International Journal of Business and Management; Vol. 13, No. 5; 2018
ISSN 1833-3850  E-ISSN 1833-8119
Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education

The Impact of Management Accounting Research: An Analysis of the
Past and a Look at the Future

Marco Gatti'
! Department of Management, Universita Politecnica delle Marche, Ancona, Italy

Correspondence: Marco Gatti, Department of Management, Universita Politecnica delle Marche, Piazzale R.
Martelli 8, 60121 Ancona (An), Italy. E-mail: m.gatti@univpm.it

Received: February 4, 2018 Accepted: March 9, 2018 Online Published: April 18, 2018
doi:10.5539/ijbm.v13n5p47 URL: https://doi.org/10.5539/ijbm.v13n5p47
Abstract

This paper aims to explore the impact of management accounting research through a review of the literature on
the issues related to this topic; some new avenues of research are also identified. In so doing, the paper
contributes to both theory and praxis. In fact, suggesting new areas of research it promotes research in this field
which, up to now, has been mainly focused on the determinants of the loss of impact rather than on the nature of
the impact of management accounting research and its assessment. Moreover, this work aims to stimulate new
research focused on tools and methods for measuring the impact of management accounting research; such tools
can be useful to funding institutions and evaluation agencies which can be better equipped to carry out an
ex-ante and an ex-post evaluation of the impact that management accounting research projects can have on
society.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the debate on the relevance of scientific research has grown significantly (Donovan, 2011;
Holbrook & Frodeman, 2011; Morton, 2015; Nicolai & Seidl, 2010; Penfield, Baker, Scoble, & Wykes, 2014;
Reale, Nedeva, Duncan, & Primeri, 2014). Academics are under pressure as they are ever more frequently called
to demonstrate the impact that their research can have on society. This pressure stems from the fact that funding
institutions, as well as governments, need to justify the assignment of resources to scientific research, showing
how the latter can actually contribute to improving the economic, cultural, social, and environmental conditions
of a community or of a country (Donovan, 2008). Moreover, given that resources devoted to scientific research
are limited, there is also the need to utilise them to their fullest potential in order to maximise the returns to
society. In this perspective, academics are called to prove the potential impact of their research in order to
increase their chances of being funded.

In light of this, scholars have started to debate the relevance of their research in various and different disciplines
(de Jong, Barker, Cox, Sveinsdottir, & Van den Besselaar, 2014; Hammerfelt, 2014; Holbrook, 2010; Mostert,
Ellenbroek, Meijer, van Ark, & Klasen, 2010; Paolini & Quagli, 2013; Quagli, Avallone, & Ramassa, 2016;
Tucker & Parker, 2014). In some cases, the debate on relevance is still at an initial stage and it is mainly focused
on what determines its achievement or, on the contrary, on the underlying causes of its loss, in an attempt to find
solutions aimed to increase the relevance of scientific research. In other cases, the debate has evolved, leading to
the design of methods aimed to ensure a reliable assessment of the impact that scientific research can have on
society. This is the case for studies in the field of medicine which have advanced very quickly towards the
elaboration of models, such as the Payback Framework, the Canadian Academy of Health Science Impact
Framework, or the Economic Value of Medical Research, that aim to provide a reliable assessment of the impact
of scientific research (Banzi, Moja, Pistotti, Facchini, & Liberati, 2011; Buxton & Hanney, 1994, 1996, 1998;
Donovan and Hanney, 2011; Frank & Nason, 2009; Murphy & Topel, 2003).

The fact that academic disciplines have progressed toward different stages along that arduous process which
leads to the measurement of the impact of scientific research should not be understood as a “delay” of some with
respect to others. Rather, it is the consequence of their main distinctive features which can deeply impact the
process of problematizing the relevance of scientific research. When scientific research deals with societal issues,
that is, when there is a strong link between the object of research and a perceived need of society or, broadly
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speaking, a societal issue, the abovementioned problematisation process is activated very quickly and it is mainly
directed towards the development of measurement systems able to ensure a reliable assessment of the impact of
research. This is due to the fact that the closeness of the link between the object of research and its usefulness for
society is explicit; that is to say, it does not need to be debated and it is often a taken-for-granted assumption. In
other words, the usefulness does not “deserve” to be demonstrated; rather, it should be quantified.

On the contrary, academic disciplines like Social Sciences and Humanities, for example, in which the link
between the object of research and a perceived need of society is not explicit, display a preliminary need to
demonstrate that an impact can exist or to reflect on the causes for which an impact does not manifest itself. As a
consequence, the problematisation process concerning how to assess impact represents a subsequent stage which
can be reached if the existence of an impact has been already demonstrated, communicated, and acknowledged.

