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1. Introduction
Management accounting has since the late 
1980s faced criticism for the perceived ir-
relevance of the information it generates to 
operational work. This criticism relates in 
part to historical connotations of the aggre-
gated management accounting information 
on which operations managers are supposed 
to base their decisions regarding future ac-
tions. Consequently, such information faces 
the risk of being perceived as less relevant to 
operational work than other sources of cor-
porate information. This does not imply that 
all management accounting information 
is irrelevant. Among operations managers’ 
varying information needs, reports of costs 
and financial progress have been assessed by 
practitioners as essential to their operational 
work (Kwaku & Tenah, 1986). One important 
indicator of management accounting rel-
evance is that the information it generates 
leads to action (Bruns & McKinnon, 1993). 
The challenge is to determine which account-
ing information is needed for action (van der 
Veeken & Wouters, 2002). This would imply 
that other information is to be supplemen-
tary to management accounting. 

With few empirical data indicating what 
information operations managers actually 
use to govern their operational work (van der 
Veeken & Wouters, 2002), operations manag-
ers behave as though they prefer information 
that is contextually anchored in a local oper-
ational setting to management accounting. 
The local needs of operations managers may 
differ from what is centrally provided (Ar-
gyris, 1977; Jönsson & Grönlund, 1988), which 
may reinforce such perceptions. Traditional 
management accounting could then be de-
scribed as lacking the flexibility which is re-
quired for operational work in a local setting.

As flexibility is a key condition of oper-
ational work, this concept has received par-
ticular consideration in the design of man-
agement accounting systems in an attempt 
to overcome shortcomings in traditional 

management accounting. Integrated systems 
have been designed to provide the flexibility 
sought by operations managers (Davenport, 
1998). Such systems enable operations man-
agers to extract information that they deem 
relevant to their operational work. The in-
tention behind such systems is to facilitate 
collecting, managing, and analyzing (ac-
counting) information in ‘real time’ without 
having to wait for monthly reports (Daven-
port, 2000). Gupta and Kohli (2006) argue 
that, from an operations perspective, inte-
grated systems can go a long way towards as-
sisting operations managers’ decision-mak-
ing processes in an integrated manner.

Integrated systems may not, however, be 
used by operations managers for their in-
tended purpose of analyzing costs (van der 
Veeken & Wouters, 2002). Researchers con-
clude that there are reasons for developing 
local systems that complement integrated 
systems (Dechow & Mouritsen, 2005). Previ-
ous studies show that management account-
ing information can indicate to operations 
managers the need to improve operations 
and reduce costs (Jönsson & Grönlund, 
1988). Yet operations managers’ knowledge 
of the production process and informal local 
systems make it possible to visualize aspects 
that are otherwise invisible in a manage-
ment accounting system. In contrast to man-
agement accounting, local systems may have 
higher ‘information value’ to operations 
managers (van der Veeken & Wouters, 2002, 
p. 363).

These at times contradictory results re-
ported in the literature complicate our un-
derstanding of management accounting’s 
relevance to operational work. The relation-
ship between operations managers’ work and 
management accounting use and relevance 
therefore need to be disentangled (Hansen 
& Mouritsen, 2006; 2007). Given the process 
orientation of operations management, it 
is plausible to hypothesize that operations 
managers tend to value contextualized, tai-
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lored information more highly than manage-
ment accounting information, even if such 
information would be included in an inte-
grated system. This suggests that operations 
managers should be given the opportunity 
to evaluate the information they use and find 
relevant to their operational work. More spe-
cifically, there is a need to explore the types 
of management accounting information op-
erations managers use, understand how they 
use it, and analyze the reasons for which they 
use it.

The position taken in this paper is that 
knowledge about the relationship between 
management accounting and operational 
work can be produced collaboratively with 
practice (van der Meer-Kooistra, & Vosselman, 
2012). The purpose of the study is to explore 
the relationship between operations manag-
ers’ use of management accounting informa-
tion and their operational work.

The remainder of the paper is divided 
into five parts. In the first section we review 
the literature that is relevant to exploring the 
relationship between operations managers’ 
management accounting use and manage-
ment accounting system satisfaction. The sec-
ond section presents the method used in this 
case study, which contains both quantitative 
and qualitative elements. The results of a sur-
vey concerning management accounting use 
and operational work, directed at operations 
managers, is presented in section three. To 
enrich our understanding of the unexpected 
findings of quantitative analysis regarding 
operations managers’ use of management 
accounting, the paper continues in section 
four with a qualitative analysis of the survey 
results. This analysis was conducted jointly 
with operations managers from the case study 
company in a workshop setting to explore 
what, how and why operations managers use 
management accounting. In the fifth section 
we discuss the results of the two sub-studies in 
a holistic manner. Thereafter the conclusions 
drawn from the studies follow.

2  Literature on management  
accounting and operational 
work

The following sections review the literature 
on management accounting for operational 
work and discerns how interaction between 
organizational actors does or does not play a 
part in operations managers’ use of manage-
ment accounting and their operational work.

2.1  Management accounting use to  
inform oneself 

There seems to be no end in sight to the long-
standing debate regarding management 
accounting’s relevance to operations. On the 
one hand, some acknowledge management 
accounting’s relevance to operations. For ex-
ample, Gunasekaran and Sarhadi (1998) argue 
that there is a need for management account-
ing insofar as they found that management ac-
counting plays a significant role in production 
in organizations striving to enter international 
markets. Further, management accounting is 
found to be used for making both long- and 
short-term decisions (Mia & Patiar, 2001). 
Additionally, participating in management 
accounting has been shown to increase users’ 
satisfaction when a management accounting 
system offers accuracy, punctuality and rele-
vance (Napitupulu & Dalimunthe, 2016). In 
other words, management accounting is used 
when it is deemed appropriate, with research-
ers pointing to the adaptation of management 
accounting in terms of new techniques and 
tools (Maskell, 2000). Perhaps this is causing 
additional confusion for operations managers 
(and accountants). Management accounting 
seems to be portrayed as regulating opera-
tional work in a way that contrasts to the estab-
lished operational ‘way of doing things’.

On the other hand, management account-
ing may be seen as adaptable in itself, with 
informal and formal information working 
differently in different situations (Earl & 
Hopwood, 1980; Ahrens & Chapman, 2007; 
Goretzki, Mack, Messner & Weber, 2018). Thus, 
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one can theorize about management account-
ing use in a wide range of situations and with 
respect to a wide range of information types. 
Porter (2009) stresses that information is por-
trayed as if it should be easy to understand 
and use for everyone with no or little exper-
tise needed. Such information is supposed to 
be easily extracted from integrated systems. 
Information can however mean many things. 
Preston (1986, p. 523) found that ‘[t]he term 
“information” was reserved for the officially pre-
pared material [. . .]’, and that informing is a 
process that occurs in a variety of ways. This 
suggests the complexity involved in deter-
mining the information deemed relevant to 
use for operations, although researchers have 
categorized operations managers’ informa-
tion requirements (Kwaku & Tenah, 1986). 
Solely standardized reports and guidelines 
may be inadequate, however. Building on 
this, there are additional uses of management 
accounting information that go beyond mere 
decision-making (Jönsson, 2010). In other 
words, the practical uses of management 
accounting in operational work may extend 
beyond decision-making and include learn-
ing (i.e. questioning standards) and action for 
improvement (Argyris, 1977; Jönsson & Grön-
lund, 1988; Jönsson, 1992).

