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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
As noted by Ansari & Euske (1987), management accounting systems are 
seldom designed and implemented in a rational, problem–related way. The 
actual processes involved in the design and implementation of new 
administrative reforms are better described out of behavioral and institutional 
perspectives than out of the legal–rational one. As is the case of many change 
efforts in organizations, the success of reforms concerned with the 
management accounting system is dependent upon their legitimacy, upon their 
beauty in the eyes of the organization’s beholders. Legitimacy, in its turn, is a 
function of the conceptions of the reforms, conceptions that in fact may prove 
to be different from the original intentions. Consequently, the actions actually 
taking place among the members of organizations may be unexpected as well 
as undesirable. This paper is an attempt at explaining organizational action 
around management accounting reforms in a Swedish health care organization 
out of the sssocially consatructed conceptions of them. Conceptions are not, 
however, a static phenomenon; they change over time, and so does reforms per 
se. To understand organizational action in the present, we need to grasp the 
conceived past as well as the expected future. Argumenting that extraordinary 
organizational action is necessary to evoke organizational change, we will try 
to show how conceptions of the past, present and the future are created, and 
how these conceptions form the background to organizational action around 
administrative reforms. 
 

2. MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING SYSTEMS AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
CHANGE 
 
2.1 Management accounting systems and the organization 
 
Originally developed in the 19th century as a set of cost management 
procedures, the field of management accounting now incorporates a number of 
techniques and theories concerned with the internal decision making in 
organizations (Johnson & Kaplan, 1987; Kaplan & Atkinson, 1989). Examples of 
areas for such internal decision making includes cost accounting, product 
pricing, cost allocation, quality measurement, profit centers, transfer pricing, 
investment calculation and budgeting. The reason for the efforts underlying 
these areas can be captured in one word: Control. 
 
The bigger and the more complex the organizations to be governed, the greater 
the need for control via management accounting information. In the small firm, 
information about the current operations can be obtained on an eye–to–eye 
basis, and so can instructions on future action. As firms grow in size and 
complexity, different hierarchial levels become specialized in their respective 
tasks, thus losing their competence to evaluate and guide the work of others. 
The two main problems posed by such a development is (1) how to maintain 
managerial guidance and control when eye–to–eye contacts are replaced with 
management accounting data, and (2) how to measure and evaluate 
production processes of which few administrators (if any) have any practical 
experience. A third problem, seldom posed but rapidly increasing in practical 
importance, is how to evoke necessary change in such organizations. Viewed 
from a legal–rational perspective, these problems find their solutions in terms 
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of appropriate information systems, hierarchies of profit centers and the 
(somewhat nihilistic) postulate of rational choice. Some may even argue that 
the change problem is a question of managerial responsiveness vis–à–vis the 
environment and thus not really a matter for accountants and internal auditors 
to deal with. 
 
Others, such as Swieringa & Weick (1987), see, however, the management 
accounting systems as one of the most forceful “generators” of action in 
organizations, thus ascribing it a central role in organizational change. 
Furthermore, accounting systems can be interpreted differently by different 
groupings in the organizations. The organizational reality enacted by these 
various groupings is therefore shaped by the accounting system, in the same 
way that the accounting system is shaped by enacted organziational reality 
(Morgan, 1988; Nahapiet, 1988). Viewed out of behavioral and/or institutional 
perspectives, the three problems above therefore become one and the same: 
How can the management accounting system as a social construction be 
governed and reproduced through human action? 
 
2.2 The role of management accounting systems in organzational change 
 
The preoccupation with leadership and corporate cultures during the 1980’s 
seem to have led many practitioners and theorists astray in the sense that the 
importance of management accounting systems for organizational change 
often became overlooked. Rather than investigating the essence and 
consequences of new administrative routines, the structural and cultural 
features of change was focussed upon. Decentralization, not profit centers, was 
advocated by practitioners and consultants; homogenous cultures, not transfer 
pricing problems, received attention by business administration scholars. Yet it 
is these accounting reforms that manifest the leadership actually employed by 
managers and the structures upon which they rely. 
 
Top management initiatives are of course—as shown by neo–institutional 
theorists and others—far from being the only arguments when organizational 
change is to be explained (cf Meyer & Rowan, 1977). But to neglect the 
importance of new administrative routines for the actions taking place within 
the organization would be just as naïf as deducing all possible events from 
them. In organizations where the dissipative existence of different institutional 
and professional environments forces top management to “manage at 
distance,” the explanatory value of new administrative reforms in investigating 
organizational change should be significant. 
 
