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1 Introduction

In recent years, management accounting change has become an important topic in
research as well as in management practice (e.g., Burns and Scapens, 2000; Wanderley
and Cullen, 2013). The information management accounting provides is recognised as
“essential for companies’ survival in a competitive environment” [Wanderley and Cullen,
(2013), p.295], and progressive management accounting systems can support competitive
advantages (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013). As management accounting can influence
social perception, values, and actions, management accounting change is often used for
creating change in corporate decision-making procedures (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2005;
Lee, 2011; Schiffer, 2004; Wanderley and Cullen, 2013; Wickramasinghe and
Alawattage, 2007). Examples for a change in management accounting that shall influence
decision-making procedures are the introduction of a new method for cost allocation
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(e.g., Shields, 1995) and the implementation of a completely new management
accounting system, i.e., balanced scorecard (e.g., Kasurinen, 2002). The change in
management accounting then shall influence not only the decisions made themselves but
also the communication as well as the values and ethical orientation within the company
(Schiffer, 2004). Management accounting directs the perception and attention of the
users of accounting information and can thereby guide decision-making (Schaffer, 2004).

The way management accounting change can influence corporate decision-making
procedures is widely investigated in previous research (e.g., Ansari and Bell, 2009;
Arroyo, 2012; Broadbent and Laughlin, 2005; Burns and Scapens, 2000; Burns and
Vaivio, 2001; Shields, 1995; Wickramasinghe and Alawattage, 2007; Wu and Boateng,
2010; Yazdifar et al., 2005). Burns and Scapens (2000) propose a framework that
investigates the influence of different drivers and barriers of changing decision-making
procedures through management accounting change. They show how the
institutionalisation of management accounting practices is needed for creating lasting
change in decision-making procedures that can further influence corporate
communication, values, and beliefs (Burns and Scapens, 2000).

Management accounting can be understood as a communication tool, as it is used for
transferring information between users via accounting reports (Hummel and Horisch,
2020; Masztalerz, 2016). The language used in management accounting is important for
transferring specific information and perspectives on economic processes. Thereby, it can
influence attitudes, social perspectives, and corporate behaviour (Masztalerz, 2016;
Sandell and Svensson, 2016). This is why a change of language in management
accounting may influence the perception of the social reality presented in accounting
terms. In this way, language change in management accounting may change corporate
values, beliefs, and finally decision-making practices.

While the current language used in accounting is often criticised for neglecting
ecological and social aspects in economic decision-making (e.g., McNicholas and
Windsor, 2011), scholars explicitly call for a new language in accounting in order “to
facilitate sustainable development” [Barter and Russell, (2013), p.145]. With this issue in
mind, companies have introduced a new management accounting tool called value
creation accounting (VCA; German ‘Wertbildungsrechnung’) in order to change
decision-making procedures. VCA was developed by the German drugstore chain dm and
was introduced at the German organic wholesaler Alnatura at the beginning of the 2000s
(Hummel and Hoérisch, 2020; Irle, 2008). There, it replaced the before used contribution
margin calculation. Even though it was developed by German companies, VCA is
applicable and usable by companies in all countries and in different languages (Hummel
and Horisch, 2020).

In contrast to conventional management accounting tools, ‘VCA uses a different,
more value-oriented language design’ for the single accounts in management accounting
to support ethical aspects in corporate decision-making [Hummel and Hérisch, (2020),
p-187]. Therefore, a language design is used that does not label the single accounts as
‘costs’ but uses a terminology that highlights the contributions of the accounts to value
creation (Hummel and Hérisch, 2020).

In addition to the changes in terminology, VCA uses a different order of the accounts
compared to conventional accounting techniques (Hummel, 2016). For example,
accounting positions are divided into four different groups: ‘added value’ for sales, less
sales tax, and cost of goods, ‘external contribution’ for all accounts that are connected to
external services, i.c., costs for external cleaning service, ‘pre contributions’ for accounts
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that are internally allocated to the considered business unit, i.e., allocated costs for
internal human resource management, and ‘own contributions’ for accounts directly
linked to the performance of the considered business unit, i.e., costs of employees within
the business unit (Hummel, 2016). Table 1 provides an example of VCA for a
supermarket.

Table 1 Example of VCA for a supermarket

Current month Previous month Difference
Sales € 600,000 € 560,000 € +40,000
Sales tax € 100,000 € 80,000 € +20,000
Goods purchased € 300,000 € 290,000 € +10,000
Value creation € 200,000 € 190,000 € +10,000
Consumable material €200 €180 €+20
Energy € 1,000 €700 € +300
Sum external services € 40,000 € 37,000 € +3,000
Employee department € 3,000 € 3,600 €-600
IT and systems € 15,600 € 15,300 € +300
Accounting €5,100 € 5,000 €+100
Sum pre-values € 50,000 € 53,000 €-3,000
Tax € 800 €500 € +300
Employee income € 81,200 € 74,500 € +6,700
Investments € 18,000 € 19,000 €-1,000
Debt/relief € 10,000 € 6,000 € +4,000
Sum own value € 110,000 € 100,000 € +10,000

Source: Adapted and translated by Hummel (2016)

An important tool of VCA is the monthly report that presents the results of the business
unit, i.e., supermarket, for the given month compared to other business units and time
frames (see Table 1). As this report is used for communicating the business unit’s value
creation process, sales, and cost structure to the employees of a company, VCA is often
described as an internal tool for communication (see, e.g., Hummel, 2016).

Due to changes in its appearance (i.e., terminology and structure), VCA aims at
creating change in decision-making procedures, particularly by highlighting social
aspects as consequences of business decisions (Hummel and Horisch, 2020). In a
survey-based experiment, Hummel and Horisch (2020) use the language design of VCA
to analyse the effects of language and wording in accounting on economic
decision-making. Their findings indicate that the language used in management
accounting can influence economic decision-making procedures besides the numbers
themselves. In their study, VCA wording increased the decision-makers’ priority of
social aspects in decision-making and decreased their willingness to cut costs, most
notably employee costs (Hummel and Hoérisch, 2020).

This paper is based on the assumption that changes in language design of
management accounting can lead to changes in corporate decision-making procedures if
they are institutionalised within the company. Thus, based on a case study at a German
wholesaler of organic products, it aims to answer the following research question: What
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are the drivers and barriers of institutionalising VCA as a management accounting change
within companies for changing decision-making procedures?

