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Abstract: Qualitative research design and research practice is related with 

theory throughout.  It is argued that a theoretical framework is considered as an 

essential starting point in a qualitative research and no researcher can avoid 

approaching a qualitative study without some prior theoretical framework. A 

number of accounting and management control researchers used Structuration 

theory as a theoretical framework for their researches. Anthony Giddens’s 

structuration theory is concerned with the relationship between the actions of 

agents and the structuring of social systems in the production, reproduction and 

regulation of social order. Considering accounting and management control 

systems are socially constructed Giddens’s structuration theory is widely used in 

research to obtain a better understanding of human actions and to explore how 

these control systems are implicated in the wider social context through time.  
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1.  Introduction 

There are various views among the researchers in adopting a prior theoretical stance in 

research. Some scholars argued that a prior theoretical stance may bias or limit the 

findings (Eisenhardt, 1989; Flinders, 1993; Layder, 1995). The critics claimed that 

adopting a pre-determined theory in a research can be more robust because these theories 

have already been tested in previous research. However, supporters in favour of adopting 

a prior theoretical framework in research (for example Alam and Lawrence, 1994; Lodh 

and Gaffikin, 1997; Quattrone and Hopper, 2001; Baxter and Chua, 2003; Hoque, 2005; 

Gaffikin, 2007; Berry et al., 2009) argued that in conducting research on organisational 

practices, it is legitimate to use a wide range of theoretical approaches to explain such 

activities. 

 In qualitative research, a useful theory helps to organize the data (Jorgensen, 1989; Lodh 

and Gaffikin, 1997; Llewelyn, 2003; Irvine and Gaffikin, 2006; Cooper, 2008; Maxwell, 

2009, Jacobs, 2012).  The same view is taken in this study which assumes that theory is a 
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framework for viewing the social world that is too general, too broad and too all-

encompassing to be confirmed or refuted by empirical research (Cooper, 2008). It is also 

assumed in this study that when knowledge is gathered with the help of theory, there is a 

potential for data coherence and control, which prevents the researchers from collecting 

an unsystematic pile of accounts (Kaplan and Manners, 1986; Bogdan and Biklen, 1982).  

The objective of this study is to explore the role of structuration theory as a theoretical 

framework in analyzing and interpreting data. This framework is expected to help in 

understanding the accounting and management control processes evolved in the 

organisation (Gaffikin, 2007). Structuration theory is an orderly, comprehensive, and 

integrated way to analyze and understand the role of management accounting and control 

systems (Macintosh and Quattrone, 2010). This theory is concerned with the relationship 

between the actions of agents and the structuring of social systems in the production, 

reproduction and regulation of social order. As accounting and management control 

systems are socially constructed, structuration theory has been adopted in this research to 

obtain a better understanding of human actions and to explore how these control devices 

are implicated in the wider social context through time. 

In addition to this section the remainder of this study is organized into five sections. 

Section Two describes the role of theories in qualitative research. Section Three presents 

the Structuration Theory. Section Four reviews the structuration theory in accounting and 

management control research. Section Five concludes the study. 

2.  The Role of Theories in Qualitative Research 

Theories are widely used in all sorts of research. Christenson (1976) mentioned: 

….theory is like the bucket, rather than like the water in the bucket. A person has to 

have a bucket before he can collect the water and he has to have a theory – a 

framework for measurement – before he can collect “the facts”. No matter how 

much water he collects, it will never accumulate to a bucket; no matter how many 

facts he collects, they will never accumulate to a theory. 

In the above statement Christenson (1976) pointed out that in research one must be 

guided by some conceptual framework and theory can be used as a conceptual framework 

in research. Silverman (2000) expressed the same view, stating that theory is a set of 

concepts used to define and/or explain some phenomena. In qualitative research, theory 

plays an important role. Qualitative research design and research practice is imbued with 

theory throughout (Mason, 2002). Mason (2002) further argued that key research 

decisions have both theoretical grounds and theoretical consequences.  

Creswell (2009) argued that theory is not a ‘container’ because it does not fit to a 

particular situation, or it inadequately explains what is occurring naturally in a situation. 
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According to Creswell (1994, 2009) a theory or pattern emerges after gathering detailed 

information. Creswell (1994) developed a model shown in the Figure: 

Figure: The Inductive Mode of Research in a Qualitative Study 

Researcher Develops a Theory or Compares Pattern 

with other Theories 

↑ 

Researcher Looks for patterns (Theories) 

↑ 

Researcher Forms Categories 

↑ 

Researcher Asks Questions 

↑ 

Researcher Gathers Information 

Source: (Creswell, 1994, p. 96) 

Creswell (1994) also mentioned that in qualitative study, the researcher does not begin 

with a theory to test or verify but the researcher follows the inductive model and a theory 

may emerge during the data collection and analysis phase. Creswell (1994) argued that a 

theory or pattern emerges after gathering detailed information and forms categories or 

themes and the methodological use of some larger explanation must fit into logic of an 

inductive process of research. 

