 

Yin (1994) describes the case study as the óall-encompassing methodô that relies 

on ómultiple sources of evidenceô (p. 13). The two case sources relied upon in this 

study are documentation and interviews, as explained by Ryan et al. (2002) in 

table 4.6. 
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Source of evidence Explanation and examples 

Artefacts Physical evidence including reports, statements, minutes 

from meetings, memorandums, informal notes  

Interviews Face to face interviews with respondents that may vary 

from unstructured to structured. Most common source of 

evidence in case study research 

 

       Table 4.6 ï Data evidence in case study research  

Source: Adapted from Ryan et al. (2002, p. 154) 

 

3) Flexibility ï because the researcher is present, typically on the respondentôs 

premises, there is considerable scope for the researcher to pursue unexpected 

findings, to prompt elaboration and to seek clarification at the point of enquiry. 

Further the researcher can provide any clarifications sought by the respondent in 

regard to the study. 

 

4.6.3 Limitations of the case study approach 

The case study approach has been criticised for its apparent lack of scientific rigour, 

poor implementation, scope for bias, limited scope for generalisation, and for being a 

time-consuming activity that produces voluminous, illegible documents (Yin, 1994). 

Scapens (1990) suggests three common problem areas of case research: 1) the 

challenge of mapping the perimeter of the case in terms of the number of cases or in a 

longitudinal sense, 2) the potential for bias through the presence of the researcher, and 

3) the principles of the researcher, for example confidentiality issues inside and 

outside the research setting. The researcher was mindful of these limitations and they 

were addressed in so far as was possible through the research design and by 

addressing issues of validity, reliability, and generalisability, which are discussed in 

section 4.7. 

 

4.6.4 Design of interview guides: phase two 

Before interview guides were designed for phase two, the data from phase one were 

carefully analysed (see section 4.9.1), key conclusions from these findings determined 

(as set out at the end of the next chapter in section 5.5), phase two objectives 

determined (as set out at the start of the chapter following in section 6.2), and the case 

study methodology selected as the most appropriate approach through which to 

acquire the required depth of enquiry for the reduced set of variables being focused 
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upon in phase two (see section 4.4.2). Thus, this is the process that led to the 

development of the phase two interview guides. 

 

The methodology applied in previous research using role theory (Kahn et al., 1964; 

Katz and Kahn, 1978) and specifically with regard to management accounting 

(Hopper, 1980) informed, in part, the design of the interview guides. The specific 

research instruments used by these researchers were obtained and examined, and 

adapted for use in this study. This adaptation included converting a somewhat 

structured quantitative instrument into a more thematic style guide more appropriate 

for qualitative interviewing as well as the necessary adaptation for phase two 

objectives. In line with role theory studies, three interviews were arranged with 

respect to each MA in each company: firstly an interview with the MA, secondly an 

interview with an OM that the MA worked closely with, and thirdly, a second 

interview with the MA. The interview guides for each interview addressed different 

aspects of phase two of the study as follows: 

 

1) Interview guide for the first interview with MAs (see appendix C1) ï the major 

themes addressed in this guide were: description of the roles of MAs, major 

factors influencing the roles, sources of role definition, involvement nature and 

expectations, role stress, ambiguity and conflict, and role characteristics.    

 

2) Interview guide with OMs about MAs ï  (see appendix C2) ï the major themes 

addressed in this guide were: background information on the OM, general role 

perceptions, interaction, involvement nature and expectations for specific 

activities, influence of MAs over OMs and vice versa, role conflicts and other 

issues. 

 

3) Interview guide for the second interview with MAs - (see appendix C3) ï the major 

themes addressed in this guide were: perceptions of management reports and 

interaction with OMs, examples of routine reports and associated interaction with 

OMs, examples of non-routine reports and associated interaction with OMs, 

procedural documents and the roles of MAs, follow-up questions from phase one 

interview, involvement influences, characteristics and consequences and other 

issues. 
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In a similar manner to phase one, the interview instrument was used as the name 

suggests, as a guide, to gather rich and in-depth data pertaining to the objectives of 

phase two of the study. 

 

4.6.5 Analysis of company records 

The gathering and analysis of documentation is a common component of qualitative 

enquiry (Bryman, 1989) and frequently ódocuments are used to provide additional 

data and to check on the findings derived from other sources of dataô (p. 151). Table 

4.7 presents the strengths and weaknesses associated with company documentation, as 

identified by Yin (1994). 

 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Á Stable-can be reviewed repeatedly 

Á Unobtrusive-not created as a result of the 

case study 

Á Exact-contains exact names, references, 

and details of an event 

Á Broad coverage-long span of time, many 

events, and many settings 

Á Retrievability can be low 

Á Biased selectivity, if collection is 

incomplete 

Á Reporting bias-reflects (unknown) bias of 

author 

Á Access-may be deliberately blocked 

 

Table 4.7 ï Strengths and weaknesses associated with company documentation 

Source: Yin (1994, p. 80) 

 

Forster (1994) identifies many examples of company documentation that may be 

analysed in a qualitative study and comments that: 

 

These varied documentary records constitute a rich source of insights 

into different employee and group interpretations of organisational 

life, because they are one of the principal by-products of the 

interactions and communication of individuals and groups, at all 

levels, in organisations (p. 148). 

 

Bechhofer and Paterson (2000) recognise the merits of analysing documents. 

Although the researcher has not influenced their creation, óunlike transcripts of 

interviews, [they] are not the result of a highly complex and inevitably somewhat 

artificial process of interactionô (p. 59). 
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4.7 Validity, reliability , and generalisability 

Validity, reliability and generalisability are concepts that have been of concern to both 

the natural and social sciences, although there has been much debate about the 

appropriate application, or application at all, of these to the latter. The following 

sections explain these concepts, their application to qualitative research, and finally 

their application to this study.  

 

4.7.1 Validity, reliability , and generalisability: definitions  

Robson (2002) explains validity as ówhether the findings are óreallyô about what they 

appear to be aboutô (p. 93). Mason (2002) notes that óif your research is valid, it 

means that you are observing, identifying, or ómeasuringô what you say you areô, 

while reliability óinvolves the accuracy of your research methods and techniquesô (p. 

39). Reliability refers to óthe ability of an instrument to produce consistent resultsô 

(Sarantakos, 1998, p. 83). Parker (1994) relates the seeking of validity and reliability 

in research to the scope for its replication: óthe search for both validity and reliability 

rests on the assumption that it is possible to replicate good research. A qualitative 

researcher, however, will never make the mistake of claiming that their work is 

perfectly replicableô (p. 11) as it is not possible to do so. Banister et al. (1994) note 

that ecological validity, where the óparticular meanings of the research setting are 

exploredô (p. 11) is achieved in qualitative enquiry.  

 

Generalisability relates to if, and how, the findings from a study can be extended, or 

ógeneralisedô, beyond the particular context of investigation to the wider population 

i.e., Mason (2002) explains it as óthe extent to which you can make some form of 

wider claim on the basis of your research and analysis, rather than simply stating that 

your analysis is entirely idiosyncratic and particularô (p. 39). Generalisation is closely 

associated with external validity, a criterion that is applied to the relevance of the 

findings to other settings. 

 

4.7.2 Validity, reliability , and generalisability in qualitative research 

The concepts of validity and reliability have their roots in the positivistic perspective 

underpinning the natural sciences. Smith (1984) argues that developing a means of 

evaluating the quality of research taking an interpretive approach could be 

ómisguidedô (p. 379). Taylor and Bogdan (1998) note that the validity of qualitative 
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research is something that researchers do consider as óit is a piece of systematic 

research conducted with demanding, though not necessarily standardised, proceduresô 

and it is ónot an impressionistic, off-the-cuff analysis based on a superficial look at a 

setting or peopleô (p 9). Yin (1994) provides procedures for enhancing validity and 

reliability in case research, which includes using more than one source for data, 

having participants review case material, marrying ópatternsô and constructing 

explanations, following a case óprotocolô, and building a case ódata baseô. In 

considering these criteria, however, Berry and Otley (2004) note that achieving these 

are difficult: 

 

This is not to say that research design is not important, but rather to 

recognise that in many accounting studies the constraints are such 

that many of the above criteria will be violated. In particular, we 

have found that research access is often opportunistic and precludes 

proper advance design (p. 237). 

 

In place of the traditional criteria of internal validity, external validity, reliability and 

objectivity, Guba and Lincoln (1989) suggest substituting credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability respectively. Credibility may by achieved by 

ómember checkingô which involves interviewers presenting findings to interviewees 

for verification purposes. Transferability may be achieved through capturing the 

richness in describing the contextual situation or circumstances to ófacilitate 

transferability judgements on the part of others who may wish to apply the study to 

their own situationô (p. 242). Feldman (1995) hints at how, in the qualitative analysis 

of cultural data, óthe goal, it seems to me, is to develop oneôs own interpretation of 

how parts of the culture fit together or influence or relate to one another that is 

intrinsic to the setting one has studied and, at the same time, sheds light on how 

similar processes may be occurring in other settingsô (p. 2). Dependability may be 

achieved by ensuring that the qualitative process, and the judgements made during it, 

is amenable to an audit by external reviewers. Confirmability may be achieved 

through ensuring that ódataécan be tracked to their sources, and that the logic used to 

assemble the interpretations into structurally coherent and corroborating wholes is 

both explicit and implicit in the narrative of a case studyô (p. 243). Guba and Lincoln 

(1989) use the analogy of the accounting audit in the need for an óaudit trailô and a 

rationale for how the óbottom lineô was reached.  
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In addressing validity and reliability concerns for case study researchers in accounting 

Ryan et al. (2002) highlight the importance of contextual validity, transferability and 

procedural reliability. Contextual validity (addressing internal validity) relates to the 

plausibility of the case evidence collected, which can be enhanced through the 

triangulation of data, method and theories in the study. Transferability (addressing 

external validity) relates to how relevant the case findings are to other settings with 

theoretical, as opposed to statistical, generalisation being more appropriate (see also 

Scapens, 1990). Procedural reliability refers to how reliability has been enhanced 

through the procedures deployed in the research design e.g., using a detailed research 

plan, specific interview guides, meticulous data collecting and recording procedures, 

and complete documentation of data analysis. The following section details how the 

criteria discussed above apply in this study. 

 

4.7.3 Validity, reliability , and generalisability in this study 

While recognising the challenges inherent in enhancing reliability to facilitate 

replication in qualitative studies (Parker, 1994) a number of measures were 

incorporated into the study to provide some reliability. These include:   

 

1) ensuring those participating in the study clearly understood the purpose of the 

study and access agreements (McKinnon, 1988); 

 

2) a detailed preparation of data collection plans or óprotocolsô (Yin, 1994);   

 

3) the advanced planning and organising of qualitative data in various forms (e.g., 

transcripts, internal and external company records);  

 

4) the consistent overall design of interview guides for each interview conducted and 

being guided by the methodological literature;  

 

5) the recording of the majority of interviews as permitted by interviewees, which 

amounted to all bar nine of the 72 interviews being recorded;   

 



144 

 

6) the application of specific qualitative data analysis strategies adopted in the study 

(see sections 4.9.1 and 4.9.2);   

 

7) the building up of ócaseô files in both an off-line (e.g., folders) and on-line (e.g., 

analysis software) format; and   

 

8) the keeping of a research journal that chronologically recorded project notes 

relating to theory, design, data analyses, and any judgements made in these 

contexts (see appendix E5).  

 

Validity in the research was addressed in the study by note taking, fully transcribing 

interview data and returning transcripts to all interviewees for confirmation purposes. 

Validity was also somewhat demonstrated by the intervieweeôs willingness in openly 

sharing extremely sensitive management accounting and control information and 

reports with the researcher. There was also corroboration between the interview data 

and the company documentation, which permitted triangulation of the findings and 

added to the validity of the findings (McKinnon, 1988). Validity in the findings was 

also provided in providing a transparent record of how the researcher reached the 

conclusions to the study through the use of various analytical techniques, and in 

relying on the evidence as being that presented by the interviewees and in the 

company records that formed part of the data collected (see appendices E, F, and H). 

 

The study does not claim to be representative of MAs beyond those who formed part 

of this study. The output of the research was a generalisation to theory and not 

statistical significance (Yin, 1994). Further, in line with inductive and qualitative lines 

of enquiry the findings are analysed with a view to developing a set of themes that 

might lead to further research of a quantitative nature, more suited to statistical 

generalisation analysis.   

 

4.8 Gaining access, interviewee selection, and operational details  

According to Bryman (1989) óone of the most vexed areas for many researchers is 

quite simply getting into organisationsô (p. 161). Buchanan et al. (1988) observe the 

increasing access requests that organisations receive for research purposes, and that 

companies have ólittle time to devote to non-productive academic research activitiesô 
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(p. 55). Regarding management accounting research specifically, Ahrens (1994) 

identifies the nuances around developing the research problem(s) while attempting to 

gain entry to organisations and describes the process as a ólong, drawn outô (p. 306) 

one. Such nuances include the use of gatekeepers, initial and on-going relationship 

development, opportunism and communication. Hakel et al. (1982) distinguish 

between ódoing researchô and ódoing implementationô (p. 15) with the latter requiring 

ógood timingô and sometimes óluck as wellô (p. 120). Similarly, Buchanan et al.. 

(1988) recognise the tension between the ideal and the pragmatic approach in 

accessing organisations but nevertheless conclude that óthe claim for research as the 

art of the possible and the plea for opportunism do not therefore rule out the need for 

controlled, systematic, morally justifiable methods and scientific rigourô (p. 67). The 

following section draws out some of the operational considerations of the study. 

Mindful of these access challenges and opportunities, the next sections discuss how 

access was obtained for both phases of the study, together with the relevant 

operational details. 

 

4.8.1 Phase one: gaining access   

In selecting particular companies in which to conduct the initial field research phase 

of the study, the key criteria were that companies should be of sufficient scale to have 

separate management accounting and other organisational functions (e.g., production, 

marketing, distribution, sales) and be in the manufacturing sector. Apart from this, 

convenience sampling was employed where possible.  Ryan et al. (2002) note that 

case selection should be governed by theoretical considerations rather than statistical 

(wider representation) ones and, in terms of studies incorporating theory development, 

the case selection is órelatively unimportantô (p. 151).  

 

The individuals that give permission for research to proceed in organisations are often 

referred to as ógatekeepersô; that is óthose people who have the power to grant or 

withhold accessô (Burgess, 1984, p. 48). Chua (1996) suggests seeking approval óas 

high up the organisational hierarchy as possibleô (p. 221) to minimise future access 

restrictions, being mindful that the researcher is not viewed as an undercover 

detective hired by management.  
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The personnel targeted in the companies were:  

 

1) Senior MAs, financial controllers or directors operating in a managerial capacity 

with responsibilities for the commercial aspects of the business (therefore 

excluding accounting responsibilities such as treasury, external financial reporting 

and audit); and  

 

2) Senior OMs within different organisation functions e.g., production, logistics, 

distribution, sales, marketing and operations.  

 

The selection of these particular respondents was justified as the studyôs objectives 

required investigating the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences relating to 

the roles of MAs. Secondly understanding the nature of management accounting 

roles, and their effectiveness, necessitated procuring the perceptions of those whom 

MAs support i.e., functional decision makers. Access for phase one of the study was 

attained through the following procedure:  

 

1) A contact name of the head of finance or senior MA for the organisation was 

obtained through personal contacts and professional accounting institute member 

listings (i.e., the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) 

Yearbook 2003 and the CIMA South East Committee details on a branch 

information bulletin) primarily for medium and large manufacturing companies 

located in the Southeast of Ireland, although one company in Dublin was 

contacted.   

 

2) From the CIMA membership listings and the Institute of Chartered Accountants 

in Ireland (ICAI)  Handbook 2004, a database of medium and large companies in 

the Southeast was compiled. In conjunction with these accounting institute 

publications an electronic spreadsheet listing of manufacturing companies in the 

Southeast was procured from IDA Ireland (foreign multinationals) and Enterprise 

Ireland (Irish companies). These listings were for the southeast region (defined as 

Counties Carlow, Kilkenny, Tipperary Southern Region, Waterford and Wexford) 

and classified companies as small (0-50 employees), medium (51-200 employees) 

and large (over 201 employees), and provided business nature and contact details.



147 

 

  

 

3) A phone call was made to the personal contact or the CFO briefly indicating the 

academic nature of the study and that the commitment only amounted to two 

meetings lasting approximately one-hour. A request was then made by e-mail with 

an attached brief document explaining the requirements of the research, 

assurances on confidentiality, and what was required for participation in the study 

(see appendix B).   

 

4) Follow-up phone calls were then made a few days after the initial letter to discuss 

a response to the request or the researcher was contacted and informed of the 

decision by the respondent.  

 

5) Where consent was given, arrangements were made over the phone regarding 

setting up of the interviews. 

 

Nine companies declined involvement in the study primarily due to time pressures, 

with one private firm expressing concern over confidentiality issues. Personal 

contacts were used, where they existed, in the targeted manufacturing firms. One 

company had significantly downscaled operations and was deemed unsuitable. 

 

4.8.2 Phase one: operational details  

Initially, the objective was to interview two senior MAs and two senior OMs to 

provide a broad picture of the roles of MAs in each organisation. However, following 

a review of the data gathered from the first two manufacturing firms it became 

apparent that there would be greater merit in expanding the number of organisations 

by only interviewing one senior MA and one senior OM in each organisation. This 

decision was based on: the perceived greater merit of having a slightly broader range 

of companies in this inductive phase of the research, the scope for more variation 

being detected in the findings, and medium sized firms tended to only have one senior 

MA or controller.  

 

In total for phase one, 36 interviews were conducted (lasting approximately one hour) 

with the last interview taking place on October 15
th 

2004. In total 16 manufacturing 
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companies were involved (two interviews in 14 companies and four interviews in the 

first two companies).  Six of the 16 companies were medium-sized indigenous Irish 

firms and the remaining 10 were Irish or foreign-owned multi-national public 

corporations or large private firms. All bar six interviews were recorded. The un-

recorded interviews were at the intervieweesô request. Extensive field notes were 

taken and interview summaries were written up immediately following the interview. 

Table 4.8 summaries some of the interviewee details. The interviewee reference is for 

reasons of anonymity and the first letter represents the company reference and the 

second letter, the functional role of the manager (e.g., F = Finance Manager, O = 

Operating Manager). 

 

Ref. 

 

Job Title Turnover  / 

Employees 

Interview 

Date (2004) 

Interview 

length 

Recorded 

AF1 Financial Controller & AIS Manager >ú200m 

550 

May 5  

 

75 mins Yes 

AF2 Senior Management Accountant: 

South Region 

 June 24 

 

60 mins Yes 

AO1 Development Manager  June 24 

 

60 mins Yes 

AO2 Commercial Manager  July 14 

 

40 mins Yes 

BF1 Director of Finance and Automation 

of IT 

Not given 

430 

May 7 

 

60 mins No 

BF2 Finance 

Manager 

 May 7 

 

60 mins No 

BO1 Logistics 

Director  

 May 7 

 

70 mins No 

BO2 Director of  

Manufacturing 

 May 7 

 

60 mins No 

CF Management 

Accountant Team Leader 

$70m+  

160 

May 13 

 

70 mins Yes 

CO Materials Director  May 20 

 

40 mins Yes 

DF Finance 

Director 

ú99m 

583 

May 14 

 

100 mins No 

DO Operations 

Manager 

 July 30 

 

60 mins Yes 

EF Financial 

Controller 

$25m 

200 

July 26 

 

60 mins Yes 

EO Site Director  May 17 

 

25 mins Yes 

FF Financial 

Controller 

ú11-12m 

130 

Oct 15 

 

45 mins Yes 

FO Executive Chairman  June 21 

 

40 mins No 

GF Finance  

Director 

ú5m 

110 

June 22 

July 27 

60 mins 

30 mins 

Yes 

Yes 

GO Manufacturing 

Manager 

 July 27 45 mins Yes 

HF Finance  

Director 

$80-90m 

500 

June 29 80 mins Yes 
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HO Operations 

Manager 

 July 20 60 mins Yes 

IF Finance  

Manager 

ú300m 

500 

June 30 60 mins Yes 

IO Factory 

Manager 

 June 29 45 mins Yes 

JF Financial 

Controller 

ú95m 

280 

July 6 50 mins Yes 

JO Sales and Export Manager 

 

 July 6 60 mins Yes 

KF Financial  

Controller 

ú5m-ú8m 

40+ 

July 15 80 mins Yes 

KO Operations 

Manager 

 Sep 1 60 mins Yes 

LF Chief Financial Officer ú50m+ 

250 

July 16 50 mins Yes 

LO Export Sales  

Director 

 July 16 55 mins Yes 

MF Company Secretary/ Finance 

Manager 

ú7.5m 

70 

July 19 60 mins Yes 

MO Factory 

Manager 

 Sep 10 60 mins Yes 

NF Financial 

Controller 

ú25m 

100 

July 19 75 mins Yes 

NO Managing 

Director 

 Oct 14 45 mins Yes 

OF Financial 

Director 

ú22m 

165 

July 19 55 mins Yes 

OO Marketing 

Manager 

 Aug 26 60 mins 

 

Yes 

PF Finance 

Manager 

ú50ï100m 

540 

July 21 60 mins Yes 

PO Manager Customer  

Services 

 July 21 60 mins Yes 

 

Table 4.8 ï Summary details of interviewees in phase one of the research 

 

4.8.3 Phase two: gaining access   

Convenience sampling was used in phase two, as continuing in the qualitative mode 

of enquiry the aim was to understand in a deeper sense, the nature of particular 

antecedents, characteristics, and consequences that emerged from phase one (see 

section 6.2). Phase one of the study focused on senior MAs but phase two focused on 

more junior MAs. A number of factors related to this decision: 

 

1) The overall aim of the study, including phases one and two, is to understand the 

roles of MAs and not senior financial officers. Phase one included some senior 

financial officers who had duties of a more fiduciary and external nature, and 

therefore, less of an internal management accounting function. However, in phase 

one, many FMs would have previously been in more junior management 
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accounting roles and now had MAs reporting into them.  