This paper focuses on the impact of management accounting research. In particular, it aims to analyse how
studies in the field of management accounting have progressed, up to now, with regard to the issue at stake and,
at the same time, to suggest some possible avenues which could inform future research. On the one hand, the
paper strives to contribute to existing literature by systematising what has already been studied with regard to
impact. On the other hand, it aims to stimulate reflections on how to enhance further research that could lead to
narrowing the gap with other disciplines in which studies on the impact of scientific research have achieved a
higher level of advancement.

The paper is organised as follows. The second section will introduce the concept of impact by discussing reasons
for which it is relevant to study it and by analysing how it has been interpreted by existing literature. The third
section analyses the state-of-the-art with regard to the impact of management accounting research. In particular,
it aims to provide a broad overview of studies conducted and to systematise what has already been published in
specialised literature. The fourth section suggests some avenues which could inform future research in the field
of management accounting and, lastly, the fifth provides some concluding remarks.

2. The Impact of Research: Origins and Meanings

The growing interest in the impact of scientific research finds its roots in both theory and praxis. With regard to
theory, scholars in different fields of research are ever more frequently acknowledging that a gap between theory
and practice exists and that it has been expanding over time (Kieser & Leiser, 2009; Mc Cown, 2001; Scapens,
2006; Upton, 1999; Wandersman et al., 2008). This, and the consequent risk that this gap could jeopardise the
impact of scientific research, has attracted the attention of a large number of scholars who have undertaken to
analyse the causes underlying its loss of relevance and the solutions which could be adopted to limit it. At the
same time, several specialised journals, e.g. Research Evaluation or Scientometrics, have contributed to fostering
the academic debate on the issue, showing that it represents a real “hot topic” for its concrete implications on
society as a whole.

In addition to the interest originating from theory and stimulated by researchers and academic journals, it should
be recognised that praxis has played a pivotal role in activating and carrying the debate on the impact of research.
In particular, research-funding institutions more and more frequently ask for methods that can ensure a reliable
assessment of the impact of scientific research, in an attempt to demonstrate the effects, in terms of public value
creation, of their funding decisions and to inform their future funding policies. In line with this, the European
Union has launched and funded several research projects which are focused on the design of useful methods for
assessing the impact of scientific research. Among the most relevant, the IMPACT-EV project (Note 1)
(Evaluating the Impact and Outcomes of EU SSH Research), begun in January 2014 and completed in December
2017, was designed to develop a permanent system of selection, monitoring, and evaluation of the various
impacts of research in the Social Sciences and the Humanities. Similarly, the SIMPATIC project (Note 2) (Social
Impact Policy Analysis of Technological Innovation Challenges), which started in March 2012 and ended in
February 2015, aimed to provide policy makers with a comprehensive and operational tool box that would allow
for a better assessment of the impact of research and innovation policies in Europe. Another example is the
SIAMPI project (Note 3) (Social Impact Assessment Methods for research and funding instruments through the
study of Productive Interactions between science and society) which started in 2009 and ended in 2011. The
basic assumption underlying SIAMPI was that research is impactful if it is the result of a productive interaction
between science and society. In this perspective, its assessment should entail the analysis of the relationships,
and the measurement of their intensity, that researchers establish with stakeholders in an attempt to co-create
knowledge which is useful for the latter. These are only some of the projects which, over the years, have been
launched to explore and assess the impact of scientific research. The fact that they were promoted by those who
fund research and who are, at least in theory, also its final, direct or indirect, end users, shows the importance of
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the role played by praxis in this issue.

Along a similar vein, it should also be noted that the praxis has fostered studies because of the tendency of
national research evaluation agencies to contemplate the impact of research as one of the main criteria for
evaluating the quality of academic research (Greco, 2014). In the UK, the Research Excellence Framework
(Note 4) (REF) has established that twenty percent of the research assessment activities for the year 2014 had to
be based on the impact of research outside of academia, namely on what was defined as: “an effect on, change or
benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life,
beyond academia”. Similarly, in the Netherlands, the Standard Evaluation Protocol 2015-2021 (Note 5)
establishes that every research unit must draw up a “narrative” which explains the relevance of the research
unit’s work for society, i.e., its impact in terms of added value for society. This provides strong evidence for the
fact that praxis is actively stimulating research on the impact of scientific research and on the way it can be
concretely assessed, in an attempt to provide a more comprehensive evaluation of academic results.

Despite all of these efforts, research on the impact of scientific research is still far from achieving a common
view of what research impact is and of how it can be assessed. Scholars’ views seem to converge towards the
idea that impact, interpreted in terms of societal impact, is different from what is called academic impact. In fact,
the latter refers to what Gibbons et al. (1994) called Mode 1 research; in this mode, research is supposed to be
produced and consumed by academics and, in line with this, its impact can be basically assessed through
citations on scientific journals or other bibliometric indexes. In fact, they measure the appreciation or recognition
achieved by a research product within the academic arena. On the contrary, societal impact refers to Mode 2
research according to which research is produced for end users which are outside of academia (Bornmann, 2013;
Erng-Kjolhede & Hansson, 2011). Therefore, it needs to be assessed by adopting different measures which are
able to express its usefulness for different stakeholders such as governments, funding institutions, companies, etc.
Although the abovementioned distinction seems to be widely acknowledged by scholars in different academic
disciplines, there is a considerable degree of differentiation with regard to the way societal impact is interpreted
and, consequently, how it is suggested that it should be measured.

A sizeable stream of knowledge has underlined that research impact should be understood as the “consequence
of a process in which knowledge and expertise circulates to achieve certain goals that are deemed relevant for
the development of society” (Spaapen & Van Drooge, 2011, p. 212). In this perspective, impact is the effect of
what can be called “productive interaction” (de Jong et al., 2014; Molas-Gallart & Tang, 2011) between
stakeholders of research, namely its end users, and researchers, which is instrumental to allow knowledge to
circulate and to spread within society. In a similar vein, Watermeyer (2012, p. 120) underlines that: “The impact
of academic work may only be judged in terms of its effort to communicate with stakeholders and integrate and
inaugurate them as active participants in the research process”. In this view, the co-production of knowledge,
namely the participation of stakeholders in the research is seen as a way to make the output of a research process
impactful (Ozanne & Saatcioglu, 2008; Ozanne et al., 2017).

This inevitably affects also the way impact is supposed to be measured (Nielsen, 2016). In particular, given the
idea that impact results from the establishment of a relationship between researchers and stakeholders,
measurement should be focused on the quantity as well as the quality of direct, indirect, and financial
relationships established with relevant stakeholders during the research process. Moreover, according to Spaapen
and van Drooge (2011, p. 2012): “Research, in order to achieve social impact, has to cross both disciplinary
boundaries and those of other professional expertise and of social domains. Therefore, involvement of these
domains and their stakeholders in evaluation design and practice is near to a necessity for assessing and
achieving social impact”. In this view, besides assessing the intensity of the relationships established between
researchers and stakeholders, it would also be necessary to get stakeholders involved in the evaluation process.
This would ensure a reliable assessment of the impact of scientific research and could lead academics to
seriously take into consideration the practical implications of their studies, given that they will be evaluated by
those who are the end users of their research (Samuel & Derrick, 2015).

Other studies have interpreted the impact of scientific research as the effect of a communicative process aimed to
favour the diffusion of the research outputs outside the boundaries of academia. According to Bornmann and
Marx (2014, p. 2013): “Societal impact is given when the content of a report is addressed outside of science”. In
this perspective, what makes research impactful is not, or at least not only, the way it is carried out. Rather, it is
the fact that, through different meanings, its products are pushed outside of the academic arena in an attempt to
reach society. This way of interpreting the impact of research has opened a very prolific avenue of research
focused on so-called altmetrics, i.e., alternative metrics (Barbaro, Gentili, & Rebuffi, 2014; Barnes, 2015;
Bornmann, 2015a, 2015b; Bornmann, Haunschild, & Marx, 2016; Hammarfelt, 2014). According to Shema,
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Bar-Ilan and Thelwall (2014, p. 19), they refer to: “web-based metrics for the impact of scholarly material, with
an emphasis on social media outlets as sources of data”. In other words, altmetrics allow an assessment of the
impact of scientific research which is based on the number of views, downloads, clicks, tweets, likes, etc. that a
research output has received. In this perspective, the degree of impact of a research product depends on its level
of diffusion outside of academia. It should be noted that some scholars have underscored the limitations of using
altmetrics to assess the impact of scientific research (Gumpenberger, Glanzel, & Gorraiz, 2016). In particular,
according to Barnes (2015, p. 128): “It is likely therefore that altmetrics measure not the impact of research, but
its consumption”. Moreover, Bornmann (2014) is critical as concerns data quality and possible manipulation of
data, which are only two examples of factors which could hinder the adoption of altmetrics in an effort to ensure
a reliable assessment of the impact of scientific research. These reservations notwithstanding, altmetrics are
gaining high consideration within academia. Moreover, their increasing use in assessing the impact of scientific
research is demonstrated by the fact that a growing number of academic journals are showing both the altmetric
score and the number of citations, or other bibliometric indicators, for every publication.

Finally, another research stream has adopted a very broad view of impact. This is the case in those studies that
have interpreted impact as the outcome of the research process. According to Donovan (2008, p. 48): “Research
impact denotes the benefits or returns from research, which flow beyond the academic realm to ‘end users’ of
research. These end users are traditionally defined as industry, business, government, or more broadly, the
taxpayer”. Similarly, Bornmann (2012, p. 673) underlines that: “Societal impact of research concerns the social,
cultural, environmental and economic returns from publicly-funded research, be they products or ideas”. What
has been stated above with regard to the REF is aligned with this view of impact, one which is closely
intertwined with the final effects that can result from the use of research outputs. Although this way of
interpreting research impact can be considered closest to the abovementioned Mode 2 research, it should also be
underlined that adopting this view of impact makes its assessment more complex. According to Martin (2007),
criticisms primarily concern the feasibility of linking a given macro effect to a specific research output and, in
particular, of doing it in a reliable way. Moreover, there is also an evaluation timescale problem related to the
fact that it is not clear when the impact of research manifests itself; this can seriously compromise the
assessment process because determining when it should actually start is no simple matter. According to Penfield
et al. (2014) criticisms are also related to the fact that this view of impact is not static and, consequently, the
moment in which the assessment takes place can influence the degree of reliability of the measurement process
leading to over- or under-estimating the actual impact of a given research study. This explains why there are
quite diverse methods promoted and adopted to assess the impact of research in different disciplines. In some,
like the medical sciences, qualitative and quantitative methods have been suggested to ensure a reliable
assessment of the effects that research can have from a social standpoint (Buxton & Hanney, 1994, 1996, 1998;
Hanney, Watt, Jones, & Metcalf, 2013; Murphy & Topel, 2003). This variety of contributions can be largely
attributed to the fact that, in these disciplines, societal outcomes can be easily determined and their assessment
can consequently be focused on specific and clearly determined dimensions. On the contrary, in other disciplines,
like management accounting where the link with societal issues is not so strict and measurement is more
complex, the path towards attaining a reliable assessment is still long.

3. A Review of Studies on the Impact of Management Accounting Research

The debate surrounding the relevance of management accounting research finds its roots in the seminal work of
Johnson and Kaplan “Relevance Lost: the Rise and Fall of Management Accounting” (1987) in which the
authors underlined the obsolescence of management accounting practices that focused on the use of financial
information to control production processes and so, were basically unable to support the changing managerial
decision-making processes. Starting from that contribution, other scholars have highlighted the gap between
academic research and practice and, in particular, they have raised questions concerning its causes (Modell, 2014;
Scapens, 1994; Tucker & Parker, 2014). In so doing, they have acknowledged that research in the field of
accounting and management accounting is gradually losing its societal relevance and, at the same time, they
have advocated the need to put in place strategies aimed to overcome this tendency.

It should be argued that the determination of an actual loss of relevance, e.g. of impact, of management
accounting research is not deeply debated among scholars. Rather, there seems to be a widespread and general
acknowledgment that this process is evident and is on-going. Only a few contributions have explored the actual
existence of a gap between theory and practice, even from an empirical standpoint. Tucker and Parker (2014), for
instance, have carried out quantitative analyses to prove that academics in the field of management accounting
perceive that their studies are gradually losing relevance. Nevertheless, as they underline, their research is
focused on senior academics. Therefore, it does not consider the practitioners’ view which would be fundamental

50



ijbm.ccsenet.org International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 13, No. 5; 2018

to prove that a real gap between theory and practice exists. The practitioners’ perspective has been adopted by
Tucker and Schaltegger (2016) who, in their study, contrast the perceptions of representatives of Australian and
German professional accounting bodies concerning the gap between theory and practice. The authors show that
relevance of topics and communicational problems represent two of the most significant barriers diminishing the
impact of management accounting research. Van Helden and Northcott (2010) explore the practical relevance of
public sector management accounting research by analysing research published in international accounting
journals to ascertain whether their aims are oriented towards informing practice. Basically, their findings support
the idea that the degree of orientation towards practical issues is very limited and, even when practical
implications are identified and communicated, this does not lead to the provision of specific guidelines useful to
practitioners.

Most of the extant literature has focused attention on factors which determine the loss of relevance of
management accounting research. Among them, the inconsistency of the object of research is advocated as one
of the most influential. According to Shapiro, Kirkman and Courtney (2007), management accounting
researchers seem to get lost before translation. In other words, they fail to explore phenomena which are of
interest to practitioners. Many scholars share this opinion. Drawing from the works of Ahrens and Chapman
(2007) and Seal (2012), Modell (2014) underlines the tendency of management accounting researchers to focus
on developing complex theoretical contributions rather than exploring practical and technical issues that would
be useful to practitioners. Similarly, Mitchell (2002) states that management accounting research lacks technical
richness because of the excessive relevance attributed by scholars to its social dimension. Interestingly, Malmi
and Granlund (2009) underline that this focus on social aspects related to management accounting systems is the
consequence of the inclination to interpret the pre-adopted theories, rather than the accounting phenomena, as a
basis for determining what could be of interest and, consequently, what should drive a research. This is in line
with Hopwood (2008, p. 88) who points out that “Often method-led and seemingly subject to waves of fashion,
the dynamics behind the development of the accounting research agenda appear to be internal to the academic
community itself rather than being influenced by the shifting concerns of practitioners, regulators or even the
public at large”. In essence, starting from the assumption that the impact of management accounting research
depends on its ability to be related to what managers do (Jonsson, 1998), and consequently to what they perceive
as useful, it could be argued that one of the major causes underlying loss of relevance lies in the inability to
define research questions which are in line with what practitioners expect from research. According to
Baldvinsdottir et al. (2010) this is even more surprising, and paradoxical, if we look at the intensification of
studies which, in recent times, have adopted empiricism to explore phenomena in the field of management
accounting.

Besides being lost before translation, management accounting research has underscored that the causes
underlying its loss of relevance can also be found in the researchers’ inability to adequately communicate to
practitioners, namely in the fact that they also are lost in translation (Shapiro et al., 2007). According to Tucker
and Parker (2014) this phenomenon takes place every time researchers fail to present their findings in a way that
is understandable for practitioners or when they do not make their contributions available to them through
appropriate means. As a matter of fact, Inanga and Schneider (2005) claim that the communication problem
arises even before the writing of a paper for a journal. More specifically, they underline that the lack of
communication among academics and between academics and practitioners is a barrier to the production of
relevant, i.e., impactful, research. Despite acknowledging that a communication problem exists, researchers seem
unable to make their research findings interesting for practitioners or to communicate with them (Bromwich and
Scapens, 2016). In some cases, this is due to practitioners’ unfamiliarity with quantitative and statistical methods,
for example, which are often used to analyse and interpret phenomena in the field of accounting and
management accounting (Chalmers & Wright, 2011). Moreover, the fact that management accounting research
has become ever more interpretative, rather than normative, has made it less understandable by practitioners who
often have a technical, or practical, education (ter Bogt & van Helden, 2012; Tucker & Schaltegger 2016).
According to Mitchell (2002, p. 282), these changes which occurred with regard to management accounting
research has created “semantic and syntactical barriers” between researchers and practitioners, given that the
latter often do not have an adequate background to fully understand and appreciate the contribution, especially
the theoretical one, given by a research study. That a communicational gap exists is implicitly emphasised also
by Hopwood (2008) who suggests that researchers develop marketing and communicational skills in order to
effectively be connected with the world of practice. It should also be noted that researchers are often lost in
translation (Shapiro et al., 2007) because they are forced by journals to adopt a lexicon which, according to
Chapman and Kern (2012), “frequently goes alongside theorizing”. These authors also suggest that targeting
specific journals for practitioners would help to increase the relevance of management accounting research since,
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in this case, researchers would be asked to adopt vocabulary which is more in line with the expectations as well
as the background of professionals.

Literature has also emphasised that the loss of relevance of studies can be traced back to the limited cooperation
between academics and practitioners in the field of management accounting. Cooperation goes beyond mere
communication as it entails the establishment of a relationship aimed to collect, discuss, and interpret data during
the whole research process. Literature has underlined that the absence of practitioners’ involvement in the
research process would limit the practical relevance of management accounting research. In particular, Mitchell
(2002, p. 286) clearly states that: “Academics can improve the attractiveness of their research for practitioners by
working more closely with them throughout the research process. The practitioner can become an integral
partner in research work and can therefore help in focusing it on issues of practical importance”. This does not
mean that researchers must lose their roles as independent and critical subjects within the research process
(Parker, Guthrie, & Linacre, 2011). Rather, they should start to dialogue with practitioners but also with industry
and regulatory authorities to produce relevant research outputs (Hopwood, 2007, 2008), being careful to not fall
in what Al-Htaybat and von Alberti-Alhtaybat (2013) call the “consultancy trap” (p. 21). Although the lack of a
strong cooperation between researchers and practitioners can be understood as one of the causes of the loss of
relevance of management accounting research, literature has also emphasised that this idea of co-production of
knowledge is difficult to apply in practice because of the abovementioned communicative gap. In fact, given that
practitioners and academics speak different languages and the former are not used to adopting tools, methods,
and techniques which are necessary to carry out academic research in the field of management accounting
(Chalmers and Wright, 2011), an ongoing cooperation could be problematic.

