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Towards explaining stability in and around
management accounting systems

Markus Granlund*

The aim of this longitudinal case study is to examine the reasons behind the often
observed fact that accounting systems are difficult to change, despite the influence
of significant market changes and other changes which put tremendous pressure on
accounting to change. Unlike the bulk of studies on management accounting change,
this study focuses on stability (continuity) and on the reasons for its existence or even
necessity. The study aims to reveal how human, institutional, and economic factors
become intertwined in MAS change projects, and especially in the cumulative process of
change or its denial. The origins of stability and, therein, resistance in accounting systems
are discussed using institutional theory and Giddens’ theory of structuration.
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1. Introduction

. . . it is probably reasonable to say that accounting practices are generally rather slow to
change. An interesting question is: why? (Scapens, 1994, p. 317)

This longitudinal in-depth case study will concern itself with development
attempts focused in particular on improving product costing practices. The analysis
pays special attention to the counterpart of change, stability. The study will shed
light on the reasons behind the often observed fact that accounting systems are
difficult and slow to change, despite the influence of significant changes in the
operating environment putting tremendous pressure on accounting to change
(e.g. Hedberg and Jönsson, 1978; Johnson and Kaplan, 1987; Argyris and Kaplan,
1994; Bromwich and Bhimani, 1994; cf. Foster and Ward, 1994). The point in this
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discussion is not that, when confronted with changes in the operating environment,
all companies should necessarily change their accounting systems. The central
phenomenon to be examined in this study concerns the needs for accounting system
change acknowledged by certain organizational stakeholders, the establishment of
development projects, and the collective denial of the (need for) changes in the
accounting system. This begs the question as to why, despite good intentions, the
system did not change?

An important part of the analysis of change and stability will be the examination
of visible resistance to accounting system change. Such resistance is almost without
exception mentioned as a factor affecting the success of accounting system change in
earlier studies (see Anderson and Young, 1999). The existence of resistance is widely
known, but poorly understood (Newman and Rosenberg, 1985). Only very few
attempts have been made to analyse this particular issue further. This study attempts
to offer a social theory-based explanation for both the stability of management
accounting systems (MAS) and resistance to accounting system change: a potentially
different explanation from what has been presented in earlier studies (see Scapens
and Roberts, 1993; Argyris and Kaplan, 1994; Malmi, 1997). The explicit examination
of MAS stability will ultimately facilitate understanding of MAS change (Burns and
Scapens, 2000).

This study does not merely aim at presenting a list of factors affecting management
accounting change projects and processes, although such efforts are acknowledged
as being valuable (for an excellent review, see Anderson and Young, 1999). A novel
analysis (a classification) of the factors affecting development projects will be carried
out, facilitated by a framework based mainly on institutional theory (Powell and
DiMaggio, 1991). This classification is presented to promote future research into the
factors involved with management accounting change and stability.

In addition, an in-depth analysis will be made in order to go beyond the
institutional framework, to reveal how organizational power and legitimation games
impinge on the development attempts which are described. The focus will not
be so much on the technical details considered by the system developers as on
the organizational issues that emanate from the production and reproduction of
organizational reality—of the deeply rooted institutionalized principles of behaviour
(Giddens, 1984). In this regard, the approach of this study resembles Scapens and
Roberts’ (1993) account of their objectives (cf. Hopwood, 1987). While referring to
Giddens (1981) for the historical and contingent nature of all social reproduction,
Scapens and Roberts (1993, p. 2) stated that ‘[I]t is not our objective to simplify these
influences by extracting a set of generalisable factors, rather it is to amplify and to
explain some of the social processes which were at work’.

To sum up, this paper aims to:

• analyse the stability of MAS, and thereby gain new insights into the knowledge
of MAS change;

• develop a framework for analysing the different factors that explain the observed
change and stability in the case firm, with a view to enhancing future research on
MAS change; and

• thereafter extend the analysis to more in-depth examinations of the nature and
origins of MAS stability facilitated by structuration and institutional theory,
thereby contributing to our knowledge of MAS change in toto.
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The concept of stability
Hopwood’s (1987) study of the challenge of accounting change illustrated the
variety and complexity of accounting change. The counterpart of change, stability, is
seldom given equal emphasis in accounting studies. Moreover, some of the attempts
to analyse this issue seem to involve explorations of resistance, implying highly
negative connotations: people resisting change are irrational and ignorant of the
need for change, and thus delay necessary progress. This study argues for a wider
conceptualization of stability, wherein resistance to change plays one part, and is not
to be viewed as being synonymous with irrationality.

At a general level, stability is the opposite of change but in an ambiguous
way. Giddens (1979, 1984) outlined the relationship between continuity, change
and stability in a way which gives us an extended basis to proceed within this
complexity. For Giddens (1979, pp. 198–233) the interconnectedness of change,
stability and continuity is natural: ‘. . . stability means continuity over time’ (p. 199).
Stability ensures the connection between past, present and future. Still, the possibility
of change is, according to Giddens, inherent in every circumstance of social
reproduction because of individuals’ intentionality and purposiveness. Therefore,
‘every analysis of (social) stability must also ipso facto be an account of change’
(p. 210).

Giddens’ (1979; 1984) ideas, as well as institutional theory (Powell and DiMaggio,
1991), will be applied in an attempt to offer an explanation for the stability of the MAS
and the (origins of) resistance to management accounting change in the case firm.1

The explanations will, however, be based on the case (cf. Scapens and Roberts, 1993;
Humphrey and Scapens, 1996). It would be too ambitious to aim at a generalizable
theory of ‘stable management accounting’ based on a single case research project.
Rather, an attempt has been made to describe and explain the origins of stability of
MAS; how the ‘tacit’ stability and the openly observed resistance can be explained.2

The case study
The case firm, Foodco (name disguised), is a large Finnish food manufacturing
enterprise (turnover around EUR 500 million). The methods of this case study
include analysis of written documents, theme and open interviews, and participant
observation. The study is part of a wider research project that includes 38 open
and theme interviews and some 20 other, more informal, conversations with Foodco
personnel. As will be seen, extraordinarily delicate material is presented in this study,
even if compared to many earlier case studies. The intensive observation period
covers a ‘gross period’ of 1993–1996, but conversations with Foodco personnel still
continued during 1997–1999.

The case company was selected on the basis of rumours that it was carrying out
a cost accounting development project and had faced many kinds of difficulties in

1Cf. Burns and Scapens (2000) framework which combined structuration theory and old institutional
economics. The study at hand could, to some extent, be seen to present an empirical extension of Burns
and Scapens (2000). See also Granlund (1998), who combined structuration theory and (new) institutional
theory into a theoretical framework used in the analysis of the challenge of management accounting
change.
2For practitioners, stability in organizational life is expected to be largely tacit knowledge (cf. Giddens,
1979): something which is there, but is difficult or impossible to explicate and put into words.
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this process. Although a single firm case study is limited with respect to statistical
generalizability, it offers opportunities for in-depth observation and analysis of a
complicated research phenomenon in a way that permits contextual generalizability
(Lukka and Kasanen, 1995).