2.2  Management accounting relevance 
to operational work

The environment and organizational struc-
tures have for a long time been acknowledged 
as having influenced the relevance of manage-
ment accounting (Chenhall & Morris, 1986). 
In uncertain environments, management 
accounting can help managers improve their 
companies’ performance (Mia, 1993). Noting 
the importance of aligning organizational ob-
jectives with the environment is therefore not 
groundbreaking. Nonetheless, the produc-
tion orientation reveals redundancy in man-
agement accounting for operations (Maskell, 
2000) as decisions based on management 
accounting information can generate action 

that does not fit with process-orientated ob-
jectives. This is closely related to thinking of 
relevance in terms of affecting the decisions 
of potential users (Barth, Beaver & Landsman, 
2001).

Operations managers are more likely than 
other managers to perceive management ac-
counting information as useful (e.g. market-
ing) (Mia & Chenhall, 1994). The operational 
way of thinking has been transmitted into 
management accounting research, with a 
preconception of management accounting’s 
relevance to operations (Bhimani, 1994). This 
relevance is often sought and argued for in 
management accounting research. For exam-
ple, management accounting practices have 
been shown to be relevant to improving op-
erational processes when control is replaced 
with empowerment (Gupta & Galloway, 
2003). Relevance can, however, be concep-
tualized as including value and reliability 
(Barth et al., 2001; Lukka & Suomala, 2014; 
Rautiainen, Sippola & Mättö, 2017). Relevance 
therefore might stem from situational adap-
tation of management accounting, where 
interaction and learning, not decisions alone, 
are prominent.

Information received, reported and acted 
upon implies interaction between the pro-
viders of that information and the receivers. 
Management accountants who prepare infor-
mation for decision-making managers have 
been found to be better informed than the 
receivers of information (see Rausch & Braun-
eis, 2015). Saying that they are better informed 
presumes that management accounting infor-
mation is more valuable than local informa-
tion. The decisions management accountants 
make constitute the basis for decisions made 
by managers (Rausch & Brauneis, 2015). The 
information management accountants pro-
vide will in turn be distributed to operations 
managers, where the (overload of) informa-
tion (Eppler & Mengis, 2004) might affect 
how management accounting is perceived. 
Thus, the information emphasized should be 
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carefully chosen and contextually relevant to 
the operations managers if it is to generate 
action. The question remains, however, as to 
who would know what information is rele-
vant if not those performing the operational 
work.

2.3  Relating to management accounting 
via interaction

The information prepared by management 
accountants may not be in line with the 
information expected by operations man-
agers. Seemingly, there is a preparer–user 
perception gap, where the perceived value 
of management accounting varies between 
accountants and operations managers 
(Pierce & O’Dea, 2003). Integrated systems 
are designed to close such gaps by allowing 
operations managers to extract information 
they deem relevant to their operational work 
situations. Broadbent and Laughlin (2009; 
2014) observe that management accounting 
systems can either promote or hamper rela-
tions between, for instance, operations man-
agers and management accountants. Much 
of the accounting literature incorporating 
relations and relational aspects adopts a 
perspective of collaboration across organ-
izational borders (e.g. Grötsch, Blome, & 
Schleper, 2013), such as interaction between 
actors along a supply chain. Although less 
attention has been paid to management ac-
counting communication within an organ-
ization, such insights might be valuable for 
understanding the relations between oper-
ations managers and management account-
ants or other organizational actors.

Broadbent and Laughlin (2009) argue 
that stakeholders seeking to arrive at consen-
sus regarding management accounting objec-
tives need to include relational traits, such as 
interaction and communication. Objectives 
that are discursively agreed-upon between 
organizational groups suggest that rela-
tions between diverse organizational actors 
can also carry ideas within the organization 

(Scott, 2014). Like most artifacts, management 
accounting information can carry such ideas 
within an organization and between organi-
zational groups (Czarniawska & Mouritsen, 
2009), such as management accountants and 
operations managers. Such dissemination of 
ideas may cause actors to arrive at (at least 
partially) shared understandings of manage-
ment accounting information.

Dialogue and discourse are important for 
interaction between organizational actors 
working at different levels (e.g. Pärl, 2014). 
The search for meaning can take place dur-
ing interaction. Weick (1979, pp. 164–166) 
suggests, for instance, that recursive relations 
bring understanding, since cognition does 
not necessarily define action. This implies that 
interaction between operations managers 
and other organizational actors can engender 
understanding of management accounting 
information. It also implies that preconcep-
tions might interfere with understanding, 
as ‘[b]elieving is seeing’ (Weick, 1979, p. 135). 
Nonetheless, interaction may cause uncer-
tainties to be resolved and understanding to 
be achieved gradually (Scott, 2014, p. 99) and 
shared further. Thus, interaction can create 
management accounting understanding in 
organizational groups such as operations 
managers and their teams.

2.4  Management accounting satisfaction
Communication is perhaps more complex 
than has often been assumed (Jönsson, 1987). 
It may be quite difficult to develop new values 
and greater sensitivity to others’ problems 
and realities (Argyris, 1977). To conceptual-
ize interaction between operations manag-
ers and management accountants in terms 
of consensus may generate some degree of 
misunderstanding, as it may fail to acknowl-
edge debates that take place in organizations. 
Nonetheless, interaction can help lead to 
management accounting system satisfaction. 
From an inter-organizational view, good re-
lations between clients and auditors breeds 



10

NJB Vol. 68 , No. 1 (Spring 2019) Amanda Curry, Anders Hersinger and Kent Nilsson

greater understanding, which has been 
shown to increase client satisfaction (Öhman, 
Häckner, & Sörbom, 2012).

In the healthcare sector, a positive rela-
tionship between management accounting 
satisfaction and management accounting use 
has been found (Macinati & Anessi-Pessina, 
2014). Researchers emphasize that when us-
ers understand and appreciate management 
accounting they are more likely to use it. Sat-
isfaction among staff is, however, subjective, 
and business processes are not uniform in 
practice. The relationship between satisfac-
tion and use might also be reversed, where 
becoming comfortable with management 
accounting can bring satisfaction. In other 
words, management accounting use can also 
affect management accounting system satis-
faction.

Given the reasoning above, it can be hy-
pothesized that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Operations managers 
use non-traditional management accounting 
information in their operational work.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Interaction between 
operations managers and management 
accountants has a positive influence on op-
erations managers’ perceptions of a manage-
ment accounting system as satisfactory.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Interaction between 
operations managers and their teams has a 
positive influence on operations managers’ 
perceptions of a management accounting sys-
tem as satisfactory.

3 A mixed-methods approach
This case study used both quantitative and 
qualitative data. First, the quantitative 
method used for collecting data is presented, 
followed by a description of the workshop 
used to collect qualitative data to enrich the 
survey analysis.

