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Abstract

Over the last 15 years, numerous authors have suggested that opportunities for relevant
real-world research are being missed, while a large portion of accounting research
lacks relevance. Although most prominent in the management accounting literature,
such comments are now increasingly addressed to accounting information systems
(AIS). This paper reviews the literature calling for more relevant accounting research,
identifies contributions field-based research makes to AIS, considers barriers to real-
world research, and calls for a shift toward real-world AIS research.

Introduction

uring the last fifteen years, a number of
D papers and books have suggested that
opportunities for relevant real-world
research endeavors are being missed, while a
large portion of academic accounting research
lacks relevance. Similar thoughts were voiced in
an AIS-context during a panel of journal editors
at the 1995 AIS Research Symposium, when the
point was made repeatedly that AIS research has
lost its way.

AIS researchers need to pay more atten-
tion to what practice requires of our graduates
and what would be of benefit to both practice
and industry, rather than spending time and en-
ergy on research activities that lack relevance to
the real-world of accounting and accounting in-
formation systems. However, among the views
expressed at the Research Symposium was that a

Readers with comments or questions are encour-
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major shift in the current nature of AIS research
is unlikely in the short-term, especially given the
low numbers of AIS doctoral students.

This paper reviews the literature calling
for accounting research that is more relevant to
the real-world of accounting, identifies contribu-
tions that field research can and has made to the
AIS discipline, considers the perceived barriers
to real-world research, and calls for a shift to-
ward real-world AIS research.

Criticisms of accounting research

Criticisms of accounting research can be
classified in two ways - ignorance and irrele-
vance. Ignorance in the sense that this research is
conducted by academicians unaware of what is
actually happening in the real world. Irrelevance
in the sense that it is being undertaken by acade-
micians intent upon producing output that ap-
pears scientific and rigorous, rather than directly
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applicable to the real world.
Ignorance

Johnson and Kaplan (1987) asserted that
academic accountants tend to use economic mod-
els that oversimplify the real world. As a result,
their models, which seem appropriate in their
apparently useful findings, are of limited use
when applied to the multi-product multi-process
real-world.

The academics developed their ideas by logic and
deductive reasoning. They did not attempt to
study the problems actually faced by managers of
organizations producing hundreds of thousands

of products in complex production processes (p.
176).

They saw a research stage in which uni-
versity researchers were not only undertaking re-
search from a position of ignorance, they were
also missing any significant input from practitio-
ners that could have helped correct the miscon-
ceptions of their ignorance:

Researchers ... were busy developing highly so-
phisticated models for management accounting in
simplified, stylized production settings. The re-
search was neither motivated by actual organiza-
tional phenomena nor tested nor even testable on
the data from contemporary organizations.
Meanwhile, practicing management accountants
were not writing about either the problems or the
innovations in their organizations (p. 177).

This apparent ignorance of the real-world
is also evident in the content of many accounting
courses (IMA 1994). As suggested by the Big
Eight (1989), accounting faculty frequently
overlook significant sources of information when
devising their syllabi, relying solely on textbooks
and official pronouncements.

Bricker and Previts (1990) suggest that
this gap between research and reality is
"characterized by a popular perception of a lack
of common interest between members of the aca-
demic and practice communities (p.1)." Mulford
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et al. (1992) concur. The existence of such a gap
is supported by the decreasing number of practi-
tioner members of the American Accounting As-
sociation. In 1969, the number of practitioner
members was 8,642. Currently, the number of
practitioner members is only around one-sixth of
that level, at 1,466 (AAA, 1995).

Irrelevance

While perhaps the clearest and certainly
the most cited views on relevance were proposed
by Johnson and Kaplan (1987), they were not the
first to raise this issue. Earlier work includes
Coats et al. (1983) who concluded from a study
of management accounting practices in 14 com-
panies that a substantial gap persisted between
theory and practice. In 1984, Mattessich recog-
nized a pressing need to bridge the constantly
growing gap between academicians and practi-
tioners. Wyatt (1989) suggested that the limited
impact of accounting research on practice is due
to this gap.

