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Abstract

The selection and implementation of accounting information systems (AIS) has been
portrayed by the past literature to follow models of rational behavior, such as the sys-
tem resource model and the goal model. The analysis in this paper develops the argu-
ment that these models cannot fully explain AIS choices with regard to which systems
are implemented and which objectives and goals are pursued. Institutional models, de-
veloped by theorists in the sociology of organizations, can provide a broader evaluative
Jramework within which AIS choice can be explained. The paper presents the mecha-
nisms of coercive isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism and normative isomorphism
through which institutional influences can affect AIS choice. These mechanisms have
been developed by institutional theorists to explain the movement towards the imple-
mentation of increasingly similar institutionalized procedures and practices across or-
ganizations. External dependencies, uncertainty in performance standards, and inter-
action patterns during the system selection process are identified also as conditions that
could moderate the strength of institutional influences on AlS choice. Implications for

accounting professionals are drawn and recommendations for future research are
made.
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Introduction

This paper expands upon the techni-
cal/rational explanation of accounting informa-
tion systems (AIS) choice by applying the insti-
tutional model of organizations to AIS choices
regarding which sysiems are implemented and
which objectives and goals are pursued. The
traditional view of AIS choice in the past litera-
ture is derived from a technical/rational frame-
work (Ives, Hamilton and Davis 1980; Reneau
and Grabski 1987). This framework is built
upon two technical/rational models developed in
organization theory to explain change in organi-
zations. These models are (a) the system re-
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source model, emphasizing outcomes such as the
quality of support for AIS users and (b} the goal
model, emphasizing the attainment of productiv-
ity and decision quality outcomes for AIS users
(Georgopoulos and Tannenbaum 1961; Molnar
and Rogers 1976, Scott 1977, 1987a; Yuchtman
and Seashore 1967). Outcome measures drawn
from each model were used as indicators to ex-
plain phenomena of AIS choice (Davis, Bagozzi
and Warshaw 1989; Srinivasan 1985) and as
criteria to assess AIS effectiveness (Bailey and
Pearson 1983; Chenhall and Morris 1986 Davis
1989; Doll and Torkzateh 1988; Hamilton and
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Chervany 1981; Ives, Olson and Baroudi 1983).

The institutional model offers a broader
perspective from which to explain AIS choice.
The major focus of the institutional model is on
the direct impact that institutional rules have on
AlS choice. Whereas, technical/rational models
highlight the instrumental role of organizational
action to attain desired AIS outcomes as derived
from the system resource and goal models, the
institutional mode] emphasizes the symbolic role
of organizational action. Symbolic organiza-
tional action is designed to respond to environ-
mentally rationalized rules and procedures and to
maintain survival prospects (Scott 1987a), re-
gardless of the “immediate efficacy of the ac-
quired practices and procedures” (Meyer and
Rowan 1977, 340},

Although the institutional and techni-
cal/rational models differ regarding the motiva-
tion for and purpose of AIS choice, they, never-
theless, offer complementary explanations con-
cerning responses (o environmental pressures.
Conceptual arguments supporting the comple-
mentarity of instrumental and symbolic roles of
organizational action are presented mainly by
Oliver (1991) and Scott (1987a). As Scott dis-
cusses, “Institutional arguments need not be for-
mulated in opposition to rational or efficiency
arguments but are better seen as complementing
and contextualizing them” (1987a, 509). In ad-
dition, empirical studies examining differing uses
of accounting information suggest that AIS
choice is influenced not only by the task envi-
ronment and technical nature of work performed
by an organization, but also by the institutional
environment of the organization and the need to
demonstrate conformity to institutionalized ex-
pectations of rational practice (Ansari and Euske
1987; Bao and Bao 1989; Carpenter and Feroz
1992; Gupta, Dirsmith and Fogarty 1994). The
present paper, therefore, is an attempt to elabo-
rate on the effects of the institutional model on
AIS choice, the model least examined in the past
AIS literature.

The examination of institutional influ-
ences on AIS choice is important for two rea-
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sons. First, the traditional role of accounting as
a rational system providing information for deci-
sion making has been expanded upon. Ac-
counting systems support both operational and
strategic decisions in organizations (Mia and
Chenhall 1994). In addition, they assume multi-
ple roles such as motivating individuals to per-
form certain actions, aiding the exercise of influ-
ence and control, increasing the confidence in
decisions made in uncertain and ambiguous
situations and furthering particular interests in an
organization (Ansari and Euske 1987, 551). As
a result, the assessment of AIS choice based
upon a technical/rational model alone would ig-
nore influences from the institutional environ-
ment that could have a significant effect on the
goals and objectives of systems that assume such
varied roles and support a wide range of deci-
sions. Second, institutional influences can be
important because of the nature of AIS choice.
These choices often are made without the avail-
ability of objective criteria that can direct the de-
cision process. The lack of a clear link between
AIS choices and resulting performance im-
provements in the organization is likely to lead to
situations where symbolic requirements of the
organization supplement technical, rational deci-
sion needs and requirements in making AIS
choices. As a result, researchers and profession-
als examining issues in AIS choice within or-
ganizations should be cognizant of these institu-
tional factors,

The remainder of this paper first synthe-
sizes current models of AIS choice and then in-
troduces the instiftutional model. The possible
conditions that could moderate the applicability
of institutional factors in AIS choice are pre-
sented next. The emphasis is on differences in
the souices of institutional influence and in the
mechanisms through which they could affect AIS
choice, The paper concludes with recommenda-
tions for accounting systems professionals and
for future research.

