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SUMMARY

Both accountants and their professional associations have come under
pressure in recent years to move with a changing environment. A
research project was established therefore in order to study the
present roles of accountants in industry, to consider how such roles
have evolved, and to consider ways in which these roles might change
in the future. Apart from these specific objectives, the thesis also
attempts to come to terms with some of the major philosophical and
theoretical challenges that face sociology.

Given these broad aims, and given a limited amount of previous
research, the approach was to derive tentative classifications and
propositions from empirical investigation, rather than to test
preconceived hypotheses. Data was obtained primarily from ninety-nine
structured interviews with both accountants and other managers from
twelve industrial enterprises.

Aside from studying specifically the changing roles of accountants in
industry, the following areas were investigated: the -historical
development of industrial organisations, accounting systems, and the
professional accounting bodies; the process of occupational entry,
socialisation, and career paths of accountants; and the current
education, training, and career develpment of, and labour market for,
accountants in industry.

Despite variations according to accountants' positions, the sample's
work characteristics and orientations were found to be similar to
those of managers from other areas. In fact most accountants were
more concerned with 'getting on' than committed to a career in
accounting or to any particular professional association or employing
organisation. While there was a move towards a more general business
involvement for the majority of the sample, there was also in some
cases an increasing demand for specialist accounting skills. In
conclusion, although an eventual technological substitution for the
work of accountants in industry is thought to be unlikely, their work
is becoming more liable to evaluation and intervention form those

outside their occupational group.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Some of the earliest known writings date back to 4000 b.c. and appear
to be commercial records created to account for physical things by
marks scratched into clay (Keister, 1965). Indeed it has been
suggested that writing was developed not to write books but to keep
books (Hoffer, 1966). Accounting in some form or other has thus been
common to all developed societies, but it is only with the advent of
capitalist societies and in particular with what Marx has termed
'manufacture' that it has come to achieve its current pervasive
influence as the 'language of business'. There can be no doubt that
financial and accounting techniques are now of fundamental importance
to our society, and that acountants form a very significant

occupational group working in diverse areas in many countries.

Although accountants in this country emerged as an occupational group
towards the end of the last century, they were not generally regarded
as forming one of the 'established' professions until the inter-war
years. There are now over one hundred and fifty thousand qualified
accountants however in the six main professional bodies, at least
sixty thousand of whom work in industry. Qualification with any one
of these bodies is acknowledged to be a stepping-stone towards a
successful career in almost any work environment (industry, commerce,
public practice, government or education); being a Chartered
Accountant, moreover, has often been accorded a status not far below

“that of being a doctor or solicitor (Gerstl and Hutton, 1966).



Qualified accountants can now probably be found on most major decision

making bodies.

Despite a recent growing interest in 'accountants, organisations and
society' (witness the journal of that name) surprisingly 1little
sociological research has been undertaken; indeed there is probably
not one well-known study that would spring to the minds of any
interested parties since Simon and his colleagues' investigation of
the controller's department in 1954. Moreover work in related areas
has tended to concentrate on narrowly defined topics from what might

be termed a 'functionalist' perspective (see Appendix 1).

The vital role that industrial accountants play in our society and the

sparsity of previous research together justify this investigation.

Since Victorian times and the writings of Dickens to our present era
and the sketches of Monty Python, the accountant has typically been
portrayed as a rather unimaginative, conservative and introverted sort
of character not known for 'his' flexibility or communication skills.
Whether or not such stereotypes bear (or have ever borne) any
resemblance to 'reality', they are being regarded increasingly as
unsuitable for to-day's accountants who live and work in a constantly
changing environment. Flexibility and the ability to communicate are

now generally viewed as important attributes for any accountant.

The increasing scale and complexity in business life, the growth in

international trading, the current economic climate, changes in



technology and in particular information technologyy, ‘a ' call for
greater accountability of those entrusted with society's resources,
and shifts in emphasis from the rights of shareholders alone to those
of employees and consumers, have all led to pressures being placed on
both accountants and their professional organisations. In particular,
in the light of certain well publicised collapses on the stock market,
there has been found to be a gap in expectations as to the auditor's
responsibilities between auditors themselves, and the public and users
of financial statements. The apparent inability of the professional
bodies to formulate any clear statements of practice on a number of
issues, and especially that of accounting for inflation, has also

created further external and critical pressures.

At the same time there has been an increasing heterogeneity of
membership with accountants working in many areas within various
different environments. There have thus arisen a number of groups
with different and sometimes conflicting interests: industrial
accountants as opposed to practising accountants (for example the
Hundred Group within the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England
and Wales - ICAEW); small practitioners as against large firms of
practising accountants; new 'specialist' societies in areas such as
insolvency, corporate treasurership and internal audit, These
conflicts are notwithstanding the competition between the three main
bodies - the Association of Certified Accountants (ACA), the ICAEW,

and the Institute of Cost and Management Accountants (ICMA) .



As far as accountancy is concerned at any rate, Child and Schreischeim
(1978) correctly summarised the situation when they stated that the
authority enjoyed by professional associations on behalf of their
members was becoming subject to external limitations at the same time
as their ability to represent a common view was being threatened by

increasing heterogeneity of membership.

Tricker reiterated this latter point in a recent ICAEW report:

"Inevitably, with the increasing complexity of the subject and
growing specialisation, there is less homogeneity in interests
across the membership. The unanimity which was associated with a
shared set of expertise and common interests has been lost.
Members no longer have the same aspirations in their professional
qualification, nor the same expectations of the Institute."

(1983)

The pressures on the professional accounting bodies are evident from
the nature of some of their recent reports (for example, the
Hillebrandt report on '"The Changing Role of the Finance Function',
1978; the Flint report on "The Impact of Change on the Accounting
Profession', 1980), and from a review of the professional accounting
literature. It is perhaps no coincidence that the ICAEW has recently

appointed an external firm of public relations consultants.

The organisation and structure of the 'profession' as a whole has in

fact attracted the interest of all the major bodies, with the ICAEW



Producing the Tricker report (1983), the ICMA now stressing the
importance of their separate identity (see Norkett, 1984), and the ACA
still upholding their belief in the need for registration (see leading
article in Certified Accountant, December, 1983). 1t is interesting
to note in this respect that both the ICMA and the ACA have recently
tried to have the word 'chartered' included in their official title.
The Chartered Institutes have in particular also been concerned about
the education, training and development of accountants in industry
(see, for example, the Allen report, 1977; the Julien report, 1980;
articles in Accountancy in November, 1983, and January, June and July,

1984).

Thus it is commonly acknowledged in the professional press that both
accountants and their professional associations are under pressure to
move with a changing environment. Concern has in particular been
expressed about the organisational structure and integration of the
various associations, and the education, training, and career
development of accountants in industry and commerce. These factors
add further arguments for an investigation of '"the changing roles of

. . !
accountants in industry".

The final justification for this investigation however is a personal
and sociological one. The research represents a sociological 'voyage'
in which I attempt to come to terms with some of the major
philosophical and theoretical challenges that face sociology: the
nature of and relationships between individual experiences and

meanings, organisational structures and processes, and wider changes



in society; the paradox of the control an individual has over her or
his actions and yet the lack of control people feel they have over
'the way things are'; the tensions between stability, order and
consensus in societies on the one hand, and conflict and the potential
for radical change on the other; and finally the idea that all
sociological study has philosophical and theoretical underpinnings
that should be related to a person's own values and beliefs. The

following comments from Watson reflect my own views exactly:

"To attempt to deal with theoretical and methodological issues of
this nature within one study which is also, and primarily,
intended to throw light on a substantive area of social life is
indeed ambitious. But I have in this work been willing to take
the risks involved in over-ambitiousness since I believe that it
is only through taking such risks and Trejecting the
over—-developed task specialisation and almost parochial theo-
retical exclusiveness of much contemporary work that sociology
will avoid losing its way - the way established by its founding

fathers and classical writers." (1977, p.xiv)



2, DEVELOPMENT OF THE RESEARCH

2.1 Introduction

2.2 Research Objectives
(a) Personal background and orientations
(b) Research objectives and applications
(¢) Outline of thesis

(d) Summary

2.3 Philosophical & Theoretical Assumptions
(a) Classification of social theories
(b) Philosophical & theoretical assumptions

(¢c) Summary

2.4 Approach to the Research
(a) Previous literature
(b) Approach to the research

(c) Summary

2.5 Research Methods & Sample
(a) Research methods

(b) Definition of 'accountants in industry' and 'role'
(c) Research sample

(d) Summary

2.6 Conclusions



2.1 Introduction

One of the difficulties of the social sciences (and indeed the natural
. 1.

sciences)” is that the researcher is a part of and a product of the

society which she or he is observing. This problem has long been re-

cognised and was discussed by Spencer, for example, in the latter half

of the nineteenth century:

"For the interpretation of human conduct as socially displayed,
everyone is compelled to use, as a key, his own nature -
ascribing to others thoughts and feelings like his own." (in

Thompson & Tunstall, 1971, pp. 34-5).

In other words it is being suggested that the social scientist's
personality and biography must necessarily influence her or his work
(see Freund, 1972, pp. 54-5). The assumption here is that sociology
cannot be 'value free'. Indeed it could be said that theorising is a
Mgelf-transforming operation where what one operates om is omne's
knowledge of the society as part of one's history, biography, and form

of life" (Blum, in Douglas, 1971, p.313).

Consequently, before outlining the research objectives and
applications, and the forthcoming chapters in this thesis, section 2.2
indicates some aspects of my biography and my orientations to

sociology that have influenced the nature of this investigation.



Another important assumption made here is that certain fundamental
theoretical and philosophical assumptions underlie any piece of
research. Given this dinitial claim it 1is contended that the
underlying assumptions behind any study should be recognised and
assessed by researchers to ensure that they are consistent with their
personal values and beliefs. Having indicated my own orientations to
sociology in section 2.2, section 2.3 outlines the philosophical and

theoretical assumptions behind this investigation.

It is also thought that the general approach to any reseach should be
related to the nature of both the phenomena being studied and the
previous literature in the area. Section 2.4 explains why an
'exploratory' approach is adopted in this investigation - the aim
being to explore the area and to gain further knowledge from which
tentative classifications and propositions might be derived rather

than to test specific hypotheses.

Finally section 2.5 discusses the research methods and samples, and

provides a definition of both 'accountants in industry' and 'roles'.

Figure 2.1.1 indicates the nature of each of these four sections and
how they are all interrelated. It can be seen that the research
objectives evolved from my Jjoining a research project Dbeing
established at Ealing College of Higher Education (section 2.2); the
research brief and my own personal orientations towards sociology led
to certain philosophical and theoretical assumptions being made about

the project (section 2.3); the research objectives and an analysis of



Figure 2.1.1 Development of the Research

History of the Personal Background
Research Project and Orientations

2.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

Previous Literature
V \ 4
2.4 APPROACH TO THE RESEARCH 2.3 PHILOSOPHICAL & THEORETICAL
ASSUMPTIONS
External Constraints Personal constraints
(access) (time, money)
\

2.5 RESEARCH METHODS

- 10 -



previous literature determined the approach to the research (section
2.4); and, given certain constraints, the research methods were
related to the research approach, the research objectives, and the

philosophical and theoretical assumptions (section 2.5).



2.2 Research Objectives

Following a number of reports and articles in the professional press
concerning the changing environment in which accountants work, and the
need for the accounting bodies and their members to move with that
changing environment, a research project was set up at Ealing College
of Higher Education in September, 1978, to study "The Future Role of
Accountants in Industry". The objectives for the present study
developed from my joining this research project and so this section
combines the history of the project at Ealing and its rationale with
my own career path or biography. The research objectives, its
possible applications, and the nature of the ensuing chapters of this
thesis are then outlined, and they should be viewed in the light of my

own orientations towards sociology.



(a) Personal background and orientations

Having always enjoyed and succeeded at mathematics at school, I went
to university to undertake a degree in the same subject. During the
first two years of my degree I gradually became more and more
disenchanted with the subject, and so I changed to what could be
termed a 'management studies’ course, involving statistics,
operational research and industrial sociology. I thought that this
course might be more relevant to my future career while utilising the

mathematical knowledge I had already obtained.