3.1 The case study organization
The case organization was a state-owned 
mining company founded in 1890. The com-
pany recently experienced a decline in its op-
erating margin (from 34.56 % in 2013 to 5.28 
% in 2014). A new CEO came into the organi-
zation in the spring of 2015, and most of the 
management group was replaced. The new 
focus of the management group was to be on 
cost reduction. The production process was 
characterized by continuous flow, wherein 
iron ore was transported from one plant to 
another in the refining process. The various 
plants were conducting highly specialized 
tasks and the tasks to be completed often 
required expertise and experience from op-
erations managers.

The company employed a large, complex 
integrated system that could provide diverse 
key performance indicators and statistics 
that ranged from metrics that applied to 
the mines where the iron ore was extracted 
to metrics that measure the logistics of ship-
ping refined products to end customers. The 
intention was that even down in the mines, 
employees on the shop floor should be able 
to access real-time information about their 
operational work and determine whether 
they are on target or not. In addition to de-
ploying formal management accounting 
systems, operations managers used spread-
sheets and ‘little black log books’ to keep 
track of their daily operations. Each machine 
had an ‘operation card’ with production data 
that was shuttled back and forth between the 
machines and the coffee room. These mobile 
operation cards kept by the operators indi-
cated that not all production data were en-
tered into the integrated system when they 
should have been.

3.2 The survey study 
In the following sections we introduce the 
research approach adopted in sub-study one, 
and explain how sub-study one and its ques-
tionnaire was designed.
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3.2.1 Research design
A survey organized around three themes was 
first sent out to a Swedish mining company, 
followed by a follow-up workshop with survey 
respondents. Only one company was chosen 
because of the availability of operations man-
agers to participate in a sequential workshop. 
The operations managers responding to the 
survey were those who attended the work-
shop. In this way, the workshop would build 
upon the responses made by the attending 
practitioners and their colleagues.

3.2.2 Data collection
The survey (see appendix 1) was developed 
based on the three themes presented in the 
previous chapter. The first theme was man-
agement accounting information and its 
use. The second theme was the perceived 
relevance of management accounting in-
formation for operational work. The third 
theme was interaction between operations 
managers and their teams and management 
accountants. Management accounting sys-
tem satisfaction was used as a dependent 
variable. The questionnaire (in Swedish 
originally) was sent out at the end of 2015 
to 277 operations managers in the company 
via email, and included a cover letter with 
information about the study’s purpose and 
contact information for the first author. 
Reminders were sent out, resulting in some 
late responses, generating answers from 
N=168 operations managers. This yielded a 
response rate of 60.65 percent. The survey 
answers contained no missing data as the 
questions were designed so as to avoid un-
answered questions. The survey comprised 
multiple sets of questions that were distrib-
uted based on each respondent’s work title. 
In the present study, operations managers 
included employees with management posi-
tions in operational areas.

For the present study, most of the ques-
tions were answered based on a six-point 
Likert-type scale anchored at one. In addition, 

multiple-choice questions and open-answer 
questions were used to help operations man-
agers explain their answers. The question-
naire results were coded in SPSS and also in 
Excel for purposes of usability. The results 
derived from the multiple-choice questions 
and the open-answer questions were re-coded 
in Excel.

Measuring variables
Questions sought information about expe-
rience in response to interest in understand-
ing how experience impacts the daily work 
of operations managers and whether such 
experience impacts the use of management 
accounting. Previous research emphasizes 
experience and operational knowledge and 
the need to make tacit knowledge explicit to 
drive performance (Abernethy et al., 2005). 
Thus, the experience of operations managers 
could be important for management account-
ing. Survey items 2.3, 2.5, and 2.7 captured at-
titudes towards experience on a 6-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 = ‘not important’ to 6 = 
‘highly important’.

Previous research points to a positive 
relationship between the use and perceived 
relevance of management information sys-
tems (Robey, 1979). This relationship requires 
management accounting use and relevance 
to be explored. Operations managers may 
work with other information in addition to 
management accounting information (Jöns-
son & Grönlund, 1988). Therefore, the use of 
traditional management accounting for daily 
operational work was captured via items 2.10, 
2.12, and 2.14 and the use of data bases for 
daily operational work was captured via items 
2.20, 2.22, and 2.24. Respondents’ answers re-
garding their use of management accounting 
information were coded on a scale ranging 
from 1 = ‘daily’ to 6 = ‘never’. In this study, we 
chose to take a broad view of management 
accounting by including financial accounting 
elements, such as balance sheets and income 
statements, that could be used by operations 
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manager in production improvement and 
cost savings efforts. Previous empirical in-
sights at the case company suggested that the 
capital-intensive environment characterizing 
mining causes operations managers to dis-
cuss (on an operational level) whether they 
should capitalize expenses on the company’s 
balance sheet to delay the full recognition of 
costs.

Survey questions regarding the relevance 
of management accounting to operational 
work were designed to emphasize usefulness 
to avoid imposing theoretical constructions 
on participating operations managers. Rel-
evance is often connected with usefulness 
(Rautiainen et al., 2017). Questions were 
asked about what information was used, 
and whether thereafter this information was 
useful in their operational work. Interviews 
conducted prior to the study suggested that 
operations managers found it easier to relate 
to the term ‘useful’ than to ‘relevance’. These 
items (4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6) were coded 
on scale ranging from 1 = ‘not useful’ to 6 = 
‘highly useful’.

The questions asked to capture interac-
tion sought opinions about the importance of 
communication and of recurring communica-
tion. Respondents indicated their perceptions 
of the importance of interaction (questions 
3.4, 3.6, 3.10, 3.12) on a scale ranging from 1 = 
‘not important’ to 6 = ‘highly important’. Fre-
quency of interaction (questions 3.5, 3.9, 3.11) 
was coded on a scale ranging from 1 = ‘daily’ to 
6 = ‘never’. Previous research has shown a re-
lationship between management accounting 
satisfaction and management accounting use 
(Macinati & Anessi-Pessina, 2014). This sur-
vey also examined the opposite relationship. 
Satisfaction with the firm’s management ac-
counting system was measured on a six-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 = ‘not satisfied’ to 6 
= ‘highly satisfied’.

3.2.3 Data analysis
Exploratory factor analysis was used in recog-

nition of the exploratory nature of this study 
(Daft & Macintosh, 1981). The exploratory 
factor analysis helped to identify unobserv-
able factors that together could explain the 
relationship between management account-
ing and operations managers. Principal com-
ponent analysis (with an oblique rotation) 
suggested that the variables’ factor loadings 
represent dimensions which were labeled 
‘experience’, ‘interaction with management 
accountants’, ‘interaction with production 
teams’, ‘the use of management accounting’, 
and ‘the use of databases’ (see Table 1).

In Table 1 we report management account-
ing information divided into three types. 
Previous research points to situated man-
agement accounting (Earl & Hopwood, 1980; 
Ahrens & Chapman, 2007). The concepts were 
labeled based on the management account-
ing techniques characterizing the factor load-
ings. These types comprised traditional man-
agement accounting (items 2.1.1; 2.1.2; 2.1.4), 
tailored management accounting (items 2.1.3; 
2.1.7; 2.1.10; 2.1.11), and production-oriented 
management accounting (items 2.1.5; 2.1.6; 
2.1.8; 2.1.9). After identifying the constructed 
concepts, multiple regression analyses were 
run.