Review and Synthesis of Current Models of
AIS Choice

Existing research has ufilized ouicomes
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suggested by the system resource and goal mod-
els as evaluation criteria for assessing system ef-
fectiveness (e.g., Davis 1989; Doll and
Torkzateh 1988; Lucas, Ginzberg and Schultz
1990; Nicolaou 1993; Sanders and Courtney
1985; Schultz and Slevin 1975; Seddon and Yip
1992). Although the system resource model and
goal model were not used in the past literature to
propose relationships concerning AIS choices,
the outcome criteria suggested by these models
were found to be valid indicators of system ef-
fectiveness (e.g., see Hamilton and Chervany
(1981) for a review). To the extent that these
models are useful for evaluation purposes, an as-
sumption is made that they also could be em-
ployed successfully to explain AIS choice.

The sysiem resource model was devel-
oped originally by Yuchtman and Seashore
(1967) to explain organizational effectiveness
based upon the nature of interaction processes
between the organization and its environment,
Effectiveness was defined in terms of the organi-
zation's "bargaining position” in acquiring re-
sources necessary to maintain its survival capa-
bilities (Yuchtman and Seashore 1967, 898).
Various effectiveness criteria based on this model
have been utilized in the information systems lit-
erature. Measures of system utilization, re-
sponse {ime, down time, and rumning costs, for
example, have been suggested as performance
measures for a system (Eilon 1993). DeLone
and McLean (1992) have performed a compre-
hensive meta-analysis of the literature on system
success. They classified measures of system
success that could be derived from the system re-
source model into the following four categories:
(a) measures of system quality such as system re-
sponse time, reliability and accessibility; (b)
measures of information quality such as accu-
racy, completeness, reliability, relevance and
timeliness of output information; (c) measures of
information system use such as frequency of use;
and (d) measures of user satisfaction such as sat-
isfaction with level of support of systems de-
partment personnel (DeLone and McLean 1992).

Prior accounting literature has empha-
sized the extent to which an AIS can generate
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output information that supports the information
needs of system users. Empirical studies in AIS
suggest that variations in characteristics of output
information, such as information scope, aggre-
gation, timeliness and integration, represent de-
sign requirements that are influenced by such
factors as perceived environmental uncertainty
(Chenhall and Morris 1986; Gordon and Naray-
anan 1984; Hayes 1977, Merchant 1981; Water-
house and Tiessen 1978), organizational struc-
ture (Bruns and Waterhouse 1975; Chenhall and
Morris 1986, Gordon and Miller 1976; Gordon
and Narayanan 1984), task interdependence
(Macintosh and Daft 1987), task predictability
(Kim 1988), task variety and analyzability
(Macintosh 1985) and functional differentiation
(Mia and Chenhall 1994). An effective AIS de-
sign, therefore, must provide a "fit" between the
extent of information processing demanded by
the organizational context and the processing ca-
pabilities of the system, that is, the characteris-
tics of output information provided by the sys-
tem. Related studies in the information systems
literature also have examined issues of fit be-
tween a system and its organizational context of
use. Markus and Robey (1983) analyzed differ-
ent types of interactions between an organization
and a system and defined four different types of
fit or "organizational validity": user-system fit,
organization structure-system fit, power distribu-
tion-system fit, and environment-system fit.
These types of fit or validity exemplify the mul-
tiplicity of objectives that influence decisions re-
garding the selection and implementation of in-
formation systems. Thus, the fit of a system
with its context is a robust concept that repre-
sents the system resource perspective in AIS
choice.

A complementary objective for an AIS
would suggest that its utilization should assist a
user to attain desirable ouicomes, such as en-
hanced productivity, efficiency and decision ef-
fectiveness. In their meta-analysis, Del.one and
McLean (1992) classify such success measures
into two categories: impact of the system on (a)
individual performance and (b) organizational
performance. This is consistent with the pre-
scriptions of the goal model and the wide range
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of criteria that were developed in the information
systems literature to evaluate perceived system
usefulness (cf. Davis 1989; Davis et al. 1989;
Lucas et al. 1990; Robey 1979; Schewe 1976;
Schultz and Slevin 1975). An evaluation of sys-
tem usefulness would indicate whether the sys-
tem exerts desired impacts upon the organization
and wvsers and it would precede the adoption and
further development of a system in an organiza-
tion (cf. Cooper and Zmud 1990).

Recent reports about the types of criteria
used by professionals to evaluate information
systems effectiveness (Kumar 1990; Newman
1989) provide corroborating evidence about the
validity of these approaches. Kumar (1990)
mentions the use of both information quality cri-
teria, reflecting a system resource model per-
spective, and other criteria assessing the impact
of a system on user productivity and effective-
ness, reflecting a goal model perspective.

Under the institutional perspective, AIS
choice would not be geared solely toward the
support of systemm users or the attainment of
technical/rational outcomes, but also could be
made in order to maintain or enhance survival
prospects of an organization in its environment.
The institutional model, therefore, could suggest
significant influences upon AIS choice that also
should be examined along with the other factors
suggested by the system resource model and the
goal model.

An Institutional Theory Perspective of AIS
Choice

Our thesis about AIS choice is simply
that organizations choose certain accounting in-
formation systems because the choice of such
sysiems is the right thing to do. This thesis is
derived from institutional theory, Institutional
theory highlights the symbolic aspects of an or-
ganization's context by emphasizing the role that
rationalized rules or belief systems have in
shaping and determining organizational form and
action (Meyer and Rowan 1977), As Scott
(1987b, 115) explains, the most fateful forces are
the result not of rational pressures for more ef-
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fective performance but of social and cultural
pressures to conform to conventional beliefs.