Scapens (1991) considered the relevance
of management accounting research to practice.
He concluded that the gap between theory and
practice is reflected in a gap between theoretical
research and practical research, and that practical
research needs a theoretical framework capable
of practical application. He believed that an ap-
propriate framework would likely come from a
study of existing practice - that is, field-based re-
search.

A similar gap has been perceived in AIS
research. Very few field studies have been re-
ported in AIS over the past decade - less than ten
articles in that period in Journal of Information
Systems and Accounting Systems Journal com-
bined. The entire issue has now become so acute
that it was raised at length by members of an
editors panel at the 1995 AIS Research Sympo-
sium, who made a general call for more field-
based research. This lack of activity has not oc-
curred because of either a lack of data or a lack
of opportunity. O'Leary (1988), for example,
wrote:
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There is little in the literature going beyond this
basic model indicating how to estimate such costs
... [of development] ... or implementation hours.
Yet, those ... [management consulting] ... firms
probably have substantial data that would facili-
tate such a study [p.30].

In addition, corporations implementing account-
ing information systems and/or accounting firms
involved in the on-going development of ac-
counting information systems offer the opportu-
nity for researchers to study a number of issues
beyond the scope of the work papers. Accounting
researchers can function as participant observers
or just observers in the development of account-
ing information systems [p.34].

Field research opportunities do exist in AIS, but
few researchers are taking advantage of those
opportunities.

What can field-based research contribute to
the AIS discipline?

Before considering how AIS field-based
research may be conducted, it would be appro-
priate to define the domain of interest - Ac-
counting Information Systems. Cushing and
Romney (1994, p.14) suggest that an AIS
"supports day-to-day operations by collecting and
storing data about an organization's transac-
tions." McCarthy (1995) suggests that "the de-
fining feature of an AIS is that it deals with
transaction processing for accountability pur-
poses - i.e., it is concerned with tracking eco-
nomic resources as they flow into, out of, and
around an enterprise." Hollander et al. (1996,
p.9) provide possibly the most all-encompasing
and generally appropriate definition: "the infra-
structure that supports the production and deliv-
ery of accounting's information product."

What research questions are interesting
to both AIS researchers and AIS practitioners?
Some broad examples can be surmised: how well
an AIS tracks economic resources; how well an
AIS promotes accountability; what is the nature
and delivery of an AIS's accounting information
product. All these endeavors should involve (but
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not necessarily be limited to) field research.

In its purest form, field-based research,
"involves the study of behavior in 'natural set-
tings' (Fielding 1993, page 157)" and entails, ac-
cording to Hammersley and Atkinson (1983, p2)
participating "overtly or covertly, in people's
daily lives for an extended period of time,
watching what happens, listening to what is said,
asking questions, in fact collecting whatever data
are available to throw light on the issues with
which he or she is concerned." They also suggest
that it can be contrasted with 'artificial' methods
(e.g. laboratory experiments) that are incapable
of capturing the meaning of everyday human ac-
tivities.

Field-based research methodologies in-
clude field experiments, action research and case
studies. These methods are typified by the obser-
vation of contemporary phenomena in a natural
setting. These methods often employ multiple
sources of evidence (Yin 1981). In contrast to
both laboratory experiments and most surveys,
field research methods do not require investiga-
tion of phenomena from a distance but rather, the
researcher is right in the middle of the authentic
setting of the system and its organization. The
entire complexity of the real-world situation is
open for potential discovery.

Bonoma (1985) characterized research
methodologies based on their degree of both cur-
rency and data integrity. Some methods are
highest in data integrity (e.g. laboratory experi-
ments) while others provide the highest currency
(e.g. field studies). In accounting, research on
information systems has mostly utilized the
methods with the least currency: survey research
and laboratory experiments. A brief summary of
non-field research in AIS is presented next, fol-
lowed by a description of the value of AIS field
research, examples of AIS field research, and

suggestions for creating field research opportuni-
ties.