Contingency theorists like Burns & Stalker (1961) saw the organization’s 
environment as determining organizational structures and boundary–spanning 
arrangements. The shape of the management accounting system was, of course, 
deduced from those structures and arrangements: “Mechanically” structured 
organizations should have centralized, unilateral systems where all 
information was gathered at the top, while the “organic” structures were 
assumed to be dependent upon free–flowing, horizontal information systems 
(Macintosh, 1985). The designers of management accounting reforms therefore 
had to take environmental characteristics into account, thus making the 
reforms reactions to inexorable external forces. Subsequent findings refined the 
theories on what impact environmental and structural characteristics should 
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have on the design of the information systems of organizations. Those theories 
included management accounting reforms as parts of the toolbox available in 
organizational change efforts (cf Arrow, 1964) and acknowledged that 
management accounting systems had to have adaptive mechanisms in 
themselves in order to be reactive enough (Hedberg & Jönsson, 1978). Still, 
however, the main focus was on the instrumental view of accounting; 
behavioral changes due to management accounting reforms were described in 
terms of effects following causes defined by the upper echelons of the 
organization.  
 
During the 1980’s, the rational–instrumental, cause–effect view on 
management accounting systems in organizational change was put into 
question (Burchell et al, 1980). One line of critique was concerned with the 
prevalent notion of accounting systems as transparently objective, i.e. not 
tarnished by hidden motives, gender–discriminating mechanisms or 
interpreted equivocalities. Such reasoning puts into question the motives 
behind changes in the accounting system; beneath the official surface, power 
relations and gender–differentiating mechanisms are concealed (Broadbent, 
Laughlin & Read, 1991; Laughlin, 1987; Tinker & Neimark, 1987). Another line 
of critique instead emphasized the notion of accounting systems as objective 
causal action triggers; the mere design of the accounting system can not 
guarantee the desired behavior and/or effects among those upon whom it is 
imposed. In fact, the design of accounting systems is better described as 
longitudinal processes of mutual adjustment, and the action taking place 
during implementation is better described as enactment of subjective realities 
of organizational members (Ansari & Euske, 1987; Colignon & Covaleski, 1988; 
Nahapiet, 1988). We think that both these lines of criticism need to be included 
in research on changes in management accounting systems; as argumented 
below, perceived motives/effects and organizational history is as important in 
the analysis as the design and the processes taking place during the actual 
implementation. 
 
It is widely recognized among sholars as well as practitioners that 
organizational change does not occur momentarily; rather, it should be 
conceived of as a process over time (Burnes, 1992). The reason for employing a 
processual view is that “change” is in fact the same thing as “changed 
behavior,” i.e. that individuals act slightly different today as compared to 
yesterday. By “acting,” we mean “enacting,” i.e. the subjective–rational 
behavior by which individuals shape and re–shape their environment (Weick, 
1979: 130f). Organizational change is thus the same thing as the enactment of a 
changed environment, that is, actions out of changed perceptions of the world 
surrounding the individual. Due to institutionalizing “forces” such as tradition, 
culture, and structure, individuals are reluctant to redefine how they view their 
reality (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The apparent ontological safety offered by 
these institutions must not be totally abandoned in favor of the quagmire of 
radical change; the individual will take small steps over a longer period of 
time, proceeding with caution into the evasive future. 
 
In organizations, the management accounting system is an important part of 
the individual’s organizational reality, a reality when enacted in a similar way 
by a number of consciously coordinated people becomes “organized” (Weick, 
1979: 3). In order to change management accounting systems, the mere change 
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needs to be organized; the transition from the old to the new accounting 
regime must be prepared, the new philosophy must be translated into work 
descriptions and routines, the routines need to be adapted and modified into 
practically possible courses of action, and the courses of action need repeated 
reproduction in order to congeal into a stable state (cf Tyre & Orlikowski, 
1994). Only inquiring the implementation process per se is, however, not 
enough; people do not enact only what they perceive as their present 
organizational reality. Our plea for a time–related view of change is not only a 
plea for longitudinal research following an incessantly reorganized “now,” it is 
also a belief that two other “times” (i.e. two parts of the temporal context of 
implementation) need to be taken into account: The past and the future. 
 
By “past,” we mean the organizational history as perceived by the acting 
individuals. Every organizational “now” is preceded by a history, to which 
present action alternatives are compared and evaluated. This history is in most 
cases, however, neither accurate nor unambiguous; the managerial level might 
e.g. describe the past in terms totally different from those of the workshop floor 
(Kanter, 1983; by the words of Meyer & Rowan, 1977, organizations are 
decoupled). The descriptions of the past may contain the alledged mistakes to be 
corrected as well as the “good old days” to long for; the confusedness 
stemming from lack of guidance as well as the clear, indisputed strategy 
having provided the organization with decades of success. Moreover, the 
descriptions of the past is likely to change as time goes by; the action taking 
place in the organization creates a need for forgetting some parts of history and 
rewriting or re–emphasizing other parts. The supply of organizational 
forgetfulness is crucial to change managers (Brunsson & Olsen, 1993) in that it 
provides the possibilities for advocating the planned change efforts. Former 
systems for budgeting and cost allocation can therefore be banned in order to 
smooth implementation of new such systems, thus creating “push–effects” for 
the individuals in the organization to act. 
 