3.3  The workshop with operations  
managers

The following sections explain the reasons for 
adopting a collaborative research approach, 
elaborate on some concerns regarding such 
an approach and thereafter present the de-
sign and analysis of the workshop.

3.3.1 Research design
This study used a mixed-methods approach 
to address the research question and enhance 
knowledge. Such a method can open up dia-
logues between research paradigms (Lukka, 
2010; Modell, 2010; Malina, Nörreklit & Selto, 
2011), and perhaps between practicing oper-
ations managers and management account-
ing research (Jönsson, 1998; Hall, 2010). To 
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SURVEY QUESTIONS  

EXPERIENCE AND MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING USE  1  2  3 CONSTRUCTED CONCEPT

Q 2.3 How important is experience-based assessments to achieve improved profi-
tability?

,824   Experience

Q 2.5 How important is experience-based assessments to achieve improvement in 
production?

,865  Experience

Q 2.7 How important is experience-based assessments to achieve cost reductions? ,849  Experience

Q 2.10 How often do you use budget in your daily work?  ,645 ,395 Traditional management accounting use

Q 2.12 How often do you use balance sheets in your daily work?  ,790  Traditional management accounting use

Q 2.14 How often do you use income statements in your daily work?  ,834  Traditional management accounting use

Q 2.20 How often do you use Qlickview in your daily work?  ,432 ,610 Database use

Q 2.22 How often do you use Movex in your daily work?  ,767 Database use

Q 2.24 How often do you use Excel in your daily work?   ,618 Database use

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING ARE USEFUL  
FOR YOUR DAILY OPERATIONAL WORK  1  2  3  

Q 2.1.1 balance sheets  ,660 Traditional management accounting 
relevance

Q 2.1.2 income statements  ,734 Traditional management accounting 
relevance

Q 2.1.4 budgets  ,622 Traditional management accounting 
relevance

Q 2.1.5 performance measures ,686  Production-oriented management ac-
counting relevance

Q 2.1.6 logs ,622  Production-oriented management ac-
counting relevance

Q 2.1.8 financial measures ,523  Production-oriented management ac-
counting relevance

Q 2.1.9 non-financial measures ,589  Production-oriented management ac-
counting relevance

Q 2.1.3 individual Excel sheets  ,653  Tailored management accounting rele-
vance

Q 2.1.7 shared Excel sheets  ,702  Tailored management accounting rele-
vance

Q 2.1.10 databases  ,519  Tailored management accounting rele-
vance

Q 2.1.11 encounters in the hall or coffee room ,336 ,573  Tailored management accounting rele-
vance

INTERACTION REGARDING MANAGEMENT  
ACCOUNTING AND DAILY OPERATIONAL WORK 1  2   

Q 3.5 How often do you communicate with the management accountant for your unit 
regarding management accounting?

 ,969  Interaction with management accountant

Q 3.6 How important is communication with the management accountant regarding 
management accounting for your daily work?

 -,875  Interaction with management accountant

Q 3.4 How important is communication regarding management accounting for your 
daily work?

,733  Interaction with team

Q 3.9 How often do you communicate with your team regarding management ac-
counting information?

-,718  Interaction with team

Q 3.10 How important is communication with your team regarding management 
accounting for your daily work?

,887  Interaction with team

Q 3.11 How often do you communicate with your nearest manager regarding mana-
gement accounting information? 

-,619  Interaction with team

Q 3.12 How important is communication with your nearest manager regarding mana-
gement accounting for your daily work?

,897   Interaction with team

Table 1 Constructed concepts derived from survey answers
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gain a broader understanding of the results 
found in sub-study one, a collaborative re-
search approach was considered suitable. 
Some scholars argue that research issues 
should be investigated collaboratively to gain 
‘nuanced knowledge’ about management ac-
counting for operational practices (van der 
Meer-Kooistra & Vosselman, 2012), providing 
an opportunity for research and practice to 
learn from each other (Baxter & Chua, 2009). 
Unexpected survey results found in sub-study 
one required collaborative research involving 
practicing operations managers. Workshop 
analyses have previously been used by Malmi, 
Järvinen & Lillrank (2004) to find alternative 
practical solutions, or to anchor constructed 
concepts in practice (Siggelkow, 2007).

Collaborative research may be tricky as 
researchers are encouraged to shift from an 
etic (outsider) to an emic (insider) perspec-
tive (Jönsson & Lukka, 2007). Adopting an etic 
perspective prepares a researcher to quickly 
recognize kinds of events and to discern slight 
differences between similar events (Pike, 1967, 
p. 40). Theoretical knowledge can be gained 
with the help of collaborative research, much 
like a field experiment (Jönsson & Lukka, 2007, 
p. 391). Therefore, the inclusion of the emic per-
spective was important in both the design and 
execution of the workshop. In this paper, the 
researchers assumed a democratic researcher 
role (Jönsson & Lukka, 2007, p. 391), as the aim 
was to learn about the uses of management ac-
counting in operational work in collaboration 
with practitioners.

Designing a workshop
The workshop design and data-collection 
strategy were discussed with practitioners with 
experience in the case company who were not 
participating in the workshop prior to con-
ducting the workshop. In this way, the emic 
perspective was taken into consideration. The 
etic perspective was included via previous liter-
ature on the research topic, along with previ-
ous literature using similar methods.

The workshop gave the researchers an op-
portunity to observe the operations manag-
ers’ discussions within the group, to conduct 
follow-up interviews regarding their reflec-
tions on the findings, and a means of analyz-
ing the results together and incorporating 
the operations managers’ valuable insights 
into the findings (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2010). 
The workshop provided a basis for theorizing 
about management accounting information 
use by operations managers and gaining prac-
tical relevance.

3.3.2 Data collection
The participating operations managers were 
presented with the preliminary survey results. 
Thereafter they were asked to elaborate if and, 
if so, how, the survey results were consistent 
with their perceptions. They were also asked 
about their thoughts concerning what might 
explain the results. The workshop was de-
signed to induce participants to write down 
their thoughts on post-it notes individually, 
after which discussions were held collectively. 
The collective discussions were then to be 
summarized on paper. In this way, records of 
the workshop could be collected. One sche-
matic illustration drawn by the practitioners 
was adapted and included in this paper (see 
Figure 3 presented under section 5.1).

One researcher and five attendants consti-
tuted the workshop. The workshop was held 
on a voluntary basis, which implies that those 
attending shared an interest in the research 
topic. The company suffered from high em-
ployee turnover. Several operations managers 
were relocated to other plants, on sick leave or 
parental leave, or had sought other job oppor-
tunities elsewhere. Fortunately, the attendees 
had important roles in the company and were 
responsible for financial outcomes and oper-
ational work processes. The workshop lasted 
for three hours. Thereafter, the researchers 
asked follow-up questions of the participat-
ing operations managers. The attendant re-
searcher kept a research diary where notes of 
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the discussions taking place were added. Field 
notes and practitioners’ reflections enabled the 
researchers to return to the empirical material 
to find ‘clues’ (Jönsson & Lukka, 2007, p. 388).