Humphrey and Scapens (1996) also agreed that no qualitative researcher can avoid 

approaching a case study without some prior theoretical framework. However, they 

argued that adopting a pre-determined theory as a lens through which to interpret a case 

could well be gained at the expense of ignoring organisational dynamics and tensions 

which do not readily fit the chosen theory.  

There are opposing views among the researchers concerning the application of theories 

and the adoption of prior theoretical stances for research. Some scholars have argued that 

prior theoretical stance may bias or limit the findings (Eisenhardt, 1989). Some 

researchers have also viewed adopting a pre-determined theory in a research to be more 

robust because they have already been tested in prior research (Layder, 1995). Another 

limitation in adopting a prior theory is that prior theories are based on ideological 

assumptions and may limit the ability to capture the complexity of the field (Flinders, 

1993). Therefore, there are different views among the researchers in adopting prior 

theoretical stances. 
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However, a larger number of supporters are in favour of adopting prior theoretical 

framework in research. For example, Maxwell (2009) claimed that in qualitative research, 

a useful theory helps to organize the data. It draws attention to particular events or 

phenomena and sheds light on relationships that might otherwise go unnoticed or 

misunderstood. In making sense of the data, theorization is particularly important because 

it relates to the construction of meaningful patterns and organisations of facts. Jorgenson 

(1989) also argued that a theory is an arrangement of facts in the form of an explanation 

or interpretation. Going further, Laughlin et al. (1989) stated that theory and empirical 

research need to be brought together in a symbiotic relationship, each informing the other 

in order that they can both be strengthened. 

Therefore, majority of existing literatures favour a prior theoretical stance (Laughlin et al. 

1989; Humphrey and Scapens, 1996; Llewelyn, 2003; Denzin and Lincoln, 2003; 

Silverman, 2004; Irvine and Gaffikin, 2006; Vincent et al. 2006; Cooper 2008; Maxwell, 

2009, Flick, 2009). Yin (2009) mentioned that qualitative case study investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon. However, a simple narrative discussion does not make case 

study research. The phenomenon examined should be of theoretical significance (Booth, 

1991). Humphrey and Scapens (1996) also mentioned that a theoretical framework is 

regarded essential for any case study. Yin (2009) argued that the use of theory is an 

immense aid in defining the appropriate research design and data collection. He further 

argued that the same theoretical orientation also becomes the main vehicle for 

generalizing the results of the case study. Humphrey and Scapens (1996) observed that in 

general, understandings of accounting were developed by means of illustrating the 

relevance of particular social theories and by their application to specific case studies. 

Otley and Berry (1994) expressed the same views and mentioned that case methods are in 

no sense ‘theory free’. They argued that case studies are likely to be most valuable where 

their initial theoretical positions are clear.  

One of the common criticisms of qualitative case study is generalisation. It is difficult to 

generalize case study findings because a case may not be representative of the population 

or even if representative, the findings are unique. Statistical sampling logic is not 

appropriate for case studies. To overcome this limitation, theories are widely used in case 

studies. Case studies rely on theoretical inference for the generalisability of their findings.  

To make it general, case study findings should relate theoretically relevant characteristics 

reflected in the case to one another in a logical coherent way (Mitchell, 1983). In case 

studies, therefore, theoretical generalization is possible instead of statistical 

generalisation. As Humphrey and Scapens (1996) noted theories are rhetorical devices for 

both interpreting case studies and convincing the research community as to the validity of 

the case findings and interpretations. 
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Llewelyn (2003) also expressed the same notion. Llewelyn (2003) argued that in 

management and accounting disciplines qualitative research engages in empirical work to 

collect information on organisational actions, events, structures and processes. She 

(2003) further mentioned that after the field research is over, the qualitative researcher 

faces some challenging questions. The questions are: how should these actions or events 

is understood? Or how can the organisational structures or processes are explained? Her 

advice is to ‘incorporate some theory’ to understand these organisational issues. Llewelyn 

(2003) claimed that theorization or conceptual framing is the ‘value addition’ in 

qualitative academic research. She further stated that theory and data are interdependent 

in social science and the meaning of data cannot be understood without theory and 

theories cannot be validated through data.  

3.  Structurataion Theory 

Anthony Giddens is considered as one of the most influential modern sociologists. His 

structuration theory explores the connection between individual and social system that 

shape our social reality. Giddens’s structuration theory is concerned with the relationship 

between the actions of agents and the structuring of social systems in the production, 

reproduction and regulation of social order. As accounting and management control 

systems are socially constructed (Ryan et al., 1992; Alam and Nandan, 2008; Busco, 

2009), Giddens’s structuration theory can be used to obtain a better understanding of 

human actions and to explore how accounting and management control devices are 

implicated in the wider social context through time. As Conrad (2005) mentioned: 

Structuration theory affords a way of making sense of the social processes which 

have helped shape management control. It can contribute to an analysis of the 

changes which have taken place in an organisational level and at a wider societal 

level, which have led to the emergence of new social systems. 