The future, on the other hand, has unlike the past not yet happened, but it can 
nevertheless be subject to various interpretations by the members of the 
organization. Different scenarios can be assumed to be more or less probable, 
but never judged in terms of truth and falsehood. If the rhetorician of the past 
makes use of the supply of organizational forgetfulness, the visionary of the 
future holds his position by virtue of the supply of organizational 
imaginativeness (the cynic is as dangerous to the latter as the besserwisser is to 
the former). When advocating administrative reforms, the proponents need to 
depict an attractive organizational future which can be attained by means of 
implementing the reforms (or, alternatively, to point at the threats 
materializing if the reforms are not realized). This organizational future is often 
depicted in terms of what levels of performance to attain (goals), or what 
guiding ideas to have impact on all thinking and acting in the organization 
(visions). Management accounting reforms can be a way to create 
measurability of such descriptions of the future, but they can also be asserted 
to be necessary parts of the way to that future. One might argue that systems 
for quality control are essential to quantify e.g. the TQM philosophy employed, 
but also that the systems in themselves somehow manifest the visions and the 
culture of the organization. In that manner, descriptions of the future evokes 
powerful “pull–effects” if the depicted organizational future is conceived of as 
attractive and reachable. 
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3. SWEDISH HEALTH CARE: TRENDS AND TRADITIONS 
 
In 1991, Sweden spent 8,4 percent of it’s gross domestic product (GDP) on 
health care (Landstingsförbundet, 1993). Except for a few private clinics, the 
health care system is a public sector matter by tradition, financed by taxes and 
governed by 24 regional county councils since 1864 (Gustafsson, 1988). A 
county council is governed by a political body elected every fourth year. Many 
of the reforms taking place in the health care system today are in fact 
consequences and/or manifestations of the 130–year past, a history having 
yielded traditions concerning both medical treatment and organization 
structure. By tradition, for example, the various professions within the health 
care sector are seen as autonomous in their respective “niches;” the 
responsibilities of medical doctors, nurses and administrators are, since long, 
strictly divided in a way that excludes any reforms challenging the basis or 
content of the division.  
 
The Swedish health care has developed a lot during the last hundred years, 
both within the administrative and medical professions. This development is a 
result of organizational and administrative changes, governmental reforms, 
technical improvements and new medical methods; changes that have succeed 
each other over the years. These changes have followed trends in the way to 
organize health care, trends that have been similar in different countries and in 
different county councils. Among these trends, three have been especially 
conspicuous during the last thirty or forty years. 
 
(1) The first trend, from affluence to scarcity, are closely conected to the 
economic situation in the country and in the county councils. County councils 
in Sweden have the right to collect regional taxes, which in combination with a 
growing national economy from the beginning of 1950’s until 1974 made it 
possible for the public sector to grow rapidly (Carder & Klingeberg, 1980; 
Rehnberg, 1990) From this time on, the public sector is tantamount to more 
than 50% of the GNP.  
 
In the beginning of the 1980’s, an increasing discontent arose about the 
productivity and quality of the public sector, not least about medical care. 
Waiting times for treatments increased and the citizens became even more 
dissatisfied, especially as tax rates continued to increase. To solve the problem 
of discontentment many county councils started to renew their organizations. 
The solutions chosen by the county councils were very similar, and not far 
from the corresponding development in Great Britain’s National Health 
Service. One of the common denominators for the renewal projects undertaken 
were the focus on economy and management accounting. In 1989 Sweden went 
into a recession at the same time as the government set maximum rates for 
regional and local taxes. In the narrowing path between reduced resources and 
an un–changed demand of medical services, many county councils started to 
implement internal market systems and other measures intended to enhance 
cost control. 
 
(2) By tradition, health care organizations are hierarchial structures with 
strong, self–assured professions. The view of the patient has been equally 
persistent; a helpless layman to be cured and taken care of. During the former 
decade, patients “became” acting individuals instead of passive receivers of 
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health care (Francke, 1989). A partial explanation for this might be the Swedish 
Health and Medical Service Act from 1982, which requires that “care and 
treatment as far as possible be designed and conducted in consultation with the 
patient” (Borgenhammar, 1989: 276). Another reason might be the new habit of 
referring to patients as “customers” entitled to first–class services. Behind the 
rhetorics, however, the health care system is still financed by the county 
councils, and most of the patients do not make use of the system on an elective 
basis. The actual reforms implemented to make the public health care subject to 
open competition placed the “purchaser–function” inside the county councils, 
far away from individual patients. Not surprisingly, the element of alternative 
providers of health care above the primary care level remained negligible. 
 