3.3.3 Data analysis
After the workshop was completed the ma-
terial was sorted based on the three types 
of management accounting and their use 
and relevance, interaction between oper-
ations managers and the management ac-
countants or their teams, and management 
accounting system satisfaction. Narratives 
that represent the workshop results were 
chosen thereafter.

4 Results from sub-study one
The findings are divided into and presented 
in two main parts. First, we identify the types 
of management accounting information 
operations managers use and explain the 
implications of this use for satisfaction with 
the management accounting system. Second, 
we present results pertaining to interaction 
between operations managers and their pro-
duction teams and the relationship between 
such interaction and management account-
ing satisfaction.

4.1  Three types of management  
accounting 

Our first hypothesis (H1) predicts that opera-

tions managers use non-traditional manage-
ment accounting information in their oper-
ational work. The factor analysis suggested 
that operations managers divided manage-
ment accounting into three types (see Table 1). 
These constructions were labeled ‘traditional 
management accounting’, ‘tailored manage-
ment accounting’, and ‘production-oriented 
management accounting’ as a reflection of 
the nature of the information implied by the 
concepts, where traditional management ac-
counting includes financial elements. These 
three concepts gain support from previous 
literature, as the type of management ac-
counting information involved in a particular 
interaction depends on the situation (Ahrens 
& Chapman, 2004). It was explored whether 
the three types of management accounting 
can explain management accounting system 
satisfaction (see Table 2).
The evidence reported in Table 2 indicates 
a positive relationship between traditional 
management accounting and the dependent 
variable, management accounting system sat-
isfaction (β=0,365; p<0,05). Surprisingly, the 
results of the regressions show that among 
the three types only traditional management 
accounting is associated with management 
accounting system satisfaction. In general, 
when operations managers are satisfied with 
their company’s management accounting sys-
tem, they relate to traditional management 

MODEL UNSTANDARDIZED 
COEFFICIENTS

STANDARDIZED 
COEFFICIENTS

B Std. Error Beta t Sig.

Relevance of traditional 
management accounting

1,950 ,390 ,365 5,003 ,000

Relevance of tailored 
management accounting

-,227 ,380 -,045 -,596 ,552

Relevance of production-
oriented management 
accounting

,302 ,480 ,047 ,628 ,531

Dependent Variable: How satisfied are you with the management accounting system in general?

Table 2 Three types of management accounting and interaction related to perceived management accounting 
system satisfaction
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accounting. Neither tailored nor produc-
tion-oriented management accounting was 
shown to be associated with management 
accounting system satisfaction. See Figure 1.

One interpretation of the significant re-
lationship between traditional management 
accounting and management accounting sys-
tem satisfaction is that operations managers 
find traditional management accounting to 
be relevant to their operational work. An alter-
native interpretation of these findings is that 
the lack of association between tailored or 
production-oriented management account-
ing and management accounting system 
satisfaction would suggest that operations 
managers do not consider such information 
to be management accounting information, 
but rather see it as an extension of established 
production data. Tailored and production-ori-
ented management accounting can be too in-
tegrated into the system for operations man-
agers to recognize that the information stems 
from the management accounting system. In 
that case, traditional management account-
ing may be what operations managers see as 

management accounting.

4.2  The importance of team interaction 
for management accounting system 
satisfaction

The hypotheses predict that interaction be-
tween operations managers and management 
accountants (H2a), or between operations 
managers and their teams (H2b), will have a 
positive impact on the operations managers’ 
perceptions of their management accounting 
systems as satisfactory. The factor analysis in-
formed the traditional management account-
ing use, team interaction, and interaction 
with management accountants constructs 
(see Table 1). The regression analysis explored 
whether traditional management accounting 
use could explain management accounting 
system satisfaction, and whether this relation-
ship was aided by the hypothesized interac-
tions (see Table 3).
The results reported in Table 3 indicate the 
presence of a negative relationship between 
traditional management accounting use and 
management accounting system satisfaction 

Figure 1 The relationship between traditional management accounting information and management accounting 
system satisfaction

Traditional management 
accounting relevance

Tailored management 
accounting relevance

Management accounting 
system satisfaction

Production-oriented 
management accounting 

relevance

,365

No relation

No relation
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(β= - 0,270; p<0,05). The findings indicate 
that traditional management accounting 
use causes operations managers to be less 
satisfied with their management accounting 
systems. Interaction with team members was 
added as a mediator, however, weakening the 
negative relationship (β= - 0,204; p<0,05). See 
Figure 2a and 2b.

Figures 2a and 2b show that traditional 
management accounting use does not in-
crease operations managers’ satisfaction with 
the management accounting system. When 
interaction with team members is included as 
a mediator between traditional management 
accounting use and management accounting 

system satisfaction, operations managers’ 
satisfaction with the management account-
ing system increases. This suggests that team 
interaction can alter operations managers’ 
perceptions of the management accounting 
system. Interaction and dialogue might be a 
way to handle some uncertainty, since mean-
ings arise in relations with others (Scott, 2014, 
p. 67; Weick, 1979).

There is no significant relationship when 
the management accountant was added as a 
mediator between traditional management 
accounting use and management accounting 
system satisfaction. This may be because the 
information provided was irrelevant and over-

MODEL UNSTANDARDIZED 
COEFFICIENTS

STANDARDIZED 
COEFFICIENTS

T SIG.B STD. ERROR BETA

1
Traditional management accounting use -0,335 0,094 -0,270 -3,569 0,000

Database use -0,415 0,147 -0,213 -2,814 0,005

2

Traditional management accounting use -0,253 0,092 -0,204 -2,749 0,007

Database use -0,373 0,143 -0,191 -2,613 0,010

Interaction with team members 0,597 0,222 0,222 2,692 0,008

Experience 0,089 0,149 0,044 0,594 0,553

Interaction with management accountants 0,267 0,201 0,103 1,325 0,187

Dependent Variable: How satisfied are you with the management accounting system in general?

Table 3 Production team interaction as a mediator of the relationship between traditional management accounting 
use and management accounting system satisfaction

Figure 2a The relationship between traditional management accounting use and management accounting system 
satisfaction

Traditional management ac-
counting use

Database use

Management accounting 
system satisfaction

,.-270

-,213
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loaded (Eppler & Mengis, 2004) or the man-
agement accountant was seen as detached 
from operations and more closely associated 
with a service role (Hopper, 1980; Granlund & 
Lukka, 1998; Pierce & O’Dea, 2003).

5 Results from sub-study two
The following sections presents the results 
from sub-study two, where the relationships 
(or lack thereof) between the concepts de-
rived in sub-study one were explored together 
with operations managers in the workshop 
setting.