 

2) In phase one there was some variability (see table 4.8 in section 4.8.2) in the 

seniority of MAs (i.e., senior MA or financial controller or finance director) and 

variability in the type of firm (i.e., indigenous or MNE subsidiary). This 

variability was removed in phase two by targeting MAs in MNE subsidiaries who 

reported into FMs.  

 

3) The analysis of phase one data indicated that some perceptions of the roles of 

MAs were of a normative nature (see sections 5.5 and 6.2). This was partly related 

to the extent that management accounting was a part of FMsô roles, as per the 

variability noted in the previous point. To counteract this, and to address the phase 

two objectives, it was deemed important to focus on very specific or actual roles 

of MAs.  

 

4) The outcome of the analysis from phase one indicated that a distinction was being 

made between the FM and the MA as regards the extent of the involvement of 

MAs in supporting the strategic decision needs of managers (see sections 5.2.2.5, 

5.3.2.1, and 5.5). Phase one captured the views of FMs in this regard, but not the 

views of MAs, and so it was deemed appropriate to focus on these more junior 

MAs. The focus on more junior MAs also linked to the wider findings from phase 

one (see sections 5.5 and 6.2) that showed variability in the roles of MAs in 

supporting OMs. 

 

Thus, phase one generally captured the perspectives of senior MAs, or FMs, and 

phase two targeted specific MAs in more junior positions. Phase two entailed the 

employment of the case approach as noted earlier to investigate, through interviews 

and documents analysis, particular factors relating to these actual roles of MAs. The 

junior level of MAs targeted also matched the level targeted by Hopper (1980) who 

defined the MAs in his study as those occupying óthe lowest position within the 

organisation responsible for producing the management accounts and liaising with 

other managers regarding their interpretationô (p. 403). 
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These specific roles of MAs examined in phase two were linked to specific managers 

that interacted with these MAs, drawing on role theory methodology (Kahn et al., 

1964; Katz and Kahn, 1978). The criteria that determined this linkage was the MA, in 

the first interview (see section 4.6.4), who was asked to identify who in the 

organisation most influenced their roles. Unlike Hopper (1980), but consistent with 

role theory methodology, MAs could identify anyone in the organisation who most 

influenced their roles e.g., FMs could be identified if that was the case. This more 

inclusive approach permitted the relative ranking of FMs and OMs as influencers. The 

process generated a list for each MA of ranked members of the organisation who most 

influenced their roles. On the basis of this list, the highest ranking, or most influential, 

OM on the roles of the MA, was targeted for the next interview. This list will be 

referred to in phase two findings (chapter six) and the discussion (chapter seven), and 

is also presented in appendix G. For 11 of the 12 roles of MAs the most influential 

OM was interviewed; one exception was in Company E where the most highly ranked 

OM was a sales manager who declined to be interviewed, notwithstanding a number 

of efforts at securing it. However, the next ranked OM on the list was selected and 

interviewed. The third influencer for the MA in Company C was the managing 

director but the MA observed that this influence was primarily through the financial 

director and so the next OM influencer was selected. A limitation in this overall 

process is that only the primary, and not all, role influencers are included, which is 

noted in the limitations of the study (see section 8.6.2). This inevitably was a question 

of trading off the number of individual MAs linked to individual managers as ócasesô 

versus less MAs as cases but more role influencers for these MAs. 

 

To initiate the selection of MAs to participate in phase two, the researcher contacted 

the FMs who had participated in phase one and arranged a meeting with them. On 

contacting the FMs, the researcher thanked the participants for their contribution to 

the first phase of the research and asked for an opportunity to discuss some of the 

summary themes that emerged from the research to date with a view to discussing the 

opportunity of their company participating further in the study. As in phase one, the 

purpose of the next phase of the study was outlined and assurances were given 

regarding confidentiality. In the meetings, it was outlined that phase two of the study 

required interviewing MAs, and managers that interacted with them, and the analysis 

of documentation and reports that may relate to that interaction. The meetings 
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generally lasted about 30 minutes. The phase one companies that were targeted 

regarding phase two were generally the larger companies as they tended to have a 

MA, or a team of MAs, reporting into the FM. Thus, contact was not made with 

companies F, G, J, K, M, and N. Table 4.9 provides a summary of the outcome of 

these meetings that linked into phase two of the study. 

 

Ref. 

 

Job Title Date  

(2006) 

Outcome  

AF1 Financial Controller  

& AIS Manager 

Feb 2 

30 mins 
Access granted for phase two. 

BF1 Director of Finance 

and Automation of 

IT 

Feb 2 

60 mins 

Access denied for phase two. 

Reason: recruiting an MA at present and a major audit 

coming up. 

CF Management 

Accountant Team 

Leader 

Jan 16 

30 mins 

Suggested that access may be okay but would need to 

speak to the financial controller. 

 

 Financial Controller 

[Not in phase one] 

Feb 1 

20 mins 

Access granted for phase two. Confidentiality 

agreement required and a presentation to MAs at end of 

study. 

DF Finance 

Director 

Jan 13 

45 mins 
Access granted for phase two. 

HF Finance Director Feb 16 

30 mins 

Suggested contact in following couple of weeks but 

following two phone calls HF commented that he would 

contact the researcher. Contact was not made. 

LF Chief Financial 

Officer 

Jan 19 

30 mins 

Access denied for phase two. 

Major restructuring in progress and many consultants 

had been on site and therefore having a researcher on site 

was not best at that time. 

PF Finance 

Manager 

Jan 11 

20 mins 

Mar 10 

20 mins 

Requested a subsequent meeting to explore further. 

 

Access granted for phase two. 

 

 

Table 4.9 ï Meetings with phase one participants seeking phase two access 

 

Contact was also made by e-mail with OF but the researcher was informed that the 

MA had an óextremely heavy workload at presentô. Brief contact was made with IF by 

phone but IF had to attend a meeting immediately and subsequent phone calls were 

unsuccessful in securing any response. With regard to company E the FM no longer 

worked for the same company.  As the meetings were progressing and there appeared 

to be some invitations being accepted and some being declined, the researcher 

deemed that it would be prudent to consider MAs in other organisations that had not 

participated in phase one to ensure that there were 12 MAs to participate in the study. 

The setting of 12 as a target number of MAs for phase two was determined by 

balancing the need for an in-depth enquiry of each MA against the need for some 
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meaningful comparative analysis, while also being mindful of the resource 

constraints. Through a personal contact, the researcher contacted a financial controller 

of another manufacturing company by phone and e-mail and access was granted for 

the study to proceed.  

 

4.8.4 Phase two: operational details  

Table 4.10 summarises the interviewee details for phase two of the study. As MAs 

were specifically linked with OMs that they interacted with, the table presents each 

MA with the matched OM beneath. The linkage was established by MAs identifying 

who most influenced their roles in the organisation, following role theory 

methodology as noted in section 4.8.3, and see appendix G for the rankings provided 

by MAs. The same MA appears twice as each MA was interviewed twice, following 

the role theory design. 
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Ref. 

 

Job Title Interview 

Date (2006) 

Interview 

length 

Recorded 

AM1 

AO1 

AM1 

Operations Accountant ï Business Unit A, Site A 

Supply Chain & Maintenance Manager 

As above 

Feb 16 

May 4 

Aug 11 

 

60 mins 

60 mins 

60 mins 

 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

AM2 

AO2 

AM2 

Operations Accountant ï Business Unit B, Site A 

Operations Manager 

As above  

 

Feb 23 

May 4 

Aug 11 

75 mins 

60 mins 

75 mins 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

AM3 

AO3 

AM3 

Financial Accountant ï Business Unit C, Site A 

Business Unit Manager 

As above 

Mar 3 

May 17  

Aug 10 

 

105 mins 

60 mins 

75 mins 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

AM4 

AO4 

AM4 

 

Operations Accountant ï Site B 

Plant Manager ï Site B 

As above  

Mar 9 

May 16 

Aug 11 

 

90 mins 

80 mins 

75 mins 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

     

BM1 

BO1 

BM1 

Management Accountant  ï Capital  

Project Manager 

As above  

Feb 22 

Apr 21 

Aug 29 

 

75 mins 

60 mins 

60 mins 

 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

BM2 

BO2 

BM2 

Management Accountant ï Inventory 

Planning / Business Partner 

As above  

 

Feb 22 

Apr 4 

Aug 29 

50 mins 

50 mins 

60 mins 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

BM3 

BO3 

BM3 

Management Accountant  ï Planning  

Production Director 

As above  

Mar 6 

Apr 4  

Jul 27 

 

60 mins 

50 mins 

60 mins 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

BM4 

BO4 

BM4 

 

Management Accountant  ï Cost Analyst 

Packaging Production Manager 

As above  

Mar 6 

Apr 6 

Jul 27  

 

60 mins 

50 mins 

45 mins 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

     

CM 

CO 

CM 

Financial Accountant 

Operations Director 

As above  

Apr 26 

Sep 20 

Oct 18  

 

80 mins 

65 mins 

100 mins 

 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

     

DM1 

DO1 

DM1 

Management Accountant Supply Chain  

Commercial Manager Supply Chain  

As above 

 

Jun 23 

Jun 29 

Sep 14 

60 mins 

50 mins 

85 mins 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

DM2

DO2

DM2 

Management Accountant  ï Sales Divisions 

Commercial Manager 

As above 

Jun 23 

Jul 17  

Aug 10 

 

60 mins 

85 mins 

75 mins 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

     

EM 

EO 

EM 

 

Financial Services Manager 

Production Manager 

As above  

Jul 13 

Aug 29 

Aug 29 

 

90 mins 

75 mins 

75 mins 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

 

Table 4.10 - Summary details of interviewees in phase two of the research 
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Company E in table 4.10 is the only company that did not participate in phase one of 

the research. Table 4.11 summarises the mapping between the different referencing 

systems used for the same companies between phase one and two of the research and 

also indicates if the MAs relate to the FM that was interviewed in that company in 

phase one of the research. 

 

Co. ref. 

phase two 

MAs Co. ref. 

phase one 

Manager who was 

a FM in phase one 

A AM1 to AM3 

 

D DF 

 

B BM1 to BM4 

 

C CF 

 

C CM P PF 

D DM1 and DM2 A AF1 

 

Table 4.11 ï Summary of phase one and two referencing systems and connections 

 

AM4, while a MA in Company A, was located at a nearby site and reported to a 

financial controller on that site. This company A site was engaged in manufacturing a 

different product to the site where AM1 to AM3 and AF1 were located. As can be 

seen from table 4.11, the FM in phase one was in most cases, the manager of the MAs 

interviewed in phase two, although the design did not require this as the criterion for 

the selection for phase two was to target more junior MAs than those in phase one. 

There were two instances where the same individual was interviewed in phase one 

and phase two of the study. Table 4.12 presents details about these interviewees and 

provides an explanation of why this occurred. 
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Phase one 

reference 

Phase two 

reference 

Comment 

 

AF2 

[Finance] 

 

DM2 

[same 

interviewee] 

 

Company A was the first company in which the interviews of phase 

one occurred. At this early stage, the design had commenced by 

targeting two FMs and two OMs in each company. As noted above, 

following a review of emerging interview data from Company A 

and Company B - the only companies in phase one in which four 

interviews took place - the researcher deemed that the research 

would have greater merit if the design was altered to focus on one 

FM and one OM in each manufacturing firm. Thus, only one FM 

and one OM were interviewed in companies C to P in phase one.  

 

The FM was also asked to respond to a different set of questions in 

phase two as per section 4.5.4 and section 4.6.4 on the interview 

guide design, which were based on different research objectives as 

specified in section 4.4.1 (phase one) and section 6.2 (phase two). 

 

 

DO 

[Operations] 

 

AO1 

[same 

interviewee] 

 

 

In phase one DF (a FM) had suggested DO as an OM to interview 

about the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences regarding 

the roles of MAs in general. In phase two, AM1 specifically 

identified AO1 as the OM that most influenced her roles, which 

following the research design of phase two, necessitated re-

interviewing that OM.  

 

The OM was also asked to respond to a different set of questions in 

phase two as per the comment above for AF2 and DM2. 

 

Table 4.12 ï Interviewees that participated in phase one and two 

 

4.9 Qualitative data analysis 

Miles (1979) poses the ultimate challenge in analysing qualitative data: óhow can we 

be sure that an ñearthyò, ñundeniableò, ñserendipitousò finding is not, in fact wrong?ô 

(p. 590). This section sets out how qualitative data analysis was approached in both 

phases of the research. Burgess (1984) notes that ófield research involves the 

simultaneous collection and analysis of dataô (p. 166) which includes a óvast range of 

documentary materialô and óinterview transcriptsô which relates to the nature of this 

study. The process of analysis is not linear as Eisenhardt (1989) argues that the 

process is a óstrikingly iterative oneô (p. 546).  

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) advocate a tripartite iterative approach that involves the 

reduction of data, the use of data displays, and drawing and verifying conclusions. 

Data reduction refers to the ongoing óprocess of selecting, focusing, simplifying, 

abstracting, and transforming the data that appear in written-up field notes or 

transcriptionsô (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10). Data reduction is present in the 
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process of selecting particular research questions and cases, identifying themes, 

conceptualisations and up to the point of the final write up of the study. Components 

of data reduction include ówriting summaries, coding, teasing out themes, making 

clusters, making partitions and writing memosô (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10). 

Burgess (1984) identifies three separate roles for field notes i.e., substantive, 

methodological and analytical field notes. Substantive notes record the operational 

details, methodological notes are ópersonal impressions of situations and personal 

involvementô (p. 192) and analytical notes relate to the researcherôs exploration, 

thematic analysis and analysis of the data. Data displays are used to enhance 

understanding of the subject in terms of what is occurring. Included here are the use 

of various data matrices or charts or models which map or organise the data in a way 

that assists the researcher with analysis. The final component is drawing conclusions 

which essentially forces the researcher to contemplate what the data actually mean. 

This is an ongoing process of testing and verifying the plausibility of tentative and 

emerging conclusions until data collection and analysis is finished.  

 

Drawing on this literature, the following sections articulate the qualitative data 

analysis strategies pursued in each phase of the research. While the strategies in both 

phases had many commonalities they also had some unique features e.g., some 

manual methods occurred in both phases but different software was used in phase one 

and phase two. The use of specifically designed qualitative data analysis software 

(NVivo7®) was only at the very early stages of institutional adoption during phase 

one analysis and a detailed analysis strategy had already been developed and 

implemented and so timing precluded its use in phase one.  

 

4.9.1 Analysis of data: phase one 

A number of parallel processes underpinned the analysis of the qualitative data. 

Transcripts were typed up, read, and re-read, and a manual coding procedure was 

adopted in that the researcher made notes in a wide right hand margin of the transcript 

(Burgess, 1984). The 30 interview tapes were listened to repeatedly on car journeys 

and the interview field notes and interview summaries were continuously consulted 

(OôDwyer, 2002). Qualitative data analysis ran in parallel with data collection and 

initial ideas or reflections on the meaning of the data were recorded for future 

reference. Transcripts were returned to interviewees for validation purposes. 
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Data grids, similar in principle to the notion of data displays or data matrices, as 

advocated by Miles and Huberman (1994), were then constructed in spreadsheets to 

get a better feel for the data. Excerpts from the data grids are reproduced in appendix 

D. The grids were three dimensional in that they were constructed by mapping the 

respondents (in the rows) against the codes or labels (in the columns) identified in the 

manual coding procedure, with the third dimension being a categorisation of variables 

into antecedents, characteristics, and consequence (in separate data sheets). 

 

These grids allowed the researcher to identify the antecedents (see appendix D1), 

characteristics (see appendix D2), and consequences (see appendix D3) by each 

respondent (and type of respondent, FM or OM, and firm), the commonality of 

perceptions (or not) with other respondents, and to produce a birdôs eye view of the 

data in a visual display. The grids were printed off for viewing and analysis purposes 

and were then carefully examined and reflected upon in light of recurring, isolated, 

and conflicting themes. A data reduction exercise also occurred (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994) as some variables that were initially separately identified were 

subsequently found to be the same. The grids, being in electronic form, facilitated the 

moving of codes (i.e., variable names or labels) around the grids as for example 

certain antecedents had links to characteristics and this was straightforward to do. The 

grids also facilitated the grouping and re-grouping of data e.g., comparing FM 

perceptions to OM perceptions by company and then as a group of FMs and as a 

group of OMs (see appendix D4). 

 

The analysis concluded by making a summary list of all the antecedents, 

characteristics, and consequences identified in the grids with a reference to their 

precise location. Finding references to a particular antecedent, characteristic, or 

consequence in an individual transcript was facilitated by transcript file organisation 

around organisations and the word processor search facility. 

 

4.9.2 Analysis of data: phase two 

The approach adopted for the analysis of the data was one that involved a number of 

sequences and parallel processes. Following each interview an interview summary 

was immediately written up and the interviews were transcribed and returned to 
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interviewees for confirmation and clearance purposes. As various management reports 

were also gathered, these were put together with the relevant interview transcripts and 

filed separately. Initially, and subsequently, the material was read and re-read in its 

raw form and notes were made in the margins of the transcripts.  

 

The next step was the importation of the transcripts into NVivo7® for further 

analysis. The initial codes created, or ófree nodes, were based on the preceding 

manual analysis (see appendix E1). Keeping the phase two research objectives in 

mind the free nodes were explored in regard to their relationships to other free nodes 

and from this analysis emerged a hierarchical structure of nodes or ótree nodesô (see 

appendix E2). In conjunction with these functions a number of other NVivo7® 

functions were used to facilitate the analysis including search tools, querying tools 

(see appendix E4) that effectively cross-tabulated various nodes and modelling tools 

(see appendix E3), a form of data display (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The process 

just outlined was not a smooth one but required numerous iterations, the on-going 

creation, deletion, merging and splitting of nodes and these analytical decisions were 

recorded in the research log (see appendix E5). Frequently the researcher had recourse 

to the transcripts and management reports for further óoff-lineô analysis. One 

particular function of NVivo7® that was continually employed was memos, the 

analytical tool popularised by grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). These 

were analysis documents that were created for each transcript (see appendix E4) 

where analytical notes were made. There was also an overall research log created that 

chronologically recorded notes on analytical strategies, interesting observations, 

contradictions, design related factors and tentative conclusions (see appendix E5). 

 

The researcher constantly returned to the raw transcripts to re-read and reflect on 

them and to make further notes and a word processor was used to compile various 

tables that mapped particular themes against other themes, a sort of non-statistical 

cross-tabulation. This was very effective for creating an overall picture and for noting 

co-occurrences and inconsistencies. While the matrix query function of NVivo7® 

could perform these functions to some extent, the researcher found operating within 

the word processor environment was more effective.  For example, a 53 page analysis 

document, containing numerous code mapping tables, was produced during the data 

analysis (see appendix F). A number of analysis checking mechanisms were 
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employed throughout the analysis to guard against invalid inferences or rash 

conclusions being made. These included: using a number of analysis approaches (e.g., 

comparison of manual coding, automatic coding, using alternative analysis strategies), 

the seeking of further supporting or conflicting evidence, and the continuous 

recording of analysis comments in a research log. 

 

4.9.3 Qualitative data analysis: an evaluation of approaches 

Considering the long history of qualitative research it is worth noting that it was as 

recent as the 1980s that qualitative data analysis tools became available (Kelle, 1995). 

There is some debate in the literature on the merits and drawbacks of employing 

software to assist qualitative data analysis. Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006) note that 

these tools offer to radically change how qualitative data analysis is conducted but 

also present some limitations for researchers. 

 

In engaging with qualitative software Tesch (1990) states that we should be neither 

ómystifiedô nor óexpect to get away with no investment in time or no mental struggle 

whatsoeverô (p. 175). Fielding and Lee (1998) comment that óto be convinced about 

the ubiquity of new developments and to be excited about their potentiality is not, of 

course, to endorse those developments uncriticallyô (p. 1). Thus, the use of software in 

the second phase of the research was undertaken having considered the merits and 

challenges associated with its use. Bazeley (2007) identifies the primary concerns 

with software use as: 1) disconnecting the researcher from the data, 2) the over use of 

the ócode and retrieveô analytical approach over and above other analytical options, 3) 

possibly formalising analysis in a way that shifts analysis towards more quantitative 

models, and 4) the software has a particular methodological bent e.g., grounded 

theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), or manufactures one. To address these concerns 

Bazeley (2007) notes that: 1) the software permits the researcher to return to the 

original data at any point in the analysis, 2) there are many other analytical functions 

within the software besides code and retrieve, 3) coding is a process of analysis and 

interpretation in the software and not prescribed like more structured, quantitative 

programmes, and 4) the software facilitates the use of a wide range of methodologies. 

It is also recognised that qualitative data analysis software removes much of the 

burden from the traditional manual analysis process (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996; 

Fielding, 2002) e.g., highlighting (coding) transcripts, copying them, cutting out the 
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highlighted (coded) segments and arranging them for further analysis in relevant 

groups. Richards (2002) observes that: 

 

software (skilfully used) supports more rigorously and fluidly the 

research process we engaged in with manual methods, and provides 

a range of techniques and tools that were impossible, unknown or 

too time-consuming before computers entered the field (p. 267). 

 

However, against this benefit must be weighed the drawback of having to learn to use 

a new piece of software. To address the latter concern the researcher attended three 

NVivo® training programmes, and consulted the relevant literature (Coffey and 

Atkinson, 1996; Fielding and Lee, 1998; Richards, 2005; Bazeley, 2007). 