In the first part of this paper, a review of previous research dealing with management
accounting change as well as the role of language in organisational change processes is
presented. The subsequent section explains the methodological approach applied in this
paper as a qualitative case study. Then, the findings of the case study are illustrated and
used to answer the research question. Finally, the findings are discussed and compared
with previous research, and implications for theory and practice are presented.

2 Literature review

2.1 Language in management accounting

Language is a tool of communication that creates and transports social perception of
reality (Berger and Luchman, 1966) and may therefore influence human understanding
and decisions (Ferraro et al., 2005). Scholars indicate that “language is implicated in most
of the phenomena that lie at the core of social psychology,” i.e., change of attitude, social
perception, and interaction [Krauss and Chiu, (1998), p.41, cited by Bavelas, (2005),
p-181]. In the communication of business, language plays an important role. Schrodt
(2002) states that many organisations nowadays use rhetorical means in order to
influence their organisational environment, for example the behaviour of employees.
Concerning the culture of an organisation, Jones (2011) highlights the importance of
language in creating and changing corporate culture and identification.

Language plays an important role in management accounting, as accounting is used
for representing and communicating a picture of reality (Masztalerz, 2016). Martineau
(2017, p.244) even describes accounting as a language “that every manager must
understand and learn to master accounting.” Previous research intensively investigates
the influence of accounting on the social perception of reality and on social aspects in
economic decision-making (e.g., Cooper, 1992; Costa et al., 2014; Hines, 1988). For
example, Hines (1988) shows how accounting influences the way people understand and
interpret social processes. Further studies support this assumption and explicitly focus on
the role of the language used in accounting and decision-making (Costa et al., 2014;
Sandell and Svensson, 2016). Studies show that the specific language design used in
accounting does not only represent the economic reality but can change attitudes and
actions.

Previous studies show that the language chosen in accounting can influence
decision-making in several aspects. This research investigates the influence of language
in financial narratives (e.g., Walters-York, 1996), the power of the type of language in
decision situations (Costa et al., 2014), as well as the effects of terminology used for
single accounts (Hummel and Horisch, 2020). Literature finds that the language used in
accounting can have far-reaching consequences for economic decision-making and social
perception of economic processes (Hummel and Horisch, 2020). This is why numerous
scholars call for a new use of language in accounting to support a more ethical economic
decision-making (e.g., Hummel and Hoérisch, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2015; Schaltegger
etal., 2017).
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While the effects of language in (management) accounting have been investigated in
previous research, the study at hand focuses on the role of language in management
accounting change processes and its institutionalisation within organisations.

2.2 Management accounting change

When a company decides to change the way it reports, analyses, or conducts corporate
information to support management, the process is defined as management accounting
change (Wickramasinghe and Alawattage, 2007). This can firstly be a change in the use
of given management accounting tools and processes (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013).
Secondly, the introduction of new management accounting tools and methods can be
defined as a management accounting change (Belal, 2002; Burns and Scapens, 2000).
When investigating the introduction and use of VCA instead of conventional accounting
techniques, the study at hand follows the second type of management accounting change.
This view is mainly supported by North American scholars (Wanderley and Cullen,
2013).

Previous research shows how management accounting not only influences the internal
decisions made themselves, but also the perceived values and culture within the company
(Schéfter, 2004). Those aspects of economic processes that are reported in management
accounting receive more attention in decision-making and corporate discussions (Priddat,
2009). In this way, management accounting directs the perception and attention of the
users of accounting information and can shift the social perception of the economic
process as well as the importance ascribed to social aspects in decision-making (Schiffer,
2004; Schiffer and Steiners, 2003). Contrafatto and Burns (2013) show that this is how
management accounting influences the way social and environmental aspects are
perceived and treated within companies, and Burritt et al. (2019) conclude that for
achieving sustainable change within companies, change in management accounting is
needed (also see Schaltegger and Wagner, 2006).

This stream of research outlines the managerial impact of management accounting,
which “involves more than technical issues of cost control” (Becker and Messner, 2005).
However, management accounting change processes are not always successful, and
changes in management accounting do not always have an influence on internal
decision-making procedures (Burns and Scapens, 2000; Scapens and Roberts, 1993;
Shields, 1995).

While many studies analysing management accounting change use quantitative
research methods and therefore focus on what “can be counted and measured”
[Wanderley and Cullen, (2013), p.304], fewer studies focus on qualitative aspects in
management accounting change processes (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013). As one of the
few exceptions, Armitage et al. (2016) uses a qualitative study to analyse the influences
and use of management accounting in small and medium-sized organisations. Using
in-depth field interviews, they found several corporate characteristics that influence the
use of management accounting in small and medium-sized companies, like the particular
industry in which a company operates and the age of the company.

2.3 Institutionalisation of management accounting change

Burns and Scapens (2000) propose a popular theoretical framework for the
conceptualisation of management accounting change. They proceed from the opinion that
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changes in the form of the internal management accounting systems represent changes in
the formal rules of the organisation. These implemented new corporate rules can create
new routines within the company, when they are reproduced in different ways through
the behaviour of the employees. When these rules and routines are used unconsciously in
everyday working life, then they are institutionalised within the company, that is, they
become corporate institutions (Spraakman, 2006). Burns and Scapens’ framework
focuses on internal institutions (Siti-Nabiha and Scapens, 2005) which are based on the
definition of Barley and Tolbert (1997). Following their approach, institutions can be
understood as the ‘taken-for-granted assumptions’ that influence actions and relationships
between humans (Barley and Tolbert, 1997). Institutions then contain the corporate rules
and routines and in this way influence company’s values, beliefs, and also the distribution
of power within the company (Burns and Scapens, 2000).

When it is institutionalised, the management accounting change becomes “simply the
way things are” [Burns and Scapens, (2000), p.11], i.e., it becomes the taken-for-granted
way of behaving within the organisation. As an essential part of the corporate
management processes, these institutionalised management accounting practices
‘represent the expected form of behaviour’ and influence power and relationships within
the organisation [Burns and Scapens, (2000), p.11]. Previous research shows that new
management accounting approaches often are not institutionalised within companies and
therefore might not be able to affect decision-making procedures (Ansari and Bell, 2009).