5.1. Trustworthy traditional management 
accounting information 

The first task during the workshop was to es-
tablish a common understanding of manage-
ment accounting. During these discussions 
there was a coherent view expressed by work-
shop participants: they consider management 
accounting to be an integrated system. That 
is, management accounting includes not just 
the accounting system but all the connected 
parts, including mining production data and 
supply chain data. A schematic picture was 
drawn by the practitioners on a whiteboard 
over the various databases included in this 
definition. See Figure 3.

Figure 3 indicates how various databases 
were perceived by the practitioners as integral 
parts of the management accounting system. 
Focus during the workshop was nonetheless 

to a great extent on traditional management 
accounting, including budgets, monthly re-
ports, accounting entries, cost units and cost 
drivers. In discussing these elements of tra-
ditional management accounting, the opera-
tions managers explained their perceptions of 
management accounting.

The practitioners were thereafter pre-
sented with figure 1 (presented previously in 
section 4.1). Concerns were raised concerning 
the three types of management accounting 
and their role in operational work. The dis-
cussions resulted in agreement among the 
practitioners regarding the trustworthiness 
of traditional management accounting. Tai-
lored management accounting came from 
the integrated systems and could therefore be 
arranged in a variety of ways to suit varying 
situations. One operations manager empha-
sized the occasional influence of carelessness 

Figure 2b The relationship between interaction with production team members and management accounting 
system satisfaction

Budgeting systems

Production databases

Purchasing systems

Management 
accounting 

system

Traditional management 
accounting use

Database use

Interaction with production 
team members

Management accounting 
system satisfaction

,.-204 ,.-222

-,191

Figure 3 The management accounting system 
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in entering data into the integrated system, 
and noted that such actions would drain the 
integrated system of its credibility:

See, I cannot trust [the tailored management 
accounting]. I do not know what is included 
in those [numbers]. Anyone could have been 
messing with those!

This operations manager explained that she 
did not want to base her decisions on infor-
mation that is not considered objective. She 
continued by expressing concern about the 
effort put into trying to understand or relate 
to tailored management accounting and pro-
duction-oriented management accounting:

It is too much work to find such information, 
and when I do, it is not clear how to analyze 
it! It gives feedback, but we cannot base de-
cisions upon such information.

One interpretation of this statement is that 
there is a need to take better advantage of 
the complex store of information available to 
operations managers. Tailored and produc-
tion-oriented management accounting are 
thought to provide potentially valuable input 
into the decision-making process, but only if 
that input is comprehensible and credible. 
Surprisingly, traditional management ac-
counting is thought to be more relevant than 
other types to decision-making. One opera-
tions manager observed:

Well, there are laws to regulate that infor-
mation. [. . .] you know what you get.

Although the operations managers praised 
traditional management accounting as trust-
worthy and objective as it relies in part on 
regulations and standards, two questions 
remain. First, the question of use. When the 
operations managers equated use with deci-
sion-making, they did not perceive tailored or 

production-oriented management account-
ing information as having been used. Second, 
although traditional management account-
ing was considered trustworthy by the opera-
tions managers, they indicated a desire to use 
tailored and production-oriented manage-
ment accounting if either could be trusted.

During the workshop, the historical con-
notations of management accounting were 
often emphasized, as decision-making relates 
to historical accounts of what has already 
happened. One operations manager explained 
how traditional management accounting 
enables the production team to discern the 
accounting numbers in monthly reports, make 
sense of them to make informed decisions, and 
execute the corresponding actions thereafter:

Three years ago, we were not where we are 
today [. . .] to be able to understand where 
the numbers come from in the reports. [. . .] 
But now, the guys get a feeling for the costs 
as we have been working with the budget 
often.

The above quote was contributed by an oper-
ations manager who decided to sit down with 
his production teams to work with traditional 
management accounting in great detail to 
better understand the relationship between 
budgeting and financial performance. The 
production team had learned which activities 
drive up costs (i.e. cost drivers) and therefore 
they could eliminate those activities before 
they showed up on income statements. The 
team did not get credit for this procedure, 
however. For example, the operations man-
agers and his teams proactively used this in-
formation when they continuously compared 
these activities against the maintenance 
budget for one specific piece of equipment. 
The book value of the asset was compared (via 
activities) with the estimated costs to discuss 
whether it would be profitable to reinvest in 
or discard a particular asset. The more often 
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the participants would go through the reports 
and extensive learning time, the more aware 
and proactive they became. In this way, they 
related to traditional management account-
ing by making sense of it in teams when they 
formed interpretations together based on 
experience, knowledge and judgement. The 
teams used their knowledge about traditional 
management accounting to take cost-reduc-
tive action. This type of use was not visible to 
other actors in the organization (nor to out-
siders such as researchers) who did not take 
part in the action as the costs were cut proac-
tively. Interestingly, such a use of traditional 
management accounting information could 
easily have gone unnoticed had this study 
been conducted as a survey solely from an etic 
perspective.

5.2  Team cooperation and management 
accountant support

During the workshop, when the survey results 
pertaining to interaction between operations 
managers and their teams and management 
accountants were discussed, the teams did 
not receive much attention. Rather, the sig-
nificance of the production team for under-
standing management accounting informa-
tion was taken for granted by the operations 
managers as something natural. Instead, 
the practitioners were concerned with the 
lack of a significant relationship between 
management accounting and the role of the 
management accountants. In particular, one 
operations manager did not sympathize with 
the results presented in figures 2a and 2b:

I do not know . . . I get all the help I need 
[from the management accountant]. His 
door is always open, and he helps me untan-
gle numbers when I have issues. This [lack 
of relationship] is not matching the way I 
see it!

There was a general perception shared by 
some participants of the management ac-

countant as a number cruncher. But at the 
same time, the operations manager empha-
sized that the management accountant for 
his team often visited the shop floor, while 
another operations manager expressed the 
desire for a management accountant who 
would be present more often, showing deeper 
interest in operations. One operations man-
ager leaned more towards blaming the lack 
of routines that came from the accounting 
department:

We lack the routines, the education, the 
knowledge, and the time!

The operations manager said that the more 
deeply one delves into the management ac-
counting system, the more deficiencies one 
will find. In such cases, the management ac-
countant would aid the operations managers 
only by providing the teams with the right 
cost centers, whereas the deeper understand-
ing, she explained, was missing from the pro-
duction teams. In her experience, discussions 
with management accountants did not lead to 
improvements regarding routine issues and 
attitudes at the shop-floor level. This reveals 
a wish on the part of operations managers 
that management accountants would invest 
greater effort in educating the production 
teams and not assume only the formal role of 
providing them with hands-on instructions 
about where to book their costs. 

6 Discussion
This discussion emphasizes two main topics. 
First, it considers how this study found that 
operations managers perceive traditional 
management accounting information as 
trustworthy and how such information is 
used and relevant to operational work in di-
verse ways. Second, it considers nuances in 
understanding the role that interaction plays 
in inducing operations managers to perceive 
management accounting as satisfactory.
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6.1  Management accounting for  
decision-making, or . . .?

The results related to operations managers 
use of management accounting information 
provide support for the predicted relation-
ship (H1). The results of the survey suggest 
that operations managers divide manage-
ment accounting into three types: tradi-
tional, tailored, and production-oriented 
management accounting. Further, there is a 
lack of association between tailored manage-
ment accounting and production-oriented 
management accounting with management 
accounting system satisfaction. The use of 
traditional management accounting for oper-
ational work is however positively related to 
management accounting system satisfaction. 