 

While it is important to note that both phases followed recommendations in the 

methodological literature (e.g., coding, using memos, summaries, analysis tables, re-

reading the transcripts) it is worth noting some of the more distinctive features of the 

qualitative data analysis strategies between phase one and phase two of the data 

collection. By using alternative analysis strategies, the researcher gained insights into 

the relative merits and challenges inherent to each strategy. In support of the first 

phase analysis strategy the merits included using the tools available and familiar to 

the researcher (e.g., word processor, spreadsheet) and an intimacy with the raw data at 

hand. This approach was challenged by difficulties which included: quickly accessing 

particular parts of transcripts, not permitting much sophisticated searching, and 

perhaps being more labour intensive in managing the volume of paper and array of 

electronic and paper files and records. In support of the second phase analysis strategy 

the merits included: efficient coding and retrieval of transcripts or sections there of, 

the choice from a suite of analytical software functions, and a more integrated or 

centralised management of relevant data files and records. This approach was 

challenged by having to spend considerable time becoming proficient on the software, 

being overwhelmed by the array and sophistication of the analytical tools within the 

software, and the ease with which coding could be performed resulting in over-coding 

or undue complexity in the analysis. The conclusion from this study on the two 

qualitative data analysis strategies used would be to suggest that specifically designed 

analysis software would have greater merit in the analysis process but only very 

marginally so, as there is a steep learning curve and a range, and sophistication, of 
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analytical tools that would seem to be beyond what one would use in one piece of 

research. 

 

4.10 The methodological journey: personal perspectives 

The initial anticipated approach in this study was the óQUAN->qualô approach 

(Morse, 1991). This is primarily deductive, sequential, facilitates exploring the 

unexpected, and is based on a large quantitative survey followed by smaller 

qualitative phase. It is similar to what Creswell (2003) terms the Sequential 

Explanatory Strategy and its purpose is to óuse qualitative results to assist in 

explaining and interpreting the findings of a primarily quantitative studyô (p. 215).  

The researcher notes that this original intention was based more on desired 

methodological exposures for training purposes at the time rather than the emerging 

research problem determining the most appropriate design. 

 

However, following a review of the literature on the research topic it became apparent 

that this approach was untenable; there was an insufficiently strong literature present 

for the construction of robust hypotheses. Thus, the literature only tentatively 

suggested variables that might be relevant to the research problem and at best only 

indicated a loose array of potential factors that may be pertinent. Further, there were 

very few established or appropriate measures available for these potential factors. 

Consequently, the commencement of an inductive phase of data gathering was 

justified: 

 

1. Validation - gathering empirical data from the field enabled the researcher to 

validate the loosely emerging relationships from the literature, while 

simultaneously being receptive to other variables and relationships that were 

not present in the literature. Further, it was possible to qualitatively ascertain 

the perceived strength and direction of relationships.  

 

2. Risk ï beginning the study with a survey, without a strong literature base and 

hence a tentative framework, would run the risk of maybe ignoring certain 

relevant variables or under/over stating their importance or perhaps 

oversimplifying the relationships. There was a further risk that the field work, 
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originally planned to precede the survey, would expose serious problems with 

the theoretical framework due to its weak literature foundations. 

 

Prior to the analysis of the data from phase one of the study, the intention was to 

follow up in phase two with what Creswell (2003) terms a sequential exploratory 

design which is depicted in Figure 4.4. 

 

QUAL  QUAL  quan  quan  Interpretation 

Data  Data  Data   Data  of 

Collection Analysis  Collection Analysis  Entire Analysis 

 

 

Figure 4.4 ï Sequential exploratory design 

Source: Creswell (2003, p. 213) 

 

However, following the analysis of the phase one data, this research strategy was 

carefully reconsidered. While the analysis of the data indicated a reduced set of 

particular variables that warranted further examination, a decision was made that the 

most appropriate means of conducting a further investigation was to acquire a greater 

depth of enquiry using a qualitative approach. The basis of this decision was: 

 

a) Phase one highlighted particular issues that could not be further explained 

through a quantitative investigation as the variables and their associated 

measurement lacked adequate understanding and definition. 

 

b) Undertaking an in-depth qualitative enquiry would provide a better 

understanding of the key issues that emerged from phase one of the research. 

 

c) The nature of the key variables that emerged from phase one could be viewed 

as sensitive to organisational contexts, multi-faceted and dynamic. Thus, 

investigating variables such as the role expectations, interaction between MAs 

and OMs, role conflicts and ambiguities and contingent antecedents and 

characteristics was deemed to be more suited to a qualitative enquiry than a 

quantitative one. 
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The purpose of the presentation of the research journey is to reflect the evolving, 

iterative nature of the research process from a personal perspective. 

 

4.11 Summary and conclusion 

This chapter has presented the research philosophy, problem, objectives and research 

design for two phases of data collection and has identified the merits and challenges 

inherent in such designs. The chapter has presented the methodology adopted in the 

context of the trajectory of previous management accounting methodologies, and has 

explained how the study accounted for validity, reliability and generalisability. Finally 

the chapter dealt with the qualitative data analysis strategies adopted in the research, 

and some reflections on the research journey. The next two chapters respectively 

present the findings from phase one and phase two of the research process. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Findings: Phase One 
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5.1 Introduction   

The findings are presented around three major groups of variables to the study: 

antecedents, characteristics, and consequences associated with the roles of MAs, in 

line with research objectives of phase one (see section 4.4.1). The findings are based 

on the data collected from 36 in-depth interviews as outlined in the methodology 

chapter (see section 4.5). To protect the confidentiality of individuals and 

organisations a simple lettering system is used to attribute quotations. The first letter 

refers to the manufacturing firm (e.g., A to P) and the second letter refers to whether 

the manager is a finance (F) manager or an operating (O) manager. If there is more 

than one individual in the same firm, a numbering system is used to distinguish them 

(see section 4.8.2 for all interview details). Thus, PO is an OM (or director) and PF is 

a FM (or director) in Company P, and BF2 the second FM interviewed in Company 

B. The general abbreviation of FM and OM is also used. However, in designating 

OMs for operating managers it must be noted that there was considerable variation in 

the roles of OMs e.g., óDevelopment Managerô, óLogistics Directorô, óFactory 

Managerô, óManager Customer Servicesô, and óExport Sales Directorô (see table 4.8 in 

section 4.8.2). 

   

The next section presents the antecedents associated with the roles of MAs grouped 

into categories of antecedents as relating to external, organisational, and individual. 

The findings on antecedents are then further classified within each of these major 

categories according to sub-categories that became apparent in the data analysis. The 

next major section presents the characteristics associated with the roles of MAs. The 

characteristics are broken down into those characteristics that relate to: the individual, 

the activities that that individual is involved in, and management accounting 

information. The findings on characteristics are then further classified where sub-

themes emerged in the data. The final major thematic component is the consequences 

relating to the roles of MAs. These findings are presented under three major sub-

category headings, namely those consequences that relate to influencing performance, 

information impact, and role interface. As with the findings presented for antecedents 

and characteristics, these three categories of consequences are further broken down 

into sub-theme headings. 
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5.2 Antecedents associated with the roles of MAs 

The antecedents associated with the roles of MAs are grouped into those that may be 

classified as external to the organisation, those that may be classified as organisational 

level antecedents, and finally those that may be classified as individual level 

antecedents. 

 

5.2.1  External antecedents  

Managers, FMs and OMs, indicated that there were a number of external influences 

on the roles of MAs. The interview findings on external antecedents are categorised 

into ownership antecedents, environmental antecedents, and regulatory antecedents. 

 

5.2.1.1 Ownership  

Some of the companies participating in the study were large multi-national 

subsidiaries, while others were smaller indigenous or family-owned firms. As might 

be anticipated, FMs and OMs in subsidiaries noted a very strong influence on the 

roles of MAs from corporate head office as AF1 noted that óa lot of dictatorship is 

coming from the groupô or BO2 who commented that the ócorporate entity has a huge 

influence on the finance organisationô. Typically this influence was perceived as a 

demanding, and in some cases expanding reporting regime. Notwithstanding the 

onerous head office reporting requirement, there appeared to be some autonomy 

regarding the provision of local management accounting information as LF remarked 

that óall the management information they leave to ourselvesô. Indigenous firms did 

not have this constraint and acknowledged a freedom and a speed to be able to change 

performance management activities locally as they saw fit.  

 

5.2.1.2 Environment 

The majority of FMs and OMs noted that market antecedents, for example economic 

conditions, industrial and related sector trends, intensive competitive forces, 

seasonality and foreign exchange exposure, represented an influence on the roles of 

MAs. EF noted: 

 

The business environment has impacted because when I joined in 

2000 the IT sector was booming and cost control was not an issue 

then whereas now like business in Ireland is like a cost centre, a huge 

cost centre as such. 
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Only one manager commented that their particular firm was not exposed to strong 

competitive pressures as ówe have a very specialised product that is regarded highly 

by the end userô and ócapacity is ensuredô [PF]. In contrast DO noted that ówe were on 

a knife-edge, production was going to move to Asia but we got a stay of executionô. A 

notable distinction became apparent between larger multinational subsidiaries and 

smaller indigenous firms as MAs in the former were perceived as only being 

indirectly influenced i.e., the business environment impacted the company on a 

corporate level firstly and then this trickled down to the finance function in the 

subsidiary or the environment impacted OMs more so, as BF2 observed: 

 

éenvironment influencing head office influencing management 

accounting. 

 

One manager felt particularly strongly about MAs being remote from the business 

environment, describing them as óalmost happy in their ignorance of the market 

forcesô [LO] but did comment on useful competitive cost analyses that they 

performed. In smaller, self-managed firms MAs were perceived as being more aware 

and directly influenced by market forces.   

 

5.2.1.3 Regulation 

Most managers recognised the influence of statutory and other regulatory factors on 

the roles of MAs. The implementation of the SOX legislation was perceived as having 

a significant impact on US multi-national subsidiaries as HF commented: óSarbanes 

Oxley has thrown the business into confusionô. EF noted: 

 

Reporting has become a huge part in it but even in the last three 

years it has grown I mean it seems to be growing more because of 

the Enron scandal. There are a lot more requirements introduced by 

the SEC. 

 

Managers in most companies mentioned the influence of compliance requirements 

relating to legislation and accounting regulation on the roles of MAs.  
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5.2.2 Organisational antecedents  

On an organisational level quite a number of factors were perceived as influencing the 

roles of MAs. These included the: organisationôs size, structure, culture, technology, 

management, the businessôs nature and circumstances, location, and the performance 

management systems.  

 

5.2.2.1 Size 

The organisational size was perceived as an influence in terms of determining the size 

of the accounting function, the awareness MAs have of activities occurring outside 

the finance function, and the extent to which the roles of MAs are formally structured. 

PO commented that óthe size of the organisation, that definitely affects their roleô and 

with that particular company facing imminent expansion PO questioned whether 

larger firms are ómore regimented; are they as flexible because they donôt have the 

ground contact that we have here in a small company?ô. FO remarked that the: 

 

édynamics that occur in indigenous business, some come from a plc 

background, more institutionalised in bigger companies, boundary 

they wonôt venture out of. 

 

In a large IT multinational EO stated that óthe role is defined and then you hire the 

person to fit the role rather than the person defining the roleô and óthere are 35,000 

people in Company E so there are very typical standard definitions of rolesô. In 

Company D, during the interview, the finance director printed out and presented a 

detailed activity list pertaining to every job description in the finance function. 

Generally speaking, the findings indicated that the smaller the organisation, the wider 

the remit of responsibilities for the roles of MAs and the easier it was for MAs to be 

informed of what was going on in the business.  

 

5.2.2.2 Structure 

Functional structures dominated in the manufacturing organisations with structures 

flatter in the smaller organisations. Despite the structural definition there was a 

recurring perception between FMs and OMs that boundaries were translucent as CF 

remarked: óthey donôt like departments sitting togetherô. BO2 drew more attention to 

how MAs interacted across functions as opposed to aligning rigidly to structures: 
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édepends on individuals involved, stand alone departmentséhere 

extent of cross-functionality, stop thinking one function, all 

processes are cross-functional, team trainingé really how you use it, 

donôt think in lines. 

 

In the larger MNEs a more hierarchical and rigid structure prevailed and this impacted 

on reporting structures also.  

 

5.2.2.3 Culture 

Culture was perceived as an influence on the roles of MAs across the manufacturing 

companies. IF remarked that óthe culture really in my experience is a huge influence 

from one organisation to anotherô. The most common cultural theme was a óteamô, 

óopenô culture and was sometimes expressed as a customer perspective: 

 

Very much team spirit, very much what we do is destined for the 

patient - the patient is at the centre of all that we do [CO]. 

 

Some cultural influences reflected the nature of the business, its status, its industry or 

the extent of perceived control. Some cultures were referred to as ócostô cultures or 

somewhat negatively due to complacency or the prospects of a company closure. One 

manager commented how the culture could determine the difficulty that MAs may 

experience in control: 

 

If the culture is conducive to controls for example and good 

procedures it makes the work and the job of the financial controller a 

lot easier. If the culture is the opposite it makes the financial 

controllerôs job extremely difficult [AO2]. 

 

Culture was generally perceived as a phenomenon that permeated the wider 

organisation but some cultural values were attributed to finance such as a ócostô 

culture, or one that had formerly been referred to as an óovertime, working weekendsô 

culture [AF1]. In Company L, a family-owned MNE, the OM described óa low style 

accounting culture, that is more controlled and sort of, hoarders of information rather 

than a dispenser of informationô and óa culture that resists changeô [LO] . 

 

5.2.2.4 Technology 

The findings show technology as being influential on the roles of MAs, particularly in 

the automation of transaction processing, information integration, and reporting cycle 
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time reduction. EF commented that óit is nearly a bookless office at this stageô and in 

Company H, where an ERP system was globally installed, HF commented that: 

 

...weôre starting to leverage some of the benefits like weôve now got 

in Strategic Enterprise Management where your ledger now is 

actually almost downloaded into the US, day two.  

 

DF commented on their electronic set of accounts: 

 

é.40 page report once upon a time, P and L, Balance Sheet, now go 

to boardroom and PC takes numbers directly from the network, to 

throw up analysis files. 

 

There was also a sense that due to automation of routine accounting activities, the 

activities of MAs had moved to a higher analytical level as GF commented: ówhat you 

are doing is you are getting rid of lower level work by the computerô. Many of the 

larger firms had integrated systems such as ERP systems installed but the perceived 

impact of these systems on the roles of MAs appeared ambiguous as some FMs 

observed:  

 

Well Iôd say itôs probably made things easier but has also produced a 

lot more information. But in terms of making life easier or lessening 

the workload, never. In terms of the benefit of a lot more information 

and in a different way, yes [LF]. 

 

We as a corporation have invested serious money in SAP [an ERP 

system]. We had a terrific system prior to SAP, we implemented 

SAP and it certainly hit us back probably two to three years until we 

really got back to where we were [HF]. 

 

While most managers perceived technology as an influence on the roles of MAs, there 

was a perceived need to make much greater use of technology. AO1 viewed SAP as 

ómore a financial accounting system rather than a management accounting systemô, 

while CF identified the need to óget better quality information out of it. So thatôs, yes, 

a challenge here for usô. In total, six FMs and three OMs specifically commented on 

leveraging information systems more. 
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5.2.2.5 Management  

A very strong emphasis was placed on management as an influence on the roles of 

MAs. The findings indicate there was an expectation for MAs to be involved in 

supporting managers and that this in turn influenced the roles, as IO remarked: 

 

The demands that we make upon them as factory managers would 

certainly influence them. 

 

The extent of management influence was perceived as varying according to where the 

immediate difficulties lay, how amenable the area was to manage, the OMôs previous 

experiences of the roles of MAs in a different company, and the individual managerôs 

style. LO noted that óI wanted to see the data compared to what I was used to in my 

previous company so I have come from one sort of model into a slightly different oneô 

[LO]. The influence of management was manifest in a number of different ways in 

organisations i.e., some managers demanded interaction and others less so: 

  

Management accountants, they are trying to get involved, but 

commercial managers will only involve them when they see fit, 

which is not necessarily a good idea, but like I said, things are 

changing definitely [AO1]. 

 

Some [OMs want more involvement with MAs] do and some 

donôtésome have different styles of doing things [AF2]. 

 

The managing director was perceived as a significant influence as PF stated óthe 

managing director is a huge influenceô or as OO stated óthe MD, he would be a huge 

influence over very aspect of the companyô. The functional background of the 

managing director was generally considered an influence as GF stated: 

 

It [the business] would actually be driven more by non-financial 

indicators and again that is because we have an MD who is from the 

engineering side and who is not a financialéwho doesnôt like 

financial indicators really. 

 

In one firm, in contrast to most, the FM had a strong decision making role in 

management and one OM suggested that the FM should ensure OMs were involved in 

all decisions. The head of the finance function or the general perceived approach of 
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the finance function was perceived as a significant influence on the roles of MAs as 

OMs noted: 

 

Different management styles have a huge influence like as I said the 

dictatorial style [of the former financial controller] didnôt seem to 

work with anyone I saw in there. But the innovative style and the 

openness and go on have a stab at it, that works [AO1]. 

 

Director of finance mandates, forces involvement, could box the 

department, not here. Now working closely, partnership approach 

[BO2]. 

 

DF noted an óexpectationô that the MA ódoes not just sit at the deskô but is ógoing to 

meetings, problem solvingô, while having to ógo through finance director, depends on 

levelô. DF explained that the: ófinance director, 50% away from desk, management 

accountant, 20%ô. Further, there tended to be a matching of the management level of 

the FMs and the OMs in terms of interaction. In many firms operating directors 

generally liaised with finance directors, senior OMs generally liaised with financial 

controllers, while MAs were generally perceived as interacting with OMs. DO 

remarked that: óthe management accountant is operational and the financial controller 

is strategicô [DO]. 

 

5.2.2.6 Business nature and circumstances 

The current status of the business was perceived as influencing the roles of MAs e.g., 

some of the events occurring in the participating companies during the research 

included major business expansion, business ownership transfer, a major business 

start-up phase, and public floatation as GF remarked: óit all depends on what is going 

on. At this moment in time we are in the middle of fundraising so at this moment in 

timeéthat would take most of my time nowô. In Company N, a change of ownership 

had taken place since the initial interview with the financial controller and the 

subsequent interview with the OM. The OM, who was the former managing director 

of the company, had at the time of the interview, just commenced operating in a 

consulting capacity reporting to the new management team. NO commented how the 

MA was pivotal in the business circumstances: 
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éin most cases when I was away, she was in charge. But she had 

also a very strong influence on the organisation because she was 

forced to have, purely because we were so cash strapped. 

 

The impact of circumstances relates to on-going variability in activities associated 

with the roles of MAs (see section 5.3.2) and although some of these circumstances 

appeared to have a one-off quality, there was a sense that responding to changing 

circumstances was an on-going influence on the roles of MAs. Some of the smaller 

firms commented on the positive influence of a non-executive director on the nature 

of the firmôs accounting function. Further, the nature of the business in terms of its 

complexity (e.g., multiple and different products) and its primary function (e.g., 

manufacturing, sales) dictated an influence on the roles of MAs.  

 

5.2.2.7 Location 

The location of accountants was largely perceived as not of much concern to many 

OMs due to the existing physical proximity of MAs to OMs, the MAs having an 

approachable open-door policy, and the ease of technological communication. DO 

explained: 

 

Location doesnôt make much difference to me because theyôre 

always accessible, they have an open plan office, so itôs straight 

forward to talk to them [DO]. 

 

In contrast, in Company L the finance function was located in a different building and 

the OM commented that the FM ómay as well be in Dublin [considerable distance 

from location] in some respects as in a different building, we donôt necessarily 

interactô [LO]. However, this was the exception rather than the rule. One OM 

commented that, whatever the physical location of MAs, MAs need to interact with 

OMs out in the business operations:  

 

I think they do need to be seen to be out in the bushes as it were. 

Certainly, on occasions, on a regular basis, should not be in an oval 

office type situation. That is important [AO2]. 

 

Managers recognised that the existing physical office infrastructure had to be 

accepted as it was. 
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5.2.2.8 Performance management systems 

The performance management systems which included budgeted organisational 

targets were perceived as influencing the roles of MAs in determining a focus on key 

business drivers or indicators. In all companies the annual budget was the primary 

organisational target, with varying degrees of flexibility in its use i.e., less flexibility 

in MNE subsidiaries than in independent firms. HF remarked that ówe have a very 

aggressive budget set every year, we cannot, we have very little scope in improvingô 

[HF]. This reflected the extent that MAs were involved in the design, production, and 

monitoring of such systems, as IO remarked that óthat shapes their livesô. There was a 

common theme of coming in on budget and this influenced the interaction between 

MAs and OMs, and sometimes created a tension between group and local managersô 

requirements. Performance management systems were also evident as impacting on 

the roles of MAs at the individual level through individual goals and objectives that 

typically linked into annual performance reviews.  

 

5.2.3 Individual antecedents  

Managers generally identified individual-level antecedents as the MAs themselves. 

MAs as antecedents to their own roles related to the extent that MAs had some 

influence over their own roles. These findings are presented under the categories of 

the orientation of the MA and the background of the MA. 

 

5.2.3.1 Orientation  

Many of the FMs and OMs noted that the type of individual in the role, in terms of 

attitude, approachability, self-drive, and personality could largely shape the actual 

role itself in the organisation. Managers referred to óhow they interpret their roleô 

[DO], a ómentalityô [KF], the role as óindividual-basedô [LO], or as GF stated: óitôs up 

to them to actually make a roleô. One FM regarded the finance function as ópretty 

much self-drivenô [PF]. HO suggested that óyou have got to be hungry for this kind of 

stuffô [HO]. EO suggested that MAs tend to have an orientation towards one of two 

role types: 

 

éthe one thing I would see influencing it is the individualôs 

strengths in terms of whether or not their tendency is more towards 

accounting or whether their tendency is more towards the business 

management, business partnering side of things. 
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In Company H the finance director remarked that he had a MA and a financial 

accountant reporting to him and due to ópersonality and focusô differences, óif I flip 

the roles, both would not survive in the business more than six months. Iôd be 

replacing both of themô [HF]. 