Craib (2011) argued that a researcher can look at any social phenomenon from the point 

of view of strategic action or from that of institutional analysis. Craib (2011) further 

argued that one can employ Giddens’s approach as a set of compatible concepts for such 

research. Macintosh and Quattrone (2010) suggested Giddens’s structuration theory as a 

valuable framework for management accounting research and mentioned that this theory 

is a more focused, informative, integrative, yet efficient, way to analyze how accounting 

systems are implicated in the construction, maintenance and changes of the social order 

of an organization, than many frameworks used in previous studies.  

Social systems are systems of social interaction (Giddens, 1979, p. 66), which ‘comprises 

of the situated activities of human agents reproduced across time and space’ (Giddens, 

1984, p. 25). In analysing the social system, Giddens differentiated between system and 

structure. Systems are not structures but social systems have structures (Giddens, 1984, p. 

66). Structures are the rules and resources or codes of action which are used in social 
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interaction to guide the actors’ behaviour in a social setting. Agency, the other major 

attribute of a social system, is the intentional actions of self-conscious individual 

members of the system as they interact with others in social situations.  

Agency is the ability of individuals to be purposive in social settings and to reflexively 

monitor their own and other actions. According to Giddens (1976, 1979, 1984) actors are 

conceptualized not simply as social dupes governed by independent structures, rather as 

existential beings who reflexively monitor their conduct and make choices in social 

settings. Structuration denotes that structure and agency exist in a recursive relationship. 

The following Table provides the components of structure, system and structuration: 

Table: Structure, System and Structuration 

STRUCTURE 
Rules and resources organised as properties of social systems.  

Structure only exists as ‘structural properties’. 

SYSTEM 
Reproduced relations between actors or collectivities, 

organised as regular social practices. 

STRUCTURATION 
Conditions governing the continuity or transformation of 

structures, and therefore the reproduction of systems. 

Source: (Giddens, 1979, p. 66) 

Giddens (1979, p. 64) claimed that every social system has structures. Structure refers to 

the structuring properties which are the ‘rules and resource, recursively implicated in the 

reproduction of social systems’ (Giddens, 1979, p. 64). Giddens et al. (2011) argued that 

social structure is not like a physical structure, such as building, which exists 

independently of human actions. Giddens et al., (2011) further argued that human 

societies are always in the process of structuration. They are reconstructed at every 

moment.  

Giddens (1979, p. 64) mentioned:  

The modalities of structuration are drawn upon by the actors in the production of 

interaction, but at the same time are the media of the reproduction of the structural 

components of systems of interaction’ (Giddens, 1979, p. 81).  

In a social setting, actors produce and reproduce structures but at the same time are also 

guided by them. Giddens (1976, 1979, and 1984) identified that structure in its 

conventional sense as referring to the structuring properties of any social system. 

Structures are the codes, rules, blueprints or formulas that shape social behaviour. 

Agency, in contrast, depicts social life as actively constituted by individuals who 

subjectively produce shared understandings which guide them in social setting. 

According to Giddens (1976, 1979 and 1984) action and structure normally appear in 
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both the sociological and philosophical literature as antinomies. Giddens (1976, 1979 and 

1984) argued that action and structure presuppose one another, but that recognition of this 

dependence, which is a dialectical relation, necessitates a reworking both of a series of 

concepts linked to each of these terms, and of the terms themselves. Structure guide 

individual’s behaviour in contexts of co-presence, and they are available to agents as a 

blueprint for action.  

The structures are both the medium and the outcome of interaction. Giddens argued that 

action and structure cannot be separated but presuppose one another. Giddens termed it as 

‘duality of structure’. 

“By the duality of structure I mean that social structures are both constituted by 

human agency, and yet at the same time are the very medium of this constitution” 

(Giddens, 1976, p. 121).  

Structure and agency exists in a recursive relationship that Giddens termed structuration. 

Structuration and the duality of structure are key concepts in understanding the continuity 

of social reproduction. The constitution of agency and structure are not two 

independently given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality (Moore, 2011; 

Busco, 2009; Conrad, 2005). In a social setting, actors produce and reproduce structure 

but at the same time are also guided by them. So, the structures are both the medium and 

the outcome of interaction. Giddens (1976, 1979 and 1984) argued that action and 

structure cannot be separated but presuppose one another. Giddens termed it as ‘duality 

of structure’. 

Giddens (1979) suggested that within the processes of structuration there are three 

dimensions of social structure: signification (meaning), domination (power) and 

legitimation (morality). Signification is the rules or aspects of rules. These are codes or 

modes of coding. Domination involves authorization and allocation. Legitimation is the 

modes of normative regulation. When people act, they draw from these structures. 