Conventional beliefs are normative ex-
pectations about behaviors, attitudes, and values
{e.g., what is the right walk to walk, the right
talk to talk, the right look to look) that function
as "myths," because they are widely held and
cannot be tested objectively. For example, the
use of computer-based accounting information to
support management decision needs is widely ac-
cepted, although an association between the use
of such information and performance cannot be
tested objectively (Ives et al. 1983). As a result,
surrogate measures of utility in decision making
have been devised and used to examine the suc-
cess of such systems (cf. Seddon and Yip 1992).
Myths are rationalized through the establishunent
of rules that specify procedures necessary to ac-
complish a given end (Scoit 1987b, 114). For
instance, as early as 300 B.C., Zenon of Citium
founded Stoic philosophy which was based on
the underlying importance of myths (divine rules
that govern nature) to provide reason, order and
harmony to the existence of the world. An im-
portant point made by institutional theory, there-
fore, is that these rules often have little to do
with technical or economic efficiency. Instead,
conformity to these rules aliows organizations to
establish their legitimacy, regardless of whether
or not such conformity leads to increased effi-
ciency. Thus, AIS choice may occur irrespective
of whether such actions lead to increased pro-
ductivity or improved financial performance, To
the extent that AlSs share similar information
support objectives and carry similar functionali-
ties across different organizations, they become
institutionalized with their use considered neces-
sary for legitimating operational, planning and
management control decisions.

The symbolic functions of institutions are
imposed upon organizational form and action
throngh three regulatory mechanisms and/or
processes. For example, institutional regulation
and influence were prevalent in Laudon's (1985)
study of information systems development and in
the King et al. (1994) analysis of the develop-
ment, adoption and diffusion of information
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technologies. These regulatory mechanisms and
processes have been identified by institutional
theorists as coercive isomorphism, mimetic iso-
morphism and normative isomorphism (Di-
Maggio and Powell, 1983). These mechanisms
aid in explaining why institutionalized proce-
dures and practices across organizations tend to
become similar over time, In the nexi section,
we sketch how each mechanism may operate to
influence AIS choice.

Mechanisms of Isomorphism in AIS Choice

Coercive Isomorphism

The first mechanism promoting similarity
is called coercive isomorphism. Coercive iso-
morphism refers to the external pressures placed
on an organization to conform to rules and prac-
tices that are considered important within an in-
dustry. Implicit in this mechanism is the threat
of punishment or the use of force if an organiza-
tion does not comply with standard practices.
With respect to AIS choice, coercive isomor-
phism may dictate that an organization choose a
particular type of AIS, where the system struc-
tures and functionalities are designed in a certain
way. For example, government mandates for
specific reporting requirements in regulated in-
dustries and in organizations fulfilling govern-
ment contracts represent constraints that influ-
ence the entire design of a system. Cultural ex-
pectations also create constraints in the design
and use of systems. The airline industry offers a
good example. American Airline's SABRE sys-
tem was the pioneering application in airline res-
ervation systems. As its use spread, other air-
lines and travel agencies were under pressure to
utilize the system in their operations. ‘The sys-
tem became institutionalized, responding to ex-
pectations from the public to offer the quality of
service commensurate to the quality made possi-
ble by using the SABRE system. The presence
of social constraints is also evident in the imple-
mentation of AISs in government agencies. For
example, system selection efforts at the United
States Internal Revenue Service and Social Secu-
rity Administration for the past three decades
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have been driven by such demands from the
United States Congress. The United States Gen-
eral Accounting Office's (GAQO) reports suggest
the spread of those influences (e.g., GAO 1992).
Thus, organizations conform to social constraints
to select AISs consistent with expectations in or-
der to demonstrate legitimacy in operational and
managerial decision making. As a result, the so-
cial context shapes actions and, in turn, those
actions help modify the construction of socially
accepted alternatives over time,

Mimetic Isomorphism

The second mechanism that encourages
similarity has been labeled mimetic isomorphism,
Mimetic isomorphism, or "follow the leader,” is
driven by the desire to reduce uncertainty, mini-
mize risk, ensure survival and gain legitimacy by
choosing to select and implement AISs used by
the most prestigious, visible members of an in-
dustry. Where a technology is poorly under-
stood, goals are ambiguous, or the environment
creates symbolic uncertainty, imitation is encour-
aged and used as a response to such uncertainty
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983; McKinley, Sanchez
and Schick 1995), Imitation is also used to en-
hance the legitimacy of means utilized in an or-
ganization, even though there may not be con-
crete evidence that adoption of such procedures
enhances efficiency or effectiveness. In AIS
choice, late adopters of a technology often mimic
earlier implementations in order to both reduce
uncertainty and enhance their conformity to an
accepted type of system design, therefore ensur-
ing legitimacy of the means used to support deci-
sion making. An example of mimetic isomor-
phism at work is the American Airline's SABRE
system mentioned above. The adoption of the
SABRE system by American Airlines created
peer pressure on the other airlines to keep up,
which is one reason underlying the widespread
use of the system. Both coercive isomorphism
and mimetic isomorphism, therefore, derive their
appeal from similarity. Their power is based
upon a shared interpretation of important values
in the organizational and social context.
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Normative Isomorphism

The third and final mechanism fostering
similarity is known as normative isomorphism.
Normative isomorphism or "learning" refers to
the complex network of educational institutions
and professional associations by which organiza-
tional participants learn "the ropes to know" or
acceptable norms of practice (DiMaggio and
Powell 1983; McKinley et al. 1995), TFor exam-
ple, take the formal business education that or-
ganizational members receive in universities.
The purpose of such education is to train mem-
bers of a field to petform their jobs in generally-
accepted ways. One approach to accomplish this
purpose is to standardize business education by
teaching a common body of knowledge and a
common set of skills, techniques, methods, proc-
esses and world view. This is what United States
business schools have done by joining together to
create the American Association of Collegiate
Schools of Business (AACSB), which uses ac-
creditation to promote standardization of the
business school curriculum. One goal of ac-
creditation, at least implicitly, is to graduate in-
terchangeable students, who will see the same
kind of things and make decisions in the same
way, regardless of which accredited business
school they attended (Dillard 1995). Regarding
the specific phenomenon of AIS choice, just-in-
time inventory, activity based cost management
and target costing are examples found in the cur-
ricula of United States business schools of how
normative isomorphism stimulates AIS choice.