2.4 Antecedents for the institutionalisation of management accounting change

Previous research on management accounting change found some drivers and barriers
that may influence the institutionalisation of management accounting change (e.g., Innes
and Mitchell, 1990). The investigated drivers and barriers of institutionalising
management accounting change that are relevant to the given study can be divided into
three types of antecedents: organisational structure, corporate culture and leadership, and
human resources.

2.4.1 Antecedents related to organisational structure

Innes and Mitchell (1990) identify factors that influence change processes in a general
manner. These are contextual factors in the wider environment of the organisation that
“provide decision makers with the reasons and grounds to initiate and permit change”
(p.5). Contextual factors are, for example, organisational structures as well as the
structure of product life cycles (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013). In this way, management
accounting change can be supported or hindered by a specific organisational structure,
i.e., strict or flat hierarchical structures, given routines, and the organisational autonomy
of a parent company or other stakeholders (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013).

In the same way, Roberts and Silvester (1996) identify organisational structure as a
key influencing factor that may support or hinder the institutionalisation of management
accounting change. These structural factors include the given hierarchy of the company
and the dependency of the company’s departments on each other.

Management accounting change processes are time-consuming and require a lot of
employee effort as well as financial resources. This is why adequate resources, e.g.,
financial resources and the availability of staff, are further factors identified as conducive
to change in previous literature (Innes and Mitchell, 1990).
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2.4.2 Antecedents related to leadership and culture

Besides these structural factors, studies found several internal factors that influence
management accounting change processes. Important internal factors identified in
previous literature are in the area of organisational culture and leadership (e.g., Brooks
and Bate, 1994; Markus and Pfeffer, 1983; Waweru et al., 2004, 2005; Wu and Boateng,
2010).

Management accounting change is shaped by the existing institutions within the
organisation, i.e., organisational routines, norms, and ways of thinking. For this reason,
the management accounting change needs to fit into these institutions that are already in
place to become institutionalised (Burns and Scapens, 2000). This is why the “habits of
organizational members and the underpinning assumptions which are taken-for-granted”
are important influences on management accounting change [Burns and Scapens, (2000),
p-13].

Wanderley and Cullen (2013) show how management accounting is often defined as a
“fundamentally local concern” (p.298), which means that further internal factors in
regard to leadership and corporate culture influence management accounting change.
Management accounting change as a local phenomenon is influenced by the kind of
relationships within the company, like power asymmetry and political interplay
(Wanderley and Cullen, 2013). Additionally, Burns and Vaivio (2001) point out the role
of the company’s top management in successfully implementing management accounting
change.

In addition to the drivers of institutionalisation of a management accounting change,
Burns and Scapens (2000) define several barriers in regard to leadership and culture, that
create resistance to change: competing interests and objectives, lack of knowledge and
experience within the company, missing openness of leaders to change the way of
thinking, as well as existing routines and institutions within the company.

2.4.3 Antecedents related to human resources

Besides the role of leaders, the role of employees in management accounting change has
perceived much attention in previous research. Burns and Scapens (2000) explicitly state
that it is not only the openness of leaders but also the openness of employees that
influences institutionalisation of management accounting change. Since management
accounting change can influence organisational routines, values, and beliefs, employees
need to be open for changing the way of thinking as well as existing routines (Burns and
Scapens, 2000).

Further influencing factors regarding human resources identified in previous literature
are individual commitment of employees as well as their attitude towards change and
understanding of the change process (Argyris and Kaplan, 1994; Strebel, 1996; Waweru
et al., 2004). This is supported by the study of Shields (1995) whom identifies sufficient
employee training as a further influencing factor of management accounting change.
Cobb et al. (1995) emphasise the role of individual employees as leaders in change
processes. They found several barriers to a management accounting change, most notably
the changing priorities, and staff attitudes to change.

All in all, management accounting change as well as its barriers and drivers has been
investigated intensively in research in past decades (Arena and Azzone, 2005; Burns and
Scapens, 2000; Burns and Vaivio, 2001; Lee, 2011; Shields, 1995; Spraakman, 2006;
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Waweru et al., 2005; Wickramasinghe and Alawattage, 2007). Research found that “an
understanding of the habits of organizational members and the underpinning
assumptions” are required to understand management accounting change [Burns and
Scapens, (2000), p.13]. Since previous research on management accounting change
mostly uses quantitative methods, Wanderley and Cullen (2013) suggest that this research
should be further developed by using a qualitative research approach to focus on “the
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions in a research project” [Wanderley and Cullen, (2013), p.304].
Similarly, Parker (2012) calls for more qualitative research on management accounting to
consider aspects that are difficult to measure, like values and individual perception.

2.5 Therole of language in change processes

Burns and Scapens (2000) base their framework of the institutionalisation of management
accounting change on the relationship between speech and language. They argue that for
effective speech, the used language “must conform to the underlying, tacitly understood,
structure of the language” [Burns and Scapens, (2000), p.8]. Similarly, management
accounting changes need to fit the rules, routines and norms within the organisation.
Burns and Scapens (2000) note that language changes over time through the speech acts
of society. In the same way, organisational institutions change over time due to the
activities of employees and leaders, i.e., changes within management accounting (Burns
and Scapens, 2000).

While previous studies investigate the institutionalisation of management accounting
change in general, less attention is paid to institutionalisation of language changes in
management accounting as part of an organisational change process. In order to
investigate the influence of language (change) on decision-making processes, Hines
(1988) highlights that people create the society and its concepts, i.e., language,
themselves and, at the same time, accept and thereby institutionalise them. In this way,
society is regulated by these concepts, who form a “symbolic order” [Cooper, (1992),
p-30]. This symbolic order is already in place in society and must be accepted and
institutionalised by human beings in order for them to take part in society (Cooper, 1992).
People confronted with language have to accept the specific language and its logic to use
it for communication. Under these circumstances, language can influence perception and
human actions (Cooper, 1992). Then, language “not only reflects our worlds but also
shapes and creates them” [Cooper and Senkl, (2016), p.498].

In the same way, management accounting is able to create a specific view on
economic processes and thereby may influence behaviour and values of employees
(Breton and Aggeri, 2018). Lopatta et al. (2017) show that the language in accounting
information has power beyond the quantitative information itself. By analysing the
effects of VCA, Hummel and Hoérisch (2020) found that VCA can increase the
importance ascribed to social aspects in decision-making and thereby leads to changes in
decision-making.