In spite of early research suggesting that 
a broader definition of management account-
ing should include external and non-financial 
aspects (Chenhall & Morris, 1986), it would 
seem as though this broad view of manage-
ment accounting has not been adopted every-
where by operations managers. Tailored and 
production-oriented management account-
ing information may instead be considered 
too blurry and messy because it is integrated 
into an array of systems. It could be difficult 
for operations managers to recognize such 
information as stemming from the manage-
ment accounting system. Metaphorically put, 
too many tributaries muddy the stream water.

The workshop analysis, however, suggests 
that operations managers accept traditional, 
tailored, and production-oriented man-
agement accounting data as management 
accounting information. The lack of associa-
tion between the latter two and management 
accounting system satisfaction may therefore 
stem from something else.

First, traditional management account-
ing is considered trustworthy by operations 
managers. Interestingly, this trustworthiness 
seems to be embedded in a perceived inherent 
objectivity in management accounting num-
bers based on laws and regulations, although 

not all of this information is legally regulated. 
Such information can therefore be trusted and 
constitutes a solid and objective foundation 
for relevant operational decision-making. 
Porter (2009, p. 316) suggests that trust is ‘as 
much the currency of accounting as is money’. In 
other words, its relevance lay in its trustwor-
thiness for decision-making. Production-ori-
ented and tailored management accounting 
is not considered relevant to decision-mak-
ing because of their inherent subjectivity, 
and therefore such management accounting 
seems to go unused in decision-making.

The rational rhetoric of the operations 
managers who participated in this study sug-
gests that use is equivalent to decision-mak-
ing (see Jönsson, 2010). Information that 
does not fit into this categorization of deci-
sion-making is therefore not deemed relevant 
based on a narrow definition of decision-rel-
evance (Barth et al., 2001; Rautiainen et al., 
2017). Rather, the use that is not equated with 
decision-making is embedded in the prac-
tices of the operations managers. Such em-
beddedness is almost taken for granted and 
is therefore perhaps not easily articulated as 
use (Collins, 2005). At a second glance, opera-
tions managers use management accounting 
for broader purposes than decision-making 
alone. Relevance is probably more complex 
than rational decision-making (Barth et al., 
2001). Lukka and Suomala (2014) define rele-
vance as something that is of significance for 
something else. The apparent use that is visi-
ble to the eye is retrospective use. The proac-
tive use of learning from past events, and the 
action generated, are obscured and therefore 
may not be considered use. What is decided 
and what is mobilized are not necessarily 
equivalent. With a rational articulation of 
management accounting use, all that would 
be left for traditional management account-
ing to do would be to give answers retrospec-
tively (Chapman, 1997).

Second, operations managers consider 
tailored and production-oriented manage-
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ment accounting to be highly subjective. Even 
the collection of data in these forms of man-
agement accounting is considered subjective. 
The variety of staff involved in inputting data 
makes operations managers rethink their po-
tential for their operational work. Therefore, 
such information is not perceived by opera-
tions managers as trustworthy. This may be 
explained by reference to general conceptions 
of the reliability of information that do not 
match well with open and multiple access to 
the system (Porter, 2009). It has been argued 
that integrated systems are transforming 
management accounting into a ‘collective 
affair’ (Dechow & Mouritsen, 2005). The ‘col-
lective affair’ may therefore have additional 
negative consequences such as weaker control 
over input.

Another challenge for tailored and pro-
duction-oriented management accounting 
is that such information is perceived as too 
deeply integrated, which makes extracting 
data time-consuming and the data hard to 
analyze. The intended purposes of extracting 
relevant information make it seem like a com-
plicated task, which may cause such informa-
tion to lose some of its value (van der Veeken 
& Wouters, 2002). Management accounting 
has the potential to be seen by operations 
managers as situational (Earl & Hopwood, 
1980; Goretzki et al., 2018) and compared to a 
practice (Ahrens & Chapman, 2007). Perhaps 
management accounting needs to be locally 
learned to enable operations managers to 
manage problems before they arise (Argyris, 
1977; Jänsson & Grönlund, 1988; Jönsson, 
1992). Learning is not easily computed, since 
understanding what the numbers are meant 
to entail is difficult to grasp. Operations 
managers would therefore benefit from oper-
ational expertise as well as accounting knowl-
edge (Jönsson & Grönlund, 1988).

All told, the rhetoric of operations manag-
ers suggests a rational decision-making use of 
management accounting in their operational 
work. The operations managers’ discussions 

of operational work, however, paints another 
picture of traditional management account-
ing use as related to learning and action for 
improvement. Integrated systems seem to be 
considered as too open, too integrated, and 
too complicated.

6.2  Collective learning and ‘business- 
oriented’ accountants

It was hypothesized that interaction between 
operations managers and management ac-
countants would have a positive influence on 
management accounting system satisfaction 
(H2a). The results contrast this prediction. 
There is no significant influence from inter-
action between operations managers and 
management accountants on management 
accounting system satisfaction. It was fur-
ther hypothesized that interaction between 
operations managers and their teams would 
have a positive influence on management 
accounting system satisfaction (H2b). The re-
sults support the predicted outcome. Interac-
tion between operations managers and team 
members increases management accounting 
system satisfaction. On the other hand, in-
teraction between operations managers and 
their management accountants does not 
increase management accounting satisfac-
tion. Interaction is recognized as providing 
meaning. Interestingly, the team, but not the 
management accountant, would then assist in 
this sensemaking process. This is in contrast 
to reported findings of previous research that 
underscores the importance of interaction 
between organizational groups and manage-
ment accountants to better prepare for organ-
izational complexities (Chapman, 1998). One 
interpretation of this finding is that, insofar 
as numbers are highly contextual, interpre-
tations need to be articulated in local settings 
by team members who are doing the opera-
tional work.

The results derived from the workshop 
suggest that interaction is more complex 
than suggested by the survey findings. First, 
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operations managers exhibit distress over 
the non-accounting style of operations on 
the shop floor (Hopwood, 1972). Simultane-
ously, the production teams are shown to be 
important for traditional management ac-
counting use and relevance, and for learning 
in particular. The collective local knowledge 
of operations managers is essential to the 
sense-making process (Jönsson & Grönlund, 
1988). Paradoxically, team members may 
serve a mediating role in achieving manage-
ment accounting system satisfaction and such 
team interaction enables operations manag-
ers to understand management accounting. 
At the same time, their handling of manage-
ment accounting information—the numbers 
produced by the team members—cannot be 
fully trusted. Interaction may, however, bring 
meaning to such uncertainties (Weick, 1979). 
This may reflect operations managers’ desire 
to spend more time learning about manage-
ment accounting and less time working with 
guidelines. The local expertise of operations 
managers enables them to ‘recognize the rele-
vant distinctions’ (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005, p. 
783) in traditional management accounting. 
Such deviations trigger templates for identify-
ing and managing cost drivers. By using tradi-
tional management accounting and relating 
that to operational situations in local settings, 
operations managers seem able to avoid the 
reoccurrence of costs (Argyris, 1977; Jönsson & 
Grönlund, 1988).