Agents in their actions constantly produce and reproduce the social constructs and 

Giddens mentioned that all human interaction is inextricably composed of structure of 

meaning, power and moral framework. These three dimensions are only analytically 

separable properties of structures (Giddens, 1979, p. 97) and are inextricably linked in 

reality. The following Table shows the dimensions of social structure.  

Table: Dimensions of Social Structure 

Signification Theory of coding 

Domination Theory of authorisation and allocation 

Legitimation Theory of normative regulation 

Source: (Giddens, 1979, p. 97). 
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In every dimension there are modalities through which interactions are made and the 

main processes of human action during interaction are: communication, the exercising of 

power and sanctioning of conduct. 

The following Figure shows Giddens’s structuration framework.  

Figure: Structuration framework 

       

structure signification … domination … legitimation  

       

modality interpretive 

scheme 

… facility … norm  

       

interaction communication … power … sanction 

 

 

       

Source: (Giddens, 1984, p. 29) 

The third line of the Figure refers to the elements of interaction: communication, power 

and sanction. Second line represents modalities which refer to the mediation of 

interaction and structure in processes of social reproduction (Giddens, 1984, p. 29). Here 

modalities are interpretive scheme, facility and norm. Those on the first line are 

characterizations of structure, signification, domination and legitimation. Signification 

refers to the communication of meaning in interaction. It is the cognitive dimension of 

social life which has interpretative schemes. Interpretive schemes are ‘standardized 

elements of stock of knowledge, applied by actors in the production of interaction’ 

(Giddens, 1984, p. 30). In the signification structure, agents draw upon interpretative 

schemes in order to communicate with each other and at the same time reproduce them. 

In the domination structure the use of power in interaction involves the application of 

facilities. The facilities are both drawn from an order of domination and at the same time, 

as they are applied, reproduce that order of domination (Giddens, 1984, p. 30). The final 

structure is that of legitimation which involves moral constitution of interaction, and the 

relevant modality here is the norms of a society or community which draw from a 

legitimate order, and yet by that very constitution reconstitute it (Giddens, 1976, p. 123).  

These three structures constitute the shared set of values and ideals about what is 

important and should happen in social settings. According to Giddens (1976, p. 104) any 

interaction can be analyzed in terms of these ‘three fundamental elements: its constitution 

as ‘‘meaningful’’; its constitution as a moral order; and its constitution as the operation of 
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relations of power’. Giddens (1979, p. 81) argued that ‘the communication of meaning 

does not take place separately from the operations of relations of power, or outside the 

context of normative sanctions’ and ‘all social practices involve these three elements’ 

(Giddens, 1979, p. 82). Giddens mentioned that communication, power and morality are 

integral elements of interaction, so signification, domination and legitimation are only 

analytically separable properties of structures (Giddens, 1976, p. 123). 

Giddens (1990, p. 303) argued that no generalized account of social change is possible 

since all social practices are irremediably contextual (Giddens, 1990, p. 301), and 

outcomes are erratic (Giddens, 1990, p. 303). Giddens (1990, p.303) mentioned that 

structuration theory provides an analysis of the major types of social change. Lawrence et 

al. (1997) observed social changes and adopted structuration theory in their research. 

They (1997) mentioned that the use of systems in practice depends on people’s interest 

and to understand those systems in use, it is necessary to understand the social aspects of 

organization. Over time these systems are subject to change. There may be both slow 

evolutionary and sudden revolutionary change. 

Structuration Theory has derived from the concept in sociology that offers perspectives 

on human behavior based on a synthesis of structure and agency effect. The theory is 

quite a lot discussed in the context of organizations research also. It has been discussed 

widely in the social, economic and ecological determinants of livelihoods, discussions of 

disaster preparedness, hegemonic masculinities, mental health outcomes early marriages 

and illiteracy in women, social media communication, information technology, business 

and education research etc. A number of accounting and management control researchers 

also used this theory and identified the changes using Giddens’s structuration theory in 

their research. The next section reviews a brief description about that. 

4. Structurataion Theory in Accounting and Management Control Research 

Over the last two decades it was observed that a series of alternative approaches has been 

used in accounting and management control researches. One of these approaches is 

motivated by interpretive sociology (Glaser and Strauss, 1968; Schutz, 1967). Colville 

(1981) and Rosenberg et al. (1982) first time used this approach in accounting research. 