(3) The third trend, the sub–units going from from clinical departments to 
accountable basic units, concerns the decentralization and the extensive use of 
management accounting. During the 1960’s, the expansion of the health care 
was rapid, and many large, well–equipped hospitals were built in Sweden. In 
the beginning of the 1980’s, the expansion of the institutional care stopped, and 
more efforts were put into the publicly administered primary care and 
preventive health activities. This expansion (and innovations and 
developments within the medical profession) increased the number of clinical 
departments in the hospitals (Anell, 1990) and the number of local care centers. 
The decentralization project became a common mangerial ingredient during 
the 1980’s, evoked by the need to handle the new complexity of medical care. 
Heads of clinical departments and local care centers were give more 
responsibility for the daily activities, and were also made accountable for the 
economic result of their province. As important steps in this process of 
decentralization, profit center reforms accrues more frequently and so is the 
use of transfer pricing. This has made the health care organization more 
explicitly divided on the sub–unit level, with autonomous departments 
negotiating about prices, quality and quantity on the services offered. Many of 
these administrative reforms emanated from the top administrators as parts of 
their renewal efforts, and were received with mixed feelings and different 
organizing patterns at lower hierarchial levels. 
 

4. MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING REFORMS IN VÄSTERBOTTEN 
COUNTY'S HEALTH CARE ORGANIZATION 
 
Västerbotten's county council (VCC) is a regional public health care provider in 
Sweden. VCC's health care organization is organized into three hospitals and 
around 30 family doctors centrals. VCC has around 13,000 employees and 
serve a region with approximately 250,000 inhabitants. 
 
In the early 1990'ies VCC's board and top management launched a major 
renewal effort to improve economic performance and increase the possibilities 
to govern the health care organization. This effort included a number of 
changes in the management accounting systems. Among these was the 
introduction of "performance related pay" and "profit centers". In this section 
these two renewal issues will be discussed according to the time concepts 
introduced in previous sections. 
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4.1 The Past  1990 – A Corrupt and Outdated Management Accounting System 
 
As already said, poor economic performance was used by the county's 
managers as a basic problem that needed to be attended. Content and 
interpretation of this argument was outlined by a group of county top mangers 
during a one week "summit" in 1989 and thereafter reported in a written report 
(the so called "Rabbe-Report"). In the report it was argued that the budget and 
resource allocation system used was unable to cope with a situation when cost 
figures increased more rapidly than income. In addition, the old system had 
become corrupt; allocation of money was said to be guided primarily by 
tactical and political measurements then by the needs of patients. Furthermore, 
the system did not provide managers (i.e., clinic, hospital and county 
managers) with relevant information and it was very difficult to link allocated 
resources to results due to shortcomings of the management accounting 
system. As a conclusion it was difficult to know real costs caused by different 
activities performed by, e.g., clinics. There were, in other words, few or none 
inspiration to renewal to be found in the existing system. To summarize, the 
management accounting system was said to be outdated, corrupt and useless 
as provider of information and inspiration to managers at any level. 
 
Step by step this way of viewing the past and current problems in VCC's 
organization was established during 1989 and 1990. This was further 
emphasized as the search for a new CEO started in 1990. VCC's board 
chariman instructed the headhunters to look for someone who had a record of 
successful performance in the field of accounting and economic renewal. A 
new CEO was appointed in mid 1990 and shortly thereafter the largest 
hospital's manager was replaced with a manager that had a similar 
background. At this time the need for renewal was undoubted and the new 
three years strategic plan, presented in late 1990, repeated many conclusions 
from the Rabbe-Report. The past was finally successfully established! 
 
4.2 The Future  1990 – An Efficient and Effective New Management Accounting 
System  
 
In VCC's three-year plan 1991-1994 some distinctive features of the future to 
come were stated. The organization would be efficient, effective and 
governable as managers at all levels would know their responsibility, cost and 
income status of their organizational units and how to relate to other units. 
Furthermore, different roles within the organization (purchasers vs. providers, 
higher levels vs. lower levels) would be defined and accepted thus facilitating 
leadership and constant renewal in the organization. In many respects the 
future outlined was a future with balance between income and cost and with 
an organization possible to govern due to efficient and effectiveness criteria. 
The future was the opposite of the old corrupt and outdated situation. 
 
