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Abstract

In this paper we argue that theory, method, methodology, and knowledge gains in qualitative Weld studies are inter-
twined through the ongoing hypothesis development in the Weld. We develop our argument through a discussion of spe-
ciWc qualitative Weld studies in management accounting. We emphasise in particular the distinctive role of theory in
qualitative research as relating to expression of a subjective reality more than clariWcation of an objective one. In consid-
ering this subjectivity we discuss the ways in which the doing of qualitative research brings to bear discipline on the
researcher allowing us to assess the trustworthiness of their accounts. The intention is to develop a more appropriate
basis for judging the plausibility of qualitative Weld studies than notions borrowed from positivistic methodology.
©  2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Doing qualitative Weld studies in management
accounting is not a question of method but one of
methodology, understood as a general approach to
the study of research topics (Silverman, 1993).2

Qualitative and positivistic researchers share many

methods. Both may visit organisations in their cho-
sen Weld, collect and analyse documents, calculate
statistics, conduct interviews with practitioners, and
perhaps even observe them at work. What distin-
guishes the qualitative Weld researcher is a particu-
lar way of knowing the Weld. Qualitative Weld
researchers agree that “[s]ocial reality is emergent,
subjectively created, and objectiWed through human
interaction” (Chua, 1986, p. 615). For them the
methodological and theoretical task is to express
the Weld as social3 and not simply describe or clarify
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3 Unlike actor network theorists (Latour, 1987; Law, 1991)
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long-standing methodological discussion in accounting re-
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it to the reader as if part of a given nature. Doing
qualitative Weld studies is not simply empirical but a
profoundly theoretical activity.

With qualitative methodology goes an acknowl-
edgment that the Weld is itself not just part of the
empirical world but is shaped by the theoretical
interests of the researcher. A study of, say, the role
of management accounting in the transformation
of a railway company may focus on organisational
discussions and processes (Dent, 1991). A diVerent
frame for the study may deWne the Weld by con-
necting the organisational arena (Burchell, Clubb,
& Hopwood, 1985) to national policies for chang-
ing the relationship between the public and private
sectors (Ogden, 1995) or to the government of the
economy through the refashioning of the citizen as
worker (Miller & O’Leary, 1994). This means that
the deWnition of the Weld is profoundly theoretical.
The practice of doing qualitative Weld studies
involves an ongoing reXection on data and its posi-
tioning against diVerent theories such that the data
can contribute to and develop further the chosen
research questions. Data are not untainted slices of
objective reality but aspects of recorded activity
that a study Wnds signiWcant for theoretical rea-
sons.

The theoretical work through which qualitative
Weld studies engage data with interesting research
questions eludes most positivists. For them, quali-
tative Weld studies can seem to be mere storytelling,
at best useful for exploring issues and creating ten-
tative theories that can later be tested by ‘proper
scientiWc methods’. Perversely, there are qualitative
Weld researchers who share the underlying miscon-
ception of theory. They sidestep much of the
engaging between data and research questions and
turn ‘mere storytelling’4 into a badge of honour:
“Let’s tell the world our rich stories of complex
social life (and leave it at that).” Those clichés of
qualitative Weld studies have generated an unhelp-
ful dynamic that obstructs a discussion on the pos-
sible roles of theory in management accounting
research more generally.

Drawing on notions of research validity famil-
iar from the evaluation of positivistic studies, qual-
itative Weld studies are frequently asked to justify
their Wndings in terms of research protocols
designed to eliminate researcher bias. A central
part of our argument in this paper is that method-
ological and analytical checklists for good qualita-
tive Weld research are at best indirectly helpful and
potentially counterproductive. As the logic of a
speciWc research project unfolds it raises speciWc
methodological questions and theoretically valid
possibilities, which we discuss with reference to
individual Weld studies.

Novices to qualitative Weld studies may believe
that they have great freedom to choose deWnitions
and develop interpretations of their data. In real-
ity, however, the task of connecting data and the-
ory to compelling research questions is a source of
great discipline. As a meaningful context that is
structured by diverse participants acting within
political, economic, social, and material arrange-
ments, the Weld is not open to the researcher’s
favourite explanations (Campbell, 1988). ReXect-
ing on decades of Weldwork, Geertz (1995) went
further and suggested that the Weld functions as a
“[ƒ] powerful disciplinary force: assertive,
demanding, even coercive” (p. 119). As he put it,
the Weld is “insistent” on the logics of its speciWc
functioning. With those logics the researcher’s
theorising must engage.

Equally, however, the clichés of qualitative Weld
studies overlook that those studies have the poten-
tial to contribute more directly to the testing of
ideas. Chapman (1998), for example, engaged qual-
itative analyses of organisational process and stra-
tegic uncertainty with statistical analysis of social
network data. Four comparative cases (Eisenhardt
& Bourgois, 1989) were presented. Drawing on
Galbraith’s (1973) theory of organisational infor-
mation processing we see through the combination
of the statistical analyses and interview excerpts
that dialogue played a vital role in management
control systems’ ability to support performance
under conditions of uncertainty.

In this paper we are principally concerned with
the ways in which data, theory and research prob-
lems are brought together in research practice, a
topic that has received relatively little attention in

4 We use the term ‘mere’ to distinguish such passing com-
ments in conferences and workshops from sophisticated analy-
ses of narrative (e.g., Bruner, 1990; Czarniawska, 1997).
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