Interpretive perspective epistemologically believes that social meaning is created during 

interaction and people’s interpretations of interactions (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006; 

Cresswell, 2007; Gaffikin, 2008). Chua (1988) argued that interpretive sociology refers to 

an intellectual tradition which focuses on the constructive and interpretive action of 

people. Llewelyn (2003) observed that qualitative research using interpretive 

methodologies now has become increasingly influential. According to these 

methodologies, accounting and management control systems are not natural phenomena 

they are socially constructed and can be changed by social actors (Ryan et al., 1992).  
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Interpretive approaches illustrate the subjective nature of the social world and tries to 

understand it primarily from the frame of reference of those being studied (Hopper and 

Powell, 1985). Hopper and Powell (1985) also mentioned that interpretive methods may 

provide useful insights. Humphrey and Scapens (1996) found that published accounting 

and management control researches have been influenced by these interpretive 

approaches of writings of social theorists and philosophers. They have adopted 

interpretive approaches by using various sociological and philosophical theories, for 

example, theories provided by Focault, Latour, Marx, Adorno, Braverman, Gramsci, 

Hebermas, Giddens, Weber and Derrida. These theoretical stances helped to understand 

issues of social control and coordination (Covaleski and Dirsmith, 1990; Covaleski et al., 

1996; Lodh and Gaffikin, 1997). Accounting and management control researchers 

adopted these theories to analyze sociological and philosophical discourse (Zawawi and 

Hoque, 2010).  

In order to gain a better understanding about the control systems in an organisation, it is 

necessary to look at the relationship between day-to-day social action and the various 

dimensions of social structure. According to Giddens (1976, 1979, 1984) social systems 

exist because they are continually created and recreated in every encounter, being the 

active accomplishment of subjects. Structuration theory may be valuable way of 

understanding the role of management accounting and control in the production and 

reproduction of the social life of any organisation (Macintosh and Scapens, 1991). For 

example, accounting and management control constitute a socially constructed and 

subjective reality. This reality can be more effectively examined by observing the social 

implications of accounting and management control systems. In this present study, it is 

assumed that multiple realities can exist in a given situation and for this reason the 

intention of the research is to promote a subjective research. The epistemological and 

ontological believes inspire the researchers to adopt structuration theory. 

Researchers in many disciplines used Giddens’ structuration theory as a conceptual 

framework for detailed longitudinal empirical studies of various social institutions 

(Macintosh and Scapens, 1990). Structuration theory created a distinctive contribution to 

alternative management accounting research (Baxter and Chua, 2003; Jacobs, 2012). A 

number of accounting and management control researchers used Giddens’s structuration 

theory as a theoretical framework for their research. Englund and Gerdin (2011a) studied 

25 years of the use of Giddens in accounting research and found that Roberts and 

Scapens (1985) first introduced Giddens’s structuration theory into accounting research. 

Since then structuration theory has become part of a larger ‘alternative’ stream of 

accounting research. Roberts and Scapens (1985) pointed out that Giddens's structuration 

theory is a valuable framework for management accounting research to expand its 

domain beyond a technical focus to include social and political phenomena; it describes 

the theory, discusses its limitations, and presents an analysis of a longitudinal case study. 
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The authors conclude that structuration theory is a more focused, informative, integrative, 

yet efficient, way to analyze how accounting systems are implicated in the construction, 

maintenance, and changes of the social order of an organization, than many frameworks 

used in previous studies. 

Structuration Theory in Accounting Research 

Englund and Gerdin (2011a) observed that a quarter of a century later, structuration 

theory informed accounting literature consisting of around 65 published papers and this 

theory has become one of the dominant alternative approaches used to explore accounting 

practices. 

Moore (2011) provided an overview of the contribution of Norman Macintosh to the 

development of structuration theory, which is then used as a sensitizing device to analyze 

the introduction of the European Union emissions trading system and the associated 

accounting interpretation as a theoretical framework that enables management accounting 

research to include social and political phenomena for the purpose of understanding 

accounting practices. In this context the role of accounting in a society can be viewed as 

an activity of independent and unbiased measurement and presentation of real economic 

phenomena with the extended view on accounting as a socio-political practice and 

ideology.  

Jack and Kholeif (2008) studied enterprise resource planning systems and the role of 

management accountant in organization. They used Giddens’s structuration theory to 

analyze how the contest over the role of the management accountant in a new 

organisation was played out during the partially successful attempt to establish enterprise 

resource planning in conjunction with a system that was felt to better support the 

requirements for performance based budgeting. 

Gurd (2008) conducted a case study on accounting and organisational change at the 

Electricity Trust of South Australia. The study adopted Giddens’s structuration theory 

and Laughlin’s framework which was developed as a middle-range theory. The study 

argued that Giddens’s theory of structuration provides richer insights from the 

dimensions of domination and legitimation. Domination brings to the fore the role of 

accounting in control as a power device and legitimation clarifies what is ‘moral’ as an 

organisation changes. 

Baxter and Chua (2003) reviewed alternative management accounting research published 

in the journal of Accounting, Organizations and Society from 1976 until 1999. They 

observed that different social theories were used in management accounting research (for 

example, Institutional theory, Structuration theory, Foucauldian approach, Latourian 

approach etc.). They argued that Giddens’s structuration theory has created a small but 

distinctive contribution to alternative management accounting research. 
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Caglio (2002) examined how the adoption of a new Enterprise Resource Planning system 

challenged the definition of the expertise and roles of accountants within organisations. 

Caglio (2002) used structuration theory and relied on the notion of duality of structure for 

insights into the processes by which new accountant practices and positions emerge. The 

findings of the study revealed that the three levels (action, modalities of structuration, 

structure) and the three dimensions of structuration (signification, legitimation 

domination) were a fundamental to the analytical process for understanding such 

transformation. 

Lawrence et al. (1997) studied accounting systems and systems of accountability in the 

New Zealand health sector. They considered accountancy as part of wider social practices 

and deployed Giddens’s structuration theory to understand the ways in which accountants 

and their practices are implicated in certain social reforms. They (1997) analyzed the 

accounting practices in the New Zealand health sector by using the conceptual structures 

of signification, legitimation and domination. They claimed that the changing system of 

accountabilities have been linked with changes to accounting practices and the Giddens’s 

theory of structuration contains within it a means of examining change in social systems. 

Lawrence and Doolin (1997) portrayed accountancy as part of wider social practices and 

also mentioned that  Giddens’s structuration theory could help them better understand the 

ways in which accountants and their practices are implicated in certain social reforms. 

Dirsmith et al., (1997) used structuration theory to analyze the exercise, resistance and 

transformation of control in the Big Six accounting firms. The focus of the research was 

to understand the interplay between structural and social facets of these firms as shaped 

by the relative power of their administrative and practitioner agents. 

In a study Macintosh and Scapens (1990) suggested Giddens’s structuration theory as a 

valuable framework for management accounting research. They mentioned that this 

theory provides a more focused, informative, integrative, yet efficient, approach in 

analyzing how accounting systems are implicated in the construction, maintenance and 

changes of the social order of an organization, than many frameworks used in previous 

studies. They applied Giddens’s structuration theory on the field study of the University 

of Wisconsin’s budget system conducted by Covaleski and Dirsmith’s (1988). Macintosh 

and Scapens (1990) mentioned that Covaleski and Dirsmith (1988) did not use 

structuration theory in analyzing the social practices that constituted the relationship 

between the university and the state. They attempted to show that these social practices 

drew upon structures of signification, legitimation and domination, and specifically 

signification structure is implicated in the relations of power. 

In a seminal study, Roberts and Scapens (1985) used Giddens’s theory. They explored 

directly the significance of adopting Giddens’s particular notions of system and structure 



Structuration Theory in Qualitative Accounting and Management Control Research: 73 

to analyze and understand accounting systems. The focus of the study was on the 

intended and actual impact of using accounting information in shaping and maintaining 

particular patterns of accountability within organisations. 

From the above discussion it is evident that the ways in which researchers draw upon 

Giddens’ structuration theory to contribute to accounting research are highly varying. It 

has been observed that accounting as the central phenomena under study is 

conceptualized in several ways by using structuration theory. 

Structuration Theory in Management Control Research 

Englund and Gerdin (2008) used Giddens’s structuration theory and argued that a duality 

perspective has great advantages for understanding management control systems change 

processes. They suggested that when embedded actors envision new management 

accounting and control systems practices, their interests, intentions and interpretations are 

all largely conditioned by the prevailing structural arrangement. Two major contributions 

are important here. First, the structuration theory has made a noteworthy contribution to 

‘alternative’ accounting research which offers challenges to a rational/positivist view of 

accounting. Second, it also offers an alternative to the more structure or agency centric 

accounting research and provides us with richer explanations of accounting change 

especially management accounting change. 

Yang (2011) studied accountability in public organisations using Giddens structuration 

theory as the theoretical framework. Yang (2011) argued that public managers deal with 

conflicting accountability pressure and Giddens’s structuration theory is used to illustrate 

a more interactive a dynamic understanding of accountability. Here, dynamic 

accountability refers to interactive relationship between human agency and accountability 

structure and to the causal mechanisms linking accountability, behavior, and outcome in a 

long period of time. 

Conrad (2005) studied the consequences of regulation for management control and 

organisational change by means of a case study in the British gas industry. Giddens’s 

structuration theory has been adopted as an analytical framework for the study. The study 

revealed that accounting systems and systems of accountability were important 

management control systems in organisations that can be understood in terms of the 

interaction of structures of signification, legitimation and domination.  

Busco and Scapens (2011) explored the nature, roles and dynamics of change of 

management accounting and control systems in processes of continuous organisational 

learning and transformation. They adopted structuration theory to develop an institutional 

framework for interpreting the ways in which routinised systems of accountability bind 

the ongoing processes of cultural transformation across time and space. 
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Here, systems of accountability uncover the potential of measurement‐ based systems of 

management for aligning business processes with corporate strategies. Such systems 

sustain continuous processes of transformation by infusing organisational culture with 

financial and non‐ financial metrics of accountability. 

