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Abstract

Giddens’ way of conceptualizing how structures work as both the medium for and outcome of
human action – duality of structure – has been emphasized as a valuable point of departure when
studying management accounting in its social context. However, we argue that in the literature there
are different ways of using mediating concepts between social structure and action, whereby man-
agement accounting systems are conceptualized as both the medium for action, and human action
as such. Using the often-cited article by Burns and Scapens [Burns J, Scapens RW. Conceptualiz-
ing management accounting change: an institutional framework. Management Accounting Research
2000;11(1):3–25] as an illustrative example, we discuss theoretical and methodological consequences
of these different ways of conceptualizing management accounting. A main conclusion is that when
management accounting is defined through concurrently referring to both ‘virtual’ structures that
generate action and the situated doings of individuals, structure and action risk becoming conflated
and there is a risk of drawing erroneous conclusions about structural change or stability. The paper
closes with some methodological suggestions as to how these problems can be avoided.
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1. Introduction

For some 20 years now, Giddens’ theory of structuration has been proposed as a useful
means of conducting alternative management accounting research (see Baxter and Chua,
2003). In particular, Giddens’ way of conceptualizing how social structures work as both
the medium for and outcome of human action, has been emphasized as a valuable point
of departure when studying management accounting in its social context. For example,
following the early ideas of how structural elements shape the practices of accounting (e.g.
Roberts and Scapens, 1985), or how accounting as such might be seen as constituting part
of social structures (e.g. Macintosh and Scapens, 1990; Scapens and Macintosh, 1996), a
number of management accounting researchers have drawn upon this idea of a duality of
structure in empirical research (e.g. Ahrens and Chapman, 2002; Collier, 2001; Conrad,
2005; Dirsmith et al., 1997; Granlund, 2001; Jack, 2005; Scapens and Roberts, 1993; Seal
et al., 2004; Soin et al., 2002), as well as in more conceptually oriented studies (e.g. Burns
and Scapens, 2000; Dillard et al., 2004). There has also been a rather substantial debate
on how to put Giddens into work in management accounting research (see Boland, 1993,
1996; Macintosh and Scapens, 1990; Scapens and Macintosh, 1996).

Hence, a number of management accounting researchers have taken sides with Giddens
and his way of dealing with the since long lasting sociological debate on the relationship
between social structures and human action (see Dawe, 1970; Joas, 1987; Mouzelis, 1989;
Thompson, 1989; Urry, 1982). That is, through drawing upon Giddens’ notion of a duality
of structure, researchers have allied themselves with the idea that actors draw upon struc-
tural elements when acting, “by the same token reconstituting their structural properties”
(Giddens, 1984, p. 28). This, in turn, implies that social structure and human action are not
viewed as two independently given sets of phenomena – on the contrary – they presuppose
each other (Lawrence et al., 1997; Macintosh and Scapens, 1990; Scapens and Macintosh,
1996).

It has been argued (and we agree) that this idea of social structure and human action
as intrinsically interconnected is one of the main contributions of structuration theory to
the study of management accounting as a social and political phenomenon (Macintosh and
Scapens, 1990; Scapens and Macintosh, 1996). Importantly, however, by assigning our
underlying arguments to structuration theory, we concurrently adhere to Giddens’ (1976,
1979, 1981, 1984) conceptual distinctions between structure and action. That is, even though
Giddens tries to overcome the dualism between structure and action, whereby structures
are conceptualized as detached from human beings, he nevertheless argues that structure
and action have fundamentally different properties (for a critique of Giddens view on this,
see, e.g. Archer, 1982; Willmott, 1986). More specifically, he proposes that human action is
always situated in time-space and conducted by a subject, while structures have no specific
time-space location and are “characterized by the ‘absence of a subject”’ (1976, p. 119).
Furthermore, he recurrently emphasizes that structures are conceptually distinguished from
action in terms of their generative characteristics (see e.g. 1979, p. 66).

In this paper, we argue that although management accounting researchers often explic-
itly refer and adhere to Giddens original writings in these respects, the literature in the area
seems to be disparate in terms of how these conceptual distinctions between structure and
action are dealt with. More specifically, we argue that it is unclear as to how mediating con-
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