Although I spent little time on industrial sociology I felt it was an
area that would interest me and, despite an initial desire not to
continue academic study, I eventually became a research student in the
subject. Looking back, I think my interest in industrial sociology
grew as I realised that it could help me understand the world about me
and could help explain certain injustices in the world that I felt
existed. Gouldner expressed these sentiments very well when he

stated:

"Much of any man's effort to know the social world around him is
prompted by an effort, more or less disguised or deliberate, to
know things that are personally important to him; which 1is to
say, he aims at knowing himself and the experiences he has had in
his social world (his relationship to it), and at changing this

relationship in some manner. Like it or not, and know it or not,



in confronting the social world that theorist is also confronting

himself." (1971, p.41).

I had no idea which aspects of the subject I wished to study and
having begun unsuccessfully a number of projects on a variety of
topics, I 'happened' to concentrate on the sociology of occupations
and, 1in particular, professionally organised occupations. It was
suggested, and I thought it reasonable, that I should concentrate on
one particular 'profession' and so the problem now became one of
choosing a suitable 'profession' in which to conduct my research.
Accountancy seemed a good prospect for three reasons: first, the
techniques it employed and the role it seemed to play bore some
relation to my previous education in respectively mathematics and
management studies; secondly, as is the case with most graduates, some
of my friends and acquaintances had become accountants; finally, a
brief survey showed that not much previous research had been conducted

on accountants.

Following an initial study on trainee Chartered accountants in
Birmingham, I obtained a post as Research Assistant at Ealing College
of Higher Education to help conduct a project on "The Future Role of
Accountants in Industry.'" A one-year contract was extended for a
further year, after which I managed to gain a research grant for nine
months from the Social Science Research Council?. While at Ealing I
registered on the Doctoral Programme at the University of Aston

Management Centre, and I was fortunate enough to be able to work



full-time towards a doctorate at the same time as fulfilling my

obligations as a Research Assistant.

Perhaps the most significant factors to emerge from my background are:
first, my previous education had been largely in what might be called
'quantitive techniques' (that is, mathematics, statistics, operational
research); secondly, I had received no previous education, training or
experience in accounting; and thirdly, my interest in industrial
sociology had stemmed from a more general desire to understand the

nature of society and its institutions.

The relevance of the first factor will become apparent when discussing
research methods: qualitative methods were selected not because of my
own inadequacy at applying quantitive techniques but because I view
such techniques as often being inadequate for the purposes ascribed to
them. The fact that I had little knowledge of accountancy or the
roles of accountants made it more difficult for me as an observer to
understand and to interpret how accountants view their social
situation (to the extent that a social situation is simply what it is
defined to be by its participants, this is certainly the case3®); on
the other hand, however, it may have made it easier for me to step
outside the taken-for-granted routines of the accountant and to
identify social conventions and ideologies. The third factor means
that it was precisely the identification of these social conventions

and ideologies that primarily interested me - this will now be

explained in more detail.



As a research student I developed certain orientations towards
sociology. It seemed to me that although people generally regard
themselves as having 'minds of their own' and believe that they can
act as they choose (at least to some extent), they also probably feel
that they have no control over certain things that happen to them and
certain aspects of society. To put it another way people are often
free to choose, but not in circumstances of their own choosing.
Various systems, codes and institutions in society are 'taken for
granted' and appear as 'facts of life' over which people have no
control, even though they are simply the products of the actions and

interactions of other human beings.

The fact that society is created by people, but that they also feel
constrained by it, was referred to by Berger as the fundamental
'paradox of social existence' (1966, p.l149); indeed, according to
Gouldner (1971) the social sciences only developed as a result of this
paradox becoming recognised after the French Revolution. It may be
that the emphasis on 'freedom' and 'free will' in the Western world
serves only to highlight the tension between people being in charge of
their destinies, and people being constrained by a social world that
appears to be independent of and external to them. It is suggested

that this tension can lead to people being estranged from the social

world in which they live.

The challenge of sociology for me is to explain the nature of social
structures, systems and processes without reifying them or attributing

to them an existence independent of the meanings and actions of



individuals; it is to combine different levels of analysis, and "to
grasp history and biography and the relations between the two within
society" (Mills, 1970, p.12). At the same time it is acknowledged
that it is extremely difficult to submit adequate interpretations of
large scale societal structures and processes without resorting to

functionalist explanations (Wagner, 1964, p.583). As Weber stated:

"For purposes of sociological analysis two things can be said.
First, this functional frame of reference is convenient for
purposes of practical illustration and for provisional orienta-
tion. In these respects it is not only useful but indispensable.
But at the same time if its cognitive value is over-estimated and
its concept illegitimately 'reified' it can be highly dangerous.
Second, in certain circumstances this is the only way of de-
termining just what processes of social action it is important to
understand in order to explain a given phenomenon."  (Weber,

1968, p.15).

Sociological wunderstanding will not necessarily promote human
interests, and it is not sufficient to change society; nevertheless I

would agree with Child when he states:

"Social science can assist the process of change through

its scrutiny of the conventional wisdom, ideology and prejudice
which still pervade many aspects of our social 1life. By
identifying social conventions for what they are, the social

scientist helps to create an awareness of the possibilities for
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alternative modes of action and organisation which may provide

benefits not previously achieved." (1973, p.234).

Similarly Mills suggested that it was ''the social scientist's foremost
political and intellectual task to make clear the elements of
contemporary uneasiness and indifference" (1970, p.20) and that "to
ask sociological questions, then, presupposes that one is interested
in looking some distance beyond the commonly accepted or officially
defined goals of human actions" (ibid. p.41). He advocated the

development of the "sociological imagination", which enables its

possessor:
"... to understand the larger historical scene in terms
of its meaning for the inner life and the external
career of a variety of individuals. It enables him to
take into account how individuals, in the welter of
their daily experience, often become falsely conscious

of their social positions" (1970, p.11l).

Many philosophers have also considered the importance of demystifying
the social world: Mannheim advocated the development of “ecstacy" -
that is, the act of stepping outside the 'taken-for-granted' routines
of everyday life; Sartre warned of '"bad faith" by which people become
alienated from their true being through accepting and imprisoning

themselves in a role that others demand of them; and Russell suggested
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that our age needed, amongst other things, compassion

"determination to eschew pleasant myths".

These are all views with which I would agree, and it

and

is

a

the

recognition of '"conventional wisdom, ideology and prejudice" that I

take to be the central aim of the social sciences.




(b) Research objectives and applications

Having outlined some important aspects of my own background, the
history of the project at Ealing College will now be considered, and

its development upon my becoming a Research Assistant.

Over ten years ago Hastings regarded accountancy as "...a professional
body at a critical moment in its history" (1968, p.36). Many more
academic and professional commentators have expressed concern about
the roles of accountants and the accounting profession since then, and
it may be that as Montagna suggested the rate of change to-day makes
for a constant stream of crucial stages for the accounting profession
(1974, p.185). Articles with such foreboding titles as "The
profession....and the crisis ahead", or "Profession in peril" were not
uncommon in the accountancy press at the time the project was being
set up.5 It was thought by some that accountants had not progressed
in step with an environment which was seen to be changing and growing

in turbulence:

"Criticism heaped on accountants' heads....is not more than the
profession deserves. The profession's practices have lagged
behind the evolving needs and requirements of modern business
life...the lag has exposed some alarming deficiencies in the

attitude and abilities of accountants." (Heller, 1977).

The pressures for change had also been noted by professional bodies:

the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland had commissioned a
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report by David Flint on

'"The Impact of Change on the Accounting

s 1
Profession' (1980); and the Hundred Group, a group of finance
directors from major industrial companies, had set up a Working Party
to examine "both internal and external pressures, currently

influencing the function, for their likely impact upon the general

direction of future change" (1978).

More detailed examination of the effects of economic, social,
political and technological developments upon the roles of accountants
in industry will be under taken in later chapters (see, in particular,
chapter seven). Suffice it to say for the moment that accountants had

been coming under closer professional and public scrutiny.

Given a perceived need by the representatives of the accounting bodies
that their members should move with a changing environment, much
discussion revolved around methods of educating and training
accountants. It was in the light of this debate and a desire to set
up an accounting degree that a research project was established at
Ealing College of Higher Education. The project team was to consist
of a Research Assistant working under the supervision of A J Tubb, the

Head of the Finance and Accounting Division.

The aims of the project were to provide:

"(1) a profile of the type of person required to fill the

future role of an accountant;
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(2) an investigation of the style and form of education and

training that will be needed to meet that profile."

Upon taking up the post of Research Assistant it was agreed that I
would be totally responsible for all aspects of the project and would
report developments to my supervisor at regular intervals to ensure
that I stayed within the bounds of the original research brief. I was
unhappy with the formal aims of the project, however, as I felt they
begged the question of who required a particular type of person to
fill the future role of an accountant: if they meant the type of
person required by managers in industry, or by the professional
accounting bodies, then the aims would involve the acceptance of
managerial or professional ideologies. I was also unhappy with the
implicit conception of there being a single '"future role" and a single

1

"orofile" for accountants.

The research objectives were modified, therefore, and they became: "Eg

study the present roles of accountants in industry, to consider how

such roles have evolved, and to consider ways in which these roles

might change in the future". It was thought that such analysis would

have implications for the future education, training and career
development of accountants in industry.

It was also intended that the results of the research would prove
useful to a number of groups of people: the professional accountancy
bodies in the 1light of the debate on the changing roles, and future

education, training and career development of accountants in industry;
b
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industrial organisations; and prospective accountants or students of
accountancy - particularly those undertaking accountancy degrees.
Finally, at a more general level, it was hoped that by providing a
rigorous and honest empirical investigation based on a clearly defined
theoretical and philosophical framework, the study might be able to

raise some questions, inspire some thoughts, 'identify some social

conventions', and help develop the 'sociological imagination'.
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(c) Outline of the thesis

Given the above research objectives there are a number of types of
investigation that could be undertaken. Different 'types' of
investigation will depend upon the philosophical and theoretical
assumptions made, the approach to the research that is adopted, and
the research methods and samples that are employed. Details of these
areas with respect to this investigation are given in the next three
sections. The aim now is simply to describe the general nature of
this thesis by outlining briefly each chapter, how they fit together
and why they occur in the order they do; it is hoped that their
relationship to both the research objectives and my own orientations

to sociology will become apparent.

The thesis is concerned with accountants working in industrial
organisations, the large majority of whom are also members of a
professional association. Chapter three provides an historical review
of the development of industrial organisations, accounting systems and
the professional accounting bodies. Apart from giving a useful
background to the topic under investigation, it was thought that in
order to understand fully the roles of accountants in industry, there
was a mneed to comprehend industrial organisations , accounting
systems, accountants and their professional associations as they have

been in the past, and indeed to understand how and why they developed

in the first place (see section 2.3).
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Empirical data was collected primarily from structured interviews with
both  accountants and other managers from twelve dindustrial

enterprises. Chapter four presents much of this data in the form of

twelve case studies; Although necessarily descriptive these case
studies have been included in the main content of the thesis and at
its outset in order that the reader can appreciate the nature of the
research material, and so that the interviewees and their comments can
be located within the context of their work situations. Chapter five

draws from the empirical data and from previous literature in order to

analyse accountants' present roles and how they have changed in recent

years.

Chapter six begins to analyse why accountants' roles have changed and
how they might change in the future by looking at various influences
'external' to any individual accountant, and in particular at economic
and business pressures, and organisational structures. In other words
this chapter places acountants' changing roles in the context of
'external' changes outlined in the case studies (chapter four), which
in turn can be seen in terms of wider historical developments (chapter

three).

This analysis is continued in chapter seven which considers the work
orientations of acccountants, the orientations of other managers to
the work of accountants, and the relationships between accountants and
other managers. Whereas chapter six suggests that accountants' roles

are contingent upon certain wider developments and various contextual

factors, chapter seven emphasises that changes in accountants' roles
b



(and indeed wider developments) are the product of individual actions

that in turn stem form individual meanings and orientations.

In the same way that perceived changes in accountants' roles were
placed in the context of wider organisational changes and historical
developments, so accountants' perceptions and orientations should be
placed in the context of individual changes and historical
developments, that is in the context of individuals' biographies.
Chapter eight therefore looks at - the occupational entry,

socialisation, and career paths of acccountants.

The analyses undertaken in chapters five, six and seven, when viewed
in the context of chapters three, four and eight, allow speculation
about the ways in which accountants' roles might change in the future
- this is undertaken in chapter ten. Chapter ten also considers the
implications of these results for the future education, training, and
career development of acccountants in industry; however, before this
can be done it is necessary to understand the current education,
training and career development of accountants in industry, and this
is undertaken in chapter nine. Finally chapter ten assesses the
extent to which the research objectives have been met, the theoretical
framework upheld and the research approach justified; particular

emphasis is also given to the potential areas for future research.
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(d)  Summary

This section has shown how the objectives for the present study
developed from my joining a research project that had been set up at
Ealing College of Higher Education. 1In other words this investigation
has been influenced both by the history of the project prior to my
appointment as a Research Assistant, and by my own personal background
and orientations to sociology. In particular it was thought that my
previous education in quantitative techniques, my lack of any
education, training or experience in accounting, and a general desire
to understand the nature of societies and their conventions and

ideologies have affected the nature of this research.

The research objectives were defined as: '"to study the present roles

of accountants in industry, to consider how such roles have evolved,

and to consider ways in which these roles might change in the future."

It was thought that such analysis would have implications for the
future education, training and career development of accountants in
industry. It was also intended that the results of the research would
prove useful to the professional acccountancy bodies, industrial

organisations, and students of accountancy.
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2.3 Philosophical and theoretical assumptions

This section begins by explaining why it might be useful to construct
an analytical framework for classifying social theories and research
based on a philosophy of science and a theory of society. A scheme
developed by Burrell and Morgan is thought to be particularly helpful
and so this is then outlined. The remainder of the section is
concerned with locating within Burrell and Morgan's framework the
present study by identifying its philosophical and theoretical
assumptions. It is shown how these assumptions have been influenced

by both the research objectives and my own personal orientations.
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(a) Classification of social theories

There are a number of reasons why it is important to recognise and
acknowledge the principal theoretical and philosophical assumptions
behind social theories and research in general. These reasons are

illustrated by examples from work relating to the organisational and

social aspects of accounting.

First, a map or classification of research according to its underlying
assumptions can be used to find a way through the wealth of material
available, the aims of which are sometimes confusing and the results
conflicting. It will be seen that the multi-disiplinary nature of
management accounting and the consequent variety of theories subsumed
under its heading, masks the fact that they tend to stem from similar
perspectives towards society and the social sciences (see section

2.4a).

Secondly, by making explicit the basic assumptions behind different
pieces of work, it is hoped that a greater tolerance and awareness of
research from alternative disciplines and perspectives may be
encouraged. Without such an awareness there is a danger that people
may become entrenched within well-defined and righteously guarded
positions; unproductive claims and counter-claims may proliferate and

. 7
constructive academic debate may be stifled.

Thirdly, commonly held views and taken-for-granted 'facts' often rest
3

upon assumptions that are not recognised and thus not assessed.
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Unless such an assessment is undertaken there is a danger that

ideology is unquestioningly accepted as fact and 'myths' are developed
and nurtured. At present 'myths' would appear to abound in both the
organisational and the accounting literature (Boland, 1982; Bourn et
al., 1982; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Westerlund and Sjostrand, 1979).

\ 7 . .
Awkward questioning of accountancy's relationship to prevailing

sectional interests is relatively unexplored.

Fourthly, a map or classification may not only be useful as a way of
organising previous literature, but it may also point the way towards
new areas of investigation and the discovery of previously uncharted
territory. As will be seen, alternative conceptions of society exist
and are capable of being incorporated within an accounting context
(see Appendix 1); it may be that fresh insights can be gained on old

problems by viewing them from a different perspective (Hopwood, 1972).

Finally, in any research it is suggested that individual values,
philosophical assumptions, theoretical backing, and research methods
should all be related to each other and to the aims of the research
(see section 2.1). Such consistency has not always characterised

accounting research (Dyckman et al., 1978).

There has been much debate on the relationship between philosophy and
the social sciences: for example, Dahrendorf (1959), Runciman (1963),

Dawe (1970), Friedrichs (1970), Robertson (1974), Keat and Urry
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(1975), Benton (1977). However until recently accounting researchers
have tended to ignore its ramifications. Given the connection between
organisation theory and management accounting (Sathe, 1978), the
recent work by Burrell and Morgan (1979) which reviews and groups
organisational research according to its principal theoretical and
philosophical assumptions provides a useful bridge between the two
areas. Moreover their «classification can incorporate, at least
partially, all the schemes proposed by the writers cited above.
Consequently Burrell and Morgan's work is utilised here both to group
and review previous studies relating to the organisational and social
aspects of accounting (see section 2.4 and, in particular, Appendix

1), and to identify the assumptions behind the present research.

Before detailing the nature of their framework, however, it should be
stressed that it is being used in this chapter purely as a tool to aid
the understanding of a very complex area. It would be foolhardy to
maintain that all social science could be uniquely and meaningfully
classified with respect simply to two dimensions (for example, their
'objective-subjective' dimension consists of four sub-scales which are
not always well related). The aim of this chapter is neither to
discuss the extent to which social science literature can be

pigeon-holed in such a manner, not to debate the relative merits of

Burrell and Morgan's particular scheme: the aim is to direct attention

to what are thought to be very important underlying issues behind

accounting research in general and this study in particular.
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The Burrell and Morgan framework is constructed from two independent
dimensions based on assumptions regarding the nature of social science
and the nature of society respectively. The social science dimension
in turn consists of four distinct but related elements: assumptions

about ontology, epistemology, human nature, and methodology.

Ontology concerns the nature of 'reality'. On the one hand the social
world and its structures can be regarded as having an empirical,
concrete existence external to, independent of and prior to the
cognition of any individual. At the other extreme reality is depicted
as existing only as a product of individual consciousness - the
external social world consists simply of concepts and labels created
by people to help them understand reality and negotiate a shared

conception of its nature with others.

Epistemology is concerned with the nature of knowledge - what forms it
takes and how it can be obtained and transmitted. One end of a
continuum assumes that knowledge can be acquired through observation
and built up piecemeal; at the other extremity knowledge is attributed
with a more subjective and essentially personal nature - the social
world can be understood only by acquiring first-hand knowledge of the

subject under investigation.

Assumptions about human nature refer to the relationship between human
beings and their environment. People's behaviour and experiences can
be regarded as being completely determined and constrained by their

external environment oOr, On the other hand, people can be viewed as
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being potentially autonomous and free-willed, and capable of creating

their own environment.

The three sets of assumptions outlined above have direct
methodological implications. If the social world is treated as the
same as the physical or natural world, then methods from the natural
sciences tend to be utilised to locate, explain and predict social
regularities and patterns - statistical techniques are often used to
test hypotheses and to analyse data collected by standard research
instruments, such as questionnaires and surveys. Alternatively, if
the subjective experiences of individuals and the creation of a social
world are stressed, then methods that allow insight into an
individual's inner self are emphasised - for example, participant

observation and in-depth interviews.

Although analytically distinct, there are often strong relationships
between the positions adopted on each continuum, and so Burrell and
Morgan integrate them within an "objective-subjective' dimension - one
end emphasising the objective nature of reality, knowledge and human

behaviour, the other stressing subjective aspects.

The other major dimension defines two alternative and fundamentally
different approaches to society: one is concerned with regulation,

order and stability and sets out to explain why society tends to hold

together; the other focuses on the fundamental divisions of interest,
2

conflicts and unequal distributions of power that provide the

potential for 'radical change'.
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These two independent dimensions were combined to form four mutually
exclusive frames of reference: functionalist, interpretive, radical
humanist, and radical structuralist (see figure 2.3.1). In order to
do this Burrell and Morgan created a dichotomy between "objective" and
"subjective" approaches, even though the dimension relating to social
science assumptions was constructed as a continuum (see Morgan and
Smircich, 1980). This dimension is regarded here as continuous, thus
allowing certain works or schools of thought to straddle Burrell and

Morgan's 'objective/subjective' divide.

The next section will consider the location of the previous research
on both accountants and the organisational and social aspects of
accounting within the above framework. The rest of this section will
establish the philosophical and theoretical assumptions underlying the
present study - these were influenced by both the research objectives

and in particular my own personal orientations (see section 2.2a).
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Figure 2.3.1 Burrell & Morgan's Four Sociological Paradigms

[lustration removed for copyright restrictions

(From Burrell & Morgan 1979, page 29)
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(b) Philosophical and theoretical assumptions

If assumptions about the nature of social science tend towards the
'objective' end of the dimension outlined above, then people are seen
as being constrained by the social world in which they live, and this
world is perceived as being composed of external and independent
'objects' and relationships. With such an approach behaviour is often
attributed to 'collectivities' such as  organisations; for example,
Comte stated that a society '"is no more decomposable into individuals
than a geometric surface is into lines, or a line into points" (see
Lukes, 1968, p.119). It would seem, therefore, that "a purely
structural or functional sociology is endemically in danger of
reifying social phenomena" (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p.208) - that
is, social constructs are accorded the power of thought and action.
However, it is precisely this reification or objectification of social
phenomena that can lead to people being estranged from the social
world they help create; it is suggested that, to this extent, a purely
objective sociology represents an accommodation to the alienation of

people, rather than an effort to transcend it (see Gouldner, 1971,

p.53).

A '"subjective" approach on the other hand places emphasis on
individual meaning and consciousness — as Laing pointed out, 'persons
are distinguished from things in that persons experience the world,

whereas things behave in the world" (1967, p.53). In particular the

ontological assumption behind this approach is that reality is only a
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product of individual consciousness; in its extreme from this leads to
'solipsism' which denies that external objects of any sort - (for
example, trees) have an independent reality. A general problem with
'interpretive sociology' 1is how to cope with the common-sense belief

of a social world without implying the empirical and independent

existence of social phenomena.

One way of trying to overcome this hurdle is to acknowledge that our
own realisation of the world about us is at least to some extent a
common-sense experienced shared by others. People bring to any
relationship a stock of 'common sense understandings' by which they
"typify' others - it is in this way that they are able to calculate
the probable response of others to their actions, and to sustain
communication with them (see Giddens, 1976, p.29). Understanding of
the conduct of others is thus seen to be obtained through a process of
interpretation, or 'typification', rather than by direct observation.
These typifications are learned throughout people's lives, and they
are continuously modified or re-affirmed in their everyday

experiences.

"The social reality of everyday life is thus apprehended in a
continuum of typifications which are progressively anonymous as
they are removed from the 'here and now' of the face-to-face

situation". (Berger and Luckman, 1966, pp.47,8).

Unfortunately studies focusing on the analysis of meaning and

consciousness still seem tO have problems in coming to terms with the
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common-sense notion of a social world. Despite their theoretical
perspective, empirical investigations tend to assume at some sstage the
existence of an independent external social structure (see Burrell and
Morgan, 1979, p.276). 1Indeed in this study the research objectives
themselves (the study of "the changing roles of accountants in
industry") tacitly imply the existence of a social world external to,
independent of and prior to the cognition of any individual. My own
orientations however stress the importance of the ways in which people
interpret and attribute meanings to their social world. It would seem

therefore that, in the words of Watson:

"The theoretical scheme to which I am... moving has, then, to
combine a concern with meanings, individual motives and so on,
with recognition of the need to use structural concepts in

analysis." (1977, p.l4).

The assumptions made in this study with respect to the nature of
social science therefore are that the social world can be regarded as
being external to and independent of any dindividual, but that
attention should be paid to the ways 1in which common-sense
understandings of it are socially constructed, sustained and changed.
People will be viewed as being constrained by the social world, at
least to some extent, but also as being able to interpret it, assign
meanings to it and influence it. With respect to epistemology the
next section suggests that knowledge of the area currently being
researched will not be obtained in the same way as commonly undertaken

in the natural sciences, but that some forms of generalisation and
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classification will usefully be made. Finally, the appropriate
research methods given the above assumptions are discussed in section
2.5. As far as the 'objective-subjective' dimension is concerned this
stance is very similar to that of 'social action' theory (see Burrell

& Morgan, 1979, pp 83—87)9 - it can be positioned just to the right

of centre in Burrell & Morgan's framework (see figure 2.3.2).