Table 2 shows the theoretical perspectives and potential influencing factors
elaborated on in previous research that was considered as important for the aims of this
study. Numerous previous studies investigate management accounting change and its
antecedents for institutionalisation within companies. However, the antecedents for
institutionalising management accounting change through language design in
management accounting, i.e., implementation of VCA, has not been studied so far. For
this reason, previous studies (e.g., Hummel and Hoérisch, 2020; Parker, 2012; Wanderley
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and Cullen, 2013) explicitly suggest future research to address long-term effects of
management accounting change using qualitative case studies. This study complements
prior research by offering a qualitative analysis on the effects of VCA. A case study is
performed at Alnatura to determine antecedents for institutionalising VCA as
management accounting change.

Table 2 Antecedents for institutionalising management accounting change and language
change

Antecedents for institutionalising management accounting change related to...

Organisational e Adequate resources (Innes and Mitchell, 1990)

t
structure ¢ Organisational structure (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013)

Leadership and e Organisational culture (Burns and Scapens, 2000)

isational
glﬂ%tau T:a tona e Value-fit (Burns and Scapens, 2000)
e Top-level management support (Burns and Vaivio, 2001)
e Openness by leaders (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013)
¢ Diverging goals and interests (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013)
Human e Openness and attitude towards change (Burns and Scapens, 2000)
resources

¢ Employee turnover (Cobb et al., 1995)

Antecedents for institutionalising language change related to...

Individual ¢ Understanding (Cooper, 1992)
level

e Acceptance by individuals (Hines, 1988)
Group level ¢ Be in Place first (Cooper, 1992)
e Belief in it (Cooper, 1992)

3 Method

This study follows the call of previous research (e.g., Hummel and Horisch, 2020;
Wanderley and Cullen, 2013) and conducts a qualitative analysis to explore the use of
VCA in a case study. This approach is commonly used for case studies in which there is
limited research (Benbasat et al., 1987), and offers the opportunity to investigate practical
situations in a natural setting (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The given study is based on
semi-structured face-to-face interviews. The participants were employees from Alnatura,
which is the largest German retailer of organic food. Alnatura sells organic food and
non-food articles in 126 supermarkets throughout Germany. About 1,300 Alnatura
products are sold in more than 14,000 supermarkets and drugstores in Germany and
Europe. Alnatura employs over 2,960 people and generated a turnover of 770 million
Euros in the financial year 2016/2017 (Alnatura GmbH, 2018).

For this study, 15 interviews were held over ten months between January and October
2018. The interviewees were store managers of Alnatura, as sales and store management
is a key topic of management accounting at Alnatura. The interviewee selection was done
considering the interviewees’ gender and location within Germany. Apart from these
criteria, the interviewee selection was random. These criteria are “not intended to achieve
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statistical representativeness” for Alnatura’s employee population but rather to have
different perspectives from various employees [Carollo, (2016), p.145]. Due to the use of
face-to-face interviews and the process of interviewee selection, the identity of the
interviewees was not completely anonymous and confidential, which may limit the
results for the reason of not being credible. However, the interviewees were assured that
the research is conducted independently and for scientific use only. Additionally, the
interviewees received a written agreement which assures them that the interview material
is 100% treated confidently and anonymously. For this purpose, the interviewees were
assured that the transcriptions of the recordings would be anonymised and that no
conclusions could be drawn about the interviewee.

In order to mitigate a potential bias in the interviewees’ accounts, especially due to
the absence of anonymity, and to ensure credibility of the findings, the study uses further
sources of data for the analysis, e.g., company management reports and press releases.

As it is the case in previous studies, the interviewees chose the location for the
interviews (Carollo, 2016). The main purpose of this was to make them feel as
comfortable as possible. All of the interviews took place at the workplace of the
interviewees or a public place nearby. The length of the interviews varied between 30 to
60 minutes. All interviews, except two, were fully recorded and transcribed. The
interviews were held in German and translated into English for presentation in this paper.
In order to ensure consistency of meaning when translating the interviews, the
translations were double checked by a second researcher.

The interviews investigate the organisational context in relation to current and
successful management change practices as well as the organisational factors influencing
the management of organisational change processes, i.e., VCA. The main focus of the
interview was the interviewees’ use and perception of VCA, especially its influence on
the organisational structure, company culture, and human resources and vice versa. The
interviews’ basic structure is provided in appendix A. in order to make sure that the
interview approach was consistent in all interviews, all interviews were conducted by the
author of the study following previous studies (e.g., Armitage et al., 2016)

The data is collected by using a semi-structured interview guideline to facilitate an
in-depth interview with store managers of Alnatura. The semi-structured interview
process enables the interviewer to focus on a limited number of points and makes it
possible to “obtain rich and in-depth data” [Bogel et al., (2019), p.363]. The interview
material was evaluated based on the generic process model proposed by Mayring (2000).
A multi-step process was used to identify the key findings from the interviews:

e Before starting the analysis process, the researcher read through the transcribed
interviews and the additional material to “obtain the sense of the whole” [Bengtsson,
(2016), p.11].

e Next, the analysis aspects were described, including coding rules, definitions, and
examples. The coding rules were defined in a coding list that includes definitions of
the codes and examples to “minimize a cognitive change during the process of
analysis in order to secure reliability” [Bengtsson, (2016), p.12]. In order to increase
the validity of the coding procedure, two investigators performed the coding
separately for a selected number of codes according to the coding rule agenda and
then compared and discussed their results as well as the obtained consensus.
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e In a further step, the open coding procedure was started by the researcher breaking
down the material into smaller ‘meaning units’, that is, sentences or small paragraphs
of the material that are coded according to the coding rules [Bengtsson, (2016),
p-11]. Each meaning unit was labelled with a code that “should be understood in
relation to the context” [Bengtsson, (2016), p.11].

e  After analysing about 25% of the material, the categories, and coding agenda was
checked and modified if necessary.

e After the analysis process, a final revision of the texts and check of reliability was
conducted.

e In the following process, categories and sub-categories were identified, which
“should be internally homogenous and externally heterogeneous” [Bengtsson,
(2016), p.12]. Then, the findings and results were interpreted and compared to the
results from previous research.