A considerable number of studies of management accounting change today seem
to concentrate on analysing the implementation success and the overall impacts
of activity-based costing (ABC). Indeed, there are several examples of limited or
otherwise unsuccessful applications of ABC systems (e.g. Friedman and Lyne, 1997;
Malmi, 1997).3 Although this paper begins with the idea of a more open approach
(see e.g. Bruns, 1987), i.e. without any commitment to a specific technique, such as
ABC, it soon becomes evident that it turns into an examination of an ABC project.

2. Are management accounting systems difficult to change?

Kaplan (1985) claimed that there is a simple cause–effect relationship between
accounting change and its environment, implying the idea that signals from
the environment have to, and will, change accounting. There are also other
corresponding arguments that not only accept that accounting systems could change,
but that they must change in order to keep pace with other trends in development,
or simply in order to maintain their reliability (e.g. Kirkegaard, 1997). However,
it is often argued or observed that management accounting change is difficult to
implement (Kaplan, 1985; Bruns, 1987; Johnson and Kaplan, 1987; Bromwich and
Bhimani, 1994; Foster and Ward, 1994; Shields, 1995; Gosselin, 1997). Why is this?

A further question asks whether accounting systems are more difficult to change
than other administrative information systems within organizations. A good exam-
ple of the relative stability of MAS is the diffusion of ABC. ABC has truly made a
breakthrough where discussions of management accounting practice are concerned.
But why is its general entry into companies taking place so slowly (see e.g. Gosselin,
1997), considering the claimed theoretical excellence of the foundations of ABC?4 Is it
too complex a system? Or is it too difficult to integrate ABC into the existing informa-
tion systems? The reasons are obviously many, varying from the lack of management
support to problems in identifying cost drivers (see Drury et al., 1993; Shields, 1995;
Malmi, 1996; Gosselin, 1997).

How has the stability in and around MAS been studied previously? In general,
two approaches have been used. Underlying the first is the aim of producing
statistically testable theories of the success of ABC implementations. For example,
the ‘theory’ of ABC implementation by Shields and Young (1989; 1994; see also
Shields, 1995) is to a large degree a simplified list of factors involved in attempts
to implement ABC.5 Studies applying this approach are useful, but the inherent

3For a discussion on when an ABC system is to be considered unsuccessful or having failed, see, e.g. Foster
and Swenson (1997).
4At least on the conceptual level, ABC may be said to have diffused into many companies relatively
quickly. The last 10 years form only a brief era in the history of management accounting. However,
considering the multitude of writings and discussions about ABC, it is also justifiable to wonder why
the number of true adoptions of ABC is still relatively small (see Malmi, 1999).
5Cf. the behavioural model of ABC implementation presented by Argyris and Kaplan (1994). Although
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target, to identify statistically testable factors, tends to undermine these efforts to
some extent. Although each claims to avoid doing a ‘factors study’ (e.g. Anderson,
1995; cf. Malmi, 1997), that is exactly what they seem to end up doing. While large
sample studies facilitating survey methods and statistical generalization are needed
to see the ‘big picture’, much more far-reaching, interpretative work remains to be
done.

One problem with the ‘factors approach’ is that it sometimes does not produce
much that is new considering what has been reported in a number of studies dealing
with factors influencing information system implementation. By the 1970s the use of
external consultants and top management support, for instance, were identified as
factors effecting IT implementation (e.g. Ginzberg, 1978). Another problem relates
to the possibility that the number of factors affecting the implementation of, say,
ABC, is in principle unlimited. However, the relative importance of certain factors
can probably be established (see Anderson and Young, 1999). Still, such explanations
fail to capture the interrelationships between the factors and the inherent complexity
originating in the different incentives and aspirations of the people involved with
accounting practice (Bhimani and Pigott, 1992; Scapens and Roberts, 1993). Moreover,
the stability related to accounting systems remains basically unaddressed in these
settings.

As comes to the second, alternative approach, stability, mainly in terms of
resistance, in and around MAS has also been analysed from a more hermeneutic
perspective. Whereas Markus (1983) and Argyris and Kaplan (1994) brought in the
power and politics around MAS, an even broader scope has been introduced by,
for instance, Scapens and Roberts (1993) and Malmi (1997). Scapens and Roberts
(1993) described resistance to accounting change as the consequence of a failure to
secure the legitimacy of a new system, coupled with problems in finding a workable
relationship between production and accounting languages. Malmi (1997) examined
the limited use of ABC, and concluded with the proposition that ABC generated new
visibilities and thereby represented a threat to the organizational slack of sub-units.

By accepting the fact that continuity, and resistance ‘therein’, is natural—not
necessarily irrational in a wider sense of the concept (Whittington, 1992)—these
studies have introduced a ‘new reality’ into MAS. Of course, the nature of the
results of these studies differs from the ‘factors approach’. They are often less easily
explicable, or more difficult to present, as a taxonomy aiming at predictability and
statistical generalizability. But, they open totally new perspectives on the reality of
organizational operations, where people seldom behave in predictable ways.

The brief description above suggests that the consideration of management
accounting stability is still in its early stages. Only very few attempts have been
made to reveal, for instance, the origins of resistance to accounting system change.
In the following, both the technical and the social dimensions of cost management
development in the case firm are addressed. The factors involved in such work,
which have been identified in earlier studies, will be discussed, and an attempt will
be made to give further consideration to their validity in light of this case study.

Argyris and Kaplan (1994) applied a ‘power and politics’ perspective, their ultimate aim still tended to be
a statistically testable theory consisting of factors to be considered in ABC implementation projects.
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3. Attempts to change the costing system in the case firm

In the following, descriptions of the case firm’s attempts to change its costing system
are provided. The focus is on the rise and fall of a project that was launched in
1992, but more recent development attempts will also be described. Common to the
description of the events and processes is stability: the continuity of practices over
time.

‘Project team 92’
. . . the operation of the Cost Accounting Development Team got [censored] . . . we have now
adopted the method of using common sense in order to get something done here. (Group
Controller)

The case description could begin by recognizing the fact that Foodco was in
severe financial trouble during the whole first half of the 1990s. Though financial
problems emphasized the importance of accounting, especially cost accounting, they
had a minor impact on the technical dimension of the cost accounting system.
The traditional cost accounting procedures are still going strong. The financial
crisis launched discussions about the need to develop the accounting system, but
did not lead to any practical implementations. Indeed, almost every interviewee
indicated that cost accounting, budgeting, and capital investment procedures should
be developed to meet the changes in the operating environment and the consequently
changed needs for a new kind of information.

In June 1992 the top management at Foodco established a cost accounting
development team (CADT or simply the Team) that was broken up a year later.
The establishment of the Team stemmed from the financial problems, and the
general ambiguities in management reporting. The objective was simply to develop
cost allocation procedures so that the ‘true’ costs of products could be revealed.
Such new information, it was said, would benefit the company regarding pricing,
product mix, and production decisions in the new operating environment, which
was characterized by more intense competition and diminishing subsidies from
government authorities. However, the main factor affecting the change seemed to
be the severe financial situation. There was a need for quick fixes.

