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Abstract
This study explores the strategic thinking of managers from an accounting perspec-
tive. By building on interview data from managers working with strategic roles in 
various organizations, an understanding is offered of the experienced potentials and 
pitfalls of accounting in strategic thinking. The results are elaborated into a frame-
work presenting the dual nature of accounting in strategic contexts. This study sug-
gests that the benefits and pitfalls of accounting for strategic thinking constitute a 
paradoxical duality, which cannot be fully solved, but must be addressed by practis-
ing managers. The observed role of accounting in managers’ strategic thinking also 
offers implications for management control in organizations.

Keywords  Managerial work · Accounting · Strategic thinking · Management 
accounting · Management control

1  Introduction

Accounting is used to produce reports representing the past and the current situa-
tion, but what about the strategic foresight and visioning aspect of managerial work? 
This article aims to extend our understanding of the role of accounting in practicing 
managers’ strategic thinking as they generate ideas for business model development, 
strategize in order to create success for the future and quantify their strategic plans 
and intentions in terms of desired financial outcomes. In addition to exploring the 
potential benefits of using accounting in a strategic thinking context, especially the 
limitations and pitfalls of such an approach are theorized in this study.

Previous studies have explored strategic thinking in managerial work (e.g. 
Zabriskie and Huellmantel 1991; Heracleous 1998; Liedtka 1998; Bonn 2001, 2005; 
Tavakoli and Lawton 2005; Nuntamanop et  al. 2013). This literature highlights 
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explicit business impacts by suggesting that strategic thinking should be hypothesis 
driven (Liedtka 1998) and emphasizes a rational approach (Bonn 2005) and analyti-
cal thinking ability (Nuntamanop et al. 2013) as part of strategic thinking. Yet this 
literature does not outline any specific ways that accounting might play a role in 
strategic thinking of managers. Even though accounting practices have been sug-
gested to be central to organizations and their management (Brouthers and Roozen 
1999; Miller and Power 2013), the connection of strategic thinking to accounting 
seems to be a rather unexplored area in research.

Literature on accounting and control has pointed to the importance of organiza-
tions’ strategizing and innovation activities (Davila et al. 2009; Simons 1995, 2000). 
The traditional view of management control systems in which they are considered to 
merely implement strategies (Anthony 1965), has been questioned. The management 
control literature suggests that the formulation and implementation of strategies are 
interdependent and that the role of the people at different levels of the company is 
to work actively to maintain the viability of their organization (Otley 1994; Kaplan 
and Norton 2004). There is also an extensive tradition in contingency-based research 
of examining management control emphasizing structures rather than actors (Chap-
man 1997; Chