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b Paris Dauphine University, CREFIGE-DRM, place du Maréchal de Lattre, de Tassigny, 75775 Paris Cedex 16, France
c Lille University of Sciences and Technologies, GREMCO LEM (UMR CNRS 8179) / Lille Graduate School
of Management, ISFEM, 104, avenue du Peuple Belge, 59043 Lille Cedex, France

Abstract
This research is concerned with the diffusion of management accounting innovations viewed as a process of actor-network
building and translation. The aim is to better understand the nature of accounting change. Using Actor-Network Theory (ANT),
we analyze two innovations that have had different fates in France. These innovations are the Georges Perrin method (GPM)
and Activity-Based Costing (ABC). We are particularly concerned with the dynamic of actor-networks throughout the diffusion
processes of these innovations. We show how problematization, interessement, enrolment and mobilization take many, and often
very surprising, forms for diffusion to occur.
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1. Introduction
A large proportion of managerial and scientific publications deal with the diffusion of innovation (Rogers, 1995).
According to Wolfe (1994), organizational innovation research can be classified into three distinct streams. Diffusion
of innovation tries to determine the innovation’s diffusion curve over time and to identify the factors explaining its
shape. Organizational innovativeness is concerned with what makes an organization innovative. Process theory deals
with the stages through which an organization passes during the innovation’s implementation process. This article
pertains to the diffusion of innovation research. It addresses questions such as: How can we understand the difference
in diffusion of management accounting innovations? How can we distinguish success from failure? Do the explanations
for diffusion balance those for non-diffusion?
A large number of studies with a positivist and determinist approach are concerned with the diffusion of innovation.
However, the concepts and frameworks used by most of this type of research are not easily transposed to the study of managerial innovations (Lundblad, 2003). Moreover, positivist research in management (accounting) often chooses to ignore
power struggles, as well as rationalities other than technical ones, which are likely to greatly influence the diffusion of
new practices (Baxter and Chua, 2003). These limits lead us towards alternative research in management accounting.
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Baxter and Chua (2003) identify seven different research perspectives that lie outside the main stream. This article
follows the line of “Latourian” research.1 This stream of research is concerned with the fabrication of management
accounting technologies through the following of actor-networks. Unforeseeable interactions between human and nonhuman actors are central to this type of analysis. In this view, accounting innovations diffuse because they translate the
changing and transitory interests of various groups of actors who are looking to maintain their position and influence
within organizations and society. Actors use accounting innovations to manufacture “inscriptions” (i.e. figures and
numbers which become “facts”, see Robson, 1992) and manipulate them to serve their interests.
Following Actor-Network Theory (ANT), we take as an axiom that an innovation’s technical characteristics are
not sufficient to explain the “success” or “failure” of its diffusion (Latour, 1987, p. 258). Moreover, the notions of
success and failure are problematic within this epistemological stance. Within the diffusion process, we are particularly
concerned with the dynamic and interactions of actor-networks, i.e. the arguments network members decide (or not)
to use to promote the innovation and successfully interest and enroll other actors. The diffusion of the Georges Perrin
Method (GPM) and Activity-Based Costing (ABC) in France provide two illustrative stories for comparison.
The remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the main concepts of ANT and sets
out a review of management accounting research using this framework. Sections 3 and 4 describe the dynamic of
actor-networks in the diffusion of GPM and ABC. A discussion of these two stories follows in Section 5.
2. ANT and the diffusion of management accounting innovations
This paper is conceptually grounded on ANT (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1999; Law and Hassard, 1999). ANT has
specific benefits for the study of accounting change in general and management accounting innovation diffusion in
particular (Chua, 1995).2
First, accounting change has widely been studied but with little attention paid to the change process in itself
(Hopwood, 1987). Moreover, as Briers and Chua (2001) note, a majority of studies do not acknowledge the uncertain
nature of accounting change outcomes as these studies take place ex-post. In accordance with ANT, we propose to study
accounting change in a non-linear fashion in which “the success/failure of a machine or technology cannot be predicted
with a list of social factors” (Briers and Chua, 2001, p. 240). Success and failure are rather social accomplishments of
many different human and non-human actors that lie in the hands of those who come after the innovation’s “inventor”
(Latour, 1987, p. 259).
Second, ANT leads us to compare in a number of ways the construction of accounting innovations with scientific
controversies, thus acknowledging power struggles. Accounting technologies are not considered as inert: they have
to be pushed and pulled by actors in order to diffuse. Hence, the assumption that innovations are rationally accepted
because they accurately represent reality and are technically more efficient is questioned (Latour, 1996).
Third, by embracing ANT’s conceptual framework we hope to avoid a number of limits that characterize previous
research on (management accounting) innovation diffusion, such as means-end reasoning or the lack of attention paid
to the ways in which accounting reality is constructed as well as the role power struggles play in this construction
(Baxter and Chua, 2003, p. 102–105).
2.1. ANT as a sociology of translation
ANT explains innovation diffusion through a process called “translation” (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987). This process
analyzes the innovation within the context in which it evolves. Context is considered as a constituent element of
innovation rather than a source of explanation. It is not a separate element of innovation and it does not determine
innovation unilaterally as if people were embedded in an “iron cage” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Latour, 2005, p.
191–217). Context is inseparable from localized management actions and interactions within actor-networks. Both
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In this paper, we will systematically refer to “Actor-Network Theory” rather than “Latourian research”. This is to stay consistent with this stream
that claims it is inappropriate to assign a hero (Bruno Latour) to a collective process. We are grateful to one of the reviewers for suggesting this.
2 Strictly speaking, we could distinguish “diffusion” from “translation” as they often refer to two separate epistemological stances (Quattrone,
2005). The latter implies a pluralistic perspective of evolution taking into account the role of technologies and human and non-human actors in the
co-production of innovations whereas the former rests on a very specific and autonomous ontology of an immutable object. In this paper, we use
the terms “diffusion” and “translation” indifferently, diffusion being used as a synonym of translation in a broader sense.