The work began with a group of consultants, but quite soon after the start, the
Team had only one consultant who had been hired as its leader. He was offered
a temporary managerial accounting job in the company. But when the Team was
disbanded about a year later, two of its three members were fired, including the Team
leader. Views on the work of the Team and its members varied considerably among
the other interviewees. According to some the leader had done plenty of good work,
whereas other argued that the lay-off was the only right thing to do since he was
unable to implement anything during the year. But the people supporting the Team
to the end said that certain people made the work of the Team unnecessarily complex.

The reasons for the failure identified by the Management Accountant, Simo Lappi6

(the Team member who remained at Foodco), included the following: ‘We tried to
do something we considered to be the ‘absolute’ truth, and did not discuss it enough
with other people; We did not sell the project to the whole organization; We did not

6Fictitious names are used in the following to capture the significance of individuals and their perceptions
in the process of the development work.
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take the needs, knowledge and skills of the users sufficiently into consideration’.
Beyond these issues, what Lappi claimed to be important was the ‘wrong’ attitude

of the leader of the Team (i.e. the consultant) towards the development work; an
attitude that generated some conflict inside the Team. By this Lappi was referring
to the Team leader’s initial aim to pursue a pure form of ABC without considering
the earlier system and the particularities of the business sector, of which the Team
leader had no prior experience. The two other Team members did not share this
aim. Discussions with Simo Lappi in 1993, regarding the technical basis of the
development work, illustrate the setting:

The allocations of overheads that we can analyse with work-studies are not a problem.
Everybody can rely on them. But when we discuss other common costs, everybody seems
to have a differing opinion. New costing methods have still not been discussed properly,
even though the aim of the Team leader was the application of ABC. Now this is no longer
discussed. At the moment we are not even trying to allocate [as compared to dividing of
costs by volume] e.g. sales costs to products more rigorously.

A Production Director presented his view about the team as follows:

. . . we had an extraordinary situation in 1992 . . . we had a consultant working with
accounting issues. Then he was appointed Financial Manager for a stated period which was
one year. In my opinion it was a big mistake. It is always the case in these development
projects that in one year’s time you can start several projects, but you have no time to
implement any of them. And this was just the case: the Team ran out of time. The whole
thing ended up back at the starting point . . . a lot of money was wasted . . .

Many of the interviewees shared this view. However, the Production Director in
question—like most of the interviewees—had not attended the regular meetings
where the development work was handled. People who were closely involved gave
quite different explanations. These explanations indicated that the development
work represented a threat; a threat of large changes in the daily accounting
operations. Lappi noted this as follows:

One of the Financial Managers [Kalle Jyry in the following] opposed every single
proposition we made, starting from the beginning of our work. In the meetings where we
presented our thoughts, he always opposed and made stupid jokes about our work. He did
not even want to listen to our reports, but interrupted us with unnecessary comments. He
had built his own reporting system which was based on old-fashioned software that nobody
else was using. He did not want to change it, but did everything to be able to carry on his
work as he had done for the last fifteen years, regardless of the pressures to change.7

About the support of the top management, he concluded:

The top management had obviously realised that the development of cost accounting was a
necessary part of the total development procedures. For four months everything went fine,
but then the whole thing fell flat. The top management did not take enough interest in our
work, and they almost forgot the whole thing and did not support us any longer.

Why did the support from the top management vanish just like that? When the issue
was discussed with the executives it became evident. First of all, that there were other,
more important tasks to do (mainly ‘the ordinary rush’). Secondly, the costs and the
benefits of the project were more carefully deliberated by the management later on.

7Kalle Jyry had built a rather extensive calculation model to support his work with IFPS pro-
gramme/language. He described the system as being very good and felt it a pity that nobody else used it
or had realized its usefulness. On the other hand, he made no attempt to promote the procedure.
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The unavoidable conclusion was that the project did not produce results quickly
enough. Foodco management had evidently not realized what kind of project they
had launched. Furthermore, they had no idea of the kind of individual and social
consequences launching such a project could cause. The lack of top management
support at this point did not, however, result in termination of the project. The Team
was still allowed to continue its work.

The person who started to oppose the work of CADT most intensively, Kalle Jyry,
the Financial Manager of one of the production units, commented on the work of the
CADT by arguing that

It was a big mistake to hire these guys . . . I don’t want to say who hired them, but it’s not
difficult for you to figure it out. They got nothing done . . . a few million Marks were spent
but nothing was implemented. It’s typical that when the financial situation becomes worse,
cost accounting is given increased attention. First the ones to blame are the ones who do
the accounting, that is, the accountants. Then they [top management] start to wonder what
to do. Then they hire consultants, which is typical here. Consultants sell their own services
eagerly, and claim that everything is fucked up here, and that we don’t do anything in the
accounting department. This was the case then too.

While some other accountants started to share the view of Jyry, mainly because
they were afraid it would increase their workload, there seemed to be no resistance
concerning cost accounting developments on the production side. On the contrary,
production personnel were actually requiring developments. Furthermore, the
production personnel who were interviewed argued that they have ‘nothing to hide’,
that they were not concerned with whether new, more accurate methods and controls
were established. It may be said, though, that it was a mistake by CADT not to
include production and sales people in their Team in the first place. The discussions
with the production people in particular were thus burdened with the assumption
that ‘it is likely that whatever we suggest, those accounting guys will not act upon
these suggestions anyway’.

It appears interesting that Kalle Jyry was in the end the person who was very keen
on hearing what the production personnel in particular thought about the usability
of the existing management accounting information, so that improvements could
be made. Other accounting persons were more or less self-assured, or wanted to
present the image that their accounting methods needed no revision or even critical
evaluation. It seems that Kalle Jyry was ready for changes as long as they were carried
out on his terms. Or could he have been pretending to be interested in the change
pressures? This tended not to be the case with regard to his other comments which
were cross-checked several times. In addition, he confessed that he had opposed
the work of the Team. His justifications of his behaviour in the meetings handling
the work of CADT tend to illustrate a professional concern for accounting issues,
with the aim even of ‘saving’ Foodco from ‘bad influences’. Of course, Jyry did not
describe the way he presented his arguments, which, according to other people, were
characterized by very unpleasant features. He claimed that:

During those days development was, like now, clearly needed. But the way it was intended
to be carried out did not please me. It all started from a proposal that recipes should be
ignored and cost-drivers defined . . . I put a stop to that . . . I said that we won’t do it like
that, since if we want to apply the principles of ABM, we may start with quite a rough
model at first, and then observe what a sensible level of detail would be, and implement it
accordingly . . . not so that we invest enormous amounts in fancy systems and split pennies
that have no relevance with regard to decision making.
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The development Team had read books on ABC and they had followed lectures
given by consultants, who had been very domineering when it came to pushing
through their ideas. But regardless of the original aim of developing a pure form ABC
system, the pressure of tradition was later felt to be too intense for such a change to
take place. Furthermore, since the Team also recognized that the prevailing system
included much that was good, they eventually decided to make minor adjustments
to the old system. In fact, the Team was aware that there is little evidence, apart from
a limited number of anecdotes, which relates the use of ABC to improved financial
performance. They were also conscious of the fact that ABC does not contain many
new technical ideas. Kalle Jyry had at least made this clear: ‘I told them that ABC is
not a new idea . . . I once took a course on ABC . . . it’s only new terminology. I don’t
know whether they knew this already’.

To sum it up, the case of CADT illustrates how a seemingly relevant idea—
originally supported by top management—may result in near chaos in certain
social systems. This also illustrates the meaning of unintended consequences in
organizational arrangements. Neither the top management nor the Team members
were able to anticipate the outcome of the project. The issues involved in such
projects are difficult to anticipate and manage. However, this is not to suggest that the
lack of planning prior to the project did not have a major influence on the outcome.
These issues could have been better anticipated and managed than is evident in the
preceding story.

Attempts to change the accounting system after the CADT
Since the CADT experience, a new Group Controller (GC), Matti Nuorela, has acted
as the main agent of accounting system change. He has presented several ideas, but
they have, however, resulted in little enthusiasm among top managers.

There was an intention to start an extensive cost accounting development
programme at Foodco in early 1994. The main incentive was that the management
did not trust the current overhead allocations, and thus the product costs, and there
emerged a need to reduce the number of active products from an initial 2500 to below
500. In addition, there was the prospect of Finland’s forthcoming EU membership
and the subsequent increasingly tough competition. Nevertheless, this accounting
development project remained unrealized. Some work was carried out alongside
other activities, but no large-scale development took place.

The main limitation of the existing system, as explicated by Nuorela, was the
fact that overhead percentages included in the product ‘cost recipe’ did not react
to variations in production volume. Nuorela accepted the principles of ABC, but did
not necessarily consider them appropriate for Foodco in a theoretically pure form.
On the other hand, he was keen on emphasizing the benefits already gained from
activity analyses.8 However, ABC would require a different kind of data gathering
and updating system than was currently available at Foodco. Nuorela explained the
problems with further cost accounting development:

. . . financial troubles have meant a trend towards allocation of all costs to products. It is,
however, a wide and difficult question, since we are talking here about 2500 active products.
Depending on the corporate structure etc., ABC and ABM would be our objective. However,
our technical facilities give us no chance to adopt them, at least not yet. [. . . ]

8Some earlier studies have, indeed, pointed out that ABC can have various forms in practice (e.g. Malmi,
1996; Gosselin, 1997).
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Since Foodco, or food manufacturers in general, operate today in very competitive
environments that require almost daily updates of information, a system based
on monthly ex post updating is not adequate. The changes in the market place,
such as a downturn in demand due to poor weather, require such flexibility that a
company with hundreds of active products is likely to find it impossible to construct
a theoretically ‘correct and accurate’ ABC system.

As had happened previously, the development ideas encountered resistance. This
time, a new Production Director expressed strong opposition to ABC, when the
Group Controller introduced the idea in top management meetings. The Production
Director argued his view on the basis that ABC is too difficult to use considering
the large amount of joint costs (cf. Bromwich, 1997), which is a characteristic of the
business. He illustrated the particularities of the business by comparing the process
of constructing a car out of components to a process of bringing in raw material,
breaking it up into 500 different parts, and then putting some of them together
again, but sending most of the parts to a number of different departments for further
processing, or selling some of the parts straight to customers. The major question,
then, is how to calculate the cost of the raw material pieces and work out their
transfer prices. This question, which is fundamental in this context, still remains
to be addressed. Consequently, even the idea of carrying out activity analysis for
process improvement purposes has encountered strong resistance at Foodco, from
both accountants and other professional groups.

Despite the resistance described above, there have been some changes which might
have been expected to promote the development of the accounting system, such as
the separation in August 1996 of a controllership function from other management
accounting activities. It is widely recognized that management accountants are
primarily concerned with monthly reporting routines (e.g. Drury et al., 1993;
Bromwich and Bhimani, 1994; Drury and Tayles, 1995). But the new Group Controller
in Foodco, the head of the new controllership function, is expected to concentrate on
analysis rather than reporting, on explicitly supporting top management decision
making, and on developing accounting procedures.

A great amount of ad hoc reporting and analysis has always been carried out by
Foodco accountants. It was stated on several occasions by upper level managers
that these special reports filled the gaps in the standard reporting so efficiently that
the system as a whole was regarded as relatively good. Pressures to change the
system were thus rather low on the management side. But the accountants did not
agree, since it increased their workload. Standard reporting procedures usually take
most of the accountants’ time, and involve generating reports that seldom receive
much attention in executive meetings. Thus, it is not surprising that they have little
time for developing systems, or even for thinking critically about accounting issues.
Even in the new situation, only the GC has time to think about developments in
accounting procedures. The other management accountants are even more heavily
burdened now, since the ad hoc queries made earlier to the GC have to be answered by
the management accounting function, not the controller function. The management
accountants tend to resist changes to the accounting system because they are now
afraid that any single change would significantly affect their workload.

Have the people at Foodco, then, learned anything from their earlier experiences?
Probably something, but possibly not much, especially as there has been significant
management turnover in recent years. For example in early 1994, 10 of the 15 top
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executives were dismissed or replaced. The Group Controller remains, but he has
seemingly forgotten the earlier experiences. Largely initiated by him, an accounting
development group was established in 1996, but despite the difficulties with the
CADT, this new group consists only of accountants: the CFO, the Group Controller,
the head bookkeeper, a unit controller, and the two external auditors of Foodco.

The future: SAP R/3
There are three major challenges facing Foodco’s accounting in the near future,
as identified by the Group Controller, Nuorela: (i) the allocation of overheads to
activities, products and customers in an ABC-like manner; (ii) the development of
the system technology and coherence, with the aim of one integrated system; and
(iii) the re-engineering of the internal processes of management accounting. The last
refers, according to Nuorela, to a need for business process re-engineering of the
whole management accounting function within the Foodco Group. According to him
this is going to take place soon, and would be preceded by an activity analysis and an
activity-based cost analysis of the management accounting department. At the same
time, this will serve as an ABC pilot study, for a possible implementation of ABC in
the whole of the Foodco Group later on. By having his own responsibility area as a
pilot site, he wants to set other departments an example and thereby try to overcome
the resistance that will emerge.

In 1995 an information system development team was established with the aim
of gradually extending information system technology at Foodco. The leader of
the team—which included 10 people from Foodco and six consultants—came this
time from the IT department. An Enterprise Resource Planning system (ERPS) was
proposed as a potential solution to the future challenges regarding information
technology (see Davenport, 1998; Scapens et al., 1998). The German SAP R/3 was
already considered a promising solution for Foodco, but the project was initially
frozen for two reasons. First, it was considered too expensive, and second, too large
and the change process too long. Nevertheless, the team began work in late 1996,
with the intention of deciding during 1997 between three possible systems: SAP
R/3, Baan and BPCS. The Group Controller, Nuorela, described his attitude towards
the systems as indifference. He did not mind which system was implemented as
long as it was, first of all, an integrated system, so that there would no longer be
separate systems for production management, logistics management, and financial
management. His second requirement was that the system had ABC in-built.

In addition, the technical framework underlying Foodco’s accounting systems
needs further consideration. The current technology is multidimensional, equipped
with a dozen system or sub-system connections. In addition to the many elements
of data gathering and processing, there is also a number of different software and
hardware solutions embedded in the framework, both in geographic terms (i.e.
different systems in different plants) and even in departmental terms (i.e. variety in
the systems even within the same factory). So, it has not been clear how the system
technology could or should be developed.

Discussions in 1998–1999 reveal that an SAP R/3 implementation is ongoing,
but in terms of management accounting, nothing has yet been implemented. The
Group Controller stated that the implementation of basic financial accounting in
the new system encountered such strong resistance that even change consultants
(psychologists) had to be employed. In his view, this resistance could be explained
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purely by adherence to earlier procedures, i.e. routines. Partly tired of the constant
fight against change resistance at Foodco, Nuorela left the firm in spring 1999 to
become an ERPS consultant.

4. Discussion

Explaining the case: inertial forces versus change forces
While constructing a structural model that combines previous research with process
models of ABC implementation, Anderson and Young (1999) provided an excellent
review and summary of the factors that have been identified as affecting ABC
implementation in earlier studies. The factor list includes some 30 items, including
issues ranging from individual production process knowledge to corporate level
environmental uncertainty. Noteworthy in light of this study is the observation
that, regarding human factors, the list is very simplistic and limited in scope.
Neither does the list give much detail about the relative importance of the different
variable categories, nor the complex interrelationships existing between the different
variables. Moreover, Anderson and Young (1999) are forced to conclude that
in some settings ABC is simply unlikely to thrive regardless of how skilfully
the implementation is managed (see also Malmi, 1997). Thus, there is always
something unpredictable underlying accounting system change; in this study
this unpredictability largely involves the human factors, which are very seldom
examined any further. Nevertheless, it is not argued here that the role of the human
factors would necessarily be decisive.

In an attempt to theorize on this issue, an institutional and structuration theoretic
analysis is carried out below. The inclusion of the human factor category extends
the analysis beyond the economic and institutional macro-level, and the macro-
level is extended to cover organizational and professional cultures (micro-level
institutional analysis; cf. Burns and Scapens, 2000). The human factors do not fit the
institutional framework as such, but are assumed here to underlie all organizational
arrangements.

Table 1 comprises an analysis of the factors affecting the development attempts
at Foodco. The analysis is partly based on a framework presented by Granlund and
Lukka (1998a; see also Granlund et al., 1998) which draws on new institutional theory,
especially the model of institutional isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). The
framework is completed here by the addition of the human factors. Whereas some
of the factors are economic/functional, some are institutional, and some related to
actions or characteristics of individual human beings. In practice, it may sometimes
be very difficult to separate these from each other. However, at the analytical level,
we may use this taxonomy rather unambiguously.

The financial crisis first triggered concerns the quality of product cost information
at Foodco. Later on, however, the financial crisis actually hindered the development
work.9 The severe financial situation was without doubt one of the most important
factors affecting the developments at Foodco. Due to the market reforms and con-
sequently increased competition, significant pressures for management accounting
change were created: there were serious doubts about the reliability of the informa-

9About the unpredictable or unlinear relationship between economic crisis and (the directions) of
accounting change, see Ezzamel and Bourn (1990) and Abernethy and Chua (1996).
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tion provided by the prevailing system. Similar change pressures, but of a different
nature, emerged due to competitor imitation and the use of consultants marketing
global solutions for managerial problems (mimetic processes; DiMaggio and Powell,
1983; Granlund and Lukka, 1998a). Moreover, the professionalization of business-
oriented management accounting personnel (possibly with up-to-date university ed-
ucation) creates the potential for the modernization of the MAS with enhanced rel-
evance and strategic management support. In the category of human factors, two
factors to support changes in the costing system are identified, but they cannot be
considered as forceful.

The other side of the coin reveals counter-forces to these change pressures. Scarce
financial resources were an obstacle to management accounting reform. With regard
to the technical complexity of the earlier system, this finding resembles Malmi (1994)
results. In his study of ABC construction and implementation in the axle factory
of a truck manufacturer, Malmi found that one extremely significant factor, which
affected the design of an ABC system, was the composition of the existing system.
Moreover, for Foodco accountants, changing parts of the old costing system was
an unpleasant issue even to talk about. Hints of developments seemed to evoke
immediate resistance, leading to more or less tacit cost/benefit analyses. There were
ABC software packages on the market that could have been bought. However, the
question was not that simple, since there was a multitude of system connections to
be considered.

Then, regarding demographic issues, it is difficult to conclude whether ABC would
have been the right system for Foodco. One of the biggest problems within this
business sector is the handling of joint costs. However, it has been argued that ABC
is not capable of dealing with joint costs, at least not successfully (Bromwich, 1997).
Basically, the cost structure at Foodco is quite simple: materials 80%, direct labour
10%, other variable production costs 4%, and fixed costs 6%. However, depending
on the product, manufacturing costs may be proportionally less and the fixed costs
could amount to 30%. In addition, there are considerable differences between the
complexity of the products manufactured, as well as between the related production
processes. This analysis ultimately leads to a conclusion that ABC would not have
been an illogical solution for Foodco’s purposes (cf. Clarke and Mia, 1993; Shields,
1995).10 On the other hand, it should neither be concluded that Foodco ought to have
changed its system because other food manufacturers were possibly doing so. Rather,
it was a fact that several inaccuracies and ambiguities were identified concerning the
existing costing system.

A more general explanatory factor regarding system stability can be formulated so
that MAS provide an organizational baseline against which to measure alterations
(cf. Hedberg and Jönsson, 1978). It also appears that this baseline cannot be easily
changed in the midst of other organizational changes. Some continuity may be
necessary to enable change (cf. Burns and Scapens, 2000), and the MAS may provide
an element which supports this continuity. It may be that it is only as a result of very

10E.g. Clarke and Mia (1993) found that the ABC adoption rate in the Australian food industry was the
highest among all the industrial sectors. Also Groot and van Gool (1996) suggested several points that
should put the food sector among the most eager ABC adopters. These include, among others, new
market circumstances and the properties of food production systems. In addition, the fact that most
food manufacturers, including Foodco, provide a wide product range makes product costing increasingly
demanding.
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significant problems, or even some sort of crises, that accounting change actually
takes place.

In the category of institutional factors, those relating to the old corporate culture
(institutionalized practice; a normative pressure in the model of institutional isomor-
phism; see Granlund and Lukka, 1998a) and general routinization of organizational
practices (Giddens, 1979; Powell and DiMaggio, 1991; Burns and Scapens, 2000) can
be identified. Also, the earlier ‘bean-counting orientation’ (professionalization as a
normative pressure; see DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) of the management accountants
created inertia in the system as a whole. Finally, the change initiators were not able to
gain true legitimacy for the reforms (cf. Scapens and Roberts, 1993). Altogether, these
factors made the system ‘shake’, but not really change.11

The other relevant factors relate to the category of human factors. They are of
particular importance as we try to understand what happened at Foodco. The relative
importance of the human factor can be seen in the ultimate reasons for project
termination. However, no one single factor caused project termination. The causes
of the termination are to be found in the ‘delaying game’ played by Kalle Jyry, which
ultimately led to a situation in which it was impossible to implement anything. And,
when nothing was implemented by the deadline, it was actually an easy decision for
the top management to abandon the project. In general terms, we can conclude from
the above analysis that the economic, institutional, and human factors are tightly
inter-linked in a unity where the social and technical dimensions of accounting
systems get blurred.

Some of the single factors identified above, particularly some of those categorized
as economic or institutional factors, can also be found in earlier studies. However,
the models generated earlier often represent simplified manifestations of the
complexities that underlie quantifiable variables. The contingencies and conflicts of
interest, with which the Team members had to deal, are difficult to articulate. Also,
much knowledge of such complexities remains tacit. Many of the issues affecting
system stability at Foodco, however, relate to the poorly understood human factor.
Earlier studies have mentioned certain factors, classified here as belonging to the
category of human factors: individual expertise regarding a technology (e.g. ABC),
limited managerial support, and expectations of an increasing workload.12 However,
illustrations of how these factors—not to mention the remaining human factors’
category—are manifested in practice are extremely limited.

This paper analysed the inherent stability of MAS. Whereas Libby and Waterhouse
(1996) recently argued against the proposed stability argument, this study presents
different evidence, which is admittedly based on a single case study. However,
although Libby and Waterhouse (1996) indicated many changes in MAS, the
conceptual apparatus used in their examination is not beyond criticism. There are
not only problems in their circular definition of accounting change (change is defined
by the number of changes), but also in the ways change is measured and results

11Note that institutional pressures for change seem to be easier to oppose than economic ones (Aerts,
1994; Granlund et al., 1998). For example, the notion of a financial crisis is a very powerful argument that
does not leave much open to question, whereas pressures attached to, e.g. imitation of other companies’
practices, are much easier to object to.
12 Also the connection to personal reward systems would be included here (cf. Anderson, 1995; Shields,
1995; Foster and Swenson, 1997; McGowan and Klammer, 1997).
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are interpreted. For example, following the suggestion by Cohn and Levinthal
(1990), Libby and Waterhouse (1996) argued for a positive relationship between
management accounting change and prior knowledge in an area of development.
This proposition appears problematic because prior knowledge of ABC, for instance,
may just as well act as a base for resistance as it does as a base for its promotion.
This is a relevant concern in light of this study, since accounting experts have in
certain cases been identified as being among the most eager defenders of existing
systems and ways of operation in comparison to other organizational professionals
(e.g. Sangster, 1996).

This phenomenon was observable also in the description of CADT’s work, or
more precisely in the actions of Kalle Jyry. Unfortunately, little empirical work
has been done on the issue: it is too early to conclude that accountants are
generally more resistant to system changes than other professional groups. We could
speculate that accounting education and the professional norms for prudence in
financial accounting create reserved attitudes regarding change among accounting
practitioners. Actually, Sangster (1996) results seem to suggest that the traditional
role model of accountants does not support a proactive orientation with regard to
system changes. He proposed that the promotion of more modern role models (cf.
e.g. Cooper, 1996a,b; Granlund and Lukka, 1998b) could be a potentially effective
means of overcoming resistance to change among accountants. This is definitely an
important field for future research.

Interesting exceptions in the field of management accounting research that truly
provide comparative bases for the purposes of this study are Scapens and Roberts
(1993) and Malmi (1997). They both analysed more or less explicitly the stability of
MAS, and also take into consideration the social nature of creating organizational
reality (Hines, 1988). A comparison between their results and the ones presented in
this study provides a concluding analysis to this discussion. Scapens and Roberts
(1993) provided valuable evidence on how resistance is expressed in practice through
the use of organizational power. In the analysis of resistance they point out the
failure to secure the legitimacy of the newly introduced system. In addition to this,
they emphasize the differing views of certain professional groups with regard to
organizational activities, resulting in a situation where no common language could
be found. In this case the competing professional groups were operating managers
and accountants.

Malmi (1997) reported on an ABC project that resulted in a working solution, but
was afterwards abandoned after the new reports were analysed for the first time.
From an operative point of view the project was interpreted as being unsuccessful,
since the new ABC product costs simply confirmed the assumptions of the
production managers. Thus, production management did not see it as reasonable to
maintain the system because it did not provide them with new valuable information
that would facilitate operative decision making. However, from a strategic point of
view the project was deemed successful, as it provided confirmation of the product
costs: information that was needed for strategic decision making. Malmi (1997)
interpreted the production management’s perception originating also in a threat—
regarding the sub-units—of unveiling organizational slack through new visibilities
engendered by the ABC system. Malmi also emphasized the fact that too little
attention is currently paid to the various aspirations and behaviour patterns of
different organizational stakeholders.
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The examination of the work of CADT seems to offer different results from the
ones briefly described above. The work of CADT neither impinges on responsibility
and accountability patterns, nor does it compete for control across functions
(e.g. ‘accounting control over production control’). Whereas the social process of
organizational reproduction is evident also in this case, similar underlying patterns of
explanation did not exist. The management wanted to improve the quality of product
cost calculations and the production people did not actually have anything against
that.

Two results require further analysis. First, competition for power emerged in
this case from another direction, which was closer than might be expected. The
opposition emerged from the accounting function, from a single person and resulted
in a contest for control between the accounting staff. Further analysis of this topic
is needed in order to penetrate beneath the surface of visible action. Second, little
has been so far said about the connections between the factors classified above.
Further analysis is needed in order to understand their relation to an accumulative
development of inertial forces. These results are analysed further below.

Towards explaining the origins and accumulation of inertia
The real problem is not technical change but the human changes that often accompany
technical innovation. [. . . ] People do not resist technical change, rather they resist social
change—the change in their human relationships that generally accompanies technical
change. Resistance is usually created because of certain blind spots and attitudes which [. . . ]
specialists have as a result of their preoccupation with the technical aspects of new ideas.
(Lawrence, 1954)

Inertia in terms of resistance in organizational processes (see Jermier et al., 1994;
Strebel, 1996), as well as resistance to new information systems (Lawrence, 1954;
Argyris, 1971; Markus, 1983), has already been known for a long time. Many
perspectives have been applied to such examinations, from Marxist critical theory
to the work of Foucault. The authors of earlier studies seem to be unanimous in
saying that resistance in general, or as an organizational phenomenon, is still poorly
understood (see Newman and Rosenberg, 1985; Scapens and Roberts, 1993).

While, for instance, Markus (1983) has suggested that resistance could be under-
stood by examining organizational power and politics, Scapens and Roberts (1993)
have argued for a wider framework, i.e. Giddens’ structuration theory. Their point
is that it is not sufficient to study organizational resistance only in terms of power
usage, but that it should be coherently linked to structures of signification and legiti-
mation as well (Giddens, 1979). This study has analysed the meaning of management
accounting development in the case firm, the pursuit of power in and around the de-
velopment work, as well as the legitimate attempts made to justify the actions taken.
Giddens’ (1979; 1984) theory of structuration implies a grand explanation model of all
social behaviour. It also describes the ways in which certain modes of behaviour be-
come institutionalized and reproduced in daily practice. Underlying this behaviour
we can, according to Giddens’ theory, always find contradictions, which every now
and then take visible form in open conflicts. These manifestations are only the surface
of the contradictions smouldering beneath the surface.

It may be argued that management accounting development projects ultimately
involve management of contradiction. There will always be competing values and
norms underlying daily operations. Managers face the problem of managing and
balancing the outcomes of the diversity of frames of meaning (Giddens, 1979,
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1984), implying also a diversity of values, norms and resources. As in any other
organizational development, the differences in frames of meaning have to be
balanced in management accounting developments as well (see Mouritsen, 1990).
As O’Connor (1995) emphasized, one of the great management paradoxes involves
the fact that while managers should be able to allow flexibility and change, their
fundamental interest or task is simultaneously to generate and maintain control,
predictability, and economic results: a balance between change and stability has to
be found (see also March, 1994). This may require changes in some ‘locations’ of the
meaning frames of the involved parties. Change will cause more pain if we try to
change the deep, underlying structures and not just the interpretive schemes that are
used in communicating the underlying values, norms and beliefs.

Changes in accounting systems are basically changes in one of the interpretive
schemes (or modalities in toto) mediating between structure and action (Giddens,
1979; Macintosh and Scapens, 1990; cf. Boland, 1993, 1996; Scapens and Macintosh,
1996). While changing accounting systems does not touch the very core of action,
we may still talk about major change, because one of the important ways in which
the structural properties (institutional principles) underlying action are translated
into action and made visible through action is modified (cf. Hopwood, 1987; Mourit-
sen, 1990; Bhimani and Pigott, 1992; Argyris and Kaplan, 1994; Malmi, 1997). Such
an interpretation of management accounting change derived from Giddens’ theory
highlights the general difficulty in changing interpretive schemes, and ultimately the
institutionalized structural properties that are communicated through these schemes
(cf. Burns and Scapens, 2000). The explanation for resistance in this model comes
from many directions. People, depending on their individual characteristics, may re-
sist change if disruptions appear in the routine-like reproduction of institutionalized
values and norms. In practice, changes in interpretive schemes (e.g. accounting and
management system) often also involve changes in the structural properties (e.g. total
quality and process-orientation principles) that are communicated and reproduced
via the former. Such (typically top-down) changes are always likely to provoke resis-
tance of some sort in organizations.

However, the question remains why management accounting change seems to
be more difficult than changing other organizational interpretive schemes. One
potential explanation for this could be the fact that economic arguments—originating
in the creation of visibility and accountability in financial terms—are among the most
powerful arguments used in the legitimation of managerial and organizational action
(cf. Aerts, 1994; Granlund et al., 1998).

This study has attempted to illustrate that management accounting practices
may become institutionalized, and thus become embedded in the deeper structural
arrangements of organizational life (Scapens, 1994; Burns and Scapens, 2000).
Both (new) institutional theory (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991) and structuration
theory support such a view, as both are also concerned with institutions and
the institutionalization of practices over time-space locations. As practices become
institutionalized, they engender routinization. Giddens (1979) defined routine as a
basic element of daily social activity; as something that is done habitually across time-
space locations. Institutionalization and/or routinization of practices are the natural
stabilizers of organizational life. They practically create negative connotations with
regard to change, since disruption of routines creates feelings of uncertainty. This
points to the human core of organizational arrangements (Boland, 1993; Pihlanto,
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1994a,b).13 The case description in this paper illuminates the actions taken in
organizations in order to manifest opinions, or rather frames of meaning, i.e. people
are ready to act in untypical ways in order to protect their routine-like procedures
(see also Hirschhorn, 1997).

In accordance with Scapens and Roberts’ (1993) arguments, it would be unjustified
to accuse Kalle Jyry of illogical, emotional, or irrational behaviour because of his
opposition to the work of CADT. While his concerns and even possible fears about
building a pure form ABC at Foodco were probably based both on selfish and
functional reasons, he was not only concerned about losing his IFPS model, but
also about the practical suitability of ABC for Foodco. His interpretations of ABC
revealed an advanced view, according to which there are not too many fundamental
differences between the traditional job-order costing applied at Foodco and ABC. In
some discussions he tended simply to want to make sure that the Team members had
understood this. He was afraid that an overly complex system would later require
great effort from him and from his colleagues to maintain, the ultimate result being
the possible restoration of the old system.

Jyry also drew on a less straightforward basis of argumentation and action. He did
not like losing the IFPS model, which he still applies to generate certain reports. He
was also offended by not being invited to be a member of CADT. As a consequence,
he began opposing all development work in the accounting domain. While this is
perhaps not economically rational behaviour, it is rational on other bases of action,
such as intellectual, ethnocentric, or micro-political (Whittington, 1992; see also
Pihlanto, 1994b). What appears to be irrational to CADT or an external observer, may
be seen to be perfectly rational when these observations are evaluated in the light of
their context and process (Pettigrew, 1985, 1987).

It may be concluded that change, stability, and resistance are normal, regular (and
mutually intertwined) features of organizational life. Budgeting, for instance, is a
political activity in organizations. What gets accounted for influences organizational
members’ conception of reality (Burchell et al., 1980). The normative power structure
is in turn drawn upon to change the conditions of interaction (cf. Giddens, 1984;
Macintosh and Scapens, 1990). This reflects the dialectic of control, a mutual
relationship of exercising power (Giddens, 1979). The two-way pursuit of power
is in this case manifested in several ways. It seems obvious that Kalle Jyry felt a
decrease in his power to do things his own way (cf. Giddens, 1984; Scapens and
Roberts, 1993). The work of CADT also represented a ‘spectre’ of new knowledge, in
the production of which Jyry did not have access. Jyry again drew upon his capability
to influence top management and on his experience in dealing with executives. He
exercised his power over certain organizational fields (Giddens, 1984), and did it
‘successfully’. He succeeded in his ultimate objective: the cancellation of the launched
development process. Even though organizational action is essentially social action,
some individuals are simply more influential in their activities than others, even if
there is no formal hierarchical superiority.

The situation could possibly have been avoided by making Jyry a member of the
Team. However, maybe the issue is (again) not that simple. Jyry’s participation in the
Team might have completely changed the course of development and engendered

13 Note that although Giddens (1979, 1984) framework comprised a grand social theory, it also offers a
comprehensive analysis of the individual actor, the knowledgeable agent, in the process of structuration.
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Figure 1. The accumulation of inertial forces leading to collective denial of the (need for)
change of the MAS.

resistance in other locations of the organization: ‘These are such complex settings
which nobody can manage, explain, or predict’ (A Production Manager).

The Giddensian interpretation given here is obviously not ‘the one great’ explana-
tion of change and stability in and around accounting systems. It is one explanation
among others to consider in the further pursuit of theories of management account-
ing change (e.g. Burns and Scapens, 2000; see also Argyris and Kaplan, 1994; Fos-
ter and Ward, 1994). Drawing on this multitude of theories and frameworks it can
ultimately be suggested that people fundamentally resist change because they feel
comfortable with routines, which in turn enhance the feeling of (ontological) security
(Erikson, 1963; Giddens, 1979). The visible manifestations of this setting are spelled
out in forms indicating resistance to an increase in workloads and the abandonment
of an existing system (here IFPS), and amongst other things, the possible fear of com-
petition endangering the established position within which is also secured a certain
state of ‘wealth’ and positive visibility.

Finally, an attempt is made to summarize the issues involved in the stability of
Foodco’s MAS. Figure 1 presents an outline in attempt to illustrate the accumulation
of inertial forces.

It can be argued that underlying the trajectory of the process that finally
led to a collective denial of the ABC project was a resisting force that gained
momentum over time (cumulative inertia). From the beginning, there was fertile
ground for the emergence of resistance because the project was totally ‘owned’
by the accounting department, and, due to the financial problems, the project was
allocated inadequate resources. These, together with an unrealistic timetable and the
somewhat unfavourable characteristics of the Team leader, were unpromising, but
there was already an atmosphere of suspicion. As Jyry took the initiative to oppose
the project work visibly and question the suitability of ABC for Foodco’s needs, the
counter-arguments of the Team started to become less efficient in the eyes of top
management as well. This move towards inertia was further promoted by the general
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fear of an increasing workload, and the currently applied inflexible accounting
system technology. Attachment to routines was manifest both at an individual and
now also at a collective level. Support for this explanation can be derived from
institutional theory and structuration theory, as well as from the psychoanalytic
literature (e.g. Hirschhorn and Gilmore, 1989; Hirschhorn, 1997; see also Burns and
Scapens, 2000). Finally, the developments reached a point at which true support for
the development work no longer existed.

Later on, when the new Group Controller tried to launch changes, the earlier
experiences were still remembered. This time it did not take so much effort at all
to question the suggested developments: a certain ‘basic level’ of resistance to new
changes already existed. Finally, the ERP project again brought out the fundamental
appeal for routines, particularly by the accountants. In more general terms, already
back in 1992 there were indications that the firm was facing a multitude of significant
changes. For this reason the relative importance of accounting system development
tended to decline (cf. Vaivio, 1999, about ‘real’ and other problems). This explanation,
however, became more prominent later on when Finland joined the European Union
and Foodco faced a totally new operating environment, implying, among other
things, a product price crash.

To summarize briefly, all the separate events described in this paper formed
a process in which certain economic, institutional, and human factors together
promoted continuity over factors driving change. Inside this totality, a cumulative
process of inertia gained momentum and took visible forms every now and then, as
it was boosted by the stabilizing factors identified in the above analysis.

5. Conclusion and issues for future research

This study has pointed to the need for more analyses of the change and stability
in management accounting practices, so that these contrary forces and their
interrelationship may be better understood. Contrary to the overwhelming majority
of contemporary research on management accounting, this study concentrated on the
continuity in management accounting practices. The study demonstrated that there
is more to the continuity in management accounting practices than mere resistance
to the intended changes. As the right-hand column of Table 1 suggests, continuity of
accounting practices over time is a result of a large number of issues that take effect
on various levels of organizational operation.

This study has not only added factors to the previous lists comprising forces
affecting the events in management accounting change projects, it also offered a new
classification of these factors. Furthermore, one of the important contributions of the
study derives from its institutional and structuration theoretic analysis of the case
material, resulting in explanations for the origins and nature of MAS stability. This
study’s contribution may be summarized in the following three points:

• The new classification of the factors involved in MAS change and stability will
not only help future research to pay attention to the fundamental differences that
characterize the different factors, but it will also potentially assist researchers
in selecting different tools (theories) for the analysis and interpretation of the
different factors.
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• The economic, institutional, and human factors driving change and stability
are tightly inter-linked in a unity in which the social and technical dimensions
of accounting systems get blurred. As inertial forces start to dominate forces
supporting change, at a certain stage their cumulative influence reaches a point
that ‘breaks the camel’s back’, putting an end to system development.

• The actions of a single controller opposed to change explain a great deal about the
developments. Herein lies a major difference from the results of earlier studies.
Beyond these actions we can find the difficulty of changing interpretative schemes
that are used in the inherent reproduction of social/organizational routines, i.e.
institutionalized norms and rules. Although a person may promote or oppose an
idea, in order to have the desired effect s/he still has to operate within a certain
social system that has common norms of action, communicated via established
interpretative schemes.

In the end, it can be argued that the human factors were essential for the
explanation of the observed phenomena. The same applies to some extent to the
institutional factors that were at work. The natural interconnection of these two can
be explained using structuration theory: the institutionalized principles of action are
both the medium and the outcome of all human action, and thereby they set limits
to change and also provide the medium for possible change. The identified economic
factors that were at work, but which do not possess the characteristic of spreading
over time-space locations as institutionalized values and norms do, should not be
underestimated either. Actually, their role in explaining the big picture is important.

What can be concluded from the findings of this study regarding observable but
seldom analysed human resistance? Should managers interpret the results to mean
that opponents to change should be removed from the organization in order to
establish accounting system change? No. The results rather suggest that the human
factor should always be carefully considered in accounting system development
projects. The case study showed that the relative importance of the human factors
may clearly outweigh other factors involved, as we try to explain why accounting
system changes do or do not take place. In order to secure meaningful and successful
accounting system change it is not enough to concentrate on technical issues
(e.g. problems in defining cost drivers), or even on general organizational ones
(e.g. ascertaining managerial support). Competition for power and control may
confuse well-motivated projects resulting in inertia regarding accounting systems.
Such competition may take place at the very level of individual human beings.
This indicates, among other things, that the utmost attention should be paid to
the composition of development teams and their training. This not only refers to
capabilities in substantial matters (such as accounting techniques), but also to other
individual characteristics.

Indeed, the lists of factors influencing the implementation success of new
accounting techniques (typically of ABC) composed in earlier studies offer helpful
guidelines, but will not alone guarantee successful change. For instance, as was
shown in this study, it may take only one person to maintain stability in accounting
procedures. Pertinent analysis of that kind of situation quickly turns to issues
such as the relations between the people involved and to those who have control
over the resources. Such an analysis is necessarily highly contextual, and cannot
unambiguously be evaluated against all the traditional criteria for scientific rigour
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(cf. Lukka and Kasanen, 1995). The human factor and the various institutional forces
will always maintain a certain unpredictability as regards the conclusions resulting
from analyses of social processes, which is what all accounting development projects
ultimately are: they involve contests for power, organizational politics, complex
settings of interaction, and unintended consequences.

Based on the findings of this study, it is impossible to make any of the
statistical generalizations called for by many earlier studies on management
accounting change (e.g. Shields, 1995). It would be convenient to continue building
complete and precise, statistically generalizable causal models of, for example, ABC
implementations (cf. Shields, 1995).14 However, the surveys conducted on these
bases have not, for instance, revealed new factors promoting or hindering ABC
implementations, different from those reported in field studies; rather the contrary
is the case. There are pros and cons in all research methods.

Many issues observed in this study deserve further examination in the future. One
of the most interesting issues to study is change in other administrative systems
vis-à-vis accounting systems. Regarding the stability of MAS compared to other
control and information systems, in Foodco’s case the new production control system
and the quality programme were not easily implemented, but they were in any
case documented and put to work in a few months. Moreover, these new control
‘technologies’ did not seem to face much, if any, resistance. It is, therefore, a question
of major interest as to whether there are differences in the origins and manifestations
of stability between MAS and other information systems. Such a comparison would
add to our knowledge about how to succeed in the development of MAS.
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