Learning is also nurtured in professional
associations (DiMaggio and Powell 1983).
Through conferences, work shops, in-service
educational programs and professional publica-
tions, information is exchanged about what prac-
tices are appropriate in what circumstances for
established practitioners. For example, shifts in
AIS user perspectives, coupled with decreasing
costs of information gathering, processing and
retrieval, have exerted pressures for a changed
role of accounting professionals from the tradi-
tional information provider to an information in-
terpreter (Borthick 1992), imposing greater deci-
sion making responsibility on the accountant re-
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garding AIS choice and a higher degree of ac-
countability regarding the support of varied in-
formation needs. In addition, certifying insti-
tutes, through their certification examinations,
can establish the skills needed by their potential
new members and, thereby, influence what is
taught at universities (Cooper 1996, 41). Thus,
learning is a powerful force that can drive the set
of organizational needs and determine expecta-
tions about information support. As a result, dif-
ferent organizations, employing individuals with
similar educational backgrounds, interests and
contacts, become more similar in their need for
information support and, consequently, in the
AIS choices they consider acceptable.

Coercive, mimetic, and normative iso-
morphism help illustrate the types of social
forces that give rise to AIS choice as the thing to
do and enhance the similarity of AISs across or-
ganizations. To the extent that similarity or con-
formity is perceived to lead to such rewards as
increased legitimacy, resources, and survival ca-
pabilities (Scott 1987a, 498), institutional forces
could affect AIS choice through the aforemen-
tioned mechanism(s). Nevertheless, the stimuli
for the three mechanisms of isomorphism are
varied and do not influence AIS choice with
equal vigor. In the next section, three conditions
are identified that enhance the strength of these
isomorphic mechanisms on AIS choice. These
conditions set the context within which AIS
choices are made and specify the domain of pos-
sible sources of influence over such choices.
They also are based upon similar conditions pre-
sented by DiMaggio and Powell (1983, 154-155)
and McKinley et al, (1995) as the primary pre-
dictors or moderating factors of the movement
toward similarity.

Moderating Factors of Isomorphism in AIS
Choice

External Dependencies

When dependencies exist on other or-
ganizations for critical resources, the dependent
firm experiences a constraint to conform to the
norms and values advocated by the dominant
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pariners (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, 154). For
example, the implementation of automated ac-
counting systems to support efficient interchange
of order and invoicing data between an organi-
zation and a supplier can result in a significant
commitment of capital and human resources
(Borthick and Roth 1993). This relationship can
limit the gathering of information about alterna-
tive system solutions to those offered by the ex-
isting supplier of such systems (Griese and Kur-
picz 1985; Masoner and Nicolaou 1996). As a
result, such investments are often transaction-
specific, requiring extensive cooperation between
the two organizations for successful implementa-
tion, and thus made irretrievable (cf. Williamson
1979). This creates pressures for AIS choice that
maintain existing relationships and ensure the
continuation of the existing systems in order to
minimize the costs and risks associated with
switching to a different system. Coercive pres-
sures are therefore built into such relationships in
order to enhance homogeneity in the procedures
followed and facilitate cooperation. Further-
more, as Staw and Ross (1987) suggest, the
process of institutionalization will result in an es-
calation of the organization's commitment to the
system, thus reducing the likelihood that the eco-
nomic suitability of the system will be ques-
tioned,

External dependencies also are very
prevalent in types of organizations or industries
that are faced with strong technical and institu-
tional influences. Financial institutions, utilities,
and airlines are commonly identified as such
(Scott 1987b). These organizations are often
subject to coercive pressures from government
entities to develop AISs that will provide infor-
mation useful in exercising institutional regula-
tion and control. Nicolaou (1993) provides em-
pirical evidence about the existence of govern-
ment regulatory reporting in these types of or-
ganizations, As a result, external constraints to
choose an AIS that conforms to government re-
porting requirements will be reflected strongly
through the mechanism of coercive isomorphism.
In sum, coercive isomorphism is demonstrated as
a powerful social force in the choice of govern-
ment-mandated and transaction-specific AISs.
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Unclear Performance Standards

Performance standards for some types of
AIS choices are relatively clear. An example is
when AIS choice is directed toward the attain-
ment of well-specified and crystallized outcomes,
such as reducing the working capital invested in
inventory. Here, the choice is driven less by an
inclination to conform or imitate and more by a
desire to improve specific results, such as in-
crease inventory turnover. Other AIS choices
are made in situations, however, where (a) be-
liefs about cause-effect knowledge are incom-
plete, (b) decision criteria are ambiguous, (c) de-
cision quality requires a long time to establish,
and (d) the success of a decision cannot be
evaluated autonomously but depends upon other
decisions, the results of which may not be accu-
rately predicted or controlled. In such circum-
stances, both organizational theorists (Feldman
and March 1981; Thompson 1967) and institu-
tional theorists (DiMaggio and Powell 1983)
suggest that organizations will seck to reduce un-
certainty by employing symbolic measures of fit-
ness to evaluate past actions and plan for the fu-
ture. This is certainly so with respect to AIS
choice, where the success of AIS choices made
by information systems professionals are most
often determined by the users' acceptance of the
system (Kumar 1990; Newman 1989), with such
indicators of success then being used to guide
future AIS choices.