From this frame of reference 'typifications' are seen to be learnt,
modified and re-affirmed throughout people's lives, but they are also
thought to be given to people by the past history and present
structure and language of their society (Silverman, 1970, p.132).
This kind of approach still leaves a number of questions unanswered
however: language may 'pre-define' social reality, but who defines the
language? Certain common-sense understandings may be shared by others
but how does this come about? Their resolution requires consideration

to be given to the ways in which the processes of acquiring

common-sense understandings are themselves socially structured. This

issue in turn revolves around assumptions relating to the nature of
society: on the one hand shared understandings may be regarded as a
sign of harmony, stability and order in society; alternatively they

may reflect the success of forces of domination in society.

It is the latter viewpoint to which I would adhere and which will be
followed in this study. Society 1is seen to be composed of
contradictory elements and to be pervaded by systems of power and
which lead to inequalities in all aspects of life - whether

domination

it be in terms of power, economic wealth, or physical and mental
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Fi .
gure 2,3.2 Location of Study within Burrell & Morgan's Framework

llugtration remaved for copyright rectrictions

(From Burrell & Morgan 1979, page 29)
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health,

A theme central to this stance is that of 'totality': this is

the idea that all parts reflect the totality, and that the totality
shapes and is present within each part. An implication of this notion
i1s that one cannot understand any aspect of a capitalist society

without first understanding capitalism itself in its entirety.

The importance of this notion for the present study was realised only
after the data had been collected. It became apparent, for example,
that the roles of accountants in industry were changing as the result
of certain changes in the economic environment and in the structure of
industrial organisations (see chapters six and seven). In order to
understand matters at an individual and organisational level it become
necessary to consider more general trends,10 and these were felt to
be explained most adequately by employing theories relating to the
development of capitalist societies. In other words, it was thought
that in order to understand the roles of accountants in industry,
there was a need to comprehend accountants and industrial
organisations as they have been in the past, and indeed to understand
how and why they developed in the first place (see chapter three). An
assumption was made that accountants and organisations could not be

understood without first analysing the social processes and structures

in which they were thought to exist.

Nevertheless the underlying concern of this study is with integration
and order in society, even if this is achieved through the domination
of particular interest groups - as such the perspective is more akin

to a Weberian than a Marxian one. In terms of Burrell & Morgan's
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frame
work therefore the study must be seen as part of the "sociology

of r ion" . . ;
egulation" rather than the "sociology of radical change" - it can

be positioned just below the centre of the vertical axis (see figure

2.3.2).
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(d) Summary

The central aim of this section has been to state explicity the
philosophical and theoretical assumptions that underpin the present
study of "the changing roles of accountants in industry". This
endeavour has been undertaken because it is felt that an appreciation
of such assumptions is essential if a thesis is to be in accord with
ones own values and beliefs and if research objectives, methods and
analysis are to be consistent. A framework developed by Burrell &
Morgan and based on two dimensions relating to assumptions about the
nature of the social sciences and of society has been employed to aid

classification.

The position of this study with respect to the 'objective-subjective'’
dimension evolved from a desire to understand and study various social
phenomena without reifying them, while also acknowledging their
appearance as objective 'facts of life'. Thus although it is realised
that people 'create' their own social worlds which are peculiar to
themselves, it is also assumed that there is an underlying form and
pattern in human affairs such that certain structures can be analysed
as external empirical entities. Similarly it is assumed that people
can influence their environment even though their lives may seem
predetermined by the social structure around them. Finally it is
suggested that efforts should be made to obtain an insight into
individuals' subjective experiences, but that knowledge can also be

gained of patterns and regularities that are seen to exist in the
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social world,

The stance taken in this study therefore lies almost

midway between the two extremes.

With respect to the nature of society the perspective adopted again
lies almost midway between the two extremes: the study is primarily
concerned with 'regulation' in society, even if this is seen to be

achieved through the domination of certain interest groups.
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2.4 Approach to the Research

This section is concerned with the general approach to the research
rather than the precise research methods employed. It was thought
that the research approach should logically be related to the nature
of both the phenomena being studied and the previous research (see
figure 2.1.1). Thus the investigation of a particular accounting
technique, for example, is likely to require a different approach to
that of studying accountants' roles; similarly research of an area
that has already been extensively investigated and documented might
well involve a different approach to that of surveying a previously

uncharted region.

The section begins by analysing briefly the previous theoretical and
empirical work relating to both the organisational and social aspects
of accounting, and accountants themselves as members of industrial
organisations and a professionally controlled occupation. Given these
findings and the nature of the research objectives, attention is then

turned to the research approach that will be adopted in this study.
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(a) Previous literature

A brief resume of much of the relevant literature is given in Appendix
1. It is not the intention here to analyse or assess particular works
in any detail, as this will be done when appropriate to the findings
of the present study. The aim now is purely to consider the
philosophical and theoretical assumptions upon which various works
have been based. The previous section indicated how such an endeavour
would in general serve a number of important purposesll; it was also
undertaken in order to obtain a broad understanding of the subject

area, to ensure that the current study would not duplicate any earlier

research, and to help determine the research approach.

It was seen in the last section how Burrell & Morgan (1979) defined
four mutually exclusive frames of reference by combining two
independent dimensions based on assumptions regarding the nature of
social science and the nature of society. The former dimension,
however, is regarded here as continuous, thus allowing a particular
school of thought to traverse their ‘objective/subjective' divide.
This adapted framework is used as a tool to aid the analysis of
research concerning accountants and the organisational and social
aspects of accounting. The literature has been split into three main
categories (' functional', 'interpretive' and ‘'radical'), two of which
straddle Burrell & Morgan's mutually exclusive paradigms. The
category has been further divided into three sub-groups -

'functional’

'objectivism', 'social systems theory', and 'pluralism'. The location
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within Burrell & Morgan's framework of each group is indicated in

figure 2.4.1.

Appendix 1 discusses each of these categories in turn and comments on
the works which are seen to lie within them.12 It should be noted
however that the allocation of studies to a particular category or
school of thought is not always easy because the assumptions behind
them are usually implicit and often confused; as such classification
has been based purely on a personal and subjective assessment.
Nevertheless, by organising the literature in this way it can be seen
that the majority of work falls into the 'objectivism' and 'social
systems theory' categories, and has thus been based on similar

assumptions with respect to the nature of social science and society;

these are now considered in a little more detail.

Societies, organisations and control systems have generally been seen
to have an empirical existence independent of and external to any
individual's cognition. This has often led to their reification, and
needs and goals have commonly been imputed to such abstract entities.
It would seem that the shifts from mechanic to organic analogies and
from closed to open systems have not marked essentially different
conceptions of reality, but rather have reflected varying complexities
of similar models. Similarly contingency theory can be regarded as a
synthesis of previous functional schools rather than a major new
departure. The implication throughout has been that optimal
accounting and control systems could be designed for any particular
{ven the ability to master its inherent complexity. The

situation, g
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F' . .
lgure 2.4.1 Location of Previous Accounting Studies within Burrell
& Morgan's Framework

e G o
- i

lugtration removed for copyright restrictions

(adapted from Burrell & Morgan, 1979, pages 29, 30)

- 48 -



question of optimal for whom has not been raised.

Research methods have been dominated by the use of questionnaires and
structured interviews with the resultant data usually being analysed
by means of complex statistical techniques. An underlying assumption
has perhaps been that if relationships between variables can be
established, then these can be extrapolated into more general 'laws'
governing the design of accounting systems. Little attention has been
paid to questions of individual understanding, meanings and actions,

or the influence of a researcher's own perceptions.

Although the view of people as being economically rational has
generally been replaced by more complex models incorporating social
and work satisfaction, and acknowledging individual information
processing constraints, people's behaviour has still been regarded as

predictable given systematic investigation.

An enterprise has typically been envisaged as a 'unitary' phenomenon
in which the goals of all its members can be satisfied simultaneously.
Thus much attention has been paid to the dysfunctional consequences of
accounting and control systems; the assumption has been that these are
in some way deviant and as such should be cured. Through its emphasis
on the necessity of having harmonious integration of different parts
to achieve the goals of the organisation as a whole, a 'unitary'
approach deflects attention from the possibility of different
individuals and groups having competing and conflicting interests and
The fact that the notion of dysfunction

varying amounts of power.
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itself raises the question of functional or dysfunctional for whom,
has been ignored (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Similarly the ability of
the 'dominant coalition' within an organisation to directly influence
formal structural arrangements has been underplayed (Child, 1972).
The dividing line between when such an approach ceases to become a
method of analysis and becomes an ideology supporting management and

the status quo can be very fine (if indeed it can be drawn at all).

In recent years it has been acknowledged that researchers know little
about accounting in action, how it interacts with other organisational
processes, and how it contributes to organisational effectiveness and
adaptability. Some of the taken-for-granted assumptions behind a lot
of accounting research have therefore begun to be questioned; it has
sometimes been assumed for example, that organisations are coherent
units functioning in order to achieve specified goals, that people act
in a consistent and purposeful manner towards certain rational ends,
and that management accounting information is provided in order to aid
decision making. Such questioning appears to have produced a gradual
shift towards alternative approaches: pluralism, interpretive theories
and radical theories. This may mark two broad trends in accounting
research: first, an increasing emphasis on subjective interpretations
and the processes whereby individual structures of meaning are
socially generated, sustained and modified; and secondly, an
increasing interest in the dynamics of change at both organisational
and social levels. Accompanying these trends has been a growing

questioning of the validity of traditional scientific methods for

researching social issues -— indeed it may be that "emphasis has been
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placed on the rigour and sophistication of the research methodologies

rather than on the formulation and analysis of research questions and

perspectives" (Hopwood, 1979b).
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(b) Approach to the research

It has been shown that research into the roles of accountants in
industry is scant. Work in related areas has tended to centre on
accounting and information systems and procedures (and in particular
on budgeting)lB; moreover it has generally adopted a 'functionalist'
frame of reference and employed traditional scientific research

methods such as the statistical hypothesis testing of data collected

from questionnaires and structured interviews.

The objectives of this research are to study the present roles of
accountants in industry, to consider how such roles have evolved, and
to consider ways in which these roles might change in the future. It
is suggested therefore that the nature of the phenomena being studied
and the paucity of previous research not only legitimise but also make
logically appropriate an exploratory approach. The aim is to explore
the area and to gain further knowledge from which tentative
classifications and propositions might be derived rather than to test
specific hypotheses;14 the emphasis is on the generation of future

research rather than the verification or otherwise of previous theory.

It is perhaps interesting to note that these two basic strategies of

scientific investigation can be related to two types of probability -

'classical' probability and 'subjective' probability. In analysis

employing the former, a hypothesis is established, the probability of

a certain situation arising is then estimated, and this probability is
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regarded as significant of not according to whether it is above or
below a pre-determined level - the hypothesis 1is thus accepted or
rejected. The use of 'subjective' probability, on the other hand,
allows the researcher to assign a probability or probability
distribution to a hypothesis and the likelihood of this hypothesis is
then revised in the light of empirical evidence by the use of Bayes'
theorem - a 'feedback' model. (see Powell, 1975). Quantitive
analysis in the social sciences is dominated almost exclusively by
'classical' probability: perhaps more attention could be devoted to

the application of 'subjective' probability techniques.

Although it is acknowledged that it is impossible to undertake any
research without some preconceptions, there are no explicit a priori
hypotheses or models. Previous empirical research suggested a number
of organisational and other contextual variables that might affect the
roles of accountants, for example, but it was not thought appropriate
to make a commitment to any particular selection of factors prior to
obtaining comments from managers themselves. 1In an area of inquiry

that is in its infancy it may be that:
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«-. prior assumptions about the objective characteristics
of social situations which are often made at an early stage
of the research process (in the form of hypotheses and
operational definitions) serve to mask important features of

social reality." (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
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(c) Summary

Consideration has been given to the previous literature relating to
accountants in industry in order to determine the areas of interest
for the present study and how they could best be investigated. The
advantages to be gained from classifying research according to its
underlying philosophical and theoretical assumptions were noted in
section 2.3 and so this procedure has been carried out for the

accounting literature (see Appendix 1).