In order to achieve the goals outlined above several different issues were 
defined by VCC's management as necessary to attend to the coming years. 
Among these was introduction of an internal pricing system, "performance 
related pay" based on a so-called DRG-system, creation of profit centers, 
invitation to other providers beside the own organizational units to compete in 
a market like manner, etc. Renewal focus was summarized into an acronym, 
EPQ: Effectiveness, Productivity, Quality. Quality was however not 
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emphasized at this stage. The official standpoint was that quality should not be 
decreased due to increases in effectiveness and productivity. 
 
Concerning the two issues to be dealt with in this article, Performance Related 
Pay and Profit Centers; the future was outlined in the following terms. To 
achieve general renewal goals, an "EPQ"-organization", better information 
systems were needed that could describe the complex health care activities in 
economic terms. The bottom line is that a pricing system is needed where costs 
generated by single patients or diagnosis can be detected. One very popular 
model for this among health care providers is the so-called DRG-system 
(Diagnosis Related Groups) which was originally developed in the US. It is a 
system for classifying diagnosis into groups given a certain amount of DRG-
points. By stating a price per DRG-point a price for each diagnosis can be 
reached by multiplying the DRG-weight of a diagnosis by the DRG-price. This 
price can be used as an "invoice" from the clinic to the financing body or for 
invoices between different clinics. Theoretically, a DRG-system can be used as 
a price list and thus be the base for "performance related pay" and if used with 
other figures, e.g., depreciation, internal interest etc., enables the establishment 
of internal profit centers. That is, semi-independent units with their own profit 
and loss account and asset and liabilities statement. 
 
4.3 The Present  1990 - 1994 – Implementation of Performance Related Pay and 
Profit Centers  
 
DRG-registration procedures were rapidly introduced for most of the hospital 
treatment (except, e.g., geriatric and psychiatric care) while treatment of out-
patients could not be registered in DRG-terms. The past years (up to three 
years) were also recalculated in terms of DRG-points produced to enable 
comparisons on changes in productivity. 
 
In 1991 implementation of DRG was a high priority issue and the official 
standpoint was that all hospital units should use DRG while other, 
comparable, systems would be developed for those units that were unable to 
use DRG (e.g., geriatric etc.). The aim was to be able to register all treatment in 
similar ways and thus be able to calculate results for all units separately. 
Concerning out-patient care the number of patients and age of patients cared 
for were used as an estimate of productivity. For psychiatric care another 
registration system was developed that classified patients' status upon their 
arrival and exit from the hospital and the difference could be used as a 
measure on how efficient the care had been. All parties involved agreed that 
these measurements were poor and could only be used as information and not 
as a base for resource allocation. Development of measurements developed 
very slowly and one hospital manager openly opposed to the DRG system and 
did not encourage any development beyond the pure registration of DRG. 
 
In 1992 VCC board decided that implementation of performance related pay no 
longer was a central issue. Instead each district was free to select when and 
how to introduce performance related pay, when and how to implement and 
further develop the use of DRG and when and how to introduce profit centers 
inside the hospitals. Affairs between districts were however strictly business 
like and calculated with accordance to e.g. DRG and/or other types of cost 
calculations.  
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The university hospital's managers were those most committed to the new 
system. They also outlined a new budget system based on the idea of profit 
centers instead of the old yearly allowance budget. The new resource allocation 
system was intended to be in operation from January 1993 but only a few days 
before new years eve it was suddenly decided to interrupt the implementation 
process. The reason for this was that while running different computerized 
scenarios it was discovered that the new system possible would lead to very 
drastic changes in resource allocation. These changes could not be accepted 
neither by practitioners nor by politicians. Instead a reformed allowance 
budget system was developed during 1993 that combined a maximum cost 
budget with a performance related pay system. Profits could be used by a unit 
up to 30-50 % while only 30-50 % of the losses would be transferred to next 
year. 
 
All districts had by the end of 1993 their own versions of performance related 
pay and profit centers. Ways of calculating interest rates, cost for premises, cost 
for medical equipment and investments differed among the districts. Even 
tough all districts used DRG for registration not all of them used it as an input 
to profit and loss statements. It was on the other hand obvious that it would 
not be possible to develop a system for all health care areas and it would not be 
possible to use the same resource allocation throughout VCC. 
 
4.4 The Past and Future 1994 – The Second Wave and Renewed Renewal   
 
Over the period 1991 to 1994 implementation of performance related pay and 
profit centers had shown deviations from earlier plans. Interesting with respect 
to the purpose of this article is that neither of the two issues had a renewal 
character in 1994. Both of them were transferred from important features of the 
future to parts of the past influencing routines in the present. In the strategic 
plan of 1994 it was concluded that a performance related pay system was 
partly implemented, that DRG-procedures were established and that some 
profit centers had been successfully created. The future in 1994 was however 
not described around these issues and future renewal was not described as 
"carried" by further developed performance related pay systems and thoughts 
of profit centers throughout VCC were not mentioned. 
 