Non-field Research in AIS

Laboratory experiments are studies in
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which variables other than the one (or few) under
immediate scrutiny are controlled. The research
is usually conducted in a physically isolated lo-
cation, separate from usual real-life conditions
(Kerlinger, 1986). Laboratory experiments are
popular in academia as they can be done with a
controlled amount of resources and students can
often be used as subjects (e.g. Amer 1991; Chu
1991; Sangster and Wilson 1991; Borthick et al.
1990; Murphy 1990; Sen and Yardley 1989;
Harmon et al. 1988). Practitioners are also used
as subjects when possible.

Survey research investigates populations
by questioning a subset of the population for the
purpose of discovering relative existence, distri-
bution, and relationships of many variables
(Kerlinger, 1986). Surveys are a prevalent means
of gathering information, particularly from prac-
tice settings, without physically intruding on the
practitioner's work (e.g., Seddon and Yip 1992;
Seddon et al. 1992, Gray 1991; Lovata 1990,
Ferguson et al 1990, Beatty et al. 1990, Doney
1990; Masoner 1990; Doney 1989; Doty et al.
1989; Raghunathan and Raghunathan 1989;
Raghunathan and Raghunathan 1988; Fields et
al. 1986). Surveys of students also provide useful
information (e.g. Christensen and Eining 1991).

Many literature reviews concerning arti-
ficial intelligence in accounting have been pub-
lished. These may be considered a special type of
survey, i.e. one in which the existing literature is
surveyed (rather than people) for the purpose of
description, for the development or application
of a new model to the previous literature
(Hunton and Price 1994), or for the purpose of
identifying new directions (Borthick 1987).

Value of AIS field research

Field research provides the discipline
with value in several ways. First, it assists in
bridging the gap between accounting research
and the real-world of accounting. Second, it pro-
vides a means of addressing real-world problems
of accounting practitioners and organizations.
One might say that field research serves to com-
bat both ignorance and irrelevance.

24

Ignorance

While laboratory experiments and sur-
veys are valid means of investigation, their cur-
rency is limited. In many areas of information
systems research, the study of real-world organi-
zations in their natural settings is needed (Kaplan
and Duchon 1988; Benbasat et al. 1987). Ac-
counting researchers forego valuable information
when innovations of practitioners are overlooked
as objects of investigation (Benbasat et al. 1987).
Such innovations can be best understood by
studying them in their native environments.
Thus, via field research, AIS researchers become
more knowledgeable about AIS and accounting
organizations.

Irrelevance

Through field research, AIS researchers
study the real problems of accounting organiza-
tions in their real setting. This affords the re-
searcher the opportunity to solve real business
problems. This is what the customers of ac-
counting research really want (Elliott 1991).

Field research in AIS

Discussing the role of field research,
Kaplan (1993) suggests that the traditional meth-
ods of social science research (e.g. empirical
analysis of large data sets, analytic models of un-
derstood phenomena), are perhaps useful and ef-
fective for examining the currently existing
world. However, these methods are less useful
for inquiring into major organizational structural
changes and the role of accounting systems in
organizations. Field research can advance the
state of AIS knowledge to encompass more of the
real world of accounting information systems.

Some AIS field research has been un-
dertaken, albeit very little. Field-based strategies
that have been used in AIS include field experi-
ments and case studies. Other field research
methods, such as action research, can also be
used to study accounting information systems re-
search questions (Trewin 1988).
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Field experiments

Field experiments are research studies
undertaken in a real-world situation in which the
researcher is able to manipulate variables under
conditions that are as carefully controlled as the
setting permits. The strength of field experiments
over laboratory experiments is realism. This re-
alistic setting promotes external validity of the
results, because realistic situations yield more
generalizable results. This method is useful for
answering practical questions and testing theories
(Kerlinger, 1986). For example, Plumlee and
Snowball (1987) performed a field experiment in
an internal audit context.