Thompson (1967, 86-87 and 95-96) sug-
gests that when knowledge of cause-effect rela-
tionships is incomplete, organizations will evalu-
ate actions in terms of "organizational" rational-
ity, where performance measures are obtained
from social reference groups, rather than on the
basis of "technical”" rationality. Consistent with
Thompson's suggestions, Feldman and March
(1981) also propose that decision making behay-
ior within a context, such as that which involves
AIS choice, can become highly symbolic. When
objective criteria that would allow a maximizing
or optimizing approach to the assessment of deci-
sion petformance are absent, other visible as-
pects of the decision must serve as implicit indi-
cators of decision quality, such as conformance
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to expectations or imitating similar types of sys-
tems existing at other organizations (cf. Feldman
and March 1981, 177-178). Both coercive iso-
morphism and mimetic isomorphism, therefore,
become important sources of influence in reaf-
firming the social virtue of AIS choices that are
characterized by uncertain consequences.

Interaction Patterns During AIS Selection

Frequent interaction between an organi-
zation, its personnel and a variety of external
constituents can magnify the importance of all
three mechanisms of isomorphic forces on AIS
choice, Such interconnectness has been sug-
gested to facilitate the voluntary spread of insti-
tutional norms (DiMaggio and Powell 1983;
Meyer and Rowan 1977). Examples of frequent
interactions are those that occur between an or-
ganization or its personnel with customers, ven-
dors of hardware and software systems common
to firms in the industry, consultants who are also
employed by competing organizations, and com-
petitors and their personnel through informal so-
cial contact and participation in professional as-
sociations, trade shows and conferences. These
interactions help organizations to learn about one
another's problems and solutions, whether they
intend to or not, and facilitate imitation of each
other's AIS choices. Thus, mimetic and norma-
tive isomorphism influence AIS choice by con-
tributing toward the spread of certain types of
system solutions that have proven effective in
performing common tasks across different or-
ganizations.

Both Meyer and Rowan (1977) and Di-
Maggio and Powell (1983) imply that the fre-
quency of interactions among organizations
stimulates the development of institutional rules
that over time delineate the norms of acceptable
behavior. As organizations interact, these rules
begin to limit the discretion of decision makers,
including those charged with making AIS
choices. For example, employees, vendors or
consultants of an organization may impose con-
straints regarding the selection and implementa-
tion of decision support applications integrated
with traditional transaction processing systems,
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of applications facilitating workflow manage-
ment, or of systems that provide flexibility in
user interface design. Thus, frequent interaction
is an important condition that increases the effect
of coercive isomorphism on AIS choice.

Exhibit 1 summarizes the discussion in
this section by showing the three social forces of
isomorphism in AIS choice and the conditions
that promote each of them.

Implications for Accounting Systems Profes-
sionals

The three isomorphic social forces in
AJS choice and the conditions that promote them,
as depicted in Exhibit 1, lead to one major impli-
cation for accounting system professionals who
are involved in the selection and implementation
of AlISs. This implication has (o do with the is-
sue of who ultimately controls AIS choices. That
is, does the impetus for AIS selection and choice
come from within the organization or is it essen-
tially imposed from outside? The control issue
manifests itself in several ways as is discussed
below.

Purpose of AIS Choice

AlISs are formal mechanisms or proc-
esses established to support management in their
decision making. Their general purpose is to
allow for the gathering, processing, evaluation,
reporting, and interpreting of information useful
to management. A central premise of this paper
is that AIS choice is highly context-oriented and
can be affected by a variety of technical/rational
and symbolic/institutional forces. This raises the
question of which set of forces will prevail, de-
termining the purpose of AIS choice, and, hence,
the priority and desirability of certain types of
activities and information. For example, institu-
tional forces are compelling quite strongly an
emphasis on such AISs as just-in-time inventory
systems (JIT), total quality control (TQC), activ-
ity based costing (ABC) or activity based man-
agement (ABM), and process value analysis
(PVA). Although there is some linkage between
these systems and the generation of revenues
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(e.g., betier quality products or lower prices may
lead to more sales), these systems essentially are
production oriented. Their implementation is de-
signed to reduce costs and improve efficiency,
which is "concerned with doing things right"
(Drucker 1977, 40). The information provided
may be either financial or nonfinancial, but it is
alsc usually historical and/or relates to the or-
ganization's internal operations.

Perhaps, however, the focus of AIS
choice should be on the revenue side of the profit
equation. That is, management shouid seek in-
formation, for example, that would help in the
creation of new markets or the development of
new products, or indicate the need to redefine
existing markets or reengineer current products.
These AISs would try to provide information to
management that might allow them to answer the
crucial questions of "Which of the markets
and/or end uses are capable of producing ex-
traordinary results? Which of the products really
produce extraordinary economic results or are
capable of producing them" (Drucker 1977, 40).
Their implementation would be designed to in-
crease revenues and promote effectiveness,
which "is doing the right things" (Drucker 1977,
40). Drawing the attention of management to the
revenue side would give them the opportunity to
"seek to produce extraordinary results,” which is
essential for success, "rather than the 'ordinary'
ones which is all efficiency can possibly pro-
duce” (Drucker 1977, 40). The information

provided on the revenue side also may be either
financial or nonfinancial, but it is usually also
future oriented and/or external to the organiza-
tion.