Other keywords had entered the imagined future in 1994. Cooperation and 
coordination were new highlights of the future. General discussion had turned 
from emphasizing separate units to identifying flows in the organization. 
Instead of further dividing VCC into smaller and smaller independent parts, 
the future was seen as VCC organized around patient-oriented flow charts was 
the need of patients has become the main organizing principle. Development 
groups were founded in the end of 1994 to increase cooperation between e.g., 
the three different surgery clinics that a few years before were more obvious 
separated as different profit centers.  
 
  



- 11 - 

5. CHANGE AS TEMPORARY ORGANIZING BETWEEN TIME–
BRACKETS 
 
5.1 Delimiting the action sphere: Time Brackets as Social Constructions 
 
One of the descriptions of enactment provided by Weick (1979) is bracketing, i.e. 
the creation of necessary order in reality through including and excluding 
environmental experiences in/from one’s own action sphere. Bracketing occurs 
when organizations apply standardized schemas to new situations (often 
unfolding as self–fulfilling prophecies). One such—socially constructed—
schema is the conceptions of the course of time. What takes place “now” is by 
individual logic separated from what happened “past” and what is expected to 
happen “in the future.” This kind of bracketing can not always be subject to 
unambiguous measurement in the sense that there is a fixed point in time 
when the present situation occurred, and an expected date when it is to 
undergo a transition into a new state of the arts. There are, of course, often 
project plans, time schedules etc. that sets the official time frames for 
implementation efforts, thereby providing researchers with the temporal 
context for longitudinal implementation research (cf the studies reported in 
Gersick, 1988; Tyre & Orlikowski, 1994). But these time frames are not always 
the same as the time brackets enacted by individuals: The start of an 
administrative reform may as well be ascribed an outburst of rhetorics 
conveying new managerial ideas as the date of the actual decision (Brunsson & 
Olsen, 1993: 121), and the end of an implementation is often defined in terms of 
how thoroughly the reform has been established rather than as a specific point 
in time (cf Miles, 1964: 441). The difference between time frames and time 
brackets can be described as follows: 
 

Time frames
(time as interval 
scale)

Start End

“Before” “Afte r”“Now 1” “Now 3”

Time brackets
(time as enacted 
social construction)

“Past 1” “Future 1”“Now 1”

“Past 2” “Future 2”“Now 2”

“Past 3” “Future 3”“Now 3”
 

 
Figure 1: Time frames and time brackets 
 
As the administrative reform is presented, implemented and sedimented, is 
passes several organizational “nows,” which, of course, have their respective 
“pasts” and “futures.” By past, we mean the perceived history of the 
organization; i.e. how members of the organization describe bygone events (cf 
Kanter, 1983, ch. 10). When it comes to management accounting reforms, the 
past may be described in a mood of repudiation: “Before, we used zero–based 
budgeting. It was a perverted system!” It can also take the form of referral to 
past experience: “We tried to develop standard measures of quality back in the 
70’s, and it did not work out that time either,” or “this change is unnecessary, 



- 12 - 

we are already allocating all costs to product lines!” Depending on the nature 
of the description of the past (a description that can be significantly influenced 
by management), it can be used in different ways. A negative experience of the 
past may serve as the block to put one’s feet against, while a positive one can 
be used in order to show the logics of current events as a part of historical 
continuity (Ibid.). In wordings of Brunsson & Olsen (1993: 41), the “supply of 
organizational forgetfulness” must equate the demand for rewriting 
organizational history. 
 
The problem of the various “nows” is, then, to transform the description of the 
future into action in the present (and then remembering or forgetting the 
actions when describing the past). Some elements of the future may not even 
go through any “now” on their way to the past; abandoning impopular 
reforms can be a way of writing a history of management as non–prestigeous. 
But essentially, “now” is when the descriptions of the past and the future are 
enacted by the members of the organization; temporary action patterns around 
the administrative reforms takes place. 
 
In what way is a temporary action pattern around an administrative reform a 
renewal opportunity? The “economistic” reforms undertaken are seldom 
definitive solutions to the “eternal” problems of managing complex 
organizations like the county councils, so in what way is real change achieved? 
Our proposition is that extraordinary action (i.e. the action evoked by the need 
to cope with an extraordinary issue) is what organizational change is all about, 
and that the change potential of an extraordinary issue decreases as the issue is 
coped with. Consequently, administrative reforms can be described as 
“windows of opportunity” (Tyre & Orlikowski, 1994), evoking the need for 
temporary patterns of adaptation and learning among those reproducing the 
routines and conceptions to be changed. The intensity and seriosity of those 
action patterns is dependent on the rhetorical qualities of the descriptions of 
the past and the future; on the concieved clearness of the temporal 
surroundings. Temporary by nature, extraordinary action patterns are 
enhanced by distinct and unambiguous descriptions of the past and the future. 
 