Although there would appear to be a burgeoning mass of work on the
socilal and organisational aspects of accounting not much research has
been undertaken on accountants themselves. Moreover, most of the
research as a whole can be regarded as having adopted a 'unitary'

perspective within a 'functionalist' frame of reference.

It was suggested therefore that the broad aims of the study as stated
in the research objectives, and the limited amount of previous work on
the roles of accountants in industry, together make it logically
appropriate to adopt an exploratory approach. The aim is to explore
the area and to gain further knowledge from which tentative

classifications and propositions might be derived rather than to test

specific hypotheses.
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2.5 Research Methods and Sample

Having decided the most appropriate approach to the research given
both its objectives and the extent of previous work in the area, the
precise methods of enquiry and data collection may be examined. The
research methods should be related to the research approach, to the
research objectives and the nature of the phenomena being studied, and
to the philosopical and theoretical assumptions behind the study (see

figure 2.1.1). As Burrell and Morgan have stated:

"The wholesale incorporation of methods and techniques taken
directly from the natural sciences needs to be severely
questioned. The problem of developing methods appropriate to the
nature of the phenomena to be studied remains one of the most
pressing issues within the whole realm of social science

research." (1979, p.399).

This section begins therefore by considering the research methods
employed in this study and the factors influencing their selection.
Suitable definitions of 'roles' and 'accountants in industry' are then
formed which enable the derivation of a sample for empirical
investigation while also providing a fruitful basis for theoretical
discussion. Finally attention is turned to the research sample itself

and some details are given of the accountants and other managers

interviewed, and of the industrial organisations in which they worked.
3
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(a) Research methods

The previous section suggested that the objectives of the study and
the paucity of previous research made it most appropriate to adopt an
'exploratory’ approach in which the emphasis would be on exploring and
then generating ideas from the subject area. In this way it was hoped
that the directions of inquiry and the interpretation of data would
"arise out of, and remain grounded in, the empirical life under study"
(Blumer, 1969, p32). The research methods therefore need to be
flexible enough to allow for variations in the focus of inquiry and
sufficiently intensive to enable a thorough understanding of the
subject of inquiry - the researcher needs to get close to the

particular area of social life being studied.

A number of accounting researchers have begun to recognise the
possibilities of an exploratory approach and the methodology it
involves (for example, Otley & Berry, 1980, & Otley, 1980). Some
researchers from the University of Bath in particular have also been
developing theories that are 'grounded' in their empirical data (for

example, Rosenberg et al, 1982).

It was stated earlier that the research methods should also be related

to the research objectives and the nature of the phenomena being

studied In this case the primary concern is the changing roles of

accountants in industry, and 8o both the theoretical frame of
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reference and the research methods should be chosen such that they

facilitate analysis of change.

Both Tricker (1978) and Hopwood (1979a), for example, have noted the
pressures for accounting and accountants to respond to a wider
changing environment. As noted in section 2.3 it may be that in order
to understand changes in organisations, accounting systems and
accountants' roles it is necessary to comprehend them as they have
been in the past, and indeed to understand how and why they developed
in the first place (see chapter three). It follows that historical

analysis should play an important part in this study; as Mills stated:

"Our chance to understand how smaller milieux and larger
structures interact, and our chance to understand the larger
causes at work in these limited milieux thus require us to deal

with historical materials." (1970, p.165)15

Finally, if the empirical work is not to be 'abstracted' from its
theoretical context (Burrell & Morgan, 1979), the research methods
should be compatible with any assumptions made about the nature of the
social sciences. In this particular case, therefore, the methodology
adopted should lie somewhere between the rigorous scientific tests and
quantitive analysis characteristic of the natural sciences and the
exclusive attention to qualitative subjective insights paid by
"interpretive'  sociologists (see  section  2.3). The  formal
experimentation, hypothesis formulation and statistical testing common

to many empirical 'functionalist' studies has to be replaced by more
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qualitative methods that assist the - researcher in understanding

fndivi v ) ‘
individuals lnterpretations of the social world around them.

The importance of and a desire for more subjective and interpretive
knowledge about accountants and accounting has been noted in the
accounting field. A report of the 'schism' committee of the American
Accounting Association for example suggested in 1978 that the articles
in certain accounting journals were too heavily quantitive and that
they emphasised "intellectually tractable" problems at the expense of
direct realism. Similarly, as part of the continuing debate on the
gap between accounting academics and practitioners, Tomkins and Groves

stated in a recent discussion paper that:

"Academics in accounting, or at least a significant proportion of
them, need to place less emphasis on ‘detached' mathematical
analyses, surveys and laboratory tests and more into detailed

fieldwork where they can focus upon studying how practitioners

perceive the world of accounting, what issues concern them, why

these issue are important.'" (1978, p.7).

Given the three considerations outlined above perhaps the most

appropriate type of investigation would be a longitudinal one

involving some form of 'participant observation'; such a study could

employ a number of techniques ranging from documentary evidence and

interviews to direct observations and participation, and would enable

the researcher to gain a good insight into both individuals'
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in i .
terpretations and the dynamic process of change. The limited

fin i i .
ancial and time resources available for this project, however, as
el A .
well as the greater problems of access arising from more detailed and

lengthy investigations, precluded such an analysis_l6

In the event data was collected primarily from structured interviews;
these were composed mainly of 'open-ended' questions in order to allow
respondents flexibility in their replies, and they were tape-recorded

and then transcribed in full in order to obtain the necessary quality

and richness of information.

While it is acknowledged that the selection of a limited number of
quotes from lengthy interviews can be misleading, a simple check on
the research findings was obtained by sending a general 'feed-back'
report and a specific case-study to each of the organisations sampled
for their comments. It was hoped that this procedure might also help
develop favourable attitudes on the part of industrial managers
towards future researchers and the academic community in general. The
nature of these 'feed-back' reports and the way in which access to

organisations was negotiated is recorded in full in Appendix 4.

In order that the reader may assess the representativeness and
relevance of the quotes selected, more detailed analysis of
respondents' replies are also included at a number of points
throughout the thesis and in Appendix 5. Finally, full transcriptions

of all the interviews have been stored at Ealing College of Higher

Education.
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Unfortunate v f s
1y, people's opinions obtained through questionnaires or

interviews only reflect their interpretation at one point in time and
are dependent at least to Some extent upon their current interests and
experiences; in other words, the meanings attached to past experiences
may be reconstituted and rearranged as current interests change:

"... all knowing and meaning arise from reflection, from a
background glance... Since the attention is directed backward
from a specific point in time, whatever is occurring at the
moment will influence what the person discovers when he glances
backwards... Restated loosely, the present interests of the

actor determine the meaning of his lived experiences." (Weick,

1969, pp64-67).

Thus people's statements or ‘'accounts' should be interpreted in the
context in which they were made and in terms of the interests of those
making them (see Watson, 1977, pp. 18,19). The importance of history
has already been underlined and it is suggested that its use at
various levels of analysis may enable a better understanding of such
'accounts' by placing them in the context of individuals' biographies

as well as wider historical and social structures.

The initial interview schedules were constructed following informal
discussions and extensive pilot interviews with managers and members
of the professional accounting bodies. These schedules were revised
slightly after the first organisation had been investigated, and then

again after a further two organisations had been studied. Finally a
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small 'follow—up'

Survey was conducted at the end of the research in

order to ensure that similar information had been obtained from all
the organisations investigated and in order to probe in more detail
into certain areas, Details of these

discussions and interview

schedules and the process of their development are given in Appendix

3.

Before being able to select a sample of interviewees it is necessary
to define the population from which they are to be drawn; the next
section will therefore consider what is meant by 'accountants in

industry', as well as 'role'.
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(b) Definition of

' . .
accountants in industry' and 'role'

The Concise Oxford English Dictionary defines an 'accountant' as a
"professional keeper and inspector of accounts". Accountants to-day
do far more than simply keep and inspect accounts, however, and a more
wide-ranging description of the functions of accountants, such as the

following, might appear more appropriate:

"As a professional group accountants are an influential body of
people engaged in the collection, processing and interpretation
of accounting and financial data, and offering a service to
management both on an internal and external basis." (McKenna,

1978, p4).

There are some commentators however who would suggest that accountants

are not, or at least should not be, restricted solely to the handling

18
of accounting and financial data.

The problem with functional definitions - that is, definitions which
seek to define a group of people in terms of the functions and tasks
they perform or their particular social roles (see Hall, 1969, p.5) -

is that they are static. The definitions given above demonstrate the

fact that, as Glautier and Underdown state:

" the last fifty years have seen considerable progress in

accounting method, and the accountant of fifty years ago would
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not i i
recognise much of what presently passes for accounting."

(1974’ p024) .

A different approach was adopted by Dobson (1968) who defined a
'management accountant' as someone who 1is concerned not only with
'accoun;s' but also with the 'fringe subjects' of which the management
accountant has to have knowledge in order to do his 'accounting'
satisfactorily; a 'fringe subject' was further defined as one which

did not have its origins in management accountancy or its ancestors,

or which was the concern primarily of people other than management

accountants.

A number of important questions arise from this definition: Of which
subjects must the management accountant have knowledge? With which
subjects are people other than management accountants primarily
concerned? The answers will surely vary over time and in different
cultures; more importantly, why must management accountants have a
knowledge of certain subjects? It is suggested that any definition
which intimates that specific areas necessarily fall within the

province of a group of people is in danger of accepting the rhetoric

and ideology of that group.

A functional definition then is both static and culturally specific,
and it tends to be based on those functions put forward by the very
group of people which are being studied. Finally, in this particular
instance where the investigation is concerned with the changing roles

of accountants, any definition of accountants according to the
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f .
unction or roles that they currently perform logically precludes any

dynamic analysis,

The first two definitions cited above referred to accountants as 'pro-
fessional' people. In Britain there are six major professional
accountancy bodies and they hold a virtual monopoly over all forms of
accounting service; indeed the phrase 'accountancy profession' is
often used to mean all those who practice accountancy. To restrict
the use of the word 'accountant' solely to those who are members of a
professional association, however, is to accept what such associations
would desire to be the case - that is, professional ideology. In fact
there are many individuals in industry who for various reasons have
never become qualified professionally but who nevertheless do the same
work as their qualified colleagues - as such it would seem reasonable
that such people should be included in any definition of 'accountants
in industry'. Similarly there are many individuals in industry who
are professionally qualified accountants, but who work in entirely
different areas (marketing, for example) - again it would seem

reasonable that such people should not be included as 'accountants in

industry'.

A profession can be regarded as an institutionalised form of control

over an occupation (see Johnson, 1972), and it is the occupation of

accountancy, rather than the profession, to which all accountants
5

belong. 'Accountants' may thus be viewed simply as members of an
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occupation,

and it is thig latter concept to which attention will now

be turned.

The 1951 Census of Population gave the following definition of

'occupation':

"The occupation of any person is the kind of work which he or she
performs, due regard being paid to the conditions under which it
is performed; and these alone determine the particular group in
an occupation classification to which the person is assigned."

(Gould and Kolb, 1964, p.474).

This is a purely functional definition and as such it is open to the
criticisms outlined earlier. An alternative approach was adopted by
Taylor (1968) who regarded ideology and identity as being central to
the notion and experience of occupation. The idea of 'identity' was
developed further by Watson (see also Salaman, in Esland & Salaman,

1980, p.35) who viewed an 'occupation' as:

" .. (largely) full-time employment on a part or the whole of a
range of tasks which are identified under a particular heading or
occupational title by both those employed on these tasks and by a
wider public. Before one can be said to belong to an occupation

one has to share some common identity with others doing similar

work. And this identity has to be recognisable to a substantial

public outside this group.' (1977, p.48).
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To the extent that members of an occupation share 'specific work expe-
riences', they have certain understandings and interests in common.
In order for a 'common identity' to develop, however, members must be
aware of their common understandings and interests. An advantage of
this type of analysis is that it highlights one of the purposes of
occupational or professional ideology: that of promoting and
reinforcing a common identity through the development of consciousness
and the articulation of shared understandings and interests. Ideology

also helps to legitimise to the wider public an occupation's claims

for a separate identity and exclusive domain (see Mok and Maimon,

1979).