AIS Champions

By virtne of what they deem relevant, in-
stitutional pressures also prescribe specific skills
and expertise as important, helping to privilege
those within organizations who hold such expet-
tise and skills, Thus, institutional pressures help
to annoit specific groups of individuals as AIS
champions. The result is an implicit bias in AIS
choice that reflects the "champion's" expertise
and training as well as what they perceive to be
tmportant or not important. For example, as dis-
cussed above, institutional pressures appear to be
promoting AlSs that spotlight cost management,
This focus, in turn, enhances the stature of those
individuals who develop, advise on and use these
systems, such as accountants, production people
and information systems specialists. Their in-
creased ascendancy in organizational stature and
increased recognition as AIS specialists can make
it difficult to promote AIS choice that falls out-
side their sphere of expertise and training. For
example, the instimitional pressure of normative
isomorphism or learning may be a significant
impediment to accountants developing revenue
oriented AISs. Accountanis appear not to feel
comfortable with imprecise, subjective, future
oriented and externally derived information that

Promoted by:

Exhibit 1
Social Forces In AIS Choice And The Conditions That Promote Them

Social Forces

Coercive Mimetic Normative
Isomorphism  Isomorphism Isomorphism

External Dependence
Unclear Performance Standards
Frequent Interactions

X
X
X

e
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is often associated with such systems. Thus, ac-
countants seem to champion cost oriented AISs
more, in part because they are experts on costs,
but also possibly because the information associ-
ated with such systems is more precise and ob-
jective because it is internally derived.

Leader or Follower

Successful firms, whether they be profit
seeking, not-profit oriented, or governmental
agencies, tend to be innovative in origin. They
dare to be different, taking calculated risks, in
terms of what they try to do and how they go
about doing it. Their leaders are likely to be vi-
sionaries, who are motivated more by what they
believe are good ideas, rather than by external
pressure or by what others are doing. They be-
lieve in order to be first, you must lead, not fol-
low. A specific example in AIS is American
Airling's SABRE system. The development of
that system was a result of a leadership initiative
that opposed conformance to the existing system
for airline reservations. American Airline's
leadership in the development of the SABRE
systemn offered a unique competitive advantage to
the organization through the creation of a pro-
prietary network that connected travel agents to
American's central reservation database. How-
ever, the three social forces and the conditions
that promote them work against being different.
They tend to promote conformity to both ends
and means and, hence, followership. As a re-
sult, it becomes more difficult for organizations
to be different; to do what American Airlines did
to differentiate themselves from their competi-
tors. Without an understanding of these forces,
organizations may get trapped into a followership
status regarding AIS choice resulting in a com-
petitive disadvantage.

Conclusion

The major conclusion from this analysis
is that both symbolic/institutional forces imposed
by internal and external organizational constitu-
ents as well as technical/rational system needs
represent important influences on AIS choice.
The requirement that AIS choice should satisfy
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both technical and organizational validity long
has been recognized in the operations re-
search/management science implementation lit-
erature (Markus and Robey 1983; Schultz and
Slevin 1975). The analysis in the present paper
sheds more light on the meaning of organiza-
tional or social validity and identifies specific
forces that can influence a system's fit to such
requirements.

Implications for Future Research

Social forces have been identified in the
analysis to be particularly influential in the se-
lection and choice of AISs in industries that are
subject to government regulatory reporting and
in cases where external dependencies are signifi-
cant, where performance standards are not well
specified, and where frequent contact and com-
munication occur prior to and during the selec-
tion and choice of AlSs. All in all, the emphasis
has been on the analysis of "supply- or technol-
ogy-push” forces, rather than on "demand- or
need-pull” forces. "Need-pull" forces were the
ones traditionally emphasized for technical
change (e.g., Utterback 1971) and were well
represented by the system resource and goal
models. These models exclude social or institu-
tional factors that could provide a broader con-
text for explaining AIS choice. Institutional
forces do not work in opposition to rational cal-
culative processes that emphasize technical re-
quirements, resources, or information flows, but
complement those processes by providing a
broader context within which they can be evalu-
ated and explained. Future research can extend
the analysis presented in this paper by formally
specifying relationships conditioning the effect of
technical/rational factors upon AIS choice.
Adoption of this framework would enable ac-
counting systems researchers to offer a broader
undersianding of the whole AIS choice process
and of the factors that influence AIS choices in
organizational contexts. Findings from that type
of future research shouid illuminate the effects of
the social-institutional environment on organiza-
tional decisions and on the potential implications
of those decisions in defining the structure and
meaning of the social context, As Feldman and
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March (1981) noted, the symbolic needs of the
organization cannot be studied in isolation of the
“signaling" opportunities made available by the
development and use of information systems. A
multiplicity of research approaches in this area
should provide sound evidence against which
these presumptions can be tested. [

We acknowledge the valuable comments provided
by Dr. Lawrence A. Gordon, University of
Maryland at College Park, and Dr. Michael M.
Masoner, Southern Hlinois University at Carbon-

dale.

References

1.

Ansari, S. and K.J, Euske. 1987. Rational,
rationalizing, and reifying uses of ac-
counting data in organizations. Accounting,
Organizations and Society 12: 549-70.
Bailey, J.E., and S.W. Pearson, 1983, De-
velopment of a tool for measuring and
analyzing computer user satisfaction. Man-
agement Science 29 (May): 530-45.