Action Research

Action research is "a smali-scale inter-
. vention in the functioning of the real world and a
close examination of the effects of such interven-
tion (Halsey 1972)." Closely linked to manage-
ment consultancy, examples would include a re-
search team investigating the process of change
in an organization's AIS, and a sole researcher
acting as consultant on changes to the accounting
system in use in a small public accounting firm.

According to Cohen and Manion (1994),
action research has two major phases: (1) diag-
nosis - problem analysis and hypothesis devel-
opment and (2) therapy - hypothesis testing
through consciously directed change

Action research would be appropriate
wherever "specific knowledge is required for a
specific situation; or when a new approach is to
be grafted onto an existing system (Cohen and
Manion, 1994, p.194)." Examples of situations
that are familiar to accounting educators and
where action research would be appropriate in-
clude the introduction of new course texts, or the
adoption of computer-assisted learning. In an
AIS context, examples would include the intro-
duction of a new payroll system, or the introduc-
tion of a new user interface for the on-line in-
ventory record system.
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Case studies

Several case studies of accounting con-
texts have been undertaken (e.g., Baldwin-
Morgan, 1994; Masoner 1992; Rahman 1992;
Wu 1992; Greer and Rockness 1987; Fasci
1986). Case studies investigate contemporary
events or processes in real-world situations. No
effort is made to separate the phenomenon under
study from its real-world context, often because
to do so would be difficult or counter-productive
to the research purpose (Yin 1994). Several types
of case studies can be useful to AIS researchers:
exploratory, descriptive and explanatory - for
example, case studies can be used to explore new
information processes, to describe an existing ac-
counting information system, or to explain the
results of implementing internal controls.

Creating field research opportunities

So far as field-based research is con-
cerned, an opportunistic approach should be
adopted. The theoretically desirable must give
way to the practically feasible. As a result, field-
based research is not likely to be conducted to a
strict format and timetable. Attempts to structure
such work so as to validate or test hypotheses
developed in advance from the existing literature
are likely to be problematic at best, impossible
much of the time. Yet, when the research is
written-up, it may need to present the impression
that the work undertaken was based on prior
work. (Buchanan et al. 1988)

Nevertheless, one of the features of field-
based research is that it enables theories to be
developed. By its very nature, it should be flexi-
ble and unconstrained in the face of opportunity -
could it be wrong to interview Bill Gates about
the future of IT just because you had not pre-
pared in advance? Would it be wrong to include
the findings from that interview merely because
you had not previously read the appropriate lit-
erature? No, but it would be appropriate to re-
view the appropriate literature before writing-up
the findings. Rigor in reporting field-based re-
search is a flexible control. It must be, because
the research must be.
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One of the keys to successful field-based
research is gaining access. Buchanan et al.
(1988) offer five pieces of advice on how to do
so: (1) allow for a lengthy period of negotiation,
(2) use friends and relatives wherever possible,
(3) use non-threatening language when explain-
ing the nature and purpose of the study, (4) deal
positively with the respondents’ reservations with
respect to time and confidentiality, and (5) offer
a report of your findings

They also recommend developing good
relationships with subjects so as to reduce to a
minimum any sense of threat (Cassell [1988] de-
scribes this as the need to 'fit-in'.), insisting on
being alone with subjects during interviews, al-
lowing cosmetic censorship of transcripts and
summaries of conversations, and terminating the
research in such a way as to maximize the possi-
bility of returning later.

This advice should be useful to AIS re-
searchers ready to answer the call for more rele-
vant research on accounting information systems.

What are the impediments to field research?

Although, field research is not particu-
larly common in the AIS literature, the previous
section illustrates the value that field-based re-
search can bring to the AIS domain. The lack of
field-based research could be due to a combina-
tion of a number of perceived impediments to
work of this type. However, many of these per-
ceived impediments lack substance when closely
examined.