Behrang (2011) argued that structuration theory is one of the most important synthetically 

theories in sociology. It is a comprehensive framework for description and analyzing 

social structure and practice of social agent with synthesizing micro and macro 

sociological theories. Behrang (2011) used this theory in social control research by 

providing practical implications. 

Gao and Li (2010) used structuration theory in a benchmarking analysis of China’s 

telecommunication market. The case study demonstrated structuration theory as a useful 

tool for the benchmarking analysis. By using structuration theory, they showed that social 

and technological elements in China determined the formulation of its national 

telecommunications transformation strategy. 

Busco (2009) reviewed the pillars and the rationale of Giddens’s structuration theory and 

offered a snapshot of the impact of these ideas on research in management accounting 

and control systems. Busco (2009) claimed that in conceptualizing as a way of making 

sense of social life, structuration theory presents a sensitizing device for researchers, 

which can be drawn upon in a selective way in thinking about research questions or 

interpreting findings. 

Coad and Herbert (2009) pointed out that for three decades, the use of structuration 

theory has made a distinctive contribution to management accounting and control 

research. Coad and Herbert (2009) also argued that structuration theory advocates 

moving away from the relatively abstract concepts evident in the work of Giddens, 

towards providing more concrete constructs that give epistemological and 

methodological guidance to researchers in the field. 

Englund and Gerdin (2008) argued that Giddens’s way of conceptualizing how structures 

work as both the medium for and outcome of human action- duality of structure- has 

emphasized as a valuable point of departure when studying management accounting and 

control systems in its social context. They agreed that social structure and human action 

as intrinsically interconnected is one of the main contributions of structuration theory to 

the study of management accounting and control systems as a social and political 

phenomenon.  

Staehr (2008) studied the role of managerial agency in achieving business benefits from 

enterprise resource planning systems. The social theory chosen to analyze enterprise 

resource planning implementation and use was structuration theory. Staehr (2008) argued 

that structuration theory emphasizes the importance of human agency in social systems 
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and is therefore, an appropriate theory to use when examining the role of managerial 

agency. 

Sawabe and Ushio (2008) studied how management philosophy and management 

accounting are linked to each other through practice. They used Giddens’s structuration 

theory in their study and noted that structuration theory bridges the gap between static 

and objective notions of structure that govern agency, and dynamic and subjective 

notions of agency, by positing two realms of social order. One is the realm of structure 

where institutions define identity and appropriate behavior in relationships between 

actors; the other is the realm of agency, where actors interact with each other. 

Abou-Zeid (2007) investigated the relationship between social capital, communities of 

practice and individual human action to understand the dynamic of cross level knowledge 

creation and utilization and in understanding management of organisational learning 

process. This study looked at the relationship using Giddens’s structuration theory and it 

provided an integrating meta-theory that recognized social reality as being constituted by 

both subjective human actions and by objective institutional properties.  

Tull and Dumay (2007) conducted a case study on intellectual capital practice in a 

European manufacturing firm, in order to evaluate the impact of the management of 

intellectual capital on the organization. They adopted structuration theory as the 

analytical framework of their study. They argued that structuration theory provides a 

useful framework for analysing how management intended their promotion and 

routinization of intellectual capital narrative to help make cognitive links between 

intellectual capital indicators and their meaning, in support of a program of 

improvements in process and product innovation. 

Uddin and Tsamenyi (2005) conducted a study on budgetary control processes and public 

interests in the context of public sector reforms in Ghana. They drew on the dialectic of 

control from structuration theory to explore how budgeting operated in the public sector 

in LDCs and examined how different state bodies and agents interact to shape the current 

practices of management control and budgeting in Ghanaian state enterprises. 

Evans and Brooks (2005) claimed that Giddens’s structuration theory helps to reveal how 

technical systems can support or hinder human interaction in societal, organisational, and 

personal contexts. They examined the potential of structuration theory to facilitate an 

understanding of social and organisational issues that surround collaboration using new 

technologies. 

Kaplan (2005) adopted structuration theory to explore strategic choice under uncertainty. 

The study focused specifically on the structures of signification, one of the three 

dimensions of the structuration model. In applying structuration theory to question of 

strategy, the study argued that a focus on more purposive actions was essential. 
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Dillard et al. (2004) proposed Giddens’s theory for grounding and expanding institutional 

theory to more fully articulate institutionalization processes. They incorporated 

structuration theory into the institutional representation and made an attempt to address 

both routine and crisis change at the societal level, and the organisation level. They found 

that signification, legitimation and domination structure can be changed by the action of 

human agents at all three levels of social organisation. 

Scheytt et al., (2003) studied management control systems and explored notions of 

control across cultures. They argued that the concept of control is one of the most 

important and yet complex notions of management accounting theory and practice. Their 

empirical study was based on four European countries. They used structuration theory 

and explored differences in notions of control across European cultures. 