Bao, B. and D. Bao. 1989, LIFO adoption:
A technology diffusion analysis. Account-
ing, Organizations and Society 14 (June):
303-19.

Borthick, A.F. 1992. Editorial: Helping
users get the information they want, when
they want it, in the form they want it: Inte-
grating the choice and use of information.
Journal of Information Systems 6 (Fall): v-
ix.

Borthick, A.F. and H.P. Roth. 1993, EDI
for reengineering business processes.
Management Accouniing (October): 32-7.
Bruns, W.J. and J.H. Waterhouse. 1975.
Budgetary control and organizational
structure. Journal of Accounting Research
13 (Autumn): 177-203.

Carpenter, V.I.. and E.H. Feroz. 1992,
GAAP as a symbol of legitimacy: New
York state's decision to adopt generally ac-
cepted accounting principles. Accounting,
Organizations and Society 17 (October):
613-43.

Chenhall, R.H. and D. Morris. 1986. The
Impact of structure, environment, and in-

47

10.

11.

12.

13.

14,

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

terdependence on the perceived usefulness
of management accounting systems. The
Accounting Review 61 (January): 16-35.
Cooper, R. 1996. Look out, management
accountants.  Management  Accounting
(June): 35-41.

Cooper, R.B., and R.W. Zmud. 1990. In-
formation technology implementation re-
search; A technological diffusion ap-
proach. Management Science 36 (Febru-
ary): 123-39,

Davis, F.D. 1989, Perceived usefulness,
perceived ease of use, and user acceptance
of information technology. MIS Quarterly
13 (September): 319-40.

Davis, F.D., R.P. Bagozzi, and P.R, War-
shaw. 1989. User acceptance of computer
technology: A comparison of two theoreti-
cal models. Management Science 35
(August): 982-1003.

Del.one, W.H. and E.R. McLean, 1992
Information systems success: The quest for
the dependent variable, Information Sys-
temns Research 3 (March): 60-95,

Dillard, J.F. 1995, Business and account-
ing accreditation as a medium of moder-
nity. Paper presented at The Academy of
Accounting Historians: Accounting and
Modernity Conference, Orlando, Florida,
August 12, 1995,

DiMaggio, P.J. and W.W. Powell. 1983,
The iron cage revisited: Institutional iso-
morphism and collective rationality in or-
ganizational fields. American Sociological
Review 48 (April): 147-60.

Doll, W.J., and G. Torkzadeh. 1988, The
measurement of end-user computing satis-
faction. MIS Quarterly 12 (June): 259-74,
Drucker, P.F. 1977, An Introductory View
of Management. New York: Harper &
Row.

Eilon, S. 1993. Editorial: Measuring qual-
ity of information systems. Omega: Inter-
national Journal of Management Science
21 (March): 135-138.

Feldman, M.S. and J.G. March, 1981. In-
formation in organizations as signal and
symbol. Administrative Science Quarterly
26 (June); 171-86.



Review of Accounting Information Systems

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29,

30.

Volume 1, Numbper 1

General Accounting Office (GAQ). 1992,
Information Management and Technology
Issues. Washington, D.C.: GAO/OCG-93-
5TR.

Georgopoulos, B.S., and A.S. Tannen-
baum. 1957. A study of organizational ef-
fectiveness. American Sociological Review
22 (October): 534-40.

Gordon, L.A., and D. Miller. 1976. A
contingency framework for the design of
accounting information systems. Account-
ing, Organizations, and Society 1 (1): 59-
69.

Gordon, L.A., and V. K. Narayanan, 1984,
Management accounting systems, per-
ceived environmental uncertainty and or-
ganization structure: An empirical investi-
gation. Accounting, Organizations, and
Society 9 (1): 33-47.

Griese, J., and R. Kurpicz. 1985, Investi-
gating the buying process for the introduc-
tion of data processing in small to medium-

* sized firms. Information and Management

8: 41-51.

Gupta, P.P., M.W. Dirsmith and T.J.
Fogarty. 1994, Coordination and control in
a government agency: Contingency and in-
stitutional theory perspectives on GAOQO
audits. Administrative Science Quarterly 39
(Jume): 264-84.

Hamilton, S., and N.L. Chervany. 1981,
Evaluating information system effective-
ness - Part I Comparing evaluation ap-
proaches. MIS Quarterly 5 (September):
55-69.

Hayes, D.C. 1977, The contingency theory
of managerial accounting. The Accounting
Review (January): 22-39,

Ives, B., M.H. Olson, and J.J. Baroudi,
1983. The measurement of user informa-
tion satisfaction. Communications of the
ACM 26 (October): 785-93.

Ives, B., S. Hamilton and G.B. Davis.
1980. A framework for research in com-
puter-based management information sys-
tems, Management Science 26 (Septem-
ber): 910-34.

Kim, K.K, 1988. Organizational coordina-
tion and performance in hospital account-

48

31.

32,

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

ing information systems: An empirical in-
vestigation. The Accounting Review (July):
472-89.

King, J.L., V. Gurbaxani, K.L. Kraemer,
F.W. McFarlan, K.S. Raman and C.S.
Yap. 1994. Institutional factors in infor-
mation technology innovation. Information
Systems Research 5 (June): 139-69,
Kumar, K. 1990. Post implementation
evaluation of computer-based information
systems: Current practices. Communica-
tions of the ACM 33 (February): 203-12,
Laudon, K.C. 1985. Environmental and
institutional models of system develop-
ment; A national criminal history system.,
Communications of the ACM 28 (July):
728-40.