For the purpose of this study ‘'accountants in industry' are defined
simply as those members of the occupation of accountants who work in
industry; the occupation in turn consists of those who regard
themselves as accountants and who are generally recognised as such by

the public outside.

Such a definition is clearly a very loose one and this reflects the
fact that an occupation has no clear-cut objective boundaries.
However, this does not mean that occupational boundaries are not
important; on the contrary, as Taylor stated, "although malleable and
fluid the notion of boundary maintenance is one of the most persistent
and important aspects of the concept of occupation'" (1968, p.13). It
is the process by which boundaries are maintained or modified, rather
than their precise delineation, which is of prime interest. A study

of the changing roles of accountants in industry is, at least to some
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extent,

a study of the changing boundaries of the occupation of

accountancy,

This definition of dccountants in industry can be utilised for the

selection of a suitable sample; as Watson stated:

"

The fact that one can, as I have found in my researches
telephone almost any large employing organisation and,
successfully, ask for the personnel manager or officer is in

itself sufficient to warrant the use of the title 'occupation'."

(1977, p.48).

The same could be said of accountants, and the sample employed in this
study was obtained by asking the person with whom initial contact was
made in each industrial organisation (often the Finance Director - see
Appendix 2) as to who the organisation's accountants were - a

selection was then made from these.

In practice all accountants were members of the accounting or finance
function of a company and they reported either directly or indirectly
up to the head of that function. It should also be noted that
clerical accounting staff were not generally considered as
'accountants', and so the sample was in effect limited to those at
n hierarchically above that of clerical supervisor"

least "one positio

(see Hopper, 1980, p.403).
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The concept of 'role!

is used in this investigation in order to

explain the similar actions of numbers of people in similar situations

in an organisation. A person's role is not taken to be the sum total

of others' expectations and interpretations of the person in that role

however, 'role' is regarded here simply as a patterning or
typification that people use to explain and predict. The point is

that people tend to perceive others in 'roles' rather than that there

are such things as roles into which people fit (Bowey, 1976).
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(c) Research sample

One of the areas of interest concerning the roles of accountants in
industry was their relationships with other managers; consequently
interviews were undertaken with both accountants and non-accountants.
Similar questions were asked of each group (see Appendix 3), and this
enabled a check to be made on whether or not accountants' perceptions

were generally different to those of other managers.

Accountants in industry occupy a number of different positions and
undertake a wide range of functions; thus in order to consider the
broad spectrum of roles they might play it was necessary to interview
managers from a variety of functions and organisations. In fact a
total of one hundred and fifteen interviews were undertaken with
fifty-seven accountants and forty-seven non-accountants (eleven
accountants were interviewed twice) from seventeen companies belonging

to twelve different industrial organisations.

Appendix 2 outlines the sample of organisations and it can be seen
that the sites investigated ranged from small functionally organised
independent  enterprises  to medium-large divisions  of large
multi-national corporations. The organisations were selected such
that a wide range of sizes and structures were incorporated, from both
London and the West Midlands, but to some extent the sample reflects
simply those organisations in which for various reasons access was

gained All the organisations except Organisation I were involved in
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manufacturing and together they produced a wide range of goods for

various industries,

Figures 2.5.1 and 2.5.2 outline the job titles of the samples of
accountants and non-accountants interviewed (more details of the
samples are given in Appendix 2). The samples were not selected
according to statistically acceptable random methods. The sample of
accountants was constructed so as to allow for variation in what were
seen to be the important variables (for example, age, level of
responsibility, professional qualification, nature of job); similarly,
the non-accountants were selected so as to cover the main areas of
management. Within any particular organisation the selection of

interviewees depended on the nature of that organisation and the

accessability of the managers.
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Figure 2.5.1

Sample of Accountants

A Job Titles

Accountants 24
financial
management
cost
product
others

NN N U WO

Managers 10
accounting
financial
planning
other

NN

Directors 4
financial 3
commercial 1

Controllers 3
financial 2
cost 1

Others 4

TOTAL 45 Accountants

28 job titles contained the word 'accountant' or 'accounting'
, , . .
20 job titles contained the word'financial' or 'finance

1 ¥ 1
17 job titles contained the word'manager' or 'management

A further twelve accountants were interviewed during the follow-up
ruey or while collecting information on the career development of
surv

accountants.
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Figure 2.5,2 Sample of Non-Accountants

A Job Titles

General Managers 8
general manager 2
managing director 2
factory managers 2
others 2
Production or Engineering Managers 11
production 4
engineering 4
works 3
Sales or Marketing Managers 13
sales 5
marketing 5
commercial 3
Other Managers 8
(management services,
personnel, transport, etc.)
TOTAL: 40 Non-Accountants

A further seven personnel or training managers were interviewed
for information on the career development of accountants.
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(d) Summary

The research methods of this study were determined by the research ap-

proach, the research objectives, and the philosophical and theoretical

assumptions behind the research. The exploratory mnature of the
research and the emphasis on the generation of ideas and theories that
can subsequently be inspected in more detail require the use of
methods that are flexible enough to allow for variations in the focus
of inquiry and intensive enough to enable a thorough understanding of
the subject area. The project's focus on the changing roles of
accountants necessitates methods that facilitate the analysis of
change. Finally the philosophical and theoretical assumptions made in

section 2.3 demand research methods that acknowledge the importance of

individuals' interpretations of their social world.

The above considerations and the limited time and financial resources
available led to structured interviews composed primarily of
'open-ended' questions being adopted as the main research tool. It
was hoped that the use of history both at a wider structural level and

in terms of individual biographies would help overcome some of the

disadvantages of collecting 'snap-shot' data.

Before being able to select a sample of interviewees 1t is necessary
to define the population from which they are to be drawn: in order to
avoid accepting occupational or professional ideologies, 'accountants

in industry' were defined as those members of the occupation of
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accountanc i 1
y who work in industry: the occupation was, in turn, seen to

consist of
those who regard themselves as accountants and who are

generally recognised as such by other people. Such a definition is a

loose one and thig reflects the fact that an occupation has no clear

cut objective boundaries: indeed it was suggested that a study of the

changing roles of accountants in industry is, at least to some extent,
a study of the changing boundaries of the occupation of accountancy.
'Role’

was defined as simply the patterning or typification that

people use to explain and predict the actions of others.

One of the areas of interest concerning the roles of accountants in
industry is their relationship with other managers; consequently
interviews were undertaken with both accountants and non-accountants.
Moreover, accountants in industry occupy a variety of positions and
undertake a wide range of functions; thus, in order to consider the
broad spectrum of roles they might play it was thought most
appropriate to interview a sample of managers from a variety of

different positions and organisations.
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2.6 Conclusions

It was stated earlier in this chapter how sensitivity to history at

various levels of analysis may enable a better understanding of

|
people's statements or 'accounts' by placing them in the context of

e e . . .
individuals biographies as well as wider historical and social

structures. In a similar fashion this chapter has discussed the
development of this research project by placing it in the context of
my own biography and orientations as well as its history at Ealing
College of Higher Education and previous research in related fields.
Figure 2.1.1 outlined the way in which the research developed such
that the research objectives, the philosphical and theoretical

assumptions behind the research, the research approach and the

research methods were all interrelated.

The research objectives are: "to study the represent roles of
accountants in industry, to consider how such roles have evolved, and
to consider ways in which these roles might change in the future'.
Given these objectives there are a number of different approaches and
theoretical perspectives that could be adopted. The one adopted here

and the outline of this thesis can be related to my own orientations

to sociology.

Throughout this research, while it is acknowledged that people create

their own social worlds which are peculiar to themselves, it is also

assumed that there is an underlying form and pattern in human affairs
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b

such tha i
t certain structures can usefully be analysed as external

empirical iti T R
P entities. Similarly it is assumed that people can influence

their envi . .
vironment even though their lives may seem heavily constrained

b .
y the social structure around them. These tensions between

1 . .
ob ' ' . .
jective’ and 'subjective' approaches are evident throughout the

n 1 : . :
ensuing thesis, and it is thought that they reflect at least to some

extent the tensions experienced by many people during their everyday

lives.

Given the broad research objectives and the limited amount of previous
work on the roles of accountants in industry, it was decided to
explore the area and to gain further knowledge from which tentative
classifications and propositions might be derived, rather than to test

specific hypotheses.

All of the above considerations and the limited time and financial
resources available led to structured interviews composed primarily of
"open—ended' questions being adopted as the main research tool.
Interviews were conducted with a wide range of both accountants and

non-accountants from a variety of different industrial organisations.

Finally, the study is primarily concerned with 'regulation' and

control in society, and this is seen to be achieved through the

domination of certain interest groups. An assumption 1is also made

that accountants and organisations cannot be fully understood without

first analysing the wider social processes and structures in which

they exist. The next chapter therefore attempts to understand how and
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why accountan
ts and in i
dustrial organisations developed and to relat
ate

this to the
evoluti i
tion of capitalist societies in general
al.
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Notes

The influence of

soclety upon the natural sciences 1is

increasingly being recognised in journals such as Radical

Science.

Now renamed the Economic & Social Research Council

W. I. Thomas proposed a fundamental theorem for the social
sciences: "If men define situations as real, they are real in

their consequences."

Simmel, for example, stated that the individual had '"become a
mere cog in an enormous organisation of things and powers which
tear from his hands all progress, spirituality, and value in
order to transform them from their subjective form into the form
of a purely objective life" (1950, p.422); Berlin expressed
similar sentiments more strongly when discussing some of Marx's

ideas:

"Money for instance, which played a progressive role in the
days of liberation from barter, has now become an absolute
object of pursuit and reverence for its own sake,
brutalising and destroying man whom it was invented to
1iberate. Men are divorced from the products of their own

toil and from the instruments with which they produce: these
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acqui i
quire a life and status of their own, and in the name of

their s i
urvival or improvement, living human beings are

oppressed and treated like cattle or saleable commodities.
This is true of all institutions, churches, economic
systems, forms of government, moral codes, which, through
being misunderstood, become more powerful than their
inventors, monsters worshipped by their makers - the blind
unhappy Frankensteins whose lives they frustrate and twist."

(1963, in Bottomore, 1973, p.62).

See, for example, 'Accountancy', February, 1974, p.50 and

February, 1978, p.58.

See Child and Schreisheim, 1978.

See for example the debate between Jackson (1982 and 1983), and
Ackoff (1982), Checkland (1982), and Churchman (1982) in the

Journal of Applied Systems Analysis.

Anyone interested in organisation theory or the methods of the
social sciences 1is strongly recommended to read Burrell and

Morgan's book, and it has been used extensively throughout this

and the following section.

One of the chief exponents of 'social action' theory was

Silverman (1970), but it developed primarily from the work of

Weber. In order to try and avoid 'reification', Weber borrowed
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10.

11.

12.

13.

the notion of

1 1] . . 1
verstehen' or 'interpretive understanding' from

Dilthey and used it as a methodological tool so that the social

m i i : . .
eaning which lies behind social action could be understood.

Mills considered the ability to trace social structure among 'a
variety of milieux' (including personal milieux) a part of the
'sociological imagination': '"what we experience in various and
specific milieux, I have noted, is often caused by structural

changes. Accordingly, to understand the changes of many personal

milieux we are required to look beyond them" (Mills, 1970, p.17).

This endeavour was also one advocated by Hopwood with respect to

accounting (1978).

I am indebted to Burrell and Morgan (1979) for the ideas and to
Trevor Hopper for much of the following text on the philosophical
and theoretical assumptions behind various studies relating to
accountants and accounting systems in industry (see a forthcoming

article by Hopper and Powell, 1985).

In 1976 Hopwood wrote that "a great deal of behavioral work on
accounting focused on ever smaller problems at the very time that

wider perspectives continued to develop outside the accounting

fraternity"; in 1979 he stated:

"For a number of reasons, budgeting, and particularly the

operation of participative processes in the Dbudgetary
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14,

15.

16.

17.

conte : . .
Xt has been singled out for special attention, with

hardly any consideration being given to the functioning of
other management control and reporting systems, in the use
made of costing analyses, to those processes which
constitute financial planning practices in organisations and

to the role of financial appraisal in investment decision

making,"

For further discussion on these two approaches see Driver and

Mock (1975), and Tiessen and Baker (1977).