Buhr (2002) used structuration theory to investigate the initiation of environmental 

reports at two Canadian pulp and paper companies. The study argued that the dimension 

of domination and the nature of agent- structure interplay are used to understand the 

process of initiation. 

Hassall (2000) employed the theory of structuration to illustrate the effect created by new 

information technologies within an organization in terms of the capabilities and potentials 

introduced to the existing system(s) and social structures. The study argued that the 

central concepts of structuration, action and structure duality, were useful in forming a 

perspective for information systems and organizational research. 

Olesen and Myers (1999) studied the use of information technology to facilitate 

communication and collaboration. They adopted structuration theory to help understand 

the way in which groupware may or may not improve patterns of communication and 

collaboration in organisations. 

Sewell (1992) studied the theory of structure, duality, agency, and transformations. The 

study argued that the concept of structure can be integrated with various other fields of 

research in addition to sociology. Sewell (1992) argued that in management research, the 

notion of duality of structure may also be utilized to better understand the relationship 

between firm’s routine capabilities and dynamic capabilities. 

Macintosh and Scapens (1991) examined the potential of Giddens’s structuration theory 

as a way to extend the theoretical domain of management accounting and control 

research into the realm of social theory. They claimed that structuration theory can 

provide a sensitizing devise to make sense of organisational change and this theory may 

be a valuable way of understanding the role of management accounting and control in the 

production and reproduction of the social life of any organisation. Macintosh and 

Scapens (1991) also argued that structuration theory includes both structure and agency 

and explains interrelationships between them. They (1991) claimed that this theory has 
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significance in the existing literature where most management accounting theories 

privilege either structure or agency at the cost of ignoring or marginalizing other 

positions. They (1991) also found that management accounting studies that focus on 

supervisory and evaluation style, budgetary participation and budgetary slack ignore 

social structures in explaining managers’ response and implementation of management 

control systems. In contrast, structuration theory with its structuration and duality of 

structure includes structure and agency. In structuration theory, social phenomena are 

neither the product of structure or agency alone, but of both.  

Capps et al., (1989) studied in the area of the National Coal Board to explore the role of 

an accounting system in producing and reproducing organisational culture. They adopted 

Giddens’s theory of structuration to illustrate how accountability and control were 

dynamically related within interaction to structures of meaning and power. 

It has been observed that continuity and change within management control systems  by 

using Giddens’s theory have been described in these researches and explained in various 

ways. Different methodological approaches have also been used to study management 

control systems.  

5.  Conclusion 

Structuration theory is a social ontology, which defines the sorts of things exist in the 

world. Giddens explores that social phenomena and events are always contingent and 

open-ended. He defines ‘social practices’ which, he argues, produce and are reproduced 

by structures. Structures, for Giddens, are not something external to social actors but are 

rules and resources produced and reproduced by actors in their practices. Giddens argues 

that human agency and social structure are not two separate concepts or constructs, but 

these are together produced by social action and interaction. As accounting and 

management control systems are socially constructed, Giddens’ structuration theory is 

widely used in these researches and use of this theory has made a distinctive contribution 

in accounting and management control research literature. The everyday work of 

accounting and management professionals is socially and organizationally structured. The 

findings of the identified research states that structuration theory can be a valuable 

contribution and policy implications to these professionals as it provides  necessary 

concepts for the study of interrelationship between their everyday work and the social 

structures that inflame reflective thinking. In this paper, it is strongly argued that Giddens 

is able to deal with a recurrent difficulty in accounting and management control for both 

continuity and change. 

The purpose of the present study was to review structuration oriented accounting and 

management control literature and suggests emerging avenues for future research where 

Giddens could be applied. It is evident that few researchers have looked at the interplay 
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between accounting and management control systems as a social structure and accounting 

and management control systems as an information system or even viewed accounting 

and management control systems as a technical artefact. It has also been observed that 

there is no systematic investigation of how accounting and management control systems 

are implicated in organizational action. An important research agenda for the future may 

be to explore how, when and why accounting and management control systems may 

interplay over time. 

One of the major criticisms of Giddens’s theory is its lack of cross-reference between 

theoretical debate and empirical research (Clark et al. 1990). Roberts (2014) argued that 

structuration theory does not take the agency of accounting seriously.  Roberts (2014) 

further claimed that structuration and accounting share a lack of ethics. However, 

Giddens suggested that this theory can be employed as a sensitizing device. The major 

strength of this theory is that it synthesizes the actors’ approach and the system approach, 

emphasizing the inevitable human agency in the reproduction of systems or structures 

(Lawrence et al., 1997).  

The present study tries to identify the gaps in the literature and observed that sources of 

social changes are largely underexplored. The present study put emphasis on the daily 

reproduction of accounting and management control practices in the organizational and 

social context to understand the essential transformational character of all human actions. 

It is expected that it will help to examine the organizational and social implications of 

accounting and management control systems. 
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