Causes behind the loss of relevance of management accounting research also concern the way research is carried
out, namely the methodological approaches and methods which are used to explore management accounting
systems and their implications. Going back to the 1980s, management accounting research acknowledged that
the gap between theory and practice needed to be filled by exploring management accounting practices and how
they work within organisations (Scapens, 2006). In this perspective, the inability of management accounting
research to be relevant was mainly attributed to the tendency to elaborate complex mathematical models aimed
to explain differences among management accounting practices (Scapens, 2006) rather than studying it in the
context in which it operated (Flamholtz, 1983; Hopwood, 1983; Laughlin, 1988). To face this situation, in the
1990s qualitative methods started to attract growing attention. In particular, case studies showed their full
potential to ensure an in-depth analysis and comprehension of management accounting practices and of their
implications (Parker, 2012). The diffusion of case studies should have represented a means of making
management accounting research more relevant since they ensure the analysis of reality as well as the
understanding of the “antecedents and consequences of managerial accounting practices” (Ittner & Larcker, 2002,
p- 789; Bromwich & Scapens, 2016). In this perspective, they should have contributed to filling the gap between
theory and practice, thus making management accounting research more relevant for practitioners. This has been
even more emphasised by the notable diffusion of interventionist studies in the most recent decade (Chiucchi,
2013; Dumay, 2010; Gatti, 2013, 2015; Giuliani & Marasca, 2011; Jonsson & Lukka, 2007; Suomala &
Lyly-Yrjéniinen, 2010) in which researchers are called to find a solution to a given (e.g. practical) problem and,
at the same time, to provide a theoretical contribution. Through interventionist case studies, scholars have tried
to demonstrate how empiricism can contribute to generate relevant and impactful research (Lukka & Suomala,
2014). Despite this growing adoption of the non-interventionist and interventionist case study method,
management accounting research seems to fall short of becoming truly relevant and impactful for society
(Baldvinsdottir et al., 2010). The reasons can be found in what Baldvinsdottir et al. (2010, p. 80) call the shift
“from a predominant focus on the technical to a predominant focus on the social”, which manifests itself in the
adoption of complex sociological frameworks to analyse empirical material. Therefore, this means that
management accounting research is far from being focused on technical practicalities (Mitchell, 2002; Modell,
2014) and from the language spoken by those who should be its consumers, even when it is based on the
adoption of methods - like the case study method - which are so very close intertwined with reality.

Finally, it must also be noted how the literature has brought to light the loss of relevance of management
accounting research due to exogenous variables, such as systems adopted by governments to assess the quality of
research carried out by universities and research centres. In their work, ter Bogt and Scapens (2012) show how
the adoption of new measurement systems more oriented towards quantitative approaches can affect universities’
performance. The authors carried out an analysis of the performance measurement systems adopted in the
Accounting and Finance groups of the University of Groningen (Netherlands) and of the University of
Manchester (UK). Empirical evidence shows that the adoption of quantitative systems generates anxiety and
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uncertainty among researchers. Moreover, the findings also showed a correlation between the use of journal
rankings, which is normally associated with the adoption of quantitative systems, and scholars publishing their
work in only a limited number of mainstream journals; this, in turn, limits the contribution that their research can
give to society (ter Bogt & Scapens, 2012). This is in line with Chalmers and Wright (2011) who point out that
reward and evaluation systems do not encourage the communication between academics and practitioners
because they push researchers to publish in peer-reviewed journals which are read only by academics. In other
words, given that careers and resources allocated to universities are strictly dependent on the quantity and
“academic” quality of research products, researchers are pressured to increase their productivity and to publish
their papers in academic journals that can enhance their career, but these works are not able to attract the
attention of practitioners. Something similar is stated by Mitchell (2002) who underlines that researchers are
constantly under pressure, feeling that they must publish in order to develop a research reputation. To achieve
this, they are more oriented towards publishing for other academics, namely in academic journals, since this is
the most immediate way to obtain academic recognition and, consequently, to have an academic career. In a
similar vein, Hopwood (2008) has also underlined that the quest for an academic career generates internal
pressure on researchers who try to increase the number of articles they publish; this often reduces the quality, and
consequently the impact, that they can have on society (Gendron, 2008; ter Bogt & van Helden, 2012).

To sum up, in the field of management accounting the literature has focused particular attention on what seems
to have contributed to generating a gap between theory and practice, namely on those factors which have
affected the impact of management accounting research by limiting it. This research has been pivotal in offering
strategies aimed to eliminate those barriers which would prevent management accounting research from
becoming more impactful (Bromwich & Scapens, 2016; Hopwood, 2008; Mitchell, 2002). Despite this, some
new avenues of research can be identified in light of what management accounting research has already
highlighted and of what has been accomplished by researchers in other disciplines.

4. The Impact of Management Accounting Research: An Agenda

The literature review presented here has shown that both the advent of a gap between theory and practice and the
fact that it is the main cause of the loss of relevance of management accounting research are widely
acknowledged by researchers. In addition, the extant literature has shed light on and deeply analysed the causes
which may have generated the abovementioned gap, showing that they can be traced back to different variables
that range from the way researchers write their papers and select topics to external pressures which come from
governments and evaluation agencies. Moreover, there appears to be a taken-for-granted assumption of the
existence of a gap, and the literature has analysed its determinants in an attempt to find and put forward some
possible solutions. Actually, what seems to be lacking and should be the object of future studies is what comes
before and after the acknowledgement of the existence of a gap between theory and practice and of the
consequent loss of relevance which results from it.

Much research is needed to clearly define what constitutes “impact” in the field of management accounting. As
previously stated, while scholars have spotlighted the loss of relevance, or impact, of management accounting
research, they have not provided a clear picture of how impact should be understood in the field of management
accounting research. This could be interpreted as a redundant question. Actually, it has relevant implications.
First, from a theoretical and a practical standpoint, the contribution that management accounting research can
give to society can strengthen its perceived relevance both within and beyond the academic arena. Literature has
emphasised that disciplines in the field of the Social Sciences and Humanities are less prone to be considered
“relevant” or “impactful” because their contribution to society is not “tangible” or “immediate” (Bastow,
Dunleavy, & Tinkler, 2014). For this reason, enhancing the theoretical and empirical debate on the way the
“impact” of management accounting research should and could be understood, interpreted, and operationalised
can be of utmost importance in order to diffuse the idea that management accounting research can actually be
useful to society. In other words, it could contribute to a reconsideration of the role that management accounting
research can play in generating public value. Second, shedding light on the nature of the impact of management
accounting research can be important to promote its assessment, as it will be discussed later. The lack of
contributions on the nature of the impact of management accounting research makes the identification of
indicators aimed to assess it more complex because there is no clear idea of the main dimensions in which the
impact of management accounting research can be defined. This can partially explain the reasons why, until now,
heavy emphasis has been placed on the antecedents, i.e., the determinants, of the loss of impact, while scarce
attention has been paid to its assessment. In light of all the above, a relevant avenue of research should entail a
deep and epistemological analysis of the multifaceted nature of the impact of management accounting research
and of the different ways in which it can be operationalised.
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In carrying out research on what constitutes “impact” in the field of management accounting, the
practitioners/professionals’ standpoint merits priority consideration. This is beginning to be evident in academic
literature as recent studies have highlighted how practitioners who have taken part in REF have been the object
of analysis to understand their expectations as well as the criteria they have adopted to assess the impact of
research (Derrick & Samuel, 2016). In this perspective, comparative studies between what constitutes impact for
academics and for practitioners should be stimulated not only to allow differences to emerge, but also to provide
useful insights for those studies which will try to define how “impact” should be understood in the field of
management accounting. Shifting from the perspective of academics to that of practitioners would also facilitate
efforts to analyse - from an empirical standpoint - the causes underlying the gap between theory and practice. In
other words, it could be important to contribute empirically to the existing literature on the causes underlying the
loss of relevance of management accounting research, showing which factors, among those identified by the
literature, have a stronger influence and identifying new ones which could be the object of future analysis.

Another interesting avenue of research concerns the analysis of the effects that the co-production of knowledge
can have on the impact of management accounting research. Drawing on the literature on “productive
interactions” (de Jong et al., 2014; Molas-Gallart & Tang, 2011; Spaapen & van Drooge, 2011), impact can be
achieved if the knowledge production process is based on the interaction between academics and practitioners.
Although the literature in the field of management accounting has emphasised that practitioners should be taken
into consideration as the main addressees of research and that this could influence the nature of the issues which
are analysed by management accounting research (Hopwood, 2008; Jonsson, 1998; Mitchell, 2002), there is a
lack of research on the consequences which can derive thereof, in terms of impact, if research is carried out
through what literature calls direct, indirect, or financial interactions between academics and society. In this view,
society is not seen as the mere addressee of research but as one of the main actors which takes part in the
knowledge creation process. Exploring how the different kinds of productive interactions can influence the
impact of management accounting research can be useful not only from an academic perspective but also from a
practical standpoint. In fact, it could foster the adoption of those interactive practices which have proven to be
able to enhance the impact of management accounting research. Moreover, comparative analysis should be
carried out to ascertain whether studies which have adopted a co-operative approach to research are actually
perceived as more useful by practitioners, that is to say, if they are understood as more impactful by the end
users.