Lucas, H.C., M.J. Ginzberg, and R,L,
Schultz. 1990. Information Systems Imple-
mentation: Testing a Structural Model.
Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Macintosh, N.B. 1985, The Social Sofi-
ware of Accounting and Information Sys-
tems. Chichester: Wiley.

Macintosh, N.B, and R.L. Daft. 1987,
Management control systems and depart-
mental interdependencies: An empirical
study. Accounting, Organizations and So-
ciety 12: 49-61,

Masoner, M. M, and A.I. Nicolaou. 1996,
Processes of change in information systems
development: A multiple case study analy-
sis, Southern Business Review, forthcom-
ing.

Markus, M.L. and D. Robey. 1983. The
organizational validity of management in-
formation systems. Human Relations 36
(March): 203-26.

McKinley, W., C.M. Sanchez and A.G.
Schick. 1995. Organizational downsizing:
Constraining, cloning, learning. Academy
of Management Executive 9 (August): 32-
42.

Merchant, K.A. 1981. The design of the
corporate budgeting system: Influences on
managerial behavior and performance. The
Accounting Review (October): 813-29,
Meyer, J.W. and B, Rowan. 1977. Institu-
tional organizations: Formal structure as



Review of Accounting Information Systems

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49,

50.

51.

52.

Volume 1. Number 1

myth and ceremony. American Journal of
Sociology 83 (September): 341-63,

Mia, L. and R.H. Chenhall. 1994. The
usefulness of management accounting sys-
tems, functional differentiation and mana-
gerial effectiveness. Accounting, Organi-
zations and Society 19 (January): 1-13.
Molnar, J.J., and D.L. Rogers, 1976, Or-
ganizational effectiveness: An empirical
comparison of the goal and system re-
source approaches. The Sociological
Quarterly 17 (Summer); 401-13.

Newman, G. 1989. Measuring User Satis-
Jaction with Information Management.
New York, NY: The Conference Board,
Research Report No. 930,

Nicolaou, A.l. 1993, An Empirical Exami-
nation of Information Systems Success in
Relation with Information Systems Devel-
opment Phenomena. Ph.D. Dissertation,
Southern Illinois University at Carbondale,
Oliver, C, 1991. Strategic responses to in-
stitutional processes. Academy of Manage-
ment Review 16 (January): 145-179.
Reneau, J.H. and S.V. Grabski. 1987. A
review of research in computer-human in-
teraction and individual differences within
a model for research in accounting infor-
mation systems. Journal of Information
Systems 2 (FFall): 33-53.

Robey, D. 1979. User attitudes and man-
agement information system use. Academy
of Management Journal (September): 527-
38.

Sanders, G.L. and J.F. Courtney. 1985, A
field study of organizational factors influ-
encing DSS success. MIS Quarterly 9
(March): 77-93.

Schewe, C.D. 1976. The management in-
formation system user: An exploratory be-
havioral analysis. Academy of Management
Journal 19 (December): 577-90.

Schultz, R.L., and D.P. Slevin. 1975, Im-
plementation and organizational validity:
An empirical investigation. In R.L. Schultz
and D.P. Slevin, eds. Implementing Op-
erations Research/Management Science.
New York, NY: Elsevier.

Scott, R. W, 1977, Effectiveness of effec-

49

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63,

tiveness studies. In P.S, Goodman and
J.M. Pennings, eds. New Perspectives on
Organizational FEffectiveness. San Fran-
sisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Scott, R.W. 1987a. The adolescence of in-
stitutional theory. Administrative Science
Quarterly 32 (December): 493-511.

Scott, R'W. 1987b. Organizations: Ra-
tional, Natural, and Open Systems, 2d ed.
Englewood Cliffs, NJI: Prentice Hall.

Scott, R.W. 1994, Institutions and organi-
zations: Toward a theoretical synthesis, In
R.W. Scott, J.W. Meyer and Associates,
eds. Institutional Environments and Or-
ganizations: Structural Complexity and In-
dividualism. Thousand Qaks, CA: Sage.
Scott, R.W. and J.W. Meyer. 1994, De-
velopments in institutional theory, In R, W,
Scott, J.W. Meyer and Associates, eds. In-
stitutional Environments and Organiza-
tions: Structural Complexity and Individu-
alism. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Seddon, P. and S. Yip. 1992. An empirical
evaluation of user information satisfaction
(UIS) measures for use with general ledger
accounting software. Journal of Informa-
tion Systems 6 (Spring): 75-92,

Srinivasan, A. 1985, Alernative measures
of system effectiveness: Associations and
implications. MIS Quarterly (September):
243-53.

Staw, B.M. and J. Ross. 1987. Behavior in
escalation situations: Antecedents, proto-
types, and solutions. In S. Cummings and
B.M. Staw (Eds.). Research in Organiza-
tional Behavior 9. Greenwich, CT: JAI
Press, pp. 39-78.

Thompson, I.D. 1967. Organizations in
Action: Social Science Bases of Adminis-
trative Theory. New York: McGraw-Hill,
Utterback, J.M. 1971. The process of
technological innovation within the firm.
Academy of Management Journal 14: 75-
88.

Waterhouse, J.H, and P, Tiessen. 1978. A
contingency framework for management
accounting systems research. Accounting,
Organizations and Society 3. 65-76.
Williamson, O.E, 1979, Transaction-cost



Review of Accounting Information Systems

64.

Volume I, Number 1

economics; The governance of contraciual
relations. Journal of Law and Economics
22: 233-61.

Yuchtman, E., and S.E, Seashore. 1967. A
system resource approach to organizational
effectiveness. American Sociological Re-
view 32 (December): 891-903,

50