 

5.2.3.2 Background 

The general perception was that the educational and career background of MAs had 

an influence on their current roles. Although previous experience was valued, it was 

noted that it did not have to be in the same industry, as BF commented that he was 

ónot too concerned about business knowledge, bright 22 year old, hire, will know it 

quicklyô. Regarding perceptions of professional qualifications, there was generally a 

high regard attributed to the CIMA qualification. The FM of Company H commented 

that he employed three CIMA qualified staff and stated that óIôve come through a 

totally different route, Iôm Chartered. It is totally the wrong route to come into 

manufacturingô. Also, three of the 18 OMs interviewed were CIMA qualified MAs. 

 

5.2.4 Summary of antecedents 

This section has presented a range of antecedents to the roles of MAs which relate to 

external factors and internal factors including both organisational and individual 

factors with further antecedents presented within these categories. The antecedents 

identified by interviewees were not perceived as discrete but more varied and 

sometimes simultaneously pressing. Further, one FM noted that role influences may 

be unexpected, as ósometimes you could come in and say Iôm going to do X, Y and Z 

now today and thatôs the day all hell breaks loseô [JF]. Interviewees were asked to 

identify what influenced the roles of MAs the most, and many responded that 

management and the MA themselves were the strongest influences. Other managers 

that commented typically suggested that it was a combination of influences as 

previously discussed and one FM and one OM mentioned SOX. Head office was also 

noted specifically by one FM. The findings on the antecedents to the roles of MAs are 

analysed in the discussion chapter in sections 7.2 and 7.3. Having presented the 

antecedents to the role of MAs, the following section presents the findings regarding 

characteristics relating to the roles of MAs.  
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5.3 Characteristics associated with the roles of MAs 

The findings on the characteristics of the roles of MAs are categorised as individual 

characteristics, activity characteristics, and information characteristics. Within each of 

these categories of characteristics further sub-themes are presented following from the 

data analysis.  

 

5.3.1 Individual characteristics 

A number of individual characteristics were identified by the interviewees and the 

major characteristics included business knowledge, interpersonal and communication 

skills, IT skills, flexibility, personal qualities, technical skills, monitoring skills, and 

organisational influence.   

 

5.3.1.1 Business knowledge  

Both FMs and OMs portrayed a very similar view of the desired characteristics of the 

roles of MAs. A recurring characteristic identified included possessing an in-depth 

understanding of the business as HO noted: óinternally in the business, externally in 

the environmentô. DO gave an indication of the knowledge required by suggesting 

that óthey should be able to bring down anybody to the shop floor and give them a 

comprehensive shop floor tourô and stated that:  

 

I would like them to know a lot, a lot more about the process and to 

understand it fully and to get involved as opposed to, you know what 

I mean, to be up in the finance office and you come down on the 

factory floor once a year. 

 

However, OMs emphasised the need for a broad understanding of the business as 

opposed to understanding óthe ins and outs of every nut and boltô [KO]. CO 

prioritised óbusiness acumen first, financial management secondô and FMs and OMs 

gave an indication of the importance attached to business knowledge by describing it 

as óvitalô [JO], óabsolutely keyô [NO], óessentialô [GO], and ófundamentalô [LF]. 

Business knowledge was noted as taking time to acquire and giving MAs a better 

understanding of, and ability to explain, performance information. There was some 

evidence that MAs lacked business knowledge as DO and GO observed that MAs 

ought to know why variances arose. 
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5.3.1.2 Interpersonal and communication skills 

OMs and FMs stressed the criticality of strong interpersonal and communication skills 

for the roles of MAs. DF noted that accountants ódonôt like going to meetings, prefer 

one to one, or informal meetingsô and EO remarked that óI think it needs more people 

skills than sometimes accountants would typically be known forô. BF2 identified that 

óbeing able to communicate on a number of levelsô as important, be it in oral or 

written form to óget [the] message across, what is driving numbers so management 

can understandô. DF noted that óthe look of presentations is as important as the 

contentô. Being a member of a team (e.g., cross-functional, management, project) was 

a recurring theme in the interviews as GF commented: óIôm part of the management 

decision-making teamô. It was also suggested that being a team player was now a 

characteristic required of individuals across the entire organisation and not just for 

MAs. LO noted that óoften there is a perception that accountants are serious, and if 

they could spend a little bit of timeéintegrating a bit more with the other functionsô. 

 

5.3.1.3 IT skills  

Most managers perceived the MAs as playing an important role in developing the IT 

systems within their respective organisations. óKnowledge of IT systemsô as BF1 

remarked was perceived as important. GF added that ómanagement accountants need 

to understand the systems, what they can do, what information is in thereô. It was 

apparent that the finance function worked closely with the IT function in most firms, 

and finance played leading roles in IT projects.  

 

5.3.1.4 Flexibility   

Flexibility was identified as an important characteristic by both FMs and OMs. The 

FM and OM in Company O had opposite perceptions on flexibility, as OF remarked 

that óI am probably viewed as being too flexibleô, while OO remarked that óthey 

would be flexible to a certain degree not so much maybe as the others but theyéthey 

could be a bit more flexibleô. OMs had varying views on flexibility regarding 

accountants in their organisations. DO remarked that óhow they do them [reports] and 

how to do it quicker and better, they are flexible to changeô, while other OMs 

observed less flexibility: 
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I donôt thinkéit is a feature of financial people or financial 

accountants as much as anything else. There is a style in the 

individual that makes them want to do different things and be 

flexible to change [HO]. 

 

éyou find the finance people might not be very flexible, a few of 

them [PO]. 

 

Similarly, the need for open-mindedness was recognised by FMs and OMs, as OO 

commented: óto be open to things that you might not normally considerô. Inflexibility 

was also perceived by OMs with respect to budgets as PO noted: 

 

The accountants tend to be pretty rigid from what Iôve had from my 

experience. They can be. It might be a perception that the money is 

coming out of their own pocket, which itôs not really. They can hold 

on to stuff. You definitely have to have a certain flexibility. 

 

In regard to strategic decisions, some managers mentioned the need to be flexible with 

regard to the strict adherence to only financial considerations, as GF commented ófor 

strategic reasons you will makeéyou will actually manufacture loss makersô. AO2 

similarly supported this by noting that MAs should accommodate other non-

accounting factors in decision processes. The findings also indicate that MAs should 

not be overly bound by previous routines or experiences: 

 

Accountants tend to accept the way itôs done rather than questioning 

because thatôs the way they learnt how to do it, that would be my 

greatest criticism [AO1]. 

 

The FM of Company H commented that óanyone who is trying to do as weôve always 

done can be pushed aside relatively quickly within the organisationô.  

 

5.3.1.5 Personal qualities 

A number of FMs and OMs commented on the type of person that would suit 

performing the roles of MAs. One major dimension noted was having the personal 

qualities that facilitated on-going interaction between MAs and OMs. This included 

the interpersonal and communication skills, as noted in section 5.3.1.2, óbeing 

accessible, efficient, willing to fight the corner, not being dogmatic about itô [MF], and 
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to óhave a good mix of aggression and politeness, to bring things home, just to make 

sure that they get things doneô [LF]. AO1 repeatedly emphasised: 

 

éitôs a huge people role, itôs a huge people role. If you donôt get on 

with people, if you canôt drive people, if youôre not forceful enough, 

it can really affect the role, the role would just die.  

 

One FM relayed a recent experience of a MA who had now left the organisation: 

ópeople didnôt know who he was or if you said such and such a person is gone, ñwho is 

he? Now I donôt remember himòô [IF].  

 

There was a perception that MAs should use initiative and be proactive in their roles. 

BF1 noted that the roles had become more ótechnology managementô and óproactiveô. 

Proactiveness in the roles of MAs was mentioned by three FMs and six OMs. CF 

described it as: 

 

évery much proactive, more so than the reactive in financial where 

youôre always minding your actuals, too late to do anything about it 

[CF].  

 

CF elaborated: 

 

éto be able to go and tackle issues, proactive you know, donôt rely 

on, you know, somebody to spot something in the US or your own 

financial controller [CF].  

 

PF described his own role as óvery, very proactive here, I wouldnôt quite say in their 

face but I sometimes get told to push backéthis is my area even though I am 

throwing ideas and things like that at peopleô. FO stated: ómust be proactive, really 

impresses me, shows initiative, demonstrates itô and HO remarked that MAs in 

Company H were óhighly proactive individualsô. LO sought more proactiveness in the 

roles of MAs as óoffering support: is there anything you need me to do?ô. DF stressed 

the óability to be able to use your own initiativeô as an important characteristic for 

MAs. 
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5.3.1.6 Technical skills 

The technical aspects to the accounting role were noted by interviewees as essential 

but taken as a ógivenô or as KO remarked: óas it says on the tinô. BF noted that the 

ódevil is in the detail with cost accountingô [BF2]. FMs generally remarked that 

technical skills were not an issue and such skills while essential played a secondary 

role to some of the more people oriented skills required in team environments.  

 

5.3.1.7 Monitoring skills   

General desirable characteristics of MAs associated with effective control included 

being óvery organised and systematicô and ódisciplinedô [AF2], being ógatekeepers 

and advisors in matters of controlô [BF1], up-to-date with regulatory requirements, 

paying óattention to detailô and having a óvery good technical knowledge of what is 

going on in industryô [FF].  JF noted that one needed óa strong personalityô with óyour 

own opinion on thingsô [JF] and DF warned: ódonôt adopt a stand off approach, 

constant involvementô [DF]. JO recognised the need for MAs to exert control 

influence as needed but to do so in a reasonable way: 

 

Just firm but fair, if people are out of line as regards the group or the 

group financial policies, they need to be reined in, but without being 

dictatorial. 

 

Within certain firms, some FMs perceived themselves as playing a large control role 

as OF commented ópart of my role is that I am guardian and watchdog to the financial 

accountsô. Similarly, LF remarked that MAs need: 

 

a clear and consistent view of the business, whatôs important within 

the business, whatever metrics that are important for managing the 

businesséso we donôt feed people lots of contradictory stimuli.  

 

While the need for independence and objectivity was perceived as important by FMs 

and OMs, the effectiveness of the control was viewed by some OMs as greater when 

the controller possessed a sound knowledge of the business: 

 

Understand the process, know the business, know the business. I 

know thereôs a common set of [control] principles per se but itôs how 

you apply those principles, and interpret the rules specific to this 
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organisation or any industry. Thatôs why I go back to business person 

first, accountant second almost [CO]. 

 

AO2 added that óI think the ability to be able to outline and identify procedures which 

are workable in the day to day operation and are capable of being implementedô. OMs 

generally perceived accountants as having strong monitoring skills. 

 

5.3.1.8 Organisational influence  

It was apparent from the interviews that the finance functionôs role in the firm was 

perceived as being either very influential, of equal standing to other functions or not 

very influential with other functions taking the lead. Perceptions of the finance 

functionôs influence varied from ódisproportionateô [HFô], ódysfunctionalô [LO] to 

being secondary to the sales and marketing functions.  OO commented that óthey 

would have a very big role in the company in that it has often been said that the 

company is run by accountants so it would be very cost conscious, which is not a bad 

thing eitherô. In one firm that had effectively been rescued, the former managing 

director (NO) noted that NF had exerted a very strong influence on the company 

which was necessitated by a liquidity crisis. Some interviewees, for example in large 

pharmaceutical and IT firms, commented on how the profile of the finance function 

had risen with a strong cost focus in the business due to increased competitiveness 

and comparatively weaker company performance relative to former years.  

 

In summary the findings on individual characteristics show that FMs and OMs placed 

strong emphasis on business knowledge, interpersonal skills and communication 

skills, flexibility, using initiative, and having a strong character complemented by 

personal qualities for effective interaction. IT and technical skills were perceived as 

necessary and interviewees did not perceive any difficulties with these characteristics. 

OMs observed scope for MAs to interact more in business operations and enhance 

their business knowledge, flexibility, and initiative. 

 

5.3.2 Activity characteristics 

The findings present an extensive range of activities in which MAs engage. As some 

FMs put it: ódoing everythingô [AF]; óbasically into everythingô [PF]; óin general, itôs 

very much jack of all tradesô [CF]; and óafter month end, three days, no set routineô 

[DF]. One OM remarked on the roles being óa fairly broad brushô [KO]. Typical 
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activities described included: information provision, interpreter, and decision 

supporter; periodic performance reporting and planning; project assignments, ad hoc 

analyses; administration; use of techniques; and educating OMs. These are now 

discussed in turn. 

 

5.3.2.1 Information pro vider, interpreter , and decision supporter  

There was a unanimous perception that information provision and interpretation were 

quintessential characteristics of the roles of MAs; a óreservoir of knowledgeô is how 

BO1 referred to the MA and CO commented that óthey are a huge source of 

information, management informationô. Decision making was described as either in 

the context of being a part of a decision making team and process, or in a supportive, 

óadvisingô capacity or rarely, not at all. The views of FMs were generally along the 

lines of óa partner and an influencer probably more soô [AF1] or ónot so much a 

decision maker in the endô [LF]. One FM stated clearly that OMs ódonôt view me as a 

partnerédonôt make decisions in their functionsô [DF]. A much stronger role was 

generally perceived in information provision and interpretation than decision 

partnering. The views of OMs similarly suggested a less than full decision 

partnership: ósupport functionô [CO], ónot so much decision makers, but 

recommendersô [AO1], ósuggest-orsô [HO] and; ópart of the management that who 

took the plant decisionsô [NO]. LO explained: 

 

They should be providing information, they have to do that anyway. 

They should interpret it in a logical way. Not a decision maker in 

other functional areas. They interpret it and provide you with good 

raw data, and then you should be the one to make the decision [LO]. 

 

Analogies were used to describe accounting roles which included a ólinesmanô [NO] 

with the managing director as referee and sales and production competing or as óthe 

referee, he keeps the scoreô [LO]. Similarly, OF remarked about financeôs 

óconsolatory workô between sales and production functions. 

 

Further, as EF noted, a MA could be any of the three, or a combination thereof, 

depending on who the MA is working with; that is óyou might be information 

provider for the MD plus an interpreter but you would not be a decision makerô [EF]. 
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The notion of the management accounting function as a óserviceô to other functions 

was raised by a number of managers: 

 

évery much a service, we are there as their partner to help them to 

do better and at the end of the day it is the one company so us all 

doing better is better for every one so that is how I see it absolutely 

[IF].  

 

Some FMs referred to the roles of MAs as an óaidô and óguideô to management in 

providing expertise to manage performance and assist the achievement of objectives. 

The position of MAs in the organisational structure typically reflected the magnitude 

and strategic nature of business involvement; thus, finance directors and financial 

controllers were perceived as more involved than junior MAs in strategic activities. 

Senior FMs typically had MAs reporting into them who had responsibilities that 

included producing the accounts, highlighting issues, and liaising with other 

managers. One finance director remarked that óthere are not many life threatening 

decisions that the management accountant would make in the organisationô [HF], and 

another similarly stated that óI would be the decision maker and they [MAs] would be 

the providersô [FF]. This links to the influence of FMs as a part of management in the 

antecedents (see section 5.2.2.5). HO however noted that it was not just the FM 

getting involved at the strategic level, but also, increasingly, the MA: 

 

Primarily on day to day stuff the financial department would be more 

or less involved in. In terms of our strategic position obviously the 

FD and of course theéthe business analyst is becoming more and 

more influential inébecause we involve him [in] an awful lot more 

things [HO].  

 

The extent of involvement was perceived by OMs as generally satisfactory regarding 

MAs in more senior positions. Involvement levels were referred to as ógoodô [AO2], 

óalways availableô [GO] or specific in terms of certain accounting roles (e.g., the FD 

and business analyst in Company H). However, FMs and OMs sought greater 

involvement: 

 

They should be more involved Iôd say in decisions like I would think 

that commercial decisions are almost made outside of the realm of 

the management accountants. They should be involved more in those 

decisions than they currently are [AO1]. 
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Could be better, they (decisions) get to a level before finance hear 

about them [BF1]. 

 

MAs were generally not perceived as the final decision makers in organisation 

functions, although they could influence such decisions. A distinction was also made 

by some interviewees between decisions that were finance-related and those that were 

more commercial or non-finance related with MAs playing a stronger role in the 

finance-related decisions.  

 

5.3.2.2 Periodic performance reporting and planning 

The periodic preparation of planning and forecast information and regular 

performance reviews was a constantly recurring activity identified by FMs and OMs. 

As mentioned earlier (see section 5.2.2.8), most firms were very budget oriented and 

although planning on a number of time horizons, the focus was generally the current 

budget year. Furthermore these review activities enabled the MA to gain an 

organisational perspective on performance, one that was perhaps not apparent 

elsewhere. OMs commented on the MA having óthe big picture as a siteô [BO2] and 

they óhave the figure on the pulse of site-wide operationsô [CO]. One FM remarked 

that finance was like the óhubô with information flowing in and then back out again. 

Emphasis was placed more on the application of the management accounts to the 

business, than their production as such: 

 

I think the role of the management accountant or business analyst is 

now to take that data and say what does it really mean to the 

business, where are we against our targets, where are we against our 

plans and I think that is the role that the guys are actually pushed 

into, interpreting the data, and control is critical. But I think his role 

is certainly interpreting data and looking at opportunities and what 

from there out. But it is certainly no longer number crunching, those 

days are gone [HF]. 

 

Even in using the term ónumber crunchingô when referring to 60% of the roles of 

MAs, the FM in Company L explained that ówith modern computer systems that 

doesnôt happen anymoreô and the ócrunchingô as such represented high level analysis 

with information from different sources i.e., óitôs all brainy stuffô [LF] or as KO 

remarked, crunching óin a business senseô.  
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5.3.2.3 Project assignments 

Half of the FMs interviewed specifically attributed project work to the roles of MAs. 

IF remarked that óI would say that they are pretty much involved certainly in any of 

the big projects that are going on at the moment they are very much involved in, we 

are there as an equal person on the teamô [IF]. The types of projects that accountants 

were associated with included a major IT deployment (e.g., ERP implementation), 

division closures, BSC development, capital projects, relocation decisions, and waste 

reduction initiatives. Projects were generally viewed as mechanisms for accountants 

to óget out a little bit moreô [HF]. Some OMs indicated potential difficulties around 

the participation of MAs in projects:  

 

And there would be a perception that when they [accountants] do say 

that they want to get involved, then itôs more to be a big brother 

watching, than actually saying I want to add value to the project 

because I have particular skills that I can bring to the party [HO]. 

 

Thus, projects were activities identified with much cross-functional interaction but 

they had consequences (see section 5.4.3) depending on the interaction as PO 

remarked that MAs may be perceived as interfering e.g., óby putting the spotlight on 

production, youôre saying something is wrongô.  

 

5.3.2.4 Ad hoc analyses 

FMs made reference to various ah hoc financial analyses, including ówhat-ifô 

scenarios and ócost benefit analysesô [BO1] that were conducted to support decision 

making. OMs suggested MAs should play strong roles here, and there was some 

evidence that this was occurring: 

 

éthey have gone off and analysed some of the competitor prices we 

have gotten for them and shown them to the business here saying, 

well if competitor A can do product ñXò for that much, why is it 

costing us 20% more [LO]? 

 

éwe try to work out their cost model against our cost model so, a lot 

of that can be good work and itôs very valuable [DO]. 
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CF commented that the MAs were central in providing ówhat-if scenariosô and 

perceived it as óan aid to your senior management and being able to bring expertise 

from a financial background but also from an operations backgroundô. 

 

5.3.2.5 Administration  

Some FMs and OMs perceived the roles of MAs as comprising administrative 

activities as BF2 commented: ólevel of administration is significantô [BF2]. Increased 

corporate reporting (see section 5.2.1.1) and governance regulation (see section 

5.2.1.3) appeared to have increased the administration burden on many firms, 

particularly US multinational subsidiaries. Even in firms where governance and 

corporate requirements were not perceived as having much influence on the roles of 

MAs, there was still a perception of MAs engaging in administrative tasks: 

 

You wouldnôt need the accountant in a controlling role at all, more a 

management role would be better and thatôs the problem, theyôre too 

much involved in day to day, sorting out administration, and getting 

that up and running and corrected [AO1]. 

 

Further , as one OM, who formally worked as a MA in the finance function noted that 

óthere is life outside financeô and recalled when he worked there óyou didnôt realise 

you were making a million [products] a month underneath you in the factory floorô 

[DO]. Similarly, another OM suggested that MAs had a disposition towards the detail: 

 

I suppose to be frank they donôt offer support and they donôt say Iôve 

done it that way, do you want me to look at it another way or what 

do you think of that? What do you think of this? They probably then 

go off and get too consumed in the detail in say the tactical side of 

things [LO]. 

 

FMs were generally aware of the administrative demands placed on them and were 

keen to reduce them.  

 

5.3.2.6 Use of techniques 

Regarding the use of modern management accounting techniques they were, in the 

main, not implemented as, for example, only two organisations were planning on 

implementing a BSC system. Despite many companies having financial and non-

financial measures, often as KPIs, these were described as ómulti-measures, non-
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financial indicators used, no balanced scorecard as suchô [BF1] and ówe havenôt got 

into the balanced scorecard, mainly kind of performance indicatorsé.non-financial 

and financial [FF]. One company appeared to have activity-based costing (ABC) in 

one small department only and another firm had ABC óin a wayô [HO]. 

 

Traditional techniques such as budgeting, standard costing, variance analysis, and job 

costing tended to dominate in most firms.  OMs were critical of particular forms of 

traditional management accounting techniques, particularly budgets. Many 

weaknesses were identified by FMs and OMs across the different firms. These 

included: poor follow-up or action following budgetary performance reviews, óresults 

managementô [EF], the budget becoming meaningless in the changing circumstances, 

being óhaphazardô [KO], no ócontingenciesô [LO] being incorporated, and a 

discouraging budgetary approval process that was as HO remarked ónot worth my 

while doingô. JO indicated how budgetary information became obsolete: 

 

Itôs probably one of the most, one of the toughest industries to make 

a budget for because there are so many variables. The annual budget 

in a [product] plant will probably disintegrate after six weeks. 

 

Regarding the production budget, the factory manager in Company I commented that: 

óI would change our budgeting procedure; that needs radical changeô [IO]. Planning 

systems were heavily criticised in some firms as inaccurate, too simplistic or as IO 

stated: óthese are of no assistance to production, noneô. 

 

5.3.2.7 Educating OMs  

Some OMs commented that they were comfortable with much of the performance 

terminology used in their respective businesses. FMs noted how the óaccounts have 

been tailored to suitô [MF] and also by aiming to óneutralise the terminologyô [PF] the 

accounts were more accessible. BO2 did however comment that accounting terms 

were óhard to understandô. As managers typically had budgetary ownership, they had 

become more familiar with the terminology as IO commented: ómost factory 

managers are fairly tuned into itô. There were some opportunities, however: 

 

émanagers donôt understand how they are impacting on numbers, 

how their actions are affecting results [GF]. 
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There would be a constant battle for the financial controller to 

educate people to use the systems more, rather than work with pen 

and paper. Solve a great thing [JO]. 

 

In Company L, there appeared to be some reluctance about the sharing of 

management accounting information which was apparent from the comments by the 

FM and OM: 

 

émaybe...the less they know the better. You donôt want too many 

pseudo-accountants floating around the place but no I think it is 

important that the management accountant has got some confidence 

in people they are dealing with [LF]. 

 

So there is a little bit of mystique there that finance doesnôt really 

want to let us into because we might start to argue with them about 

how costs are apportioned [LO]. 

 

However, in general a number of OMs commented that they had little difficulty 

understanding terminology particularly the language used for the key performance 

criteria of the business. 

 

In summary, many of the MA activities identified were those that necessitated MAs 

closely interacting with other OMs on business wide issues. These activities included 

information interpretation and decision support, performance reporting and planning, 

project assignments, ad hoc analyses, and educating OMs. MAs interacted less with 

OMs around some reporting, regulatory, and administrative activities. The next 

section examines the findings regarding management accounting information in 

respect of the roles of MAs. 

 

5.3.3 Information characteristics 

This section in many ways elaborates on the activity characteristics associated with 

the roles of MAs identified above in the sections relating to information provider, 

interpreter, and decision supporter (see section 5.3.2.1), periodic performance 

reporting and planning (see section 5.3.2.2), and by presenting the findings 

specifically on the information characteristics that form part of these activities. This 

section presents findings on attributes of information sought by managers, meeting the 
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information needs of managers, managersô use (non-use) of accounting information, 

and management accounting information challenges. 

 

5.3.3.1 Attributes of information sought by OMs 

Managers described the need for timely, accurate, relevant, understandable and 

concise information. Generally, most FMs emphasised the need for accuracy and 

timeliness, while some OMs included the same characteristics, they also mentioned 

the need for management accounting information to be understandable and concise. 

The urgency of management accounting information was perceived amongst OMs in 

their willingness to accept a trade off between the timing of information provision and 

its absolute nth degree of accuracy: 

 

éand that information [key monthly drivers], to get it as quick as 

possible is the key. Whether it is 95% right, or 50% right, or 80% 

right, it is an indication that something has gone right or wrong. So 

quick information is key from a financial control point of view, for 

us anyway [FF]. 

 

Notwithstanding the urgency attached to information, óconfidence in the figuresô [FF] 

was perceived as very critical as KF remarked that providing incorrect information 

ójeopardises the whole [finance] departmentô.  

 

5.3.3.2 Meeting the information needs of OMs  

Sometimes it was apparent that managers may be unsure of what information they are 

seeking, as GF used the analogy of managers asking for a óbiroô when in fact an 

erasable  ópencilô was more appropriate and thus óit is understanding what they are 

going to use the information forô [GF]. Both sets of managers generally expressed a 

desire to make more use of management accounting information: 

 

I think we have as much information as we need. In fact we donôt use 

all of the information that we have. And that is the issue, the sales 

people and other people donôt use that information fully, so we donôt 

exploit the amount of information that we have [AO2]. 

 

Somewhat contradictory to this, one OM noted how the removal of detailed 

management accounting information (and the removal of an actual personôs 
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accounting role in furnishing that information) had not been as detrimental as 

anticipated when critical indicators had been provided instead: 

 

Of course you are worse off without having that information but 

when we measure ourselves against the key performance indicators 

in the plant, I am not sure whether that is having a major impact on it 

all. As a matter of fact I know it is not having a major impact [HO].  

 

The provision of management accounting information in firms was typically 

characterised as occurring formally in monthly and, to a lesser extent, in weekly 

cycles with on-going óad-hocô information provision in response to managerial 

requirements. More frequent reporting was linked to creating the monthly picture:  

 

If you produce a good set of weekly accounts that you are happy 

enough with, itôs the cornerstone of a good set of monthly accounts 

[JF]. 

 

NO also identified how information flows could vary depending on the particular 

focus at a point in time 

 

5.3.3.3 OMsô use (non-use) of accounting information 

FMs were sometimes unsure as to how managers used management accounting 

information that was provided to them or that they paid more or less attention to it: 

 

It is hard to know what they do with them because, basically all they 

are interested in is making sure that they have created a profit for the 

month and if they didnôt why not, and turn it around for the 

following month [MF]. 

 

So like the more progressive and the good ones [managers] are 

continually looking for information in different ways or different 

cuts or whatever. The other ones probably wouldnôtélikeéthey 

might leave the accounts that you send them in an envelope until, Oh 

sheôs coming now and Iôd better have a look at them [AF1]. 

 

Sometimes it was observed that OMs were accessing information directly themselves 

and therefore were aware of what management accounting information was going to 

be presented in reports later: 
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I donôt have to wait for monthly management reports, I can see it in 

real time [CO]. 

 

I could take numbers, put them into a system, add them up and get a 

result with relative ease [HO]. 

 

I often check that the finance pack reflects what I think I know, so, 

just to make a sanity check [DO]. 

 

These comments clearly indicate some redundancy in management accounting 

information provision. One FM referred to management accounting information as 

óthe concrete to the business it is driving, so it becomes boringô [FF] and one OM 

described it as ópretty mundane but pretty necessaryô [IO]. While it was sometimes 

used as óa post mortemô [JO] it was also viewed as being a part of performance review 

processes that moved from the historical analysis to forward planning. JO explained 

the process in the context of a board meeting: 

 

éwhen we have our board meetings where obviously the 

management accounts would be used. Based on whatôs there, and 

based on the prospects, and based on the nose and the feel for the 

thing at the time. I meanéyou can, in all this, you can write a book 

on what you think is going to happen in six months time and justify 

everything and present it to the board. At the end of the day, it comes 

down to maybe three or four guys on the board making a decision, 

having a hunch, having the ónoseô or whatever itôs called. They 

would have gone through all the financial data, you have to achieve 

that I suppose. To a degree it is a ónoseô job, as I call it [JO]. 

 

Managersô comments indicated a variety of uses of management accounting 

information:  

 

I suppose the ad hoc information is used for decision making. The 

more formal information is used as purely historical and then from 

the historical then used to drive what do we have to do which then 

becomes more of an ad hocéthen make the decisions going forward 

[NF]. 

 

éitôs first of all to get a picture of where we are at a point in time, 

would be the main one. To get a picture of where we have our major 

deficiencies and I suppose to come up with actions then to come 

around that [AF1]. 



193 

 

 

Control in the first instance, device to measure, achieving objectives, 

control device [FO]. 

 

OMs did remark that they tend not to examine much of the contents of the 

management accounts but focus more on the bottom line and pay most attention to the 

part most relevant to their respective function as GO commented ówe probably glaze 

over itô. 

 

5.3.3.4 Management accounting information challenges 

Some information provision and support opportunities were identified particularly by 

OMs for the roles of MAs. These included a better explanation of accounting 

information provided and it was also noted that it would be helpful to have MAs 

providing more future-based cost analysis for example: 

 

éif I wanted to see in advance what it is going to cost me in labour 

next month, you havenôt a hope in hell of it, not a hope in hell. If I 

could see in advance, what is left, that would be useful [IO]. 

 

Many OMs stressed the importance of supporting the óuserô in the reporting of 

management accounting information and that MAs should have this in mind. While 

many managers observed the use of non-financial measures as well as financial there 

seemed more scope for MAs to move more towards the former: 

 

There needs to be a lot more focus on non-financial indicators 

because they all fall through to the financial results [AO2]. 

 

OMs also identified information that they were not receiving which might assist them 

in their roles: 

 

Maybe some external market information [JO]. 

 

émaybe some amount of activity-based type costing where you 

identify value-adding activities or non-adding value and that you can 

identify those and sometimes in the standard accounting procedure 

that we have, we cannot see that [AO2]. 
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As noted in section 5.3.2.6, much of the management accounting information 

provided to managers utilised traditional management accounting techniques and 

managers were, as noted, critical of these but managersô comments also reflected a 

need to consider alternative systems. A number of OMs and FMs expressed interest in 

alternative systems but were generally unaware of the possibilities. IO unknowingly 

remarked that ómaybe there are friendlier systems out thereô and HO stated that 

ónobody comes in here and says this is a wonderful packageô. 

 

In concluding this section on information characteristics, the findings on information 

characteristics indicate a range of criteria that are perceived as important in the 

provision of management accounting information and show that there are some 

aspects to management accounting information that managers seek to have addressed. 

 

5.3.4 Summary of characteristics 

This section on characteristics has presented characteristics relating to the roles of 

MAs under the headings of individual characteristics, activity characteristics, and 

information characteristics. The findings indicate both a broad range of individual 

characteristics and activities associated with the roles of MAs. The findings on 

information characteristics indicate a range of criteria that are perceived as important 

in the provision of management accounting information, and show that there are some 

dimensions to management accounting information that OMs would like addressed. 

Both FMs and OMs were asked to identify the characteristic(s) most important to the 

roles of MAs. FMs generally identified having communication, interpersonal, and 

team skills, having a solid understanding of the business, being involved with 

managers or these collectively. OMs similarly generally identified these traits but 

tended to emphasise these more broadly in the context of being integrated into the 

running of business operations, and also added being flexible and innovative. The 

findings also show using initiative and strength of character with complementing 

personal qualities in interacting with OMs as important. The findings on the 

characteristics associated with the roles of MAs are analysed in the discussion chapter 

in section 7.4. Having presented the characteristics of the roles of MAs, the following 

section presents consequences associated with these roles. 
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5.4 Consequences associated with the roles of MAs 

The findings for the consequences of the roles of MAs are presented under the theme 

headings of influencing performance, information impact, and role interface. Further 

sub-themes of consequences are presented beneath each of these headings. 

 

5.4.1 Influencing Performance  

The findings present a largely positive picture regarding the consequences of the roles 

of MAs relating to their involvement in supporting business performance. The 

consequences identified varied among respondents but included the making of better 

business decisions, improved planning and control, and more business-informed MAs.  

 

5.4.1.1 Decision making and performance 

Some FMs commented on how involvement facilitated óproblem-solvingô [PF]. Some 

managers linked the interaction to assisting the firmôs growth and improved company 

performance. GF remarked that ómanagers have more information and make better 

decisionsô. The involvement of MAs was also linked to company expansion: 

 

I suppose it helps the company grow. If they are involved in that 

they know where, if they are more involved in sales and they know 

that weôre going for big contracts or something like that, they know 

that later down the line youôll have to allocate more resources toé.it 

will affect head count because youôll have to hire people to make 

that product, it will affect inventory because youôll have to keep raw 

materials [PO]. 

 

HF noted óhow can we improve performance, finance is really a kind of supporter and 

a partner in that roleô. CO recognised different aspects to the roles of MAs but 

specifically linked interacting with MAs to performance in his function: 

 

évery much as a support function. Thereôs obviously the fiduciary 

piece that goes with the function but if you look at the management 

accounting piece in terms of producing monthly accounts or cost 

centre spend analysis reports or whatever, very much as a support 

function to me and my group in terms of helping us do our job. 

Rather than big brother, big stick type approach, itôs very much a 

collaborative role. 
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CO emphasised that interacting with MAs could enhance óproductivity, and results 

from a collaborative understanding perspective rather than a control perspectiveô. IO 

noted that it was óworse if they [accountants] are out in the coldô and óbetter decisions 

would be made if they were more involved as I say they would have the benefit of 

looking at the figures but also of understanding the project, the product or the 

processô. LO identified the decision making consequences of the business knowledge 

of MAs when stating that óthe more you understand the business the better it assists to 

make the right decisionsô. LO noted: 

 

Iôm not sure how accountants view themselves, in terms of what 

they see the role as but, the more you integrate, the more you get 

involved with each other, and each managerial function, the better it 

is for the business. People are often guarded about their area. 

 

KO remarked that the accountant ówould have a way of tackling the situation that 

maybe I wonôt think ofô and MO noted that óthey have made management more aware 

of what they should be looking at whichéthey haveénot taking it from day to day 

but looking further aheadô. 

 

5.4.1.2 Planning and control 

Increased dissemination of management information was perceived by CO as 

resulting in less reason for control. 

 

éif we can be part of a team and the information can be 

disseminated out then thereôs less reason for control provided itôs not 

abused or anything like that. 

 

The consequence of interaction for the roles of MAs was that control was perceived as 

easier or more effective as a result i.e., as FF noted: óI would say that the more they 

are involved the more control there is, because the more knowledge he has of the 

businessô. AO2 noted that: 

 

éthe implementation of what they set out as controlling, control 

measures etcetera is how well they interact with the team, depends 

on how well they interact with the team and their input to decisions 

then kind of comes with that, part and parcel of being part of that 

team. 
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AO2 further noted that óif there was no financial control input at the tableô then 

ópeople might tend to play down or ignore the financial control aspect of the business 

so I think from that point of view it makes the whole management of it if you like 

more total or fullerô. PF observed a contrasting practice in the US head office to theirs 

which PF perceived as leading to less control:  

 

émy attitude towards the whole finance function is totally different 

to the guys in the States and how they run it they literally have a 

finance team in a separate building away from the total company 

itself.  They do not interact with the company and I would see that as 

they are not in control.  They have no idea as to what is going on in 

the business itself. 

 

A further consequence of the roles of MAs was that involvement, and particularly 

involvement early on in processes, has positive consequences from a control 

perspective. FMs noted that one consequence of being more involved was the earlier 

detection of problems as AF1 stated you óunderstand more whatôs happening out at 

the grass roots levelô. Similarly other FMs pointed to benefits of MAs being involved: 

 

But being more involved with the manufacturing people, he is 

hearing there is problems here, problems there, you know, better idea 

ok that is the way the accounts should be shaping up, and that is what 

I should expect and when I see it, if it is not that way, whatôs 

happened? [FF] 

 

JF commented that the consequences of the accountant interacting could be seen in 

business performance: 

 

It is fair to say it has a huge affect on it [performance]. The fact that 

youôre in there, you are in the thick of things, you know exactly 

whatôs happening and youôre fully briefed and all that on all aspects 

of the business. Nothing happens or nothing has happenedénothing 

important has happened without you actually knowing about it [JF]. 

 

KF added that óthe level of involvement lets you see whether controls are neededô. 

AF1 remarked that óyouôre actually in a much stronger position, well I know you can, 

so this, because Iôve seen X, Y, and Z or do you remember I went through that with 

youéso in that way itôs probably easierô. 
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5.4.1.3 Business-informed MAs 

Some perceived a mutual benefit in terms of the MAs gaining a greater understanding 

of the business and the OMs gaining from the financial expertise of the MA. 

Involvement was perceived as providing an understanding of óthe motivation behind 

why people want to make certain changes or want to actually implementô [NF] 

something. Essentially, the interaction provided an opportunity for MAs to gain a 

greater understanding and appreciation of the business operations as: 

 

No point in you being kept in the dark about it, mushroom farming 

as they call itéyou know how they grow mushrooms, you keep 

them in the dark and feed them [excrement] [JF] 

 

KO stated that óthey need an understanding of what makes it tick but again that comes 

from being involvedô. Similarly LO observed that if MAs óspend timeô in 

óunderstanding how the commercial side of the business operatesô then óthey would 

have a greater understanding of whatôs involvedô and óif you can get that appreciation 

of other parts of the business then that allows them to do their job in a better wayô. 

 

5.4.2 Information impact  

The findings indicate that the consequences of the roles of MAs included the quality 

of management accounting information, an appreciation of non-financial criteria for 

MAs, and assessing the quality of information. 

 

5.4.2.1 Quality of management accounting information  

The quality of the accounting information was related by respondents to the 

interaction  between MAs and managers:  

 

éwe are talking to people and we can see what they want and we are 

actually giving them what they want rather then just giving them a 

whole page of figures, pick out what you want out of it, thatôs giving 

you all the informationé[IF]. 

 

éyou actually provide better information because you understand 

what they are looking for or what the decision they are going to 

make is about. So I think in one sense you actually provide much 

better information because you are so involved in it [GF]. 
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GF continued that óbeing so involved in the strategy and in the business decisions then 

you provide better information. I know myself that I have changed the way we would 

give our management accounts on a monthly basis so as to make it more relevantô. 

Similarly, NF remarked on the consequences for management accounting information 

from being more involved: 

 

éit is considered to be more live and relevant than if it was just 

being produced as month accounts every month and left at that. 

 

OMs noted a positive attitude towards management accounting information as a result 

of having interaction with the accountant. GO commented that óI think you are fairly 

likely to question it more and to actually ask where it came fromô with more 

interaction with the MAs. DO noted how having the interaction with the MA fostered 

a better approach to the information produced by MAs:  

 

If you had your linkage with the accountant and you work with him 

daily or weeklyéperhaps, you as a manageréñright, Iôve known the 

accountant that prepared this, heôs involved with me now, heôs taking 

some time to prepare this, Iôll go through it now in detail and see 

exactly where the areas of concern areò, or you know, Iôd spend a bit 

of time at it. Whereas perhaps if youôre saying ñThatôs one of the pen 

pushers or the bean countersò, you might throw it into the waste 

paper basket, you might be tempted [DO]. 

 

If  MA interaction was not present, negative consequences regarding information were 

perceived. JF commented that if the MA is not óin-thereô then óthe horse is well past 

the post and in the meanwhile thereôs more damage doneô [JF]. DO identified the 

limitations of providing management accounting information without its operational 

context: 

 

So at times, you know if youôre trying to explain, he [the financial 

controller] can be asking tough questions without understanding the 

process fully, expects thatéthe business can be managed on a 

spreadsheet. Whereas if you work in operations, thereôs many twists 

and turns that can happen that are far away from a spreadsheet. 

 

AO1 noted that óthereôs certain figures you might not understand and you might need 

a basis forô and PO remarked that óit wouldnôt be as meaningful, so you do need the 
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accountant there to explainô. Thus, involvement was generally perceived as critically 

impacting on management accounting information by both FMs and OMs.  

 

5.4.2.2 MAsô appreciation of non-financial criteria  

The interaction gave MAs a sense of the wider organisational regard for non-financial 

criteria in decision making. GF noted that to órealise that financial information is not 

the only criteria used to make a business decision and I think that would be one of the 

biggest ones [consequences]ésometimes it is more strategic why you to do 

something [GF]. AO2 noted: 

 

énot to stop those decisions being made or be an obstacle to those 

decisions being made just because they do not satisfy pure 

accounting criteria. There are other criteria which have to attach to 

strategic type decisions. 

 

There was also a sense that MAs appreciated that their roles were óactually there to 

service a lot of the other functionsô and óbeing involved, I suppose sometimes you do 

realise why you have to come second place sometimes in the pecking orderô [GF]. 

 

5.4.2.3 MAs can assess the quality of information 

There was a perception that through MAs interacting with OMs, they were likely to 

be more adept at evaluating information. NF stated that MAs óhave to have an 

understanding of how the business works to know whether or not the information is 

goodô. IO noted that MAs: 

 

éneed to understand what a project or what a product is about to 

make an informed decision rather than just basing it on how figures 

tot up. 

 

CO observed the importance of having a mutual understanding and many 

interviewees recognised the mutual benefits accruing to MAs and OMs through 

interaction. CO stated that: 

 

By having the finance function very clued in to the day to day 

operations of the site as much as the monthly reporting of the 

activities or whatever means they know where we are coming from. 
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IO noted that if :  

 

éfinancial people can understand what is happening in the business, 

you have the benefit of their experience and how financially things 

will transpire, or should transpire.  

 

FMs remarked how assessing the quality of information depended on the MA 

interacting in the business: 

 

éfigures, you donôt get everything from the figures you donôt see a 

true picture from the figures sometimes.  You have to be out and 

about, you talk to people, you listen to peoplesô problems and 

certainly from my point of view I have solved problems [PF]. 

 

éif an accountant is sitting in an office not going to general 

meetings or not going toénot inter-relating with factory people he 

wonôt know what to expect at the monthéor why the information 

could be this way or that way or why the figures could be up or 

down [FF]. 

 

Thus, many FMs and OMs connected the MAs ability to assess the quality of 

information to their interacting in, and understanding of, the business. 

 

5.4.3 Role interface 

The relationship between FMs and OMs was perceived in the main as positive in 

regard to the interfacing that took place between them. The consequences of the roles 

of MAs included: enhanced relationships, role conflicts, potential to challenge 

managers, the likelihood of managers to present issues to MAs, and a need to sell the 

roles of MAs. 

 

5.4.3.1 Enhanced relationships 

FMs and OMs generally perceived that the various interactions between MAs and 

OMs had led to enhanced working relationships. IO remarked that the involvement 

ówould be positive, in general it is reasonably positiveô and: 

 

éthey would be more involved in the business and it would make 

them better people within the company and probably assist us as 

well. 
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As a result of MAs interacting more with OMs, AF1 observed that it facilitated better 

relationships, which fostered more openness and it óprobably helps the 

communication pieceô. AF2 noted that óif you have a good relationship it helpsô as:  

 

...if you build up a relationship with a manager then obviously the 

flow of the information, the better the relationship the better you can, 

like if you donôt know someone that well, it is harder to get them to 

change [AF2]. 

 

CO observed that interacting with MAs ówould foster good working relationshipsô. 

Moreover, CO explained that it was óhow you approach the role will determine how 

successful you will be at it and if you can adopt a customer relationship perspectiveô. 

JO observed that óitôs a very positive relationshipô and óitôs well respectedô. 

 

5.4.3.2 Role conflict : policing and partnering  

A recurring theme was the extent to which conflict was a consequence of the existing 

roles of MAs. In general most managers recognised the potential for some role 

conflict in the MA being involved in business decision making processes, while also 

maintaining a required degree of independence as AO2 remarked that óbeing part of a 

team, a business team, there is a conflict, yesô. The conflict was seen as inevitable but 

as JO remarked óit is just a matter of gauging within your individual company the best 

fit of marrying them [being independent and being involved] both togetherô [IO]. BF2 

perceived a conflict but was clear on allegiances: 

 

There are two hats, it is a challenge at times, no matter what we say 

or do in a decision making process our golden rule is we follow 

Company B standards [BF2]. 

 

NF perceived the potential for conflict but also the necessity for MAs to be involved 

in business decision making as a means of being more effective at control: 

 

éwell I know it is hard, it sounds like a contrary, a contradiction in 

terms but it is actually easier to be objective when you know what 

you are being objective about. It is very difficult to be objective 

about a business when you donôt know enough about it to know 

whether the information youôve being given is the truth or not [NF]. 
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Similarly, AO2 observed a link between having both business knowledge and 

objectiveness in the roles of MAs: 

 

It just needs a full understanding of their own role and a full 

understanding of what other people around the table are trying to do 

which at times may be in conflict and you can only resolve that by 

using objective data and having a total understanding of the business. 

And it is only by being at the table that you will have a total 

understanding of the business [AO2]. 

 

One manager noted it was not a conflict but a óbalanceô that needed to managed: 

 

éso itôs to find the balance between supporters or partners in a 

process and maintaining some vigilance over the financial reporting 

of the company as well [CO]. 

 

In Company E, the organisational structure was such that potential role conflict was 

addressed by having separate roles for MA: 

 

Those roles within Company E are separated. So you have the 

business partners who would be very much along the lines of 

partnering with the business, you know helping the business make 

decisions. And then you have the people who run the accounting 

services centres [EO]. 

 

When asked about whether splitting the roles addressed the conflict, EO and EF 

responded: 

 

I think it doesévice presidents can put a lot of pressure on 

accountants to do certain things [EO]. 

 

At the end of the day the integrity of the figures may not be one 

hundred percent so probably there is an advantageérisk is too 

highé.Iôd imagine having them separated is a good idea [EF]. 

 

As noted earlier regarding involvement and personal qualities (see section 5.3.1.5), a 

certain amount of strength of character was perceived as required, and experience, to 

fulfil such roles. Although the conflict was recognised as inevitable, many 

respondents perceived it as manageable, given certain strength of character. OO 

commented that óI think if the right personality, well if they can make their decisions 
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objectively, and keep the overall company objective in mind I donôt think it should be 

a problemô. One FM noted how óthere is respect for saying noô [IF]. Many FMs 

underscored the need for strength of character in the roles of MAs: 

 

Close to the business, not the manager, not close on a personal level, 

otherwise compromising your position, close to whatôs going on 

[DF]. 

 

When an accountant moves into other areas and he is part and parcel 

of that decision processéhe has got to have a strong personality to 

make sure that the standards and demands of that function are 

protected and maintained [HF]. 

 

I think you have to be very independent minded, very strong minded 

[PF]. 

 

The finance director of Company H relayed a story from an earlier experience of 

getting too involved: 

 

I think if I had of maintained an independence of that, we would not 

have been stuck with as much a debt as we would have been because 

I was completely involved and I was not objective enough. I was in 

my late 20s at the time and it was a lesson I learned well [HF]. 

 

The financial reporting burden, and in particular in US multinational subsidiaries with 

the SOX impact, seemed to consume a disproportionate part of finance resources and 

orientate accounting more towards policing than partnering as HF reflected: 

 

I am very pessimistic about that [MA] role today because of what I 

see as the Sarbanes Oxley environment. It is gone backéit has set 

back what I call the business like hours, years at this stage, in terms 

of more and more controls, controls, controls [HF]. 

 

BO1 similarly noted that ócompliance role can make partnership role not work but not 

a problem here, donôt policeô. 

 

5.4.3.3 Role conflict: MAsô approach to involvement with OMs 

Some OMs identified consequences for functional relationships based on the 

perceived purpose and extent of interactions between MAs and OMs as CO 
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commented: óthe style dictates a lotéhow the function operates, if it can be 

collaborative rather than controlling, then itôs probably much more beneficialô [CO]. 

A number of OMs made reference to unsolicited or inappropriate involvement. PO 

commented that óthere are times you have to say to them to hold on a second you 

donôt need to get that involvedô and they óstep on other peopleôs toesô. One manager 

mentioned the unnecessary questioning of variances by MAs, as óif they were tuned 

into whatôs going on they should be well able to answer those questionsô [DO]. DO 

elaborated further: 

 

Sometimes it [interaction] can lead to conflicts with financial people 

not fully understanding how a situation develops on the shop floor 

resulting in a poor financial or a better financial report than 

expected. They might ask silly questions, ñhow did that happen?ò if 

they understood the process, those questions might not be asked or 

they might understand without having to ask the questions. It can 

lead then into a lot of ñargy bargyò, you get, ñyou were 10% down 

hereò, you know youôre asked a lot of questions. 

 

Some managers indicated that involvement of MAs might not be always welcomed by 

OMs: 

 

éa lot of management accountants would like to involve themselves 

in production managementé.and they donôt fit there, but they 

actually donôt fit there because they donôt have the same perspective 

[IO]. 

 

éyou do find if someone has respect and command and is seen to be 

there helping they will be encouraged more to get involved in the 

issues and difficulties whereas if youôre there as a...I would say a 

corporate person, kind of watching the errors, watching the 

slippages, you would be very excluded very quickly from the 

difficulties and the resolutions [HF]. 

 

éwhether they should or shouldnôt [be more involved], depends on 

the individual and what they want to get out of it. If itôs a control 

thing, no, but if there is something that they want to contribute and 

offer an opinion on how to help with the decision then why not [LO]. 

 

The same manager continued by elaborating further on the purpose of the interaction: 
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There are project teams and there is interaction but generally 

speaking people will quite often leave finance out of that loop 

because they see them as that controlling, almost interfering 

influence rather than we must get so and so on the team because he is 

going to add value to the end result [LO]. 

 

GF commented that one ómay have conflict with other managers over information you 

provide, donôt like resultsô [GF]. In Company I, the OM commented that the 

involvement of MAs ócan be positive or negativeô with ópenny pinchingô being 

perceived as negative and óflexibility accountingô regarding switching project over-

spends and under-spends for different projects being perceived as positive. Regarding 

the roles of MAs in decision making processes, IO stated that óthey shouldnôt try and 

make decisions, production decisions themselvesô as they are ópart of [the process], 

yes, but not, but notésome of them try to make the whole lotô.  

 

5.4.3.4 Potential to challenge OMs 

Some FMs noted that having interaction with OMs made it less difficult to challenge 

managers. CF noted that: 

 

If you have a good relationship and you are dealing with people on a 

regular basis, and regular conversations, regular updates, itôs not 

such a big deal then to challengeéand also to share information both 

ways. 

 

CO largely confirmed this with a description of the interactive nature of control in 

Company C: 

 

I suppose watchful overseers as control has a strong connotation to 

it. Working with us and helping us to maintain the focus on the 

things we need to do. Control, I prefer not to use the word control, 

more collaborative. We have SOX for control. 

 

IF explained that: 

 

écontrol is easier, everyone understands, they know at the end of 

the day it is all for one and one for all we are not out here on our 

own trying to knock them all down. We are there to work with them 

and I suppose that is a growing, itôs a nurture thing over the last few 

years, look itôs not the bad old accountants there. 



207 

 

 

FMs noted that with interaction it was possible to óbuild up much better relationships 

with the managersô [PF]. 

 

5.4.3.5 Likelihood of OMs to present issues to MAs 

Some FMs noted that one consequence of being more involved was that managers 

were more likely to approach MAs if they had concerns. HF observed that OMs 

would draw MAs into issues in their functions as ósome of them can command the 

respect of the other departmentsô. AF2 noted that: 

 

éthey would ask you for the information and they would obviously 

try to understandéand if they didnôt understand they would ask you 

about ité 

 

CF noted that: 

 

If  you are that bit more remote and hands off, people will be hands 

off to you, you are not going to be aware of the changing factors, 

theyôre not going to be as upfront if something goes wrong. 

 

KF remarked that óI get other departments involved in various aspects then the more 

they feel they can funnel the information from usô. KF added: 

 

égot them today, production figures, to give me their reports to see 

what their efficiency levels are like and once they start getting used 

to this information, then I am asking them, well if you looked at it 

this way or you looked at it that way. 

 

AF1 observed that MAs interacting with OMs led to OMs being more open with MAs 

about matters of concern to them: 

 

éif people are out and about youôre, I suppose from a non-

accountant role, theyéknow that youôve an understanding of what 

theyôre doing. They also know that they can show you things that are 

causing them issues. 

 

MF commented that óif any of them have a query they would come to us and check it 

outô.  
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5.4.3.6 Need to sell the roles of MAs 

In some companies there appeared to be a need for MAs to convince OMs that 

interacting with them was in their interest. The following comments by FMs and OMs 

imply that OMs may be sceptical or apprehensive about involving MAs in their 

functions: 

 

éwe have been trying to work with the guys and saying if we 

actually worked with you, you might get a better result at the end of 

the day [IF]. 

 

ébut the key is for the accountant to get the people in the [business 

units] to actually buy into it and say yes this is going to benefit you, 

and itôs a very hard sell [AO1].  

 

éthey are very involved at times and some people feel that they are 

being nosey. Itôs hard. It is a fine line, I know because, like I say you 

might get involved in a project in production, but itôs to explain that 

itôs for the bigger picture [PO]. 

 

One FM recognised the contribution from MAs being involved on project teams may 

not initially be apparent: 

 

Being on project teams where it wouldnôt be obvious to the people 

first, oh, we should have management accounting here, but once 

weôre on board then you can bring a bit to the table so to speak [CF]. 

 

CF further noted the selling dimension to the roles of MAs in a comment about MAs 

ódeveloping and being taken seriouslyô. One OM noted that part of being an effective 

MA required one óto be recognised within the organisation as being good at their jobô 

[AO2] indicating a need for MAs to build a reputation around their roles. 

 

5.4.4 Summary of consequences 

The findings on consequences of the roles of MAs have been presented in relation to 

those that can be grouped as having an impact on performance, those that relate to 

impacting upon information, and those that relate to the interaction between MAs and 

managers. When FMs were asked to indicate where MAs were most effective at 

making a contribution, and hence the consequences of their roles, the most common 
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theme to emerge was acting as a guide or support to senior management decision 

making, which typically involved provision of financial analyses towards this end. 

Two FMs mentioned project work while two others emphasised control and two 

others noted adding value in a general sense. The OMs response tended to be more 

varied but about one third of OMs emphasised that the greatest contribution lay in the 

area of cost management. Only one manager noted óbusiness partnershipô [CO] as a 

contribution, while another suggested strategic positioning but more in the context of 

the financial director as opposed to the roles of MAs. The findings on the 

consequences associated with the roles of MAs are analysed in the discussion chapter 

in section 7.5.  

 

5.5 Summary and conclusion 

This chapter has presented the findings from phase one of the study derived from 18 

interviews with FMs, and 18 interviews with OMs in medium and large 

manufacturing firms. The chapter has established a range of antecedents, 

characteristics, and consequences associated with the roles of MAs with each of these 

major finding streams being analysed further into sub-categories of findings. The 

analysis of these findings, following the data analysis process described in section 

4.9.1, led to the establishment of the research objectives for phase two of the study. 

The range of antecedents, characteristics, and consequences associated with the roles 

of MAs serve as a useful template of factors that would be relevant in any subsequent 

research on the roles of MAs, or in focusing on some particular role of the MA. The 

second phase of the research did adopt this template as a starting point in the 

development of phase two objectives, which is presented at the start of the next 

chapter (see section 6.2). Table 5.1 presents a summary of the findings which is 

followed by an explanation of these themes. 
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ANTECEDENTS CHARACTERISTICS  CONSEQUENCES 

EXTERNAL  

Ownership 

Environment 

Regulation 

 

INDIVIDUAL  

Business knowledge 

Interpersonal and 

communication skills 

IT skills 

Flexibility   

Personal qualities 

Technical skills 

Monitoring skills 

Organisational influence 

INFLUENCING  PERFORMANCE  

With interaction:  

- Enhanced decisions  

- Better planning & control 

- Business-informed MAs  

Less interaction: 

- Weaker control    

  and performance  

- MAs lack  

  business  

  knowledge 

INTERNAL  

Size 

Structure 

Culture 

Technology 

Management 

Business nature and 

circumstances 

Location 

Performance 

management systems 

ACTIVITY  

Information provider, 

interpreter, and decision 

supporter 

Periodic performance 

reporting and planning 

Project assignments  

Ad hoc analyses 

Administration 

Use of techniques 

Educating OMs 

INFORMATION IMPACT  

With interaction: 

- Enhanced quality, use, and  

   value of information 

- MAs appreciate non- 

   financial criteria  

- MAs can assess quality of  

   information  

 

Less interaction:  

- Less interest and  

   value attached to  

   information 

 

INDIVIDUAL  

Orientation 

Background 

 

INFORMATION  

Information attributes  

Meeting information needs  

Information use (non-use)  

Information challenges 

 

ROLE INTERFACE  

With interaction: 

- Enhanced relationships 

- Role conflict: policing and  

   partnering  

- Role conflict: MAsô  

   approach to involvement  

   with OMs 

- Potential to challenge OMs 

- Managers more likely to  

   present issues 

Less interaction:  

- Less scope for  

   conflicts 

- Managers more  

   remote 

- Need to sell the  

   roles of MAs 

SUMMARY THEMES OF PHASE ONE FINDINGS  

ANTECEDENTS CHARACTERISTICS  CONSEQUENCES 

HO and SOX strong 

antecedents in US 

MNE subsidiaries. 

Interpersonal skills, business 

knowledge, flexibility , 

taking initiative, being 

innovative and strength of 

character emphasised. 

MAs interacting with OMs can lead to positive 

outcomes for performance, the OM, and the MA. 

Management 

(including FMs and 

OMs) perceived as 

strong antecedents. 

MA as provider, interpreter, 

and decision supporter but 

scope for more involvement.  

Conflicts and ambiguities associated with the 

interaction between MAs and OMs.  

MAs themselves 

perceived as strong 

antecedents. 

FM uncertainty on 

information use and OM 

indications of information 

needs not met. 

Most effective contribution as a guide to senior 

management decision making and control. 

Levels of analysis: 

external, the firm, 

and the individual. 

Level of analysis: the 

individual. 

 

Levels of analysis: the firm and the individual. 

Some normative orientation of intervieweesô perception of the role of MAs.  

FMsô distinction of roles of MAs as óoperationalô. 

 

Table 5.1 ï Summary of phase one findings 
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The findings indicate a number of issues that require further, and deeper, 

investigation. There was a strong consensus in the findings from FMs and OMs on the 

roles of MAs in providing and interpreting information that supported OMs in their 

decision making and control processes. However, with respect to performing this 

function effectively the findings highlight that some MAs: lacked characteristics such 

as business knowledge, flexibility, using initiative, and were not adequately involved 

in supporting OMs. Strength of character in conjunction with effective interpersonal 

skills was also emphasised for the roles of MAs. Some information provided was not 

always relevant to OMs as some FMs were unsure of how accounting information 

was used by OMs and OMs indicated scantily reviewed, redundant, or missing 

information. OMs also displayed a capability to procure information independently of 

MAs. These findings relied exclusively on interview data and so specific management 

accounting reports or information were not examined although the findings clearly 

suggest that including accounting reports and information in follow-up research 

would be strongly merited based on these findings.   

 

The range of antecedents identified seem to suggest that some could be classified as  

having a negative impact on the roles of MAs with respect to supporting OMs. The 

influences of head office and SOX were perceived very strongly in US MNE 

subsidiaries which could curtail or negatively impact on interaction between MAs and 

OMs. These two factors would merit further examination in how they influence the 

roles of MAs, given their perceived prominence in the findings above. It has been 

noted that management, or OMs, were perceived as a strong influence on the roles of 

MAs, and within this category, the roles of FMs themselves were perceived by OMs 

as instrumental in the roles of MAs enacted e.g., regarding óopennessô [AO1] and 

óinvolvementô [BO2]. The findings presented above capture the perceptions of FMs 

regarding the roles of MAs but not necessarily how they as FMs may shape these 

roles, apart from the perceptions of OMs on this. This would indicate a value in 

capturing the perceptions of MAs themselves on this point. 

 

The consequences, as outcomes of the roles of MAs, suggest that MAs interacting 

with OMs can lead to positive support for OMs and company performance, and 

positive impacts for MAs. The variability of involvement of MAs in supporting OMs 

appears to lead to different consequences e.g., more interaction was associated with 
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information provision, enhanced decision making, planning and control, better 

performance, and more business-informed MAs which, without the interaction, may 

not be the case. This interaction between OMs and MAs however was not found to be 

straightforward e.g., more interaction was linked to a number of role conflicts for 

MAs that made providing support to OMs somewhat conditional and uncertain, while 

less interaction implied that MAs would have to invest in convincing OMs of the 

merits of their involvement. Furthermore, and linking with the antecedents, it was 

observed that the expectations of OMs were sometimes unclear, suggesting a need to 

better and more deeply probe the expectations of OMs. The ambiguity, conditionality 

and uncertainty around how MAs support OMs from the findings above suggest that 

further investigation could usefully probe further into the nuances surrounding the 

interaction between MAs and OMs, especially how MAs can more effectively achieve 

positive, as opposed to negative, outcomes for managerial support.  

 

It can be seen from the findings that the factors associated with the roles of MAs 

operate at different levels. There are antecedents that are at the external level (e.g., 

environment, corporate), organisational level (e.g., size, structure, culture) and 

individual level (e.g., orientation and background). Two antecedents that were very 

strongly emphasised by interviewees were the influence of the MA on their own roles 

and the influence of the manager (as an element of management) on the roles of MAs. 

There are characteristics that again relate to the individual level and characteristics 

that relate to the accounting activities that these individuals engage in, and the 

information that they provide. The consequences relate to performance, at both the 

organisational level and the individual manager level, and information impact and role 

interface that relate to the individual level of the MA and the OM. With respect to 

advancing from this range of antecedents, characteristics, and consequences to further 

research, the findings overall suggest that focusing on individual level factors would 

have greater merit than focusing on variables at the organisational or external level. 

This is because the findings uncovered more variation in individual level factors than 

for factors operating at the organisational or external level. Thus, MAs at an 

individual level, seemed to be more or less effective in their roles due more to factors 

which included their orientation, background, understanding of the business, inter-

personal skills and approach to involvement with OMs, than to organisational factors 

such as size, culture, technology or external factors such as the environment or head 
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office. That is not to say that organisational and external factors did not influence the 

roles, they did as noted above, but that these factors were perceived as doing so to a 

lesser extent and that there was less notable variation between MAs from these 

influences. 

 

One limitation of these findings is their somewhat normative orientation e.g., the 

perceived antecedents, characteristics, and consequences were largely expressed as 

how these factors should operate. There were, for example, normative notions 

regarding what skills MAs need to possess, what information they ought to provide, 

and how they should interact with managers or ótend toô [PO, AO1] behave. Also 

senior FMs (e.g., finance directors, financial controllers) provided their perceptions of 

the roles of MAs, roles which they may previously have occupied, or were currently 

performing in some capacities, or were roles reporting into their more senior financial 

roles in the organisational hierarchy.  There was also a perception that MAs were 

óoperationalô [DO], óprovidersô [FF], and mostly at their ódeskô [DF], while FMs were 

óstrategicô [DO], óthe decision maker[s]ô [FF], and ó50% away from deskô [DF]. What 

is somewhat lacking in this analysis therefore, is a deeper understanding of the órealô 

and óliveô individuals enacting the roles of MAs in organisations. Furthermore, the 

OMs who participated in this phase of the research provided their perceptions of the 

roles of MAs generally in normative terms and not in the specific context of particular 

MAs. 

 

The basis for the phase two objectives are presented at the beginning of the next 

chapter in section 6.2. The collective picture that emerges regarding the roles of MAs 

is examined in the discussion chapter (see section 7.2), while the individual sub-

themes are also discussed in chapter seven under the discussion of antecedents (see 

section 7.3), characteristics (see section 7.4), and consequences (see section 7.5). The 

next chapter presents the findings from phase two of the study as per the design 

outlined in section 4.6. 
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Findings: Phase Two 
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6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings from phase two of the research using the case 

methodology as discussed in section 4.6 which involved the investigation of the roles 

of 12 MAs as ócasesô through interviewing them and the OMs they worked closely 

with, and examining management accounting reports around these roles. The first 

section sets out the analysis of the phase one findings leading to the establishment of 

phase two objectives, while keeping the underlying literature gaps in mind. The 

section following presents a brief profile of the 12 MAs in the context of the five 

manufacturing firms in which they were based before presenting the findings. 

 

6.2 Phase one analysis leading to phase two objectives 

The outcome of phase one was an extensive list of antecedents, characteristics, and 

consequences associated with the roles of MAs, and some key themes and issues 

relating to these as noted in section 5.5. Phase one provided a template of factors both 

to assist in the formulation of phase two objectives and to be the reference point in the 

context of phase two data collection in being what phase one had pre-determined as 

associated antecedents, characteristics, and consequences for the roles of MAs. As 

phase one was an inductive piece of research it was not possible to conclude that this 

template of factors was definitive and so the researcher was prepared to be open to 

other new factors arising in phase two. Notwithstanding this, the template was used as 

the relevant basis for further investigating factors pertinent to phase two objectives. 