4 Findings

This section presents the main results of the analysis process. After a description of the
use of VCA, the presentation of the results is divided into the three types of antecedents
for institutionalisation of management accounting change identified in the literature
review.

4.1 The use of VCA as a communication tool

Participants mainly use VCA once a month to get a general overview and feedback about
the efficiency of the business unit for the previous month. Interviews show that VCA is
not only used for decision-making itself but also for communicating and understanding
€CONOMmIC Processes:

We use VCA to understand financial processes in our supermarket. It shows us
how well we worked in the last period and what we can do better. VCA makes
it possible for us to better understand the economic process. We communicate
VCA to our employees and show them how things work in our company.
(Tanja)

Press releases introducing the VCA approach at Alnatura support this view by
highlighting the transparency of VCA as an important difference to the before used
management accounting tool. Thus, every employee at Alnatura is able to check the
performance of their business unit, i.e., supermarket, on the computer (Irle, 2008).

VCA is used by the interviewees themselves as well as their assistants and some other
employees. Most of the interviewees said that they put the VCA report in the employee
room where all members of their team can have a look at it and get an idea of the
financial performance in the previous month. This is done “to get as many people on
board as possible.” (Daniel) The interviews clearly show that VCA serves as an essential
reflection tool concerning the economic reality of the business unit. Furthermore, VCA is
used as a basis for decision-making and as a feedback tool. The users compare the results
of the VCA report with a predefined plan as well as with the results of other internal
business units.
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In the interviews, the structure and order of the accounting terms of VCA play a
major role. Most interviewees describe the structure of VCA as an expression of the
understanding of value creation as a process of working together. The structure of VCA
describes two opposing perspectives, the perspective of the customer (sales) and that of
the company (value creation), as it is the case with ‘costs’ in conventional accounting.
The vocabulary of VCA is seen as very important, as it strongly differentiates from the
language of conventional accounting. The different vocabulary of VCA is often
associated with the importance of social factors in decision-making. This is particularly
evident with the activities (and costs) of employees, which are presented as an essential
part of value creation in the economic process. The accounting term ‘employee income,’
instead of ‘staff costs’ in conventional management accounting, is particularly perceived
as a specific expression of social reality:

Employee income is associated with wages and salary. The appreciation that
the employee creates values and does a good job. This is a completely different
perspective on the employees and their work (...) and the term “staff” is
negative associated. Staff costs have a negative impact so that it does not sound
positive. You do not want to generate costs. The negative impact is in focus.
(Maria)

Just like the accounting term ‘employee income,’ the term ‘values’ instead of ‘costs’ is
seen as very important for the given perspective on economic processes. The choice of
terms aims to reflect those expenditures relate to the different factors needed to create
value:

If one designates the activities in the headquarter as ‘pre-values,” then the
positive value character is in the foreground. It means that people are doing
something for you. With costs, this is directly negative. One does not
appreciate it but sees it as something negative. No one wants to have costs, but
everyone needs value creation. (Thomas)

Some of the interviewees did not see any or only limited influence of VCA on
decision-making procedures and/or company culture compared to conventional
management accounting tools: “After all, we’re still distributors and need to keep an eye
on our outcomes.” (Peter). Others described a strong influence of VCA on decision-
making procedures, especially on the company culture of Alnatura. One interviewee, who
had been in a situation of financial distress, stated that VCA makes people try to find
other solutions rather than only cutting staff costs:

If I take an ‘employee’s income’ and if I reduce ‘staff costs’, then the starting
point is the same. But perhaps I would be able to find a different approach. For
‘staff costs’, I would perhaps cut costs. And for an ‘employee’s income’, 1
would rather look for alternative solutions. (Ralph)

Additionally, many interviewees see VCA as a necessary part of Alnatura’s
organisational culture to promote the company’s values and reflect them in the field of
accounting and decision-making. Some interviewees expect that, without VCA, Alnatura
might lose some of its cultural values.

When analysing the interviews, it is noticeable that the process of change through
VCA is carried out in a very specific organisational context at Alnatura. Some of these
context factors are perceived as drivers, while others are perceived as a barrier of creating
change in decision-making procedures through VCA. Three major fields that may
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influence the institutionalisation of VCA are investigated: organisational structure,
company’s culture and leadership, and human resources.

4.2  Antecedents related to organisational structure

Interviewees described it as beneficial that the organisational structure at Alnatura is flat
and non-hierarchical. In general, communication within the company is direct and open.
Furthermore, collaboration is perceived as collegial and on eye level. Even if
organisational structure and hierarchy are needed in general, the interviewees said that
structures at the company should be flat and flexible. Structures should make it possible
for all employees to use VCA. This can be a beneficial factor for supporting the
institutionalisation of VCA. Companies still need structures and rules, but these need to
be flexible to support VCA. For this, you need “a lot of trust as well as working at eye
level and very flat hierarchies (...).” (Andrea).

In management reports, the approach for internal communication is described as
creating an appreciative and interested attitude within the company towards each other
(Alnatura GmbH, 2018). Communication within the company is aimed to be on eye level,
and every leader as well as every employee is asked to give mutual feedback within their
working teams. This is also part of the leadership guidelines and trainings of the company
(Alnatura GmbH, 2018, 2020).

Many interviewees especially described the structure and organisation of corporate
internal communication as an important factor for the use and success of VCA. The
necessary factors for internal communication are to be direct, open, and very transparent.
Transparent communication and information can be seen as a key antecedent of
organisational structure for the institutionalisation of VCA since it is highlighted by many
interviewees. As mentioned before, VCA should be communicated openly and
transparently to all employees of the team, not just to supervisors and management.

While flat hierarchical structures and transparent communication are considered as
driving forces for the institutionalisation of VCA, scarcity of resources such as time is
seen as a hindrance to the institutionalisation of VCA. People, especially leaders and
employees, need time to engage with VCA, understand the values transported by VCA,
and talk about it: “That’s just like VCA as such. You need time to deal with it.” (Paul).

The scarcity of resources like time and economic pressures is considered as the most
important hindrance to this kind of management change. One participant compared
Alnatura with a conventional discounter, where the (economic) pressures on employees
and leaders are perceived as much higher, and it might be a hindrance to successfully
reach an institutionalisation of VCA:

But for the majority (of discounters), the pressure is just that big. It comes from
above, from the regional management. That’s just, I think, so big that it would
not work that well. (Daniel)

The scarcity of resources presented in the interviews is mostly due to economic pressures
of missing time, missing employees (or employee capacity), and missing financial
resources.
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4.3  Antecedents related to company culture and leadership

The interviews show that there is a strong connection between VCA and the
organisational culture. Thus, it may be interesting to take a closer look at the perceived
organisational culture and working environment at Alnatura and its potential effects on
the institutionalisation of VCA.

Alnatura’s organisational culture attaches great importance to prioritise social and
ecological aspects over financial aspects in its activities. Organisational culture therefore
focuses strongly on considering all stakeholders in the decision-making process. The
importance of social aspects in the company is also presented by the fact that the working
environment is often described with the metaphor ‘family’:

It’s a bit like a big family. You listen to each other and you are there for each
other. (Maria)

Concerning VCA, the importance of a value fit between the organisational values and
goals connected with VCA can be found in the interviews. For institutionalising VCA,
some cultural values need to exist in the company that fit the values connected with
VCA. When the company culture values social aspects, VCA can transport these values
into decision-making procedures.

Management reports of Alnatura highlight the importance of social aspects in
leadership within the company and for their corporate culture (Alnatura GmbH, 2020).
Additionally, press releases about VCA at Alnatura highlight those specific values need
to be in place first so that VCA can be used efficiently. In their article about VCA at
Alnatura, Irle (2008) shows that the values that can be supported by VCA need to exist
within the organisation so that VCA can support these values in corporate
decision-making. Additionally, leaders need to be open for a change of their attitude and
of given routines and values, and they should also be open for giving up responsibility
(Irle, 2008). The company’s leadership guidelines cover this aspect by asking leaders to
be open for working on their own attitude and values regarding the company’s culture
and support these values (Alnatura GmbH, 2018).

Besides cultural values, interviewees mentioned the importance of a trial-and-error
culture that allows learning from it. Failures are seen as a positive effect for learning and
personal development. This culture needs an understanding of mistakes as chances for
learning and personal development, not as something that has to be avoided. Besides the
trial-and-error culture, leadership plays an important role in enabling employees to
understand VCA and to enable individual as well as organisational change processes.
Leadership has to take time to explain the importance and the aims of VCA to its
employees:

Explain how we think and what we mean. On the one hand, the concepts are

confusing. On the other hand, they can help to understand and experience the
culture. One gets involved in the concepts and culture of Alnatura. (Maria)

Leadership needs to understand the concept and aims of VCA, to be able to transport this
knowledge to their employees. Besides understanding, leaders need to believe in the
importance and the success of VCA to transport the aims and values of VCA. This is
perceived as important antecedents for the successful use of VCA:

The regional manager has to live the values he communicates. He listens to you
(...). (Maria)
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Alnatura offers their employees a variety of trainings on several different topics. These
topics include values and beliefs of Alnatura’s culture. For example, in the
‘Kulturimpuls’ seminar, employees from different management levels can discover the
company’s vision, mission, and corporate principles together (Alnatura GmbH, 2020).

The role of leadership and company culture is seen as a crucial factor for the success
or failure of VCA. The values and aims of VCA have to be accepted by leaders and they
have to be motivated to support these values in their working team:

So, if that’s what the term is, then it’s effective (...). If this is just written on the
wall and not lived, then you can forget about it. (Thomas)

In addition to the support and belief of managers, the interviewees mentioned the
importance of the support of top management. Alnatura is a family-owned business lead
by Professor Dr. Rehn, whose role in supporting the power of VCA and social change is
mentioned by many interviewees.

Alnatura was founded in the 1980s by Professor Dr. Rehn (Alnatura GmbH, 2020). In
internal as well as public interviews, his role as a pioneer regarding sustainable
entrepreneurship is highlighted (Alnatura GmbH, 2018, 2020). For example, in his
interview in the foreword of the Alnatura public sustainability report, he talks about his
ideal of creating something meaningful for people and the earth with founding Alnatura,
and about the importance of values for the leadership culture at Alnatura GmbH (2018).

To sum up, the interviews show the importance of “living the values of VCA and
explanation of it.” (Thomas). Consequently, leaders have to accept the values, follow
them, and explain these values to their employees. Additionally, the top management
support is found to be a crucial success factor. Only then can VCA have an impact on
organisational change.

4.4  Antecedents related to human resources

When it comes to the antecedents on the level of human resources, the way employees
react and handle VCA is seen as an important factor in the interviews. First, motivation
and openness of employees to work on their beliefs and values is mentioned by many
interviewees. The interviews show that the motivation of employees is a critical factor for
the success of VCA since employees have to deal with the values of VCA, understand
and accept them, and integrate them into their working behaviour:

Employees need to be open for a mind change and motivated. They should also
try to understand the values. (Paul)

Consequently, employees need the willingness and motivation for changing themselves
and the organisational culture. They have to be willing to deal with the values of VCA as
they “must always be lived and desired.” (Paul).

For supporting this willingness for change, motivation and openness may be helpful if
employees understand the aims and goals of VCA. When understanding the aims of
VCA, it may lead to dialogue about the values of an organisation that may support
organisational change. One interviewee described her own experience with understanding
the company’s values through dealing with VCA. She explained how she was irritated
when she started working with VCA for the first time. Then she started dealing with
VCA, its numbers, terms, and vocabulary. Finally, she understood the aims and values of
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VCA and its importance for company culture. This was the point when she started to
change her thinking about social values and social aspects of decision-making.

The interviews show that employees that are not motivated and open to cultural
change can be a hindrance to the institutionalisation of VCA. The language design and
values of VCA need to be understood and accepted by the employees. Consequently, it is
not only about motivating employees but much more about openness for something new
and about acceptance of VCA as a new tool:

It is important and necessary that employees do not oppose it. Besides, they
need to deal with the concepts and internalize it. They have to accept the
language. (Paul)

The interviews show how VCA needs to be accompanied by a specific attitude.
Employees need to be open and willing to work on their values as well as their beliefs to
develop and share an attitude that supports the values connected to VCA:

The important thing is how you think about it (...). You have to develop a
certain attitude. Only then can the changed language change the way we see
and act in the world. (Paul)

The interviews provide some examples of how this institutionalisation of VCA can work
in practice. Most frequently, interviewees said that it is necessary for leaders to know the
meaning of the new language design and communicate it to their employees. Then, the
employees also need to understand the reasons behind this language and develop a new
way of thinking:

As 1 have said earlier, it’s about living it and it’s about an explanation: We do

not want to use the concept of staff but the concept of employees, because they

work with each other and cooperate. We see ourselves as a working group.
(Thomas)

All in all, the analysis of the interviews found certain antecedents related to
organisational structure as well as to organisational culture, leadership, and the individual
level.

5 Discussion and conclusions

5.1 Discussion

As management accounting can influence corporate values, beliefs, and decision-making,
management accounting change has become an important topic in science and business
practice in recent years. However, not every management accounting change
automatically leads to successful changes within an organisation (Burns and Scapens,
2000). This is why an institutionalisation of management accounting change is necessary
to support a successful implementation of the change. Previous research has already
examined a variety of barriers and drivers of institutionalising management accounting
change within companies (e.g., Burns and Scapens, 2000; Kasurinen, 2002). Most of
these studies use quantitative research methods for investigating management accounting
change and thus are limited in analysing qualitative aspects like attitudes, values, and
beliefs (Wanderley and Cullen, 2013). This is why previous scholars call for investigating
management accounting change processes using qualitative methods (e.g., Wanderley
and Cullen, 2013). In addition to this lack of research, limited attention is given to the
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antecedents for institutionalising management accounting change through language
design, i.e., VCA, in previous research (Hummel and Hoérisch, 2020). This is why the
study at hand uses a qualitative research approach to answer the following research
question: What are the drivers and barriers of institutionalising VCA as a management
accounting change within companies for changing decision-making procedures?

Having a limited sample size in mind, some conclusions can be drawn from the study
at hand. As it is the case in previous research, this study found a variety of drivers and
barriers for the institutionalisation of management accounting change, i.e., VCA that can
be divided into three types of antecedents: organisational structure, culture and
leadership, and human resources.

Previous research on the antecedents of management accounting change mainly
focuses on antecedents of organisational structure. These factors include the corporate
hierarchical structures and communication as well as resource management. The
interviews support this assumption and show that, in the case of VCA, a flat hierarchical
structure and direct transparent communication on eye level are seen as drivers of a
successful institutionalisation of management accounting change. An additional structural
element that perceives much attention in the interviews is the existence of adequate
resources. These resources include time for dealing with VCA as well as adequate
financial resources to prevent excessive economic pressures (where possible).

Besides these structural factors, cultural factors are assigned much importance in the
conducted interviews. Especially the values of the organisational culture and the values
VCA aims to support (i.e., ethical values) are seen as important factors when introducing
and using VCA. A value fit between the values, beliefs, and culture within the
organisation and the VCA is needed to successfully institutionalise VCA. That means
that the values that VCA wants to support need to exist within the organisation’s culture
and leadership, for example, by introducing them within leadership guidelines and by
employee/leadership trainings.

In regard to organisational culture, the interviews show that a trial-and-error culture
can support VCA. In general, mistakes shall be seen as something positive since you are
able to learn something and gain new knowledge. As concluded in previous research
(e.g., Burns and Vaivio, 2001), in the interviews, the top management also plays an
important role in supporting the institutionalising of VCA by transporting the values and
the importance of VCA to the leaders and the employees.

Additional to leadership and culture, human resources are found to be important
influences on the institutionalisation of VCA. Just as Burns and Scapens (2000) found,
the interviews showed that employees need to be open to change their attitude and
routines when working with VCA.

Besides the similarities to previous research, some differences need to be introduced
and discussed on antecedents for institutionalising language change in management
accounting, i.e., VCA. The findings of this paper mainly differentiate from previous
research concerning the task of leadership and the function of the employee. As
concluded in previous research (e.g., Cobb et al.,, 1995), the interviews show that
leadership plays an important role related to supporting the institutionalisation of
management accounting change. However, in contrast to previous research on
management accounting change, the analysis of the interviews shows that it is necessary
for the leaders to believe in the effects and importance of the management accounting
tool, i.e., VCA. Leaders need to understand the purpose of VCA, communicate it to their
employees, and believe in the effects and benefits of VCA. Further, the leaders have to
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transfer VCA into the working environment and encourage the employees to understand
the values. While previous research states that leaders shall be open for changing their
own beliefs and values within management accounting change (Burns and Scapens,
2000), the interviews show that, in the case of VCA, it is necessary for leaders to not only
be open for a mind change but also to believe in the effects and importance of VCA.
Thus, its role is crucial for transporting the values of VCA and differs significantly from
previous research.

The reason for the different roles of leaders in VCA can be explained by adducing the
role of language in change processes as investigated by previous research (e.g., Cooper,
1992; Hines, 1988). Cooper (1992) argues that for institutionalising language within
groups of people, i.e., society, the influencing object, i.e., language, has to be in place
first. That is, the specific logic and design of language have to be lived, recognised, and
accepted by the people to become institutionalised. In the case of VCA within an
organisation, the specific logic of VCA has to be recognised by the leaders of the
organisation. In this way, VCA can be “in place” [Cooper, (1992), p.30] and thus support
an institutionalisation of VCA. Leaders have to believe in the importance of VCA’s aims
and apply VCA and its values. In this way, they can transport the values of VCA to their
employees. In contrast to other management accounting change studies, this study
highlights the relevance of the belief in VCA and the acceptance of its values by the
leaders for a successful change of decision-making procedures.

On the level of human resources, the interviews show that, in the case of VCA,
employees do not only create the change but are part of the change themselves. This is
why it may be important for employees to understand the purpose of VCA and accept it
with its connected values. Employees have to be willing to be part of the organisational
change, connect with the values of VCA, and be willing to change their minds and
beliefs. As Cooper (1992) concludes, in order to be an unconscious part of social reality,
the logic and meaning of language and accounting have to be accepted by individuals.
This study shows that VCA can support change in decision-making practices, if the
employees as well as the leaders accept the meaning of VCA. That is why the acceptance
of the employees is an important factor in VCA use beyond the openness to deal with the
change. If employees accept the meaning of VCA, then it can create change in
decision-making practices by supporting a new attitude of decision-makers that supports
social values.