Second, the management accountant’s 
role seems both situated and individually 
dependent when it comes to supporting 
operations managers. Management account-
ants may at times be too tightly constrained 
by management accounting to interact with 
their production teams. Other management 
accountants are presented as devoted to 
learning local operations. Management ac-
countants do not seem to succeed entirely 
in importing ideas into the local operational 
setting (Czarniawska & Mouritsen, 2009; 
Scott, 2014). This may be in part related 

to the preparer–user gap (Pierce & O’Dea, 
2003), whereby management accountants 
preparing information do not provide much 
help to those who apply their understanding 
of management accounting to operational 
work. Operations managers and manage-
ment accountants may therefore understand 
management accounting information dif-
ferently (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004), as they 
would use such information for different 
purposes when it is related to operational 
work. Knowing how to manage varying op-
erational situations based on management 
accounting information is not the same as es-
tablishing formalized guidelines in routine 
situations. Learning by doing—learning from 
mistakes—requires taking responsibility for 
one’s mistakes (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005). 
There are difficulties in making embedded 
knowledge explicit (Latour, 1987), which 
may render hands-on guides redundant.

The data we collected from the workshop 
adds nuances to the idea that management 
accountants are not important to produc-
tion teams that cannot be captured solely 
via a survey. Management accountants often 
assist operations managers in compiling and 
analyzing management accounting informa-
tion. However, more support may come from 
management accountants who depart from 
playing a strictly formal role (Hopper, 1980) 
when recording and reporting accounts. 
Strictly formal accountants are often referred 
to somewhat negatively as ‘bean-counter’ 
types (Granlund & Lukka, 1998). Yet, infor-
mation that operations managers refer to as 
trustworthy and relevant to decision-mak-
ing is material prepared by management 
accountants (see Rausch &Brauneis, 2015). 
This suggests that operations managers gen-
erally trust management accountants and 
the information that they provide, but that 
operations managers would appreciate if 
management accountants assumed a more 
interactive role. 
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7 Conclusions
This study explored the types of management 
accounting information that operations man-
agers use, revealing how they use it and for 
what reasons. Three conclusions can be drawn 
from this study.

First, management accounting has di-
verse meanings for operations managers in 
their operational work and can be divided 
into traditional management accounting, 
tailored management accounting, and pro-
duction-oriented management accounting. 
For operations managers the strength of tra-
ditional management accounting is its trust-
worthiness. At first glance, the relevance to 
operations managers seems to be expressed in 
terms of analyzing traditional management 
accounting information and making rational 
decisions based on such analytics. When dig-
ging beneath the surface, we can see that the 
relevance for operations managers is more 
nuanced than if decision-making was the only 
value extracted from management account-
ing information. In their operational work, 
operations managers elaborate on traditional 
management accounting information to 
learn and act to improve operations. In other 
words, operational action stemming from 
management accounting is rather hidden in 
the operations managers’ rhetoric when the 
term ‘use’ is present. Management accounting 
use for learning and action is not easily artic-
ulated. Traditional management accounting 
is presented rhetorically as trustworthy and is 
used to inform decisions and to control costs, 
whereas tailored and production-oriented 
management accounting lacks such traits. 
To conclude, then, traditional management 
accounting is found to be trustworthy and 
its use extends beyond rational attributes of 
decision-making and includes learning and 
action that are essential for operational work. 
Operations managers’ expertise provides 
them with mental templates for action based 
on management accounting in local settings.

Second, production teams have consider-

able impact on how management accounting 
is understood. Apparently, however, there 
are layers in these results. The management 
accounting data produced by team members 
cannot be trusted completely by operations 
managers, but they nevertheless rely on their 
teams to interpret management accounting 
information and subsequent execution. In 
this way, some sort of collective sensemaking 
takes place around management accounting 
which, from the actors’ point of view, would 
mitigate the effects of the subjectivity that may 
inherent to management accounting. The role 
of the management accountant in traditional 
management accounting use for operational 
work is also nuanced. Hands-on instructions 
provided by management accountants do 
little to help operations managers navigate 
through operational settings, instead causing 
annoyance. Such annoyance is personified by 
the management accountant. To embrace a 
business-oriented role, operations managers 
want management accountants to interact 
with their production teams. To conclude, op-
erations managers collectively use traditional 
management accounting to make sense of 
its impact on their operational work, and to 
guide them in determining what action they 
need to take. ‘Business-oriented’ accountants 
who embrace a proactive role and partake in 
operations could help operations managers 
interpret management accounting to make 
better sense in local settings.

Third, collaborative research that involves 
conducting workshops with practitioners 
such as operations managers are insightful 
for management accounting research and 
helpful for gaining practical relevance. Survey 
results can be better understood through the 
nuances found in discussions with practition-
ers during a workshop. The mixed-methods 
approach adopted here highlights differences 
in the practical and theoretical conceptual 
constructs. Taken together, the two sub-stud-
ies reveal that there is a rational rhetoric 
among operations managers when it comes 
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to management accounting. At the same 
time, the mixed-methods approach allowed 
the researchers to see past the rationality 
that may often be associated with manage-
ment accounting (Malmi et al., 2004; van 
der Meer-Kooistra & Vosselman, 2012). To 
conclude, mixed-methods research is useful 
for investigating the unarticulated use and 
relevance of management accounting for op-
erational work.

This study contributes to the account-
ing literature by examining a collective use 
of traditional management accounting for 
operational work that stretches beyond de-
cision-making to incorporate learning and 
action. Operations managers trust manage-
ment accounting as an objective tool for 
their operations as they are comfortable with 
traditional management accounting. Oper-
ations managers nevertheless seem to want 
‘business-oriented’ accountants to apply 
management accounting in operational work 
situations in local settings.

Methodologically, the workshop con-
ducted for this study revealed other aspects 
than could not be captured solely by a sur-
vey-based study, including a rational rhetoric 
of use as equivalent to decision-making, and 
nuances in the role of management account-

ants for operational work. Simultaneously, 
the survey provided the researchers and prac-
titioners with a common dataset which was 
practically anchored in the case company and 
based on the practitioners’ collective percep-
tions. Although the survey results were open 
to multiple interpretations, the diverse opin-
ions expressed by participants could be high-
lighted, elaborated upon and discussed.

From a practical point of view, this study 
dovetails with previous research that adopts 
a mixed-methods methodology to encourage 
reflection and debates between researchers 
and practitioners as well as among practition-
ers. This may challenge narrow definitions of 
management accounting use in and relevance 
to operational work in practice. This study does 
not intend to claim that the relevance of tradi-
tional management accounting to operational 
work has been restored, but that there are nu-
ances in need of further investigation. For man-
agement accounting research, conceptualizing 
decision-making seems to pose a challenge. If 
researchers are to be invited to participate 
in operations managers’ negotiations, more 
could be learned about the unarticulated use 
and thoughts of operations managers that ex-
tend beyond decision-making.
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