The nature of the accounting profession

Field research invades the environment
of the professionals who participate and may
place demands on their resources. Billable hours
and timely accounting reports may be adversely
effected when practitioners participate in field re-
search. Therefore, convincing practitioners to
participate is not an inconsequential preliminary
task. However, while this is a barrier, it is not
necessarily a difficult one to overcome, as evi-
denced by the existence of field studies in a
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number of accounting organizations and con-
texts.

The proprietary nature of systems and methods

Field research may be impeded due to
the proprietary nature of many accounting re-
lated systems or task methods. Big Six firms, for
example, are not generally willing to expose
their information technology or methods of work
(e.g. audit programs) to public view. Firms who
believe they have attained a comparative advan-
tage will be loathe to compromise it. However,
promises of anonymity, plus the typical delays in
publishing suggest that this need not be a major
impediment. AIS research has been undertaken
and published under these circumstances (e.g.
Wu 1992; Baldwin-Morgan 1994).

The expense of field research

One practical factor limiting field re-
search is expense, measured both in costs and re-
search time. Researchers undertaking field-based
research may have to miss teaching and other
duties in order to spend time doing the research.
However, sabbaticals, faculty internships/second-
ments, external research funding - all contribute
towards making the impacts of field-based re-
search upon the other duties of the researcher
more manageable. Funding can also provide re-
sources to pay for these duties to be performed
by someone else. Possible funding sources in-
clude the Research Foundation of the Chartered
Institute of Management Accountants, the Insti-
tute of Internal Auditors Research Foundation,
the IMA Institute for Applied Research, the Na-
tional Council on Automated Information Re-
trieval, and the various foundations of Big Six
accounting firms.

The perception of field research

Field research has been viewed as "less
elegant, less scientific (Kaplan 1985, p.3)."
Clearly, some researchers, even well-respected
ones, erroneously view field research as non-
quantitative and less rational, which is not an ap-
propriate assumption (Yin 1981). Some ac-
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counting researchers may view field research as
less scientific, even though the track record of
field research in other fields (biological sciences,
for example) is highly respected and both ac-
counting researchers and practitioners have
called for more field research (Kaplan 1993; El-
liott 1991). Field research, in fact, may utilize
both quantitative and qualitative evidence, and
multiple data collection methods (Yin 1981).
"While it may be less elegant and more time-
consuming than other research strategies, field-
based research is certainly not less scientific.
Each research strategy fulfills a need in the over-
all scientific scheme [Trewin 1988, p.105]."

The lack of status for field research

Tenure and promotion are increasingly
dependent upon a perceived quality in research
output, frequently measured by the outlet se-
lected. While publication of field research in
core financial accounting journals, such as the
Accounting Review and the Journal of Account-
ing Research, would be problematic (due to their
emphasis on quantitative material) there remain a
large number of accounting and information
systems related journals where publication could
realistically be sought.

The lack of training in field research methods

A lack of appropriate training in field-
based methods is evident in accounting. Most ac-
counting doctoral programs emphasize quantita-
tive research. Laboratory experiments and em-
pirical studies using large amounts of financial
data are the norm. Few accounting graduate pro-
grams require courses in field study methods.
This clearly needs to be addressed if field-based
research is to become more prevalent. However,
a great many experienced AIS researchers do
exist who could apply their expertise to under-
take research of this type. There is no obvious
reason why AIS researchers could not work
jointly with experienced ethnographic research-
ers, for example. This would enable AIS re-
searchers to concentrate upon those aspects
where they held a comparative advantage.
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The positivist training of accounting academics

The emphasis on a positivist research
methodology that permeates throughout the ac-
counting research environment serves to restrict
the likelihood that any non-positivist methodol-
ogy will be acceptable, either for publication or
for use by an individual researcher. This attitude
is inappropriate for 'real world' research -- an-
thropologist researchers do not adopt a positivist
methodology, but use an ethnographic approach
because it is the appropriate manner in which to
conduct the research. If AIS researchers are to
capture the 'real world' in their research, they
must be willing to do so in the most appropriate
way. Until they do, they shall no more bridge the
gap between research and practice than they have
done over the last twenty years.