As investigated in previous literature, it is necessary for the management accounting
changes to also match the institutions in the company that are already in place (Burns and
Scapens, 2000). At the same time, the new management accounting practice can also be
institutionalised under the antecedents outlined above. In this case, it influences
organisational rules and routines as well as corporate values and beliefs. The interviews
show how the structure and language of VCA create and institutionalise a certain way of
thinking about economic reality. This view puts more importance on social aspects in
decision-making. In this way, VCA can contribute to a change in decision-making
procedures.

5.2 Implications for theory and practice

Previous research on management accounting change found that the institutionalisation of
change is needed for changing decision-making procedures (Burns and Scapens, 2000).
In this way, new management accounting approaches can form institutions and thereby
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influence corporate values, beliefs, and decision-making procedures. While drivers and
barriers of institutionalising management accounting change are outlined in previous
studies (e.g., Waweru et al., 2004; Wu and Boateng, 2010), less attention is paid to
institutionalising management accounting change related to changes in language design,
i.e., VCA. This study combines research on management accounting change with
research on language change and gives first insights into antecedents for institutionalising
changes through new language design in management accounting, i.e., VCA. It thereby
outlines some antecedents, most notably the role of leadership and employees. This paper
applies the framework of Burns and Scapens (2000) to the case of VCA by using a
qualitative case study. Findings show that their framework can give further insights into
the effects of language change in management accounting but needs to be combined with
theory on language change.

As investigated in previous research, language plays a particularly important role in
management accounting change processes by influencing social perception and
behaviour. However, this study found that the effects of language in management
accounting change need some effort on the side of managers to be successful. In fact, an
institutionalisation of VCA is necessary, and therefore some antecedents are required that
may support or hinder management accounting change.

The implications for managers therefore suggest that companies should pay more
attention to internal factors in processes of management accounting change through new
accounting approaches, especially the attitude of leadership and employees towards the
content of change.

As it is the case with spoken language, the logic of VCA has to be “in place”
[Cooper, (1992), p.30] among the leaders of the company first. Then, it has to be
conveyed to the employees. This can be done by means of the explanation of the logic,
e.g., by training and seminars. Employees have to understand the logic of VCA, and thus
adequate resources, especially time to learn about VCA and its values, are needed as well
as openness of employees to deal with VCA, its values, and their own attitude. From the
leaders, a brief understanding of VCA and its values is needed. Additionally, leaders need
to be open to change their own attitudes and values as well as their kind of leadership.
For example, leaders have to be willing to give their employees more responsibility and
transparency concerning information. Those aspects of leadership can be integrated into
the company’s leadership guidelines, policy, and trainings to support the
institutionalisation of management accounting approaches like VCA. Table 3 provides a
brief summary of the findings regarding influencing factors and practical implications for
managers.

5.3 Conclusions and limitations

All in all, this study examines the antecedents for institutionalising management
accounting change through a new language design, i.e., VCA. In contrast to previous
research, the given study shows that the role of the individuals, i.e., leaders (leadership)
and employees differs from the role in general management accounting change processes.
For institutionalising management accounting change through VCA, the most important
thing is the attitude of leaders and employees towards VCA and the change itself.
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Table 3 Influencing factors and practical implications of VCA
Antecedents related to... Influencing factors Practical implications
Organisational structure Flat hierarchical structure Develop non-hierarchical structure
Transparent and direct Develop transparent and direct
communication on corporate communication approach
eye-level to all employees
Adequate resources Give time for dialog and dealing with
the change
Culture and leadership Organisational value-fit Support ethical values in your
organisation, i.e., trainings and
seminars.
Trial-and-error culture Create a trial-and-error culture that

allows making mistakes

Belief and openness of Support importance of change to
leadership leadership and train leader’s attitude
towards change content (e.g.,
leadership guidelines and trainings)

Support of top management Involve top management in
communicating change process
Human resources Openness of employees Train employees to be open for a
mind change
Understanding and Offer dialogue and trainings for
acceptance of VCA understanding importance of change

and corporate values

As it is the case in all studies, the given case study has some methodological limitations,
such as the lack of generalisation of the population, which establishes some limitations
concerning the interpretation and application of the results. The first limitation is the
small and restricted sample size of selected people who are all working in the same
organisation with the same cultural context. Due to limited resources, only 15 interviews
with managers from one company were held in the course of the study, neglecting the
comparability with other companies. Further, none of these interviews were held with
managers from the head quarter of the company. Consequently, it is better to be cautious
when transferring these findings to other companies with different cultures and working
environments as well as to other countries with different ways of life and languages.
Further studies might enhance the analysis by considering different organisations and
countries.

In terms of VCA being used as a communication tool, the interviews do not state
clearly whether all the actions reported by the interviewees are voluntary or required by
the management, for example, within their leadership guidelines and policy.

Finally, as stated in the methodology section of the given study, the identity of the
interviewees was not completely anonymous, which may limit the credibility of the
findings. However, the interviewees have been assured that the interview material will be
treated independently, confidently, and anonymously. Additionally, further sources of
data (e.g., management reports and press releases) were used for the analysis to ensure
credibility of the findings.

Wanderley and Cullen [(2013), p.304] highlight that qualitative studies “reveal the
human, social world behind the numbers that require and may trigger new management
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accounting practices” and therefore call for more qualitative research on management
accounting change. The given study follows their call by conducting a qualitative study
on the antecedents of institutionalising management accounting change on VCA. It offers
first insights into differences and similarities between management accounting change
processes in general and language change processes in management accounting, i.c.,
VCA.
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Appendix

Interview basic structure

This structure and questions was used as an overall orientation during the interviews.
However, as the main focus was to have an open conservation and to get to know the
individual and personal perception of the interviewees to the topic, the interviews were
open and could differ to this structure.

Interview topic Sample questions

Personal background Tell me something about your professional background.
Company culture How do you perceive the company culture at Alnatura?
Understanding of VCA Please describe VCA.

Use of VCA How do you/your team work with VCA?

Differences of VCA to Can you compare VCA to other accounting techniques?
conventional accounting

approaches

Effects of VCA How does the work with VCA influence your work at Alnatura?

Process/antecedents of Are there any antecedents to use VCA? Are there any factors
management accounting  needed/helpful/challenging in regards to:

change 1  organisational structure
2 leadership and culture
3 human resources

4  others?

Further aspects Are there any other aspects that you would like to address in this
context?






