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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Parker  (forthcoming)  provides  a valuable  discussion  of the  state  of, and  prospects  for,  qual-
itative research  in  management  accounting.  This  comment  amplifies  three  issues  raised  in
Parker’s  (forthcoming)  review:  the  multi-paradigmatic  nature  of qualitative  research  and
the  potential  that  this  offers  for  the expanded  use  of  qualitative  methods  in  accounting
research;  the  role of  theory  in  qualitative  management  accounting  research  and  the  need
for such  research  to  contribute  to  the  literatures  from  which  it draws  rather  than  sim-
ply being  a  consumer  of  theory;  and  the  potential  for qualitative  management  accounting
research  to inform  management  accounting  policy  and  practice  when  research  gains  rigor
through paradigmatic  bracketing.

© 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Parker (forthcoming) assesses the contribution of 40 years of qualitative management accounting research and suggests
a trajectory for its development. In general, Parker is optimistic about the state of qualitative management accounting
research and its prospects but calls for continuing effort to “remind us of who  we  are, what we  do and why we do it.” While
he argues that “[t]he time for defensiveness.  . . is long gone,” he cautions that qualitative management accounting research
must emphasize its “distinctive features” in order to “move beyond apologia and effectively take our place in the sun.” His
paper contributes to this process by highlighting certain features of qualitative management accounting research that he
believes sets it apart from “the dominant positivist quantitative accounting research literature.” He identifies qualitative
management accounting research’s ontology and epistemology – notably a commitment to social constructivism and an
“engagement with actors and their worlds at close quarters” – “invocation of multi-theoretic explorations” and potential
to “develop concepts, principles, patterns and theories that offer wider resonance and applicability” to practice as key
distinctions.

Overall, I would agree with Parker’s (forthcoming) assessment of the qualitative management accounting literature –
it has developed a rich multi-theoretic perspective on management accounting and provides insights into the details of
practice that were missing from the literature. My comment is designed to unpack some of Parker’s polemic to suggest
further strategies for moving the qualitative management accounting research agenda forward. In particular, I will argue,
first, that there is more philosophical variation in qualitative management accounting research than Parker suggests and this
variation needs to be recognized as a source of strength for the literature and as limiting the likely impact of some of Parker’s
concerns. Second, while agreeing with Parker on the value of multi-theoretical approaches, I believe we  need to contribute
to the literatures from which we draw theory and not just be consumers of theory from other literatures. We  also need to
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Fig. 1. The philosophical underpinnings of qualitative research.1

engage in a debate regarding what constitutes cumulative knowledge in qualitative management accounting research, or
whether such a concern is valid within this literature, in order to better understand how this literature contributes to theory
development. Finally, I provide a framework for locating management accounting practice within traditional academic
management accounting paradigms that provides a theoretical justification and amplification of Parker’s suggestion that
“qualitative researchers can make a contribution to thought leadership at the more profound levels to which their tradition
is best suited.”

2. On the diversity of qualitative research in management accounting

Parker (forthcoming) anchors his discussion of qualitative research in management accounting by asserting a link between
qualitative research and a social constructionist view of reality. For example, he states that “[f]or the qualitative manage-
ment accounting researcher, ‘reality’ is created by organizational actors’ interaction with each other and their contextual
environment.” For him, qualitative research “. . .stresses the understanding and critique of process and context, recogniz-
ing uniqueness and difference.” He contrasts his view of qualitative management accounting research with “the positivist
research agenda. . . (that) focuses on constructing generalizable, predictive laws of behaviour.” Parker (forthcoming) rec-
ognizes that the unique features of qualitative management accounting research “. . .require researchers to recognize and
continually reflect upon their role, their ontological and epistemological assumptions, and relations with actors.” But, while
Parker (forthcoming) does recognize in passing the diverse philosophical underpinnings of qualitative research, these dis-
tinctions are not developed systematically in the paper. It is worthwhile to work through these distinctions to understand
where qualitative methods fit in the research process. It is important, in particular, to recognize that qualitative methods are
just that – methods. These methods are consistent with a number of philosophical positions (see Fig. 1) and it is troubling
to see qualitative methods (or quantitative methods for that matter) referred to as a paradigm as if they were based on a
homogeneous set of assumptions. This rhetoric fuels a division between qualitative and quantitative research in accounting
which is neither empirically valid nor productive of greater acceptance of the use of multiple methods in management
accounting research.

From an ontological point-of-view, research may be undertaken from (to take extreme positions) an idealist or realist view
of reality. This distinction captures the debate about whether reality is constructed based on the concepts the mind brings to
the process of observation or whether reality exists independently of the observer. We  must also choose a philosophical basis
to determine what we “know” about reality and what criteria we will use to determine the validity of claims to knowledge.
Epistemologically, this choice (again to take extreme positions) is between positivism and interpretivism. Positivism asserts
that valid knowledge must be based on tests of propositions deduced from general theories and that valid knowledge
is that which has survived empirical testing. Interpretivism, alternatively, suggests that knowledge is derived from the
meaning of events and not the events themselves and so emphasizes the act of interpretation as the key means of justifying
knowledge claims. An idealist view of reality is conventionally paired with an interpretivist epistemology but realist ontology
can be combined with either a positivist epistemology or an interpretivist epistemology. For example, traditional case
study research assumes the existence of a reality independent of the observer but acknowledges the complexity of reality
and the idiosyncrasy of any individual case thus focusing on building idiographic knowledge rather than the nomothetic

1 Please note, this exhibit is designed to highlight the multiple philosophic paths to the use of qualitative methods, it is not meant to suggest that
quantitative methods (e.g. surveys) cannot be used with an interpretivist epistemology to access structures of meaning in communities.
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