Unfortunately, the advocates of the use
of more case studies and fieldwork of whom ac-
counting academics are most aware are largely
from the positivist school of thought. It may be
that in order to successfully bridge the research
gap, AIS researchers should be looking towards
the ethnographic literature as used by anthro-
pologists, for example, in order to gain an un-
derstanding of the appropriate manner in which
to use, and report the results of applying, these
research methods.

The scarcity of recognized models

The small amount of AIS field-based re-
search published to-date usually involves frame-
works and models borrowed from other disci-
plines such as management, human resources,
organizational behavior, and organizational psy-
chology. As implied by Scapens (1991) this will
only be addressed - i.e. an AlIS-related frame-
work will only ever be developed - through an
increase in field-based research. Yet, will such a
framework ever exist? Would it necessarily be
detrimental if it were never developed? And,
would it even be an appropriate goal to aim for?
There will surely always be a need to consider
the various approaches that have been or can be
adopted in order to select an appropriate one to
adopt, irrespective of whether an AIS 'norm' has
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been established.
The different roles of researchers and developers

Distinguishing  between developmental
activities and research activities, Shpilberg and
Graham (1986) imply that the academic re-
searcher should concentrate upon research and
leave development to the practitioner. Support
for this is found in Bailey et al. (1987),
[while]"the boundaries between research and de-
velopment may at times be unclear; nevertheless,
this notion should be central to all academic ef-
forts [pp. 22-23]." However, strict adherence to
this view would restrict the researcher to a
largely observational role in any effort to convert
research-based theory into practice. As part of
the research gap has been ascribed to communi-
cation problems (Scapens, 1991, pp. 221-222),
such adherence would help perpetuate the gap
between research and practice.

The perception that any co-existence of
research and development activity in one en-
deavor is inappropriate has contributed to the
limited adoption of field research in AIS. Re-
searchers who strive to maintain objectivity while
conducting field experiments and case studies do
maintain a boundary between research and de-
velopment. However, that does not mean that re-
search cannot address AIS development. For ex-
ample, action research, which does cross the
boundary between research and development,
provides a unique opportunity that has been ac-
cepted in other domains of inquiry.

Conclusion

For a number of years, a growing num-
ber of practitioners, professional associations,
and academicians have recognized the need for
more real world research, and thus more relevant
research. Field research is research in the real
world. It involves the study of behavior in the
real-world, enabling it to be explored, described,
and explained; and is, by definition, relevant.
Through the adoption of field-based research, re-
searchers will be responding appropriately and
positively to the call for 'more relevant' ac-

counting research, potentially adding greatly to
the body of AIS knowledge, particularly con-
cerning real-world accounting information sys-
tems. Field-based research has been sorely ne-
glected in accounting and in AIS. Yet, while tan-
gible impediments to field-based research in AIS
do exist, they are not as severe, nor as insur-
mountable as may commonly be believed.

Implications for future research

The use of field-based research strategies
in AIS will only serve to enrich the discipline,
expand its horizons and improve its relevance.
The result would be a reduction in the relevance
gap between research and practice, an increased
awareness among practitioners of the benefits of
developing relationships with researchers, and an
increased awareness among accounting research-
ers, teachers, and students of the real-world and
of the contribution they can make to it.

By developing a shift in direction of AIS
research towards the field, its greater relevance
should encourage more researchers into the area,
leading to an increase in the number of AIS
doctoral students, and to a longer-term shift in
the nature of AIS research away from the theo-
retical towards the practical and the relevant.
The benefits of doing so for both academe and
practice should be obvious.
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