Future analysis should also focus on the assessment of the impact of management accounting research. Although
the loss of relevance has been widely debated, literature has primarily focused attention on its causes, up to now.
In other words, while the antecedents of the loss of relevance have been questioned and possible solutions have
been suggested, there is a lack of studies on the assessment of the impact of management accounting research.
This is different from what happens in other fields where there is significant pressure to measure the actual
impact of scientific research or to assess progress to that end. The literature has deeply emphasised that the
impact of Social Sciences and Humanities research is difficult to assess (Bastow et al., 2014). Despite this,
something more should be done to identify indicators and to apply them in the context of management
accounting research. This would be useful not only to prove that the abovementioned loss of relevance is not a
mere perception but also to shed light on the actual magnitude of the gap between theory and practice in the field
of management accounting. There would be noteworthy practical implications as well, because an accurate
assessment of the impact of management accounting research should drive the identification of suitable solutions
aimed at making studies more relevant and, consequently, at bridging the gap between theory and practice.

Finally, drawing on the literature which has already adopted so-called altmetrics to assess the impact of scientific
research (Bornmann, 2014, 2015a, 2015b; Gumpenberger et al., 2016; Hammarfelt, 2014), future studies could
try to extend their adoption in the field of management accounting. This would be useful to assess the extent to
which management accounting studies are diffused outside of academia and to approximate their ability to
influence society. Moreover, this could represent a starting point for carrying out new research focused on the
comparison between indicators used to assess the diffusion of research within the boundaries of academia, like
bibliometric indicators, and those adopted to measure its influence beyond academia, like altmetrics. This has
already been done in other fields of research but the results do not seem to be completely convergent. Carrying
out the abovementioned analysis in the field of management accounting research could be important to show the
extent to which academic and social relevance are aligned and, in particular, whether the achievement of a high
level of relevance from an academic standpoint can strengthen the diffusion of a research product outside of
academic boundaries and vice versa.
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5. Conclusion

This paper has delved into the impact of management accounting research. This is an issue which had begun to
be perceived as pivotal, already in the 1980s, because of the awareness that a disconnect between theory and
practice was going to emerge (Flamholtz, 1983; Johnson & Kaplan, 1987; Scapens, 1994). Although
management accounting literature has paid growing attention to this issue, it must be underscored that the
analysis has mainly focused on the causes which are at the basis of the loss of relevance. In line with this,
removing these causes or trying to limit their negative effects has often been seen as a way to increase the impact
of management accounting research. Despite this, only limited progress have been made towards providing a
clear definition of what “impact” means in the field of management accounting, what dimensions constitute it,
what means or strategies could be adopted to increase it, how it can be assessed, and what relationships can be
found between the social and the academic impact. These represent new and highly relevant avenues of research
which should be explored to enhance knowledge on the impact of management accounting research and to
contribute to filling the abovementioned gap. Moreover, shedding light on the issues would not only further the
advancement of knowledge on the impact of management accounting research but would also foster an
alignment with other disciplines, especially those, like medicine or engineering, in which the assessment of the
impact of scientific research has become both a relevant issue from a theoretical standpoint and a useful tool in
practice.

In light of all the above, this paper contributes to the body of literature in two different perspectives. On one side,
it systematises a stream of research which has grown significantly in recent years. Contributions have been
analysed in order to provide a full comprehension of the state-of-the-art with regard to the impact of
management accounting research, shedding light on those main issues which, according to the literature, seem to
have hindered the impact of management accounting research. On the other side, the paper has tried to stimulate
new reflections which could be useful to advance knowledge and to shift attention from the analysis of the
causes of the loss of relevance to its meaning and, in particular, its assessment. From a practical perspective, the
paper has identified new avenues of research which could be useful to support both funding and research
evaluation agencies which need new and reliable methods for assessing the impact of scientific research in the
field of management accounting. In fact, by stimulating research on the design of indicators able to assess the
impact of management accounting research, the paper aims to lead scholars to develop and test methods which
can take into consideration the complex and multifaceted nature of the impact of research in the field of
management accounting.
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