5.2 Formalizing time brackets: Management accounting reforms 
 
The discussion in the above section implies that all administrative reforms will 
demand some sort of temporary action pattern at sub–unit level. In order to 
implement the reform and adapt the reform and the sub–unit to each other, 
extraordinary action is required. Influencing conceptions of the course of time, 
e.g. defining “now” as the opportunity to change a described past into a 
desired future, is crucial when action is to be evoked. But are there any 
differences between administrative reforms in general and management 
accounting reforms? 
 
One important difference is that management accounting reforms usually aims 
at comparability between sub–units. Reforms intended e.g. to create a shared 
commitment to customer satisfaction are similar in that they provide the 
organization with a common language, but they are different as long as they do 
not imply measurement and comparison. The language of management 
accounting is a common language in that it is fairly unambiguous, but it is also 
common in the sense that the outcomes of the measurement/comparison–



- 13 - 

procedures are accepted throughout the organization as legitimate, objective 
statements about the status of the sub–units. Unlike the medical language, 
management accounting can be understood and interpreted in the same way 
across groupings and professions. 
 
When the management accounting system is reformed, temporary action 
patterns follow at sub–unit level; action patterns that might be advantageous if 
the managerial description of the past and the future is concieved of as 
trustworthy. We contend that the management accounting reforms per se adds 
clearness to the temporal context surrounding the temporary action patterns, 
as compared to other administrative reforms. The reason for this is that 
management accounting systems in themselves are formalizations of time 
brackets, formalizations that work in two ways: 
 
(1) Bracketing through measuring temporal ratios. Reforms such as 
performance–related pay or profit centers contains a temporal dimension in 
that the performance or the profit must be related to the time period during 
which it was created. Formalized time periods (e.g. a financial year) sets the 
time–limit for the implementation effort (“by this date, the new system is 
supposed to work”) as well as the time–limits for any subsequent changes of 
the system. Dividing the county concils into purchasers and providers implies 
similar consequences; the negotiation system contains a time schedule 
regulating when pricing activities are to be performed at the sub–units. 
 
(2) Bracketing through temporal comparisons of non–temporal ratios. 
Management accounting reforms concerned with implementing measures not 
necessarily linked to specific time periods (e.g. quality or DRG–points) still 
have a temporal dimension in that time–series analyses are usually performed. 
Measuring e.g. quality aims at improving quality, and improvements can only 
be established by comparisons of the same measure over a sufficiently long 
period of time. Beside the formalization of time brackets inherent in the 
decision on “when to start measuring,” there are also fixed future dates (e.g. 
stipulated reporting occasions) when the system implemented can be subject to 
evaluation and reflection. 
 
By formalizing the time brackets surrounding the implementation effort, 
management accounting reforms provide a less ambiguous temporal context 
than do other administrative reforms. In terms of conceptions of time: Time as 
a social construction is brought closer to the interval scale–view of time (see fig. 
1) in management accounting reforms. We contend that this feature of 
management accounting reforms is important in that it enhances the 
organizing process around the reform, i.e. the enactment of shared 
understandings of reality. The classic definition of ‘organizing’ reads: 
 
“…a consensually validated grammar for reducing equivocality by means of 
sensible interlocked behaviors. To organize is to assemble ongoing 
interdependent actions into sensible sequences that generate sensible 
outcomes.” (Weick, 1979: 3) 
 
Most management accounting reforms need the efforts of many to be 
implemented, and one of the “eternal truths” of organization theory is that in 
order to be efficient and effective, the efforts of many must be coordinated. 
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‘Organizing’ is the coordination taking place because of mutual agreements 
between individuals concerning how to interpret reality, how to make reality 
intelligible, how to see sensible social processes in collective action patterns. 
The more consensus about the nature of time brackets in a given situation, the 
easier to organize around the management accounting reform. Management 
accounting reforms as ways to formalize time brackets is thus also ways to 
achieve ‘better’ organizing processes as compared to administrative reforms in 
general. Thence our notion of management accounting systems as change 
agents. 
 
5.3 Temporary organizing: The funneling of action 
 
So far, we have described administrative reforms as being implemented in a 
socially constructed “now,” where the individuals make sense of what they do 
by referring to rhetorical descriptions of the past and the future. By 
constructing those “time brackets,” the extraordinary action patterns evoked 
around the reform are provided with a temporal context. Management 
accounting reforms contains a lot of explicit and implict references to an 
absolute, interval scale–time, a feature that facilitates organizing processes 
around them by reducing the equivocalities of time brackets. The next level of 
analysis is how organizing occur, and how temporary organizing can be 
described. 
 
