
DOI: 10.4018/IJANTTI.2016100103

International Journal of Actor-Network Theory and Technological Innovation
Volume 8 • Issue 4 • October-December 2016


Copyright©2016,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



The Diffusion of Accounting 
Innovations in the New Public Sector 
as Influenced by IMF Reforms: 
Actor-Network Theory
Nizar M. Alsharari, Accounting Department, College of Business and Economics, UAE University, Alain, Abu Dhabi

ABSTRACT

Thispaperaimstoexplainthediffusionofmanagementaccountinginnovationswithinthepublic
sectorinJordanasinfluencedbyIMFreforms.Itisconcernedwiththediffusionofmanagement
accounting systems viewed as a process of actor-network building and translation. The paper
presentsaninterpretivecasestudybydrawingonActor-NetworkTheory(ANT).Theaimistobetter
understand the nature of accounting systems. The study recognizes that accounting innovations
inPublicFinancialManagementover the lastdecadewerecentral to the riseof theNewPublic
Management(NPM)doctrineanditsassociatedideasofResultsBasedManagement(RBM)and
publicaccountability,ofwhichaccountingisakeyelement.Thestudyalsoconcludesthatthediffusion
processimpliedthreeisomorphicinterests;i.e.itcreatedpressureforsimilarreformsandstructural
changesinmanygovernmentalaspects,especiallythewaysofthinkinganddoing.Itthusprovides
adiscernibleconclusionthroughexploringtheprocessesofaccountingchangeasinfluencedbythe
tenetsofANT.LikeChua(1995),ithasexaminedaccountingchangeasaprocessof‘fabrication’.
Accountinginnovationsareconstructions(Andonetal.,2007),oftenbuiltonawidearrayofsocial,
economicandpoliticalfactors.Therehavebeenseveralstudiesofthepublicsectortransformation
followingIMFreformsbutthispaperhasadifferentfocus:thediffusionandadoptionofmanagement
accountingsystemswithinthenewpublicsector.Thepaperdiscussesthefindingsofaninterpretive
casestudy,whichisMinistryofFinance(MOF)inJordan.Theresultsof thestudyindicatethat
diffusionandadoptingofaccounting innovationsbyMOFis largelyaffectedby thegovernment
influence, and these innovations usually occurred “beyond the enterprise” as well as within it.
ThestudycontributestobothaccountingliteratureandActor-NetworkTheorybyprovidingmore
understandingandexplanationaboutthedynamicsofaccountinginnovationsinthepublicsector.
Thispaperhasinterestingfindings,butalsopointstotheneedformorestudiesaboutthediffusion
ofaccountinginnovationsinthepublicsector.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

AlargeamountofstudiesdealwiththetransformationofthepublicsectorfollowingIMFreforms
(Shahidetal.,2014).“Littlewasknownabout:thediffusionandadoptionofmanagementaccounting
innovationswithinthenewpublicsector”(Shahidetal.,2014,p.355).Thispaperisverymuchadhered
withthisresearchagenda,anditaimstoexplorethemannerandmeansofdiffusionofaccounting
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innovations,theobstaclestoadoption,andtoaddvalueforthisresearchagenda.Inrecentyears,
reformofthepublicsectorhasbeentheprimaryfocusofpolicymakersandaccountingsystems
andpolicieshaveplayedakeyroleininitiativesforchange(Shahidetal.,2014,p.355).Giventhe
frequencywithwhichnewmanagementaccountingideashavebeenadvocatedasaresult,theway
inwhichaccountinginnovationsdiffusethroughorganizations(ornot)isofparticularinterestto
researchers,policymakersandpractitioners(Shahidetal.,2014,p.355).Thispaperextendsprior
researchbyfocusingonthemannerandmeansofdiffusionofaccountinginnovations,andbydrawing
theviewsofkeyactorsinthediffusionprocessinthepublicsector.

Afewnumberofmanagementandaccountingpublicationsdealwiththediffusionofinnovation
(Rogers,1995).“Aninnovationisanidea,practice,orobjectperceivedasnewbyanindividualorother
unitofadoption”(Rogers,1995,p.1).Diffusionofinnovationattemptstodeterminetheinnovation’s
diffusioncurveovertimeandtorecognizethefactorsexplainingitsshape.Alargenumberofstudies
withapositivistandrationalapproachareconcernedwith thediffusionof innovation.However,
themodelsandconceptsemployedbymostofthistypeofresearcharenoteasilytransposedtothe
studyofmanagerialinnovations(Lundblad,2003).Furthermore,positivistresearchinmanagement
(accounting)oftenpreferstoignorepowerstrugglesandconflictinglogics,aswellasrationalities
otherthantechnicalones,whicharesignificantlyinfluencethediffusionofnewaccountingsystems
andpractices(BaxterandChua,2003).Theseboundaries leadus towardsalternativeresearchin
managementaccounting,whichisinterpretiveandnon-positivistapproach.

Unlikerationalapproach,interpretiveapproachexaminesaccountingasapartofsocialsystem
thatisinfluencedbypowerandinstitutionallogics.Itconsidersaccountingasadisciplineofthesocial
scienceanditseemedimportanttoustounderstanditinthecontextofabroadersetofdiscourses
from the social sciences. Baxter and Chua (2003) identify seven different research perspectives
thatlieoutsidethemainstreamresearch.Thispaperfollowsthelineof“Latourian”research.This
streamofresearchisconcernedwiththefabricationofmanagementaccountinginnovationsbyusing
Actor-NetworkTheory(ANT).Unforeseeableinteractionsbetweenhumanandnon-humanactorsare
centraltothistypeofanalysis.Inthisview,accountinginnovationsdiffusebecausetheytranslate
thechangingandtransitoryinterestsofvariousgroupsofactorswhoarelookingtomaintaintheir
positionandinfluencewithinorganizationsandsociety.Actorsuseaccountinginnovationstoproduce
“inscriptions”(i.e.figuresandnumberswhichbecome“facts”,seeRobson(1992))andmanipulate
themtoservetheirinterests.

ANThasbeenusedinmanagementaccountingresearchtoaddresstwoquestions.First,what
are the roles played by accounting innovations within organizations and society once they have
reached thestatusofblackboxes? In this respect,ANT-basedresearch isparticularlyconcerned
withthewayaccountingtechnologiesareable,oncecreated,to“actatadistance”thanksnotablyto
theinscriptions(i.e.accountingfigures)theyproduce(Altbach,2004,2007;Shahijanetal.,2016).
Second,howaremanagementaccountinginnovationsproduced,modifiedandaccepted(Prestonet
al.,1992;Chua,1995;Jones&Dugdale,2002,QuattroneandHopper,2005;Alcouffeetal.,2008)?
Thispaperaddressesthesecondquestion.Themainaimistorealizehowandwhysuchaccounting
innovations,asResultsBasedBudgeting(RBB)andGovernmentalFinancialManagementInformation
System(GFMIS),werecreatedand/ormodifiedandtheneventuallybecameacceptedinJordan.To
dothis,thispaperappliestheANTconceptoftranslation.Indoingso,italsodiscussesthenotionof
accountingchangeandtheinnovatingnatureofsuchtechniquesasRBBandGFMIS.Italsoattempts
toshowhowaccountinginnovationsdonotoperateinavacuumbutinstead,areincompetitionwith
oneanother.
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