See also Berger (1966, p.191) concerning the importance to

sociology of both history and philosphy.
With respect to access, Hopwood commented:

"Organisations may be willing to accept technically
orientated inquiries or more superficial organisational
investigations, but it is far from obvious that they have
encouraged or indeed are likely to encourage more
questioning inquiries into the origins, nature and

consequences of their management practices.'" (1979a).

Mills noted the relevance of one for the other (1970, ch.8);

Gouldner too thought that the concepts of history, culture,

society and biography were essential to sociology (1971, p.510).
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18.

For example, Professor Flint stated in his report for ICAS:

"There is, however, some discussion that the definition of
accounting should be widened to include dealing with all
information which is concerned with accountability, which
would bring within accounting not only non-monetary data but

also non-quantifiable data." (1980, p.l5).
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3.1 Introduction

It was suggested in the previous chapter that one cannot understand
any aspect of a capitalist society without first understanding

capitalism in its entirety. It was thus thought also that accountants

and organisations could not be understood without first analysing the
social processes and structures in which they were seen to exist. The

next section therefore considers the development of capitalism.

It should be stressed that these statements represent necessary rather
than sufficient conditions for the study of accountants in industry:
in other words it is not thought that the changing roles of
accountants can be determined from the nature of the process of

capital accumulation.

It was also noted in chapter two that there was a need to comprehend
accountants and industrial organisations as they have been in the
past, and indeed to understand how and why they developed in the first
place. Section 3.3 discusses briefly the development of accounting
and accountants within the context of the enormous growth in the scale

and scope of industrial enterprises over the past two hundred years.

Another important area for study in this thesis is the development of
the occupation of accountancy and the organisation of accountants
within various professional associations - this 1is considered in

section 3.4.
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3.2 Development of Capitalism

This section draws heavily from the works of Marx in order to consider
first the nature of 'capitalism', and secondly certain 'stages' in the
development of capitalism. Finally some problems with orthodox
Marxist analyses are outlined, and attention is paid to the attempts

of various people to up-date and revise Marx's theories in the light

of developments since the turn of this century.

Marx's works have been used as the basis for this section as they
provide arguably the most comprehensive analysis of the development of
capitalism and certainly the most influential. Discussion of Marx's
theories is necessarily limited, however, and it serves simply to
outline some important theories and arguments that are central to much
debate in this area; it is not meant to imply the adoption of a
Marxist standpoint. Indeed the Marxist legacy 1is thought to be a
heterogeneous, complex and often contradictory one that is impossible

to embrace or reject completely (Tomlinson, 1982, p.8).
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(a) Capitalism and management control

According to Marx a distinguishing feature of capitalism (or the

process of capital accumulation) as opposed to other modes of

production is the purchase and sale of labour power. In other words,
individual 'workers' are able to sell their labour power (or their
capacity for labour) for limited periods of time in exchange for
money; moreover 'workers' are obliged to sell their labour power
because it is the only commodity they possess - they do not themselves

own the means of production. In the purest form of capitalism

therefore Marx described two clearly distinguishable 'classes':

"One, of people who own nothing but their labour power and
who must sell that labour power to subsist - the workers.
The second, of people who buy labour power and who use that
commodity, combined with other commodities such as raw
materials and tools or machines... to produce commodities

which they sell for money - the capitalists" (Friedman,

1977, p.10).

If it is acknowledged that human labour can produce more than it

consumes, then the purchase of labour power also makes possible its

exploitation through the appropriation by the 'capitalist' of any

i e that is create
surplus value that 1s created. Any surplus valu d

i ist' e legal contract governin
belongs to the "capitalist' as part of th g g g

the purchase and sale of labour power.
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An i i

mportant point to stress however is the fact that the 'capitalist'
is o i . .

nly buying the potential inherent in labour power, and that this

otential h : . . .
p as to be realised. The 'worker' still retains her or his

own capacity to work, and may or may not exercise it:

"

Labour power can be bought, but between the purchase of
labour power and the real appropriation of useful labour
comes a wedge: the will, motivation and consciousness of the

worker drastically affects the work force's productivity"

(Edwards, 1978, plll).

Since the 'worker' sells her or his labour power to the 'capitalist',
the labour process becomes the responsibility of the 'capitalist' and
in order to employ that labour power effectively (that is, to achieve
profit) its potential will have to be realised. In Marxist terms
then, given the antagonistic relations of production and the existence
of two mutually opposed 'classes', management under the capitalist
made of production involves 'work of control and surveillance' as well

. 1
as 'work of coordination and unity' (Carchedi, 1975).

As stated earlier, ‘'capitalism' is the process of capital

accumulation. According to Marx the accumulation of capital is not

only possible, but also necessary if an individual ‘capitalist' is to

remain 1in existence; continual reinvestment in more productive
techniques is essential if the capitalist is to be able to produce and
sell commodities as cheaply as her or his competitors. In other words

i i i es of competition to obtain
the 'capitalist' is driven by the pressur P
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as much surplus wvalue

. 2
as possible; the means the 'capitalist'

employs may vary from the enforcement upon the 'worker' of the longest
possible day to the use of machinery to increase the productivity of
labour.

Whatever the means the search for greater efficiency 1is

inevitably linked with control, surveillance and exploitation; as Marx

put it:

1 . . .
The directing end and aim of capitalist production, 1is to

extract the greatest possible amount of surplus-value, and
consequently to exploit labour-power to the fullest possible
extent. As the number of cooperating labourers increases, so too
does their resistance to the domination of capital, and with it
the necessity for capital to overcome this resistance by
counter-pressure. The control exercised by the capitalist is not
only a special function due to the nature of the social
labour-process, and peculiar to that process, but it 1is, at the
same time, a function of the exploitation of a social
labour-process, and 1is consequently rooted in the unvoidable
antagonism between the exploiter and the living and labouring raw

material he exploits'". (1954, p.313).

The resistance of cooperating labourers to the "domination of capital
is a central theme of Friedman's work (1977) and he distinguishes two

major types of strategies employed by 'capitalists' to exercise

1 s 1
authority and control over labour power - responsible autonomy' and

'direct control'. The former attempts to harness the adaptability of

labour power and to win its support and loyalty to the process of
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capital accumulation;

the latter tries to force 'workers' into certain

aths of i i s
p action by close supervision and the minimising of individual

responsibility. One aspect of an orthodox Marxist approach is that by

basing analysis around antagonistic relations of production, or the
inherent conflict between employer and employee, it stresses the
importance of the managerial function of 'direct control' over and
above that of 'responsible autonomy'. However, as Littler (1982)
states, along with labour's resistance to subordination lies the fact
that 'workers' have an interest in maintaining the capital/labour

relation and the viability of the units of capital which employ them.

Any system of control must take into account the consciousness of

'workers':

"Within capitalism there is a perpetual tension between
treating workers as a commodity to be hired and fired and
harnessing their ingenuity and cooperativeness. Thus there
is a twofold nature to the capital/labour relationship. If
the contradictory nature of the capital/labour relationship

is accepted, then this changes the character of the control

relation. Control should be seen in relation to conflict
and sources of conflict and in relation to the potential

terrain of compromise, bargaining and consensus''. (Littler,

1982, pp. 34,35).

A central concern of management then becomes the problem of

controlling the labour process while operating it on a voluntary

contractual basis - this involves the use of authority and the
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acceptance of management'sg

1 .
right' to control. The importance of

employers' i i {
ploy Strategies in controlling labour and accumulating capital

will be considered again later in this section

When considering the assumptions relating to the nature of society in
chapter two it was stated that society is seen to be composed of
contradictory elements and to be pervaded by systems of power and
domination which lead to inequalities in all aspects of life. It was
also suggested that the underlying concern of this study is with
integration and order in society, even if this is achieved through the
domination of particular interest groups. This stance can be related
to the comments above: whereas an orthodox Marxist approach might
concentrate on the potential for radical change stemming from the
antagonistic relations of production, this study focuses more on the
strategies adopted by employers to maintain order and control while

accumulating capital.
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(b) Stages in the development of capitalism

For wvariou
S reasons, such as the common use of means of production,

cooperation enables more to be produced by a group of people than if
they worked separately (given the same amount of effort). Thus the
cooperation of individuals working together, whether in the same or in
different but connected areas, enables an employer to extract more
surplus value. Early 'capitalists' made use of this simple fact in
'domestic industry', whereby materials were distributed on a piecework
basis to 'workers' for manufacture in their own homes, and in various
sub~contracting and 'putting-out' systems (for instance, the taking of
contracts by mine workers either directly or through the mediation of
the 'butty' or sub-contractor). In this way managerial authority and

control over the labour process was delegated:

"Capitalism in its early stages expands, and to some extent
operates, not so much by directly subordinating large bodies
of workers to employers, but by subcontracting exploitation

and management.' (Hobsbawm, 1969, p.297)

However such forms of production were plagued by problems of

irregularity of production, embezzlement and unevenness in the quality

of goods (see Braverman, 1974, p.63; Marglin, 1974, pp. 93-4).

Moreover, as Pollard (1968) pointed out, the ‘'domestic' system

prevented the further development of the division of labour and the

advantages to be gained thereby.
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The b k
e breakdown of the processes involved in the making of a product

into many separate ope i
rat : :
P lons performed by various different 'workers'

increased the productivity of labour beyond what was achieved under

simple co i
p operation. Marx termed this next period of capitalist

development ‘! ! .
P manufacture' and placed it as occurring roughly between

the middle of the sixteenth century and the last third of the

eighteenth century. From a Marxist point of view it is the permanent

interest of the employers of labour power (or ‘'capitalists') to
cheapen its cost and to create an increasing mass of profit (or
surplus value) that leads to the detailed division and scientific
organisation of the labour process. In other words the most
compelling reason for the division of tasks amongst different people
is not the great increase in the quantity of work possible from the
same number of people, but the cheapening of a task's individual
components. As Braverman stated, when reiterating a ﬁoint made by
Babbage in 1832:

" .. the labour power capable of performing the process may

be purchased more cheaply as dissociated elements than as a

capacity integrated in a single worker." (1974, p.81).

In this way "... every step in the labour process is divorced, so far

as possible, from special knowledge and training and reduced to simple

labour" (ibid., p.82); thus 'hand' work tends to be separated from

: ! ion' tends to be separated from
'brain' work, and execution

'conception'.? Indeed Berg writes:
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"The jenny ShOps,

hand-~loom weaving sheds, glass and paper
f i i
actories, early machine works and foundries were all

remi P
p sed on the division of labour, standardisation and the

employment of as much unskilled labour as possible." (1979,

P.7).

The high functional differentiation and fragmentation of roles should

not therefore be seen as the result simply of a process of

'rationalisation’ whereby activity is increasingly based on science,
calculation, technique and rules. On the contrary the interests of
individuals rather than ideas or concepts such as 'rationality' will
determine economic policy (Weber, 1947). Weber coined the phrase
'elective affinity' to refer to the fact that people create or choose
ideas (‘elective') and that these fit in with their interests
('affinity'). In this way manifestations of rationality can be
related to the interests of particular individuals and groups (Watson,
1977, p.26), and in particular to the interests and desires of
'capitalists' (Forbes, 1975). Thus the division of labour may not
have been the result of a search for a technologically superior
organisation of work so much as for an organisation which guaranteed
to the entrepreneur an essential role in the production process (see

Marglin, 1971, cited in Watson, 1977, p.27; see also Clawson, 1980).

The setting up of factories in the second half of the eighteenth

isti ! ! ¢ robably undertaken
century, characterlstic of 'manufacture' , was P y

because of the increased control arising from the centralisation of
Cc

iscipli iedman noted:
employment and factory discipline. As Friedma
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"

th i
¢ Tise of the factory system predated both the

introducti
tion of power to the labour process and any

technical i i
change in machine design or organisation of work

for which factories were particularly suitable." (1977,

p.87).