In our empirical cases, organizing occurred as a result of ‘translation’ activities, 
i.e. when the general reform ideas were concretized in memos, in guiding 
rules, in outcome specifications. Reform ideas often contain in themselves 
descriptions of the past and the future, but no action will occur at sub–unit 
level until the ideas have been translated into a clear and unambiguous reform. 
These translation activities are mostly carried out by managers in the 
administrative staff, managers who will handle most of the daily contacts with 
the sub–units during implementation. 
 
We have described the action patterns of implementation as temporary 
organizing (Packendorff, 1994) around the reforms. When receiving a new 
management accounting reform, sub–unit managers and their administrators 
try to reach a common interpretation of the reform, whereupon they plan the 
implementation in accordance with the interpretation. Some of the activities 
planned might prove to be wrong or misleading, others may lead to the 
realization of the initial interpretation. Going from a high degree of 
openness/ambiguity and almost no knowledge at all about the reform, the 
organizing process will lead to a “funnel” (Lundin & Söderholm, 1994; 
Wheelwright & Clark, 1992), where the possible courses of action are gradually 
narrowed by a decreasing degree of openness and an increasing degree of 
knowledge about the reform (cf Midler, 1993): 
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Figure 2: The Funnel of Temporary Organizing 
 
It should be noted that the two trends depicted in figure 2 refers to the 
temporary organizing process; i.e. the collective removal of equivocalities over 
time (decreased openness/ambiguity) and the enactment of the shared 
interpretation of the reform (increased knowledge). The renewal activites (i.e. 
the extraordinary action patterns) are most frequent in the beginning of the 
implementation effort; a reform e.g. demanding pricing of different health care 
services will cause a lot of initial troubles concerning how to define “products” 
and how to calculate standard costs of these products. As the implementation 
effort continues, the internal debate will fade out into consensus and some of 
the implementation activities become routinized. After establishing how 
products are defined and standard costs measured, the pricing of the 
assortment will be completed relatively fast. As the learning curve approaches 
full knowledge, the actions formerly seen as extraordinary will become routine 
and thus “sedimented” in the organization. New extraordinary action 
concerning the same reform might occur later on if changes in detail of the 
implemented system are needed (cf Tyre & Orlikowski, 1994), but essentially, 
the reform has lost its’ renewal power once implemented. The initial need for 
learning about the reform and reducing ambiguity in the implementation 
setting, forms the window of opportunity through which the fresh winds of 
change can blow for a short while. 
 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS: THE MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING 
SYSTEM AS CHANGE AGENT 
 
Based in the above analysis, what can we say about the management 
accounting system as change agent? To us, it is clear that administrative 
reforms are not just managerial rhetoric (as neo–institutionalists tend to claim 
from time to time); even if the day–to–day operations are seldom affected, the 
leading administrators at sub–unit level will have to handle the reform 
initiatives somehow. The insights concerning their own organization gained 
during the temporary organizing episodes might be used to enhance its way of 
operating (but it might also not). Even though it is possible to affect what 
happens at sub–unit level by means of administrative reforms, there are no 
guaranteed effects. And in complex organizations, where top management 
usually only have a vague idea of the nature of the organizations’ day–to–day 
operations, such effects can not even be foreseen. But the lower in the 
organization the common langugage provided by the management accounting 
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system reaches, the more impact management accounting reforms will have on 
what happens in the production apparatus. 
 
This proactive view of management accounting systems can also be connected 
to all–embracing renewal efforts in organizations. In the case of VL, the new 
“CEO” initiated a wawe of reforms, often referred to as “the radical renewal.” 
Grandiose efforts of that kind usually departs out of a notion of “continuous 
improvement,” i.e. that organizational change, if properly managed, can be a 
part of day–to–day operations. Metaphors such as “the learning organization” 
conveys the idea that behind routinization and institutionalization lurks an 
organizational design forever liberating organizations from the eternal duality 
of incremental change and quantum leaps. We contend that there are no such 
organizational panacea, but that strategic change can be “kept alive” by 
continuous introductions of new administrative reforms. As each reform 
evokes temporary action patterns, the feeling of strategic momentum is 
preserved throughout the organization. In those organizations where top 
management has created etiquettes/symbols for the strategic change effort (e.g. 
ABB’s T50–project), there is also a visible arena for the administrative reforms. 
One problem in this respect is how to create an indisputable logic connecting 
the individual reforms to each other and to a reasonable whole. But isn’t that 
what management is all about?  
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