The interview guides used in phase two (see further discussion below) contain 

discussion óprompt boxesô that were based on phase one analysis (see appendix C). 

Thus, phase two of the research focused in on particular aspects of these factors and 

the methodological design was also informed from this analysis. The major themes 

from phase one analysis that framed the setting of phase two objectives were as 

follows:  

 

1) The findings reveal a range of antecedents to the roles of MAs (see section 5.2), 

with a strong emphasis being placed on the influence of managers on the roles of 

MAs, and the influence of the MAs on the roles themselves. Some of the 

antecedents seem to be oriented towards meeting external requirements (e.g., 

head office, SOX), while others seem to be oriented towards meeting internal 

requirements (e.g., OMs). The findings on individual antecedents, i.e., the ability 



216 

 

of MAs to influence their own roles, suggest that MAs may have orientations to 

particular accounting roles. These accounting roles may vary in the extent that 

they support OMs i.e., the individual could be more oriented towards meeting the 

needs of OMs or could be more oriented towards external financial reporting (see 

section 5.2.3.1).  

 

2) The findings on individual characteristics reveal a wide skill set (see section 

5.3.1) and there seems to be much consensus between FMs and OMs regarding 

important characteristics (e.g., interpersonal and communication skills, business 

knowledge, flexibility, and initiative) with some OMs indicating that MAs should 

be stronger on the latter three in particular. The necessity for strength of character 

in interacting with OMs was also emphasised. The characteristics noted suggest 

that the extent that MAs possess these may have repercussions for how 

effectively MAs discharge their roles.  

  

3) The activity characteristics (see section 5.3.2) identified in the findings reveal 

concurrence between FMs and OMs on the roles of MAs as information 

providers, interpreters, and influencers of managerial decision processes across a 

range of activities. The findings show that MAs should be more involved in 

supporting OMs, that their level of involvement was generally not strategic, and 

that the way that MAs actually got involved in activities with OMs could be 

supportive or unsupportive to OMs. A distinction was also made by some FMs 

that MAs were more involved in information provision, operational issues, and at 

their desks versus FMs who were more involved in the business, and in decision 

processes which were of a more strategic nature. Some MAs appeared to be 

overly consumed in administrative tasks, which could have implications for 

supporting OMs.  

 

4) The information characteristics (see section 5.3.3) noted in the findings reveal 

some variability in OMsô perceptions of management accounting information 

with suggestions that there might be redundancy, under-use, manager variability 

in use, a more financial and historical than non-financial and future orientation, 

and low levels of adoption of accounting innovations. The findings therefore 

suggest that MAs have some scope to better provide management accounting 
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information in supporting OMs.  

  

5) The findings on the consequences (see section 5.4) of the roles of MAs indicate 

there are some positive managerial outcomes regarding information provision, 

decision making, planning and control, and outcomes for performance associated 

with the involvement of MAs with OMs. However, some consequences of the 

roles suggest that the involvement of MAs might not have positive outcomes for 

supporting OMs, such as a number of role conflicts that were evident in the 

findings. It was observed in the findings that MAs may have to ósellô aspects of 

their roles to OMs i.e., demonstrate the potential of their roles to support OMs. 

The findings on consequences of the roles of MAs thus reveal that MAs 

providing support to OMs have a number of challenges associated with it. This 

suggests a need to better understand how MAs can better support OMs in the 

performance of their roles.  

 

6) The list of consequences identified in phase one may be categorised into those 

that relate to the manager (e.g., involvement in decision making, planning and 

control, information provision) and those that relate to the MAs in their roles 

(e.g., being more informed, appreciating non-financial criteria, and easier to 

challenge). It could be argued that further research on the latter category of 

consequences, while maybe of interest to MAs, could be challenged as being 

limited in scope in this regard. By focusing on how MAs can better support OMs 

in their roles phase two would therefore be selecting a particularly relevant 

outcome variable that was identified as such by the interviewees.  

 

7) Collectively, the findings on antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

reveal that the perceptions of important roles for MAs expressed strongly, by 

FMs and OMs, were in terms of MAs supporting OMs in their decision making 

and control functions (see sections 5.2.2.5, 5.3.2.1, 5.4.1, and 5.4.2). Furthermore, 

when perceptions of the greatest contribution of the roles of MAs were sought it 

was generally stated in relation to supporting OMs (see section 5.4.4).  

 

8) Phase one provided the relevant antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

associated with the roles of MAs that could be relied upon in the further, more 
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focused, investigation of the roles of MAs in phase two i.e., reference might be 

made to some of these in the specific context of addressing the objectives of 

phase two, outlined below. Thus, it was not necessary to reinvestigate these as 

this work was done in phase one. This also justifies the conducting of phase one 

prior to phase two as it would not have been possible to conduct phase two 

without first having known these associated antecedents, characteristics, and 

consequences and the issues emerging as noted in section 5.5. 

 

The analysis of the phase one findings presented above formed the basis for the 

establishment of phase two objectives. A recurring theme is the extent that MAs 

appear to have an impact on managers performing their roles (e.g., consequences 

relating to information provision, decision making, control, performance outcomes), 

given the existence of a range of antecedents and characteristics which demonstrate 

considerable variation, and associated conditions, in the making of this impact. Figure 

6.1 illustrates the movement from phase one to phase two of the study that reflects a 

sharpening focus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1 ï Movement from phase one to phase two  

 

Thus, phase two focuses specifically on the roles of MAs with respect to the 

consequences for assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. The objectives of 

phase two are: 

 

1) To analyse the extent that antecedents associated with the roles of MAs have 

consequences for assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. 

  

PHASE 2 
Extent that antecedents and characteristics 

associated with the roles of MAs  

have consequences for assisting OMs in the 

performance of their roles 

PHASE 1 
Antecedents, characteristics, and consequences associated with the roles of MAs 

 

 

 

 

FOCUS 
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2) To analyse the extent that characteristics associated with the roles of MAs have 

consequences for assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. 

 

From a research design perspective, the findings from phase one indicated that an in-

depth case approach would be the most appropriate design. The design of phase one 

(see section 4.4.2) captured the views of 18 senior FMs and 18 OMs in 16 

manufacturing firms regarding the roles of MAs and, as noted in section 5.5, these 

views were largely normative as opposed to relating to actual órealô and óliveô specific 

individuals in the firms. In phase one there were no pre-defined criteria set with 

respect to specific working relationships or interactions, and specific individuals in 

actual roles. 

 

The MAs in phase two were more junior to those in phase one (see section 4.8.3). In 

phase one senior MAs were often finance directors and controllers providing their 

perceptions of the roles of MAs, not perceptions of the roles of senior financial 

officers, and the overall focus of this study is on the roles of MAs. The findings in 

phase one also showed some distinctions being made between the roles of FMs and 

MAs, often suggesting that MAs were not as actively involved with OMs as the FMs 

were (see sections 5.2.2.5 and 5.3.2.1).  

 

For the research design of phase two, role theory (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and Kahn, 

1978) played an important part in the case study data collection (see section 4.6.4) 

because it predicts that the expectations of managers (i.e., as role senders) has an 

influence on others in the organisation (i.e., the focal roles, MAs). As noted above, 

managers were perceived as a strong influence on the roles of MAs (see section 

5.2.2.5) but this influence seemed to lead to MAs not meeting these expectations 

(under points 2, 3, 4 and 5 above). Role theory methodology therefore provided the 

guiding data collection tools to acquire an in-depth understanding of the expectations 

of OMs. As noted in section 4.8.3, role theory methodology also enabled a specific 

MA to be linked to a specific manager with respect to understanding the extent to 

which MAs meet the expectations of OMs. This brings into sharp focus how MAs are 

actually assisting OMs in the performance of their roles in the context of specifically 

paired MA-OM relationships, and not how MAs ought to do so. 
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The phase one findings identified antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

associated with the roles of MAs at different levels of analysis (environmental, 

organisational, and individual), and the individual level of analysis, as noted in 

section 5.5, showed greatest variation and perceived strength of impact on the roles of 

MAs. Thus, the case design (see section 4.6) was based on treating the MA, and not 

the firm, as the ócaseô in the case studies. Finally, in linking back to the literature 

review, the focus on further understanding the effectiveness of the roles of MAs in 

assisting OMs in the performance of their roles has already been identified as a gap in 

the existing literature (see sections 3.7 and 3.14). 

 

6.3 Profiles of MAs in manufacturing firms 

To protect the confidentiality of individuals and organisations in the presentation of 

findings, the interviewees are anonymously referred to using a double lettering system 

(see section 4.8.4 and table 4.10). The first letter indicates which of the five firms the 

MA or OM is located in (e.g., A, B, C, D or E) and the second letter indicates whether 

the interviewee is a MA or an OM: M for MA, and O for OM. If there is more than 

one MA, or related OM, in the firm a numbering system is used e.g., BM3 is the third 

MA i n Company B. MAs identified OMs that most influenced their roles and thus the 

referencing also reflects a matched pair e.g., AM1 and AO1 is the MA (AM1) and the 

OM (AO1) that the MA identified as most influencing her role. This section provides 

a brief profile of each manufacturing firm and the MAs therein.  

 

6.3.1 Company A: four MAs 

Company A is a large engineering firm that manufactures components for 

international markets, is a member of the Fortune 500 US listed companies, and 

operates in over 90 counties with a workforce in excess of 100,000. The long 

established subsidiary employs approximately 700 employees. Four MAs and an OM 

that worked closely with each MA were interviewed as part of the study. There were 

two separate sites in the same locality, one larger one where three MAs were based 

and aligned with three particular business units, and one other smaller site where one 

MA was based. Figure 6.2 provides an organisation chart for the four MAs. 
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*Phase two interviewees 

 

Figure 6.2 ï Finance organisation chart for Company A 

 

The subsidiary was a ócompletely metric driven organisation and even though I am 

the managing director of this facility I have no autonomy to spend money here other 

than what is in our annual operating planô
1
. The subsidiary was primarily focused on 

manufacturing and distributing engineered products, as a part of the wider group 

structure, and did not have any local sales and marketing functions. The company was 

in an extremely competitive manufacturing environment and there was a very 

aggressive focus on cost reduction as there was a threat of manufacturing moving to 

lower cost locations. The company used SAP® (an ERP system) and its support had 

recently been outsourced to Bangalore in India. 

 

6.3.2 Company B: four MAs  

Company B is a subsidiary of a large US listed multinational corporation in the 

pharmaceutical sector. The subsidiary employs over 400 people. There was a team of 

four MAs (BM1 to BM4) reporting to a team leader as depicted in figure 6.3. 
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*Phase two interviewees #New position created during data collection 

 

Figure 6.3 ï Finance organisation chart for Company B 

 

Company B was primarily a one-product manufacturing firm and was in the early 

stages of its development with rapid expansion occurring at the time of this study. 

There was not the same competitive cost focus (as was evident in Company A) but 

more a focus on operational setup and expansion. Unusually, all non-production staff 

on site were juggled in that the finance function staff did not sit together e.g., one MA 

could be sitting amongst staff from the supply chain, production planning, and 

packaging functions. The open plan office style and relatively short distance between 

staff made contact with fellow functional members straightforward. The site had a 

database-based system but it was perceived as sub-standard to other market offerings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
1
 Opportunistic interview with the managing director, March 28

th
, 2006. 

Financial 
Controller 

Management Accounting Services Team 
Leader  

Financial Accounting Services Team 
Leader  

Management Accountant - Planning 
[BM3]*  

Management Accountant - Capital 
[BM1]*  

Management Accountant - Inventory 

[BM2]*  

Management Accountant - Cost 

Analyst [BM4]* 

Management Accountant - Cost 

Analyst# 

Finance Administrator ï  
Accounts Payable 

 

Financial Accountant ï  

General ledger reporting 

Payroll Specialist Accountant  

Finance Administrator ï Cash, Inter-
company, tax 

Finance Administrator ï  

Accounts Payable 



223 

 

6.3.3 Company C: one MA 

Company C is a subsidiary of a large US multinational corporation in the medical 

devices sector. The organisation is a private family-owned business with 1,400 

employees worldwide located in 30 countries. Figure 6.4 illustrates the finance chart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

    

*Phase two interviewee 

 

Figure 6.4 ï Finance organisation chart for Company C 

 

With a private firm status, Company C was understandably the most cautious of the 

participating firms in the discussion and examination of performance and reports. The 

company had recently undergone a traumatic doubling of scale of operations as 

ómanaging a 300-person business is totally different to managing a 700-person 

businessô
2
. The IT system was very basic and ó25 years oldô, linked to the owners 

insistence, and so much use was made of spreadsheets. The product was of a premium 

standard and in a high-demand niche market. The factory operated a continuous 

improvement philosophy and was relatively autonomous. 

 

6.3.4 Company D: two MAs 

Company D is a major division of a large Irish multinational corporation in the food 

and beverages sector and approximately 400 people are employed in this division. 

The company very recently installed SAP® as can been seen from the finance chart 

below where there was an accountant full-time on the project. The company has a 

number of regional business units and has sales, marketing, and retail divisions as 

well as production and distribution in common with the other firms in the study. 

Figure 6.5 illustrates the finance organisation chart. 
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Figure 6.5 ï Finance organisation chart for Company D 

 

6.3.5 Company E: one MA 

Company E is a subsidiary of a large French industrial materials multinational firm 

that operates in over 50 countries and employs in excess of 200,000 people. The long-

established subsidiary in Ireland operates in the construction sector and employs over 

100 people. Figure 6.6 illustrates the finance organisation chart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Phase two interviewee 

 

Figure 6.6 ï Finance organisation chart for Company E 

 

The company has two major product divisions and a sales and marketing function. 

The IT systems were very basic and not integrated and there was a heavy reliance on 

spreadsheet use. The company was at the very early stages of the introduction of 

World Class Manufacturing and SAP® at the site. Since the undertaking of this 

                                                                                                                                            
2
 Opportunistic interview with the finance director, 26

th
 April 2006. 
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research a decision was made to end production at the site, with the collapse of the 

building industry being cited as the major contributing factor
3
. 

 

6.3.6 Profiles of the roles of MAs  

The MAsô professional qualifications and years of service with the company and time 

in the current job are illustrated in table 6.1. 

 

MA  Qualification Time in job Time in 

company 

AM1 CIMA 4 years 9 years 

AM2 CIMA 7 months 7 months 

AM3 FCCA 5 years 5 years 

AM4 CIMA 2 years 7.5 years 

BM1 CIMA 1.5 years 1.5 years 

BM2 CIMA 10 months 10 months 

BM3 CIMA 2-3 years 4 years 

BM4 CIMA (PQ) 2 years 2 years 

CM ACA 10 months 10 months 

DM1 ACA 2.5 years 9 years 

DM2 ACCA 6.5 years 9 years 

EM CIMA/ACCA 2.5 years 3.5 years 

 

Table 6.1ï Professional accounting qualifications and service years of MAs 

 

MAs identified those in the organisation who they perceived as most influential on 

their roles (see appendix G). These influences largely related to the roles of MAs 

being aligned to support particular functional roles of OMs e.g., MAs in Companies 

A, B, and D ï the largest firms - were aligned to support specific business units or 

business processes. MAs were involved in some common and some very different 

activities and Appendix I provides two tables in this regard: one which lists the 

activities making up the roles for each individual MA and one which lists the 

activities most associated with interaction between the MA and the OM. Table 6.2 

illustrates job titles of the MAs and OMs that they were linked with which provides 

some indication of the roles of MAs and OMs. 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 Steven Carroll, The Irish Times, August 15

th
 2008. 
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OM Job Titl es MA  Job Titles 

AO1 Supply Chain, Maintenance Manager AM1 Operations Accountant (Unit A) 

AO2 Operations Manager AM2 Operations Accountant (Unit B) 

AO3 Business Unit Manager AM3 Financial Accountant (Unit C) 

AO4 Plant Manager AM4 Financial Accountant 

B01 Project Manager BM1 Project Accountant 

B02 Planning / Business Partner BM2 Management Accountant 

B03 Production Director BM3 Management (Planning) Accountant 

B04 Packaging and Production Manager BM4 Cost Analyst 

CO Operations Director CM Company Accountant 

DO1 Commercial Manager - Supply Chain DM1 Supply Chain Management Accountant 

DO2 Commercial Manager - Regional  DM2 Management Accountant -  Divisions 

EO Production Manager EM Financial Services Manager 

 

Table 6.2 ï Job titles of paired MAs and OMs 

 

MAs had numerous roles that required them to interact with many OMs. For example, 

AM1 associated most influence from, and interaction with, AO1 the Supply Chain, 

Maintenance Manager but also interacted with other OMs (see appendix G). There 

were multiple interactions between MAs and OMs but the study limited the 

investigation to the OM that the MA identified as the OM most influencing their 

roles. EM was the only exception where the Production Manager was interviewed in 

place of the Sales Director who declined the interview request (see section 4.8.3). 

 

6.3.7 Profiles of management accounting reports  

MAs were requested to bring along an example of a routine (R) report and a non-

routine (NR) report, to the second interview, which related to the MA interacting with 

OMs. Details of the 34 routine reports and 17 non-routine reports examined in the 

study are presented in appendix H which gives a brief description and summary of the 

report, its reference (e.g., R1 is routine report number one (see appendix H1), NR1 is 

non-routine report number one (see appendix H2)), and the MA to which the report 

relates. As can be seen in appendix H, MAs in many instances freely provided more 

than the one requested example. Additional routine reports were provided by certain 

participants who worked closely with MAs and details of these are also listed in 

appendix H1. The findings presented below will continually make reference to these 

reports. 
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Some MAs spent more time than other MAs on routine reports versus non-routine 

reports. In general, the routine reports tended to dominate the roles of MAs, and 

particularly for AM3, EM, and BM4 who remarked that óit is mostly all routineô. In 

contrast, for AM1 and AM2 this was 60:40 (routine: non-routine) and 70:30 

respectively, and for BM3 ónot much of it is routineô. DO1 commented that óDM1 

probably spends more time generating routine reports but I would spend more time 

looking at the non-routine stuffô. In general the time spent on routine and non-routine 

reports reflected the roles the MAs occupied i.e., AM1, AM2, BM1, BM3, and DM1 

occupied roles that linked to OMs involved in projects, while AM3, BM2, BM4, and 

EM occupied roles that necessitated the routine preparation of financial and 

management accounts. Other MAs, such as AM4, CM, and DM2, tended to have a 

mix of both.  

 

6.4 Thematic foundation of findings and presentation structure 

The findings are presented around dimensions of the central focus of phase two of the 

research which is the extent that antecedents and characteristics associated with the 

roles of MAs have consequences for assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. 

The consequence of assisting OMs in the performance of their roles as the point of 

focus in phase two is analysed into three major elements in the presentation of the 

findings which are impact, information, and interaction (the three óiôs). Impact 

examines to what extent the roles of MAs specifically impact on the OMsô 

performance outcomes. Information examines to what extent the roles of MAs in 

providing information assists OMs in the performance of their roles. Interaction 

examines to what extent the roles of MAs in interacting with OMs assists OMs in the 

performance of their roles.  

 

As noted in section 6.2, role theory methodology was used to investigate the 

expectations of OMs as a means of understanding to what extent MAs were assisting 

OMs in the performance of their roles. This also adds much more depth to the 

identification of management as a strong antecedent in phase one (see section 5.2.2.5) 

of the research now being related specifically to assisting OMs in the performance of 

their roles. Thus, the findings presented below analyse this antecedent of management 

into the expectations of OMs and the extent that MAs were meeting these 

expectations and therefore assisting OMs in the performance of their roles. Within 
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these expectations, there are findings on the expected characteristics of the MA, 

expected characteristics regarding the information provided by the MA, and expected 

interaction with the MA which builds further on these important characteristics as 

identified in phase one (see section 5.3).  

 

The findings of phase two are presented under a number of themes which are:  

 

1) Impact of MAs on OMsô performance outcomes; 

2) General characteristics of information and assisting OMs;   

3) Meeting OMsô control information expectations; 

4) MAs and control information; 

5) Meeting OMsô control interaction expectations; 

6) Meeting OMsô decision information expectations; 

7) MAs and decision information; 

8) Meeting OMsô decision interaction expectations;  

9) MAsô perceptions of OMsô expectations; and 

10) Antecedents challenging the support MAs can provide to OMs. 

 

As expectations form a significant part of the presentation of the findings it is 

important to explain how the managers, who held these expectations of MAs, actually 

conveyed them to MAs. OMs communicated their expectations of the roles of MAs to 

MAs sometimes through formal and informal meetings and sometimes through 

telephone calls and electronic mail e.g., DO1 commented that DM1 could challenge 

and push óeach of the managers and that is a thing that I talked to him aboutô. MAs 

also became aware of the expectations of OMs in relation to their roles through their 

line (finance) manager and through documented expectations depicted in annually 

stated and reviewed goals and objectives and to a much, much lesser extent, job 

descriptions. 

 

Specific reports will be referred to in presenting findings on general information 

characteristics assisting OMs, in the control and decision information expectations of 

OMs, and in the control-related and decision-related reports that MAs provided. 

While reports were not examined in phase one, phase two adds depth to the important 

information support role highlighted in phase one (see section 5.3.2.1). 
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6.5 Impact of MAs on OMsô performance outcomes 

There was some variability in the perceptions of OMs regarding the extent that MAs 

influenced them in the performance of their roles. OMs were asked about satisfaction 

with the influence of MAs upon them and vice versa. AO1, BO3, BO4 and CO sought 

the MAs to influence them more, while the remaining OMs were satisfied with the 

influence of the MA on them. Most OMs were generally satisfied with the extent of 

their influence on MAs but AO3 described it as ónot muchô, BO1 desired more óvalue 

addô, and DO2 noted his influence as óbordering too littleô. BO4 wished to óexploreô 

the scope to influence BM4. In summary, four OMs wished MAs had more influence 

over them and three OMs wished they had more influence over MAs.  