Factories did not constitute a major form of productive enterprise
until over a hundred years later however, and until this time the
average size of plants and enterprises was small (see Hobsbawm, 1969,
p.72). The transition to 'modern industry' was based on a very few
industries (primarily cotton), and it was not until railway
construction stimulated faster growth in iron, steel, coal and other
metal working and engineering industries that larger wunits of
production were introduced and increasing amounts of capital became
available for investment. An important characteristic of this phase
of capitalism noted by Marx was 'the continual change in methods of
production which occurs in labour processes where machines have
already been introduced" (see Friedman, 1977, p.18). In Marxist
terms, the labour process was adopted to the surplus value producing
process, and it because technically divided and organised along the

lines dictated by the desire of capitalists to create an increasing

mass of surplus value.

In summary, the emergence and growth of factories, the increasing
>

division of labour and the introduction of machinery to replace labour

power not only improved productivity but also facilitated management
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control through order,

pPrecision and measurement (Berg, 1979, p.6).

Although not as influential as Braverman (1974) suggested or as

rigorous as T
& aylor (1899) recommended, the 'principles of scientific

management'
g were often employed, and they can be viewed as an advanced

P g
form of 'direct control! (see Friedman, 1977, p.92) whereby time and

motion study was utilised to sub-divide and allocate activities within

tasks amongst different employees. This limiting of both a task's

range and its discretionary content refers to the 'fragmentation' of
the labour process, as opposed to 'specialisation' in which only the
task range 1s restricted (Littler, 1982). Although a number of
craftsmen remained whose attitude towards their work encouraged a
policy of 'responsible autonomy' on the part of management, the
movement from 'domestic industry' to 'manufacture' to ‘'modern
industry' may be charted as progressive increases 1in managerial
'direct control' over productive activity (Friedman, 1977, p.99) and

in the 'fragmentation' of the labour process.
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(c) Problems with Marxist analysis

A numbe
mber of people have attempted to up-date and revise Marx's

theori i i
tes in the light of developments since the turn of this century.
In particular Lenin described five trends and called this latest stage

of capitali i iali
P tsm “lmperialism', or the 'monopoly stage of capitalism'.

Baran & Sweezy (1966) developed this point further and by emphasising
the growth of giant corporations who are able to a large extent to
choose the prices they charge, they replaced Marx's law of the
tendency of the rate of profit to fall by the law of the tendency for
the surplus to rise. The essential component in their study of
'monopoly capitalism' was that Marx's analysis of capitalism was
perceived to rest upon the assumption of a competitive economy,
whereas contemporary advanced capitalist societies are characterised

by monopoly (1966, pp. 17,18). As Braverman stated:

"The atomized and competitive model of capitalism, in which
the individual owner of capital... and the capitalist firm
were identical, and production in each industry was
distributed among a reasonably large number of firms, is no

longer the model of capitalism today". (1974, p.251).

{ i i he size and power of individual
Since Marx's time unevenness in t P

4 : :
capitalist firms has become more pronounced. The increasing scale

and complexity of firms will be considered in more detail in the next
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el

section, but t ,
’ wo factors are discussed briefly here as they have posed

problems for those .
endeavouring to extend Marx's theories.

First, the . .
s scale of capitalist enterprise was constrained by the

availability of capital until the introduction of 'limited liability'

for registered companies in 1855; this provided the legal structure

necessary for the accumulation of sums of capital that far exceeded
the total of the capital of those immediately associated with an
enterprise. One of the main features of 'monopoly capitalism' has
therefore been seen to be the development of the joint~stock company
and the perceived separation between its legal ownership and its

control, or 'real economic ownership'.

Secondly, the increasing size and complexity of firms and the
accompanying problems of coordination and control have led to a
proliferation of management functions within first the sphere of
production, and then other areas such as marketing and finance.
"Monopoly capitalism' has thus been marked by a huge growth in
while-collar personnel: managers, "professionals', and a mass of lower

status functionaries from middle-managers, supervisors and inspectors

to clerks and typists:

"The concept of control adopted by modern management

requires that every activity in production have its several

parallel activities in the management center: each must be

devised, precalculated, tested, laid out, assigned and
3

ordered, checked and inspected, and recorded throughout its
b
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duration and upon completion. The result is that the

process of production is replicated in paper form before and
after it takes place in physical form... This paper replica

of production, the shadow form which corresponds to the

phy51cal, calls into existence a variety of new occupations,

the hallmark of which is that they are found not in the flow

of things, but in the flow of paper." (Braverman, 1974, pp.

125, 6).

Although these functions were once undertaken by privileged staff who
worked closely with their employers, with the development of 'modern
industry' and 'monopoly capitalism' ‘'scientific management' techniques
began to be applied to office work. The processes of rationalisation
and mechanisation had the same effects on white-collar employees as
their factory counterparts, and tasks were increasingly fragmented.
Nevertheless the maintenance of managerial authority and control has
come to involve more people, more 'specialisation', and more
delegation, and there has arisen a hierarchy of employees even within

management itself. To quote Braverman at length once again:

"Corresponding to the managing functions of the capitalist of the
pastm there is now a complex of departments, each of which has
taken over in greatly expanded form a single duty which he
exercised with very little assistance in the past. Corresponding
to each of these duties there is not just a single manager, but
an entire operating department which imitates in its organisation
functioning the factory out of which it grew. The

and its
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er
88T, NOr even by a staff of managers, but by an organisation of

worker ;
s _under the control of managers, assistant managers, super-—

visors, etc. Thus the relations of purchase and sale of labour

power, and hence of alienated labor, have become part of the

Zénagement apparatus itself", (1974, p.267).

Thus whereas in the purest form of capitalism there is one
'capitalist' owner who also undertakes the 'functions of capital' (or
'work of control and surveillance' - see Carchedi, 1975), with the
joint-stock company ownership is separated from control which in turn
is undertaken by a structure of people who also perform the 'function
of the collective worker'. The determination of two distinguishable
classes based on antagonistic relations of production thus becomes
problematic. Johnson (1980) attempted to resolve this problem by
suggesting that it is only those who generate and sustain the
definitions which underline systems of control and surveillance that
carry out the 'functions of capital'; those who carry out the routine
day to day procedures associated with such systems are undertaking

'functions of the collective worker'. This distinction is still not

clear in practice however.

In short, discussions that derive managerial practices and forms of
>
the division of labour from the logic of capital accumulation (based

on the purchase and sale of labour power) tend to lead to dichotomies

that are difficult to substantiate. The distinction Dbetween
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'conception' and

'execution'

for example is problematic even when

reformulated in less crude terms (Brighton Labour Process Group,

5
1977)°. As  another example, Braverman's (1974) notion of

'deskilling' and the polarisation of the labour force does not

consider adequately the complementary process of 'reskilling'

(Edwards, 1979). Finally, as has just been argued, the division

between those who perform the "functions of capital' and those who

perform the 'functions of the collective worker!' is by no means clear.
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(d) Summary

A number of recent authors have argued against a determining link
between the logic of capital accumulation and the development of the
labour process, ang against an exclusive concern with the production
process (for example, Littler, 1982, and Tomlinson, 1982)6. While
not denying the importance of these areas in particular and Marx's
works in general, attention has begun to be paid to the nature of

modern capitalist enterprises, the variety of forms they take, and the

importance of employers' strategies 1in controlling labour and

accumulating capital,

Cutler et al. (1978, p.92) recognised that capitalist wunits of
production can be conceptualised in a number of different ways: they
are at the same time sites of production, loci of economic calculation
and measurements, economic agents which buy and sell commodities and
pay taxes, and organisations which have a specific legal status.
Indeed these authors suggested that following the 1844 Joint-Stock

Companies Act the joint-stock company itself became a legal agent and

an agent of capital:

"Possession and function with regard to capital remain
united in the enterprise, an economic subject quite distinct

from Marx's idle and functionless money capitalist." (1977,

pp- 155,6)'
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The notion of an

enterprise ag g conglomeration of different

racti i
p ces, linked to each other but in a variety of ways which may be

l .
complementary or contradictory, was put forward by Tomlinson (1982,

PP- 59, 60); thus the 'size' of ap enterprise for example depends upon

which aspect is being considered - the legal unit, financial unit or

unit of command say. This type of conception of the enterprise can be

related to Donzelot's (1980) notion of families as the points of

intersection of a variety of practices (for example, medical,

judicial, educational, psychiatric) which define the family in a

variety of ways; thus the family is not seen to have any essential

function or clear-cut boundaries.

Friedman (1977, pp. 25-6) suggested that 'monopoly capitalism'
resulted not so much in changed organisational goals as in senior
management acquiring a wider choice of instruments in order to achieve
the goals of capital accumulation. Emphasis was thus given to the
ability of employers to determine managerial practices and forms of
the division of labour, given the constraints of wider capitalist
market and commodity relations. Three levels of 'structuration of
work organisation' were distinguished by Littler (1982): first, the
area of work design at the level of the division of labour and
technology; secondly, the structure of control over task performance,
including monitoring systems; and finally, the wider framework of the

capital/labour relationship arising from the relation of job positions

to the labour market.
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The

importance
P of the external labour market will be' considered

further in ine: i
chapter nine; the notlon of the capitalist enterprise as

forming its o i
g W 1nternal market mechanisms is introduced in the next

section on i
the development of capitalist enterprises and accounting

systems, i i
y ms Accountlng systems of course include monitoring systems and

form part of the structure of control over task performance.
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3.3 Development of Capitalist Enterprises & Accounting Systems

This thesis is concerned specifically with the changing roles of

accountants in industry. A major factor in the development of accoun-—

tants and accounting in general has been the evolution from small to

large scale industrial production. It has been suggested that in

order to lower the cost of conducting economic activity in

increasingly large and complex hierarchical structures, those who
controlled business organisations found it necessary to develop new
Structures and new accounting information systems that would aid
decision-making and control (H. Johnson, 1980). This section
considers therefore the evolution of such structures and systems

within the context of the enormous growth in the scale and scope of

industrial capitalist enterprises over the past two hundred years.

The economic advantages to be gained from specialisation and the
division of labour were noted in the previous section. An increase in
the size of an industrial organisation or unit of production may be
necessary if full advantage is to be gained from the introduction of
complex and expensive machinery. However, as emphasised by the early
entrepreneurs, although there may be technical, marketing, or indeed
financial advantages in growth, management difficulties tend to work
It is by no means obvious why continuing

in the opposite direction.

growth in the size of firms and in the 1length of administrative
ow
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hierarchies should 1lead

necessarily  to greater efficiency and

increased profits,

Back in 1937 Coase suggested that business firms exist because they

provide a system for transmitting certain information and for

organlsing certain activity at lower cost than the market. More

recently economists have again begun to study business enterprises as
substitutes for market mechanisms: economic activity is seen as
operating either through decentralised market systems in which
autonomous entities conduct transactions, or through centralised
hierarchical systems in which a single administrative entity spans
both sides of transactions (H. Johnson, 1980, p.l; Williamson, 1975,
p.xi). Thus the modern hierarchical firm can be regarded as one which
began to administrate internally the three fundamental economic
functions of coordination, performance monitoring, and (somewhat
later) resource allocation (Chandler & Daems, 1979). It should be
noted however that due to the nature of the labour process it is only
a particular set of people, in this case managers (or in Marx's terms

the 'capitalist' class), who are responsible for the design and contol

of such economic functions.

The concepts of 'bounded rationality' (the limited ability of people
to solve complex and uncertain economic problems) and 'opportunism

(the tendency of people to pursue deceitful strategies) were

introduced by Williamson (1975) to explain why the costs of arranging

economic activity may be less within a firm than in the market. He

suggested that a firm could employ a wide range of controls and
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incentive devi .
ces (often lncorporated in the accounting system) which

encourage em
& ployees to Suppress 'opportunism’ and to conform to the

goals of those .
who run the entity; the curtailment of opportunism, in

turn, ena . .
> bles an organisation to take advantage of its ability to

factor :
complex problems 1into several interdependent parts which

managers
& can  handle one by one - thus alleviating some of the

consequences of "limited rationality'. Although this type of analysis

does not consider why people are ‘'opportunistic' ( are they
encouraged to be so by the society in which they live or are they
'naturally' deceitful?), it does highlight the importance of
employers' strategies for control and the different levels of work

structuration ( cf. Friedman, 1977, Littler,1982 - see the previous

section).

The fundamental business unit during the early days of the industrial
revolution was the individual proprietorship or partnership, and the
entreprenours who owned these enterprises also managed them; indeed
they often '"fulfi