 

OMs explained their extent of dependence on MAs to enable them to achieve their 

objectives which reveals, sometimes implicitly and sometimes explicitly, to what 

extent MAs impact on performance outcomes for OMs. AO1 stated: 

 

AM1 would be a big help in terms of delivering information which 

can aid you obtain your objectives, she wouldnôt be involved in the 

day to day help in terms of AM1 wonôt do anything in terms of 

helping me get delivery performance up but if I ask her to help on 

providing the data, she gladly willéthe data can make a difference 

to help me, it can help me to look in the right direction. 

 

AO2 described AM2 as ópart of the operations team and he is a functional role, cost 

reduction and I will be looking for more from him on thatô and óhe contributes to the 

operations teamô. AO2 noted AM2 óworks with me closely, with me on productivityô 

(see R2) and ówe have visibility on how well we are spendingô. AO2 explained the 

performance consequences of the roles of AM2 as ólabour productivity, productivity 

would be a big one, I suppose the cost reductionô and óhe would have an impact on 

decision makingô. AO3 did not perceive much dependence on AM3 to achieve his 

objectives: 

 

éin some ways he doesnôt, I wonôt say he doesnôt but he delivers the 

results, this is what you achievedéinformation that you are able to 

work with and then because we have the weekly meeting we review 

[AO3]. 
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AO3 stated that óAM3 will come to me if we seem to be going over budgetô and ófrom 

the interaction we are using the information more, we use the information more to see 

what our costs are, like we know what our high spend costs are which up to now we 

wouldnôt have looked atô and AO3 was ómost pleasedô, as óthe information is readily 

availableô. AO4 noted that AM4 óassists primarily on the conversion cost productivity 

objectives through the activities on the cost reduction teamsô (see R13), while ósome 

of it is purely monthly, the need to deliver monthly financial accountsô. AO4 added: 

 

My objective as plant leader would be more pure on cost, quality, 

and delivery so yes he also supports the delivery of objectives within 

the finance department that are unique to the finance group but 

outside of that in terms of the plant managerôs objectives he feeds 

into, positively into activities to reduce, primarily to reduce costs. 

 

AO4 related specific performance results to AM4ôs analysis of overtime issues (see 

R14) and óout of that came a whole series of meetings and out of that we agreed some 

overtime ratesô and ówe saved ourselves well over a ú100,000 year to dateô and R14 

óforces people to, it is an active document, it is a live documentô [AO4]. AO4 also 

noted that AM4 had been instrumental in highlighting escalating cost issues and 

órelative to prior, he would look at patterns of usageô. BO1 depended on BM1 to 

manage ócapital spend, it is where it is at, so it is control capital spend, forecasting 

capital spendô. BO1 noted: 

 

He is again capital control, without that, without those systems and 

without those systems being up to date and maintained and 

constantly evolving we just simply wouldnôt have the control in 

there. 

 

BO1 explained that regarding BM1 óthe key consequence is the word control, we have 

control of capitalô. BO2 noted that BM2 ómakes sure everything is set up, all the costs 

are thereô including ódifferent signature requirements before it can be approved on the 

systemô. BO2 stated that: 

 

He is setting up a standard cost for purchased items, he would set up 

a standard cost for that so if he doesnôt prioritise and sign off within 

his three days that could delay something being purchased or it could 

delay something going on the line. 
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BO2 noted: ódecision making in my job, am, he wouldnôt really, not because of him 

but it wouldnôt really come into itô. BO3 explained his dependence on BM3 as: 

 

éhe gives me guidance in terms of actually, directional guidance in 

terms of actually the financial impacts of the decisions that we make 

and the direction and goals of the siteéhe certainly gives feedback 

to meéalso gives me some suggestions in terms of what else could 

we do to try and get some results, we would have less financial 

impact if BM3 was not there. 

 

BO3 explained performance consequences as ówe get very professional output in the 

areas of new product introduction costing, that is one area, so high calibre in that 

space. We get a very good discipline and quality of cost centre review discussions like 

budget review discussions'. BO4 simply stated that he ódoesnôt reallyô depend on 

BM4 to achieve his objectives. Although BO4 did ónot know enough, what BM4 

doesô but BM4 ókeeps us all in line as well, you know there are boundaries there that 

are budgeted toô. BO4 observed: 

 

It is the control compliance from the financial side it is critical from 

BM4ôs, that we have at the end of, on a weekly and a monthly, that 

we are keeping all the work orders and the costs in line with our 

objectives and that anything that I can do to support it is very 

important. 

 

CO stated his dependence on CM with a specific example relating to his own plant 

wide objectives on managing scrap: 

 

It is an important role [CM] I mean again this thing here again one of 

objectives would be scrap, at least, every department, these are all 

my departments [referring to the scrap report, R24] in the area of 

scrap, 3% here and 5% there, coating maybe 8%, the point is if I 

didnôt look at this report from January to January and at the end of 

the year scrap was 20% across the plant well I wouldnôt be here in 

January if it was. 

 

CO perceived performance consequences regarding CM as óquality of original 

information that has to be a key pointô for example óproject costings or when we are 

in price negotiationsô. DO1 related DM1 to his objective on the ósupply chain 

management team and looking for him to be more proactive in raising the issues and 
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driving us all to achieve them rather than just reporting where we areô. DO1 stated 

that: 

 

[DM1] would state where we are, the facts as they are, where we are 

versus our targets [see R34a-c] and he would leave it at that so I 

would have to take it from there to make, go through actions and 

decisions [DO1].  

 

Both DO1 and DO2 perceived the consequences of the roles of DM1 and DM2 to be 

firstly the óaccountsô [DO1, DO2], secondly to push the performance of managers 

towards óthe achievement of targetsô [DO1], and óidentifying the issues at an early 

stage and then those issues being addressed proactivelyô [DO2]. DO2 stated that DM2 

would assist him achieving his objectives through the ómonthly set of accounts, 

identifying the issues and addressing them speedilyô for example:  

 

Well if  there are issues in a [division] be it a margin issue or at least I 

can step in and work on it straight away so that can have a positive 

impact then if it is worked upon. 

 

EO stated regarding EM assisting him achieving his objectives that óhe wouldnôt in 

terms of, not reallyô. EO noted that EM was ódoing his jobô as óthere is nothing 

coming back, there is nothing major coming down the lineô from head office: 

 

EM is giving them the information that they are looking for. All they 

want is information, nothing but, just give them information so he is 

obviously doing that or else you would have people living here. 

 

EO explained óif he [EM] wasnôt there I would carry on anyway [laughs] but at the 

same timeéhe gets all the figures, the production figures, he plots those in against the 

budgetô. 

 

6.6 General characteristics of information and assisting OMs 

The characteristics of the information provided by MAs and linked to assisting OMs 

in the performance of their roles are presented under the headings of timeliness and 

accuracy, dependability, accessibility and visibility, functional requirements, 

determining needs, user orientation, and aggregation and disaggregation, building 

upon phase one (see section 5.3.3). 
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6.6.1 Timeliness and accuracy 

AO1 attributed óaccurate and timely informationô and óputting all the pieces togetherô 

to AM1 and noted that AM1 had made his ójob that bit easier because if I can rely on 

good accurate dataô. AO1 commented that he was óvery, very happy with the serviceô 

he got from AM1 and that work was done in a ógood timely fashionô. AO2 explained 

that óbelieve it or not it is a lot better than it used to beô as óbefore that we had the 

financial controller doing it purely from a PC so he was making all the assumptions, 

not necessarily correctô  but it was now óa lot more localised so you have a discussion 

youôre looking at problems and youôre saying well it is not quite right to measure it 

that way the labour productivity is actually reallyéso it is more accurate, it is more  

preciseô. AO2 was referring to a recent decision in the company to align specific MAs 

to support specific business units (see section 6.3.1). Confirming this AM2ôs reports 

on productivity (see R2), output per employee (see R3) and operating supplies (see 

R4a-b) were specifically at the sub-firm level (see Business Unit B in figure 6.2). 

AO4 was pleased with the timeliness of information coming from AM4 in stating that 

óI think the main delay is getting the information to AM4, as soon as he gets his hands 

on it, he turns it around very quicklyô. BO1 stressed the importance of timely project 

reporting [see R16] by BM1:  

 

It is timely reporting on a weekly basis, it is very important because 

if we look at a project and it is not live and the costs are not live on it 

we could potentially make decisions that are essentially flawed.  

 

BO2 stated that ówhat works best is the timeliness of the item set up and the cost 

rollingô. BO3 noted the time pressure in forecasting processes as ówe say ok that 

doesnôt look directionally right, so lots of rework, re-churning of that type of dynamic 

which would have to be done in a very short timeline in order to actually get to an end 

point fairly quicklyô. CO noted that óone of my objectives would be scrapô and óthe 

only way that I know if scrap is high or low is what CM gives me [see R24a-b]éso I 

need accurate information so the more CM can give me the focus points to focus on, 

timely information, and the analysisô. CO stated that óI think timing is everythingô. 

One of the factors that pleased DO1 most about management accounting information 

was that óit is timely, it is accurateô (see R25 and R34). DO1 stressed firstly regarding 

DM1, the óaccounts correct and accurateô as ówe put a high focus on financials and 
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measurement. We would have the view that what doesnôt get measured doesnôt 

happenô. DM2 perceived OMsô expectations as being óto do the accounts properly. 

DO2 attached much importance to óidentifying the issues at an early stageô in the 

context of the ómonthly accountsô (see R26) and óby having those issues addressed as 

early as possible, it has a positive impact on the business thenô. EO referred to the 

management accounts as óhistoricalô which could be understood from EMôs remark 

that ówe have so much to do and we are very short of staffô and ówe report to head 

office ok within four or five working daysô but the management accounts ócould be 

another two weeksô or óthree weeks after the month endô (see R28 and R30).  

 

6.6.2 Accessibility and visibility 

Some OMs raised issues around getting access to information and to getting that 

access earlier in the process. AO1 expressed a preference for receiving information 

prior to meetings so ówe could get some of the work done prior to the meetingô. CO 

noted ósometimes a report is printed and people see a big figure on the bottom line 

and it could maybe create maybe a kind of excitementô and for example sometimes óit 

is not actually true scrap but people didnôt record the correct usageô. DO2 also noted 

that he would like to see the monthly accounts prior to the review meetings as óthe 

first time I see the accounts I am presented with a pack and I have no background to 

itô. Some MAs and OMs noted how there was not much awareness of management 

accounting information that was available. AM3 noted that óthey didnôt realise that 

the report was there [see R6a-b, operating supplies], they could use it for various 

different thingsô. CO noted that ótheir knowledge of the condition of the plantéit is 

very valuable and that just needs to be sharedô. CO commented that it was a case of 

ónot being asked for it in the pastô and óit was an accident a few months back that I 

came across the scrap report (see R18) and I said who does that and he said I doô. CO 

and DO2 perceived access to this information as critical: 

 

éhe gives me access to inventory reports which are very important 

and we are not carrying too much inventory, gives me access to 

overtime reports, scrap reports and what we call KPIs, key 

performance indicators that kinds of tell you if you are being 

effective. You can be very efficient and produce a lot of material but 

it might not be effective in making a profit [CO]. 

 

éif DM2 wasnôt there you would be working in a vacuum at that 

stage, not knowing what is really happening, okay you have a hunch 
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but the whole process, you donôt really have a set of figures there 

that are quite convincing in their own right and I think that one can 

be satisfied that there is accuracy in terms of the figures [DO2]. 

 

DO2 noted that ówe go through the accountsô as óthere is no point in looking at the 

strategic issues if you donôt have the set of accounts for a startô. AM2 attributed 

óincreased visibility of the OPE, the output per employeeô (see R3) to his interaction 

with AO2 as óI am giving him information on costs, labour costs and the productivity 

per person, per employee so he can obviously make judgements or calls on thatô. 

AM4 noted that óto get them interested they have to be measured on itô e.g., AM4ôs 

report on overtime (see R14) had highlighted overtime issues and AM4 noted that 

óthey keep on saying to me now the overtime, sit down with themésee what we can 

do in terms of, reduce itô [AM 4]. BO1 remarked about interacting a lot with BM1 and 

óit is liveô (see R16). BO1 was óvery keen on transparency reportingô and óreporting of 

projects, the transparency of where costs areô [BO1]. 

 

6.6.3 Functional requirements  

MAs made distinctions between information for OMs in different organisational 

functions or levels. AM1 interacted with many OMs (see appendix G) and noted: 

 

The Maintenance and the Operations Director, they are not as 

involved in the pure production. Like the Production Manager, really 

all he is interested in is getting good parts out, while the Operations 

Director, heôd be involved in strategic planning, in all these different 

operationalécost savings plan things so he would look for finance 

more. Same with Maintenance, because, and he is also the 

Scheduling Manager, he would need information on the whole 

inventory side of things, like inventory control. There is a lot of 

information that they would need from us to do their jobs [AM1]. 

 

AM1 added that the óOperations Director, who would be involved in capital projects 

(see R1, report on capital projects), theyôll come to us a lot more looking for 

information and asking us to sit in on different meetings so they would have higher 

expectations of finance than the actual pure production peopleô. CM remarked that óif 

it is a production manager he is looking at production, if it is a maintenance manager 

he is looking at maintenanceô and that óa lot of it is non-financialô for example OMs 

focused on scrap óunitsô (see R24a) before scrap value (see R24b). DM1 remarked 

that ócertain managers do, certain managers donôtô require more óad hocô reporting 
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e.g., one ómanager would be involved a lot in projectséhe is on the development side 

of things so he is obviously going to be using ad hoc reports more than monthly 

reportsô. EM linked specific information types to functional managers, distinguishing 

between production and sales managers. For the production manager EM stated ówhat 

I would work with EO would be production statistics, probably would not be 

monetary figuresô and for sales people, ósales in turns, by product, average sales 

prices, for different product lines, compare contractors, sales, this year versus last 

year, versus budget and also for sales we do margins on bought in productsô (NR17 

was a debtors analysis for sales managers, while elements of R28 and R29 were for 

production managers). Further distinctions were made by EM for OMs in different 

product business units in that a lot more information was required for the one that was 

more ócustomer specificô than the one that was óvariations of a standard productô as 

the former was much more difficult to sell if left in stock (this distinction was visible 

in R28 and R29 in the different analysis by product division). 

 

6.6.4 Determining needs 

AM2 noted that ósitting down with him [AO2] and saying what do you need, what do 

you want or I have also given him stuff, I think this is what would be useful, we sit 

down together and go through thatô. BM1 remarked that óyou have to tailor it to the 

peopleô and óit is easier then for you to see what the person is trying to use the 

information for, that you are not just providing figuresô. BM1 noted that óit comes 

back to the notion of the internal customerô and óthere would be a kind of an agreed 

service level that to a certain extent that I will provide them with a lot of helpô. BM1 

noted that with OMs you ódeal with them as they wish to be dealt withô which meant 

providing information in person with a quick explanation so óthey donôt have to look 

through a spreadsheet, what I am looking for here?ô or by e-mail where they can 

óstudyô it, and ówhen it suits themô. CM revealed some uncertainty around the needs 

of OMs as óit is hard to say, you do what you do and it is the old question that if you 

were to stop reporting on certain things tomorrow would anyone notice, I donôt 

knowô. DM1 noted how the recent appointment of a new divisional head had 

impacted on his role. The former head was described as more ópresidentialô, óa PR 

manô, while the current head was more óhands-onô or ópernicketyô and óit influences 

what you are doing on your day to day job because when that person is under pressure 

they are relying on youô. The implication of this for DM1 was óyou have got to adapt 
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to that and youôve got to know how that person, what makes them tick if you want to 

fit into their ideasô.  

 

6.6.5 User orientation 

With report R1, AM1 interacted with relevant OMs by e-mailing it out and óespecially 

the ones where there is a lot of spend, the unspent ones, I will go and talk to them, 

ring them, go down and talk individually to each person, the manager or themselves 

about itô. AM1 noted that OMs had requested changes to R1. BM1 noted that for a 

capital projects report R16, óI would have sat with the lads, particularly the Projects 

Manager [BO1] and said what information do you wantô and óhow he wants a 

summary reportô. BM1 remarked that óthey [OMs] added in a couple of lines and 

made a couple of amendments to itô. BM1 noted that the summary report, R16, was 

ówhat he kind of focuses onô, óthen he would maybe dig deeper into specific projects 

behind themô and also óat the close outô resolving project óissuesô.  

 

AM2 gave examples of using ópivot tables and trends and statistics and percentagesô 

to ótry and make it better, easier for themô e.g., AM2ôs report on output per employee 

(see R3) was graphical and reports on operating supplies (see R4a-b) ranked top 

usages by value and by volume, and in a graph. Both reports were on one page. AO3 

commented upon the information from AM3 as easy to use and then because ówe have 

the weekly meeting, we reviewô. AM3 noted that óit [R6a-b] just used to go out this 

way before (AM3 presents the old detailed format) so AO3 has asked for them 

graphicallyô and óthis year we have changed it to put the top 25ô in. AO3 remarked 

that óhe [AM3] is well able to explain you know because a lot of the stuff that 

accountants talk about, they have their jargon there, but he is well able to explain 

around that, you know I think he is goodô. Confirming AM4ôs user orientation, AO4 

stated that óhe will actually, typically, ok show me what you want and go out on the 

floor, back in, and go through the cost accountsô and óthe quality of the information 

sort of from the cost reduction teams, he is key to that right and now it is in a manner 

that is usable and clear and I think he has delivered thatô (see R10 and R11 on 

electricity and gas usage respectively).  

 

CO observed a change made to one of CMôs reports (see section 6.8.2). CO stated that 

óthe balance is positively towards pictorialsô in Company C and óit is mostly trend 
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data so we are able to see are there improvementsô and óif we have a bad spike we can 

actually know if there is a bad week or month, it is out of context, and we probably 

can find out quickly why soô. DO1 had a ópreference for non-financial in terms of 

management informationô (as was visible from the performance indicators on R25), 

and commented that óthe whole CRM and customer focus really needs to be reflectedô 

more. DO2 perceived DM2 as óvery goodô at ópulling together financial information 

and presenting itô in that óhe has access to the information, put it together, and put it 

together with a degree of simplicity so a non-accountant or a non-financial person can 

interpret the results fairly speedilyô. EO commented that EM could óuse more user-

friendly jargon, some of the stuffô. 

 

One indicator of user orientation was when many OMs made reference to adopting 

reports from MAs in their own functions. AM2 had conducted a one-off 

comprehensive inventory analysis (see NR2) that AM2 noted OMs had requested 

from him in various forms to facilitate them performing further analysis. AM3 

observed the extension of a usage report (see R6a-b, operating supplies) by OMs to 

other materials than those the report was originally designed for. BO1 commented 

that óI think the quality of the information is very important you know and we do 

make a lot of use of that, accounting information that he does produce (see R16) and 

we do flex it. CO remarked óso I take that report and I look at it myself obviously and 

I see any issues and also distribute it to all my direct reports so now they can see in 

their departments where there is high scrapô (see R24a-b) and óit is also very easy to 

shareô given its graphical form of presentation. CO elaborated that óthey are being 

shared and it means and I share them with my own direct reports and every month 

departmental managers, every week in fact with overtime, every week for inventoryô. 

CO noted that now órather than waiting to be asked where is my scrap they [his direct 

reports] actually tell you in advanceô.  

 

6.6.6 Aggregation and disaggregation 

AM4 perceived OMs as most pleased about ótimelyô but ónot too detailed, just 

enoughô information and AM4ôs reports were very simple and brief in presentation. 

AO4 added that AM4 ówill send out the data but on the front of that e-mail he will 

have the main points, here is the data, I would like to bring your attention to the main 

points. Bum! There it isô. BO1 placed great importance on weekly project reporting 
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and monthly forecasting and reporting from BM1 as the ófourteen project engineersô 

all ólive and die by that cost sheet, it is a one pagerô [BO1]. BM1 associated 

involvement with providing OMs with a ósummaryô (see R16) to óget a feel for where 

the problems are and then that is where they want to take a dive down to see what the 

issues areô and that the director was more into summaries and the manager into the 

detail. BM3 commented that ómanagers sort of want high levelô and they are 

óconcerned with the sum totalô. CM commented that óyou get managers who never ask 

you questions, they might ask the odd question, while other managers tend to look at 

the detail, while others just look at the overviewô. DM2 commented that ósome people 

take a much bigger interest in their accounts, others they are just into sales and they 

have a limited interest so it variesô and ósome people go through it with very fine 

detail, while others may have a quick look over the main points, the summary pointsô. 

 

DM1 associated óhigh level informationô with involvement with OMs as ómanagers 

donôt have timeô and OMs were óassuming that everything is ok at the bottomô but  

DM1 did note that óthere are times when they want to go into detailô. DO1 remarked 

that óit can be as detailed as you want it to be as there is loads of stuff behind itô. DO2 

remarked that he required ósummary sheets for a start, keep it simpleô. These sheets 

captured sales and cost performance information and the overall results (see R26). 

DO2 noted the value of ótaking some of the summary sheets and being able to come to 

a fairly quick conclusion to where a [business unit] is at a point in timeô. DO2 stated 

that: 

 

I go through them in detail, go through the set of accounts in detail 

and when I am finished the accounting review then with my own 

lads, get rid of them and hold on [to] the summary pages, hold on 

[to] the summary piece. 

 

EO perceived that EM had an impact on decision making óbecause he is showing a 

bigger picture of the company, where it is, its profitability and where it can improveô, 

the óbottom lineô and EM óhas all these ratiosô. EM, supporting this, also noted the 

value of óbringing all the activities together, stating it in monetary terms otherwise 

everybody would be working as a separate entity, sales would have their own, we will 

just sell as much as we can, production will just produce as much as we can and there 

might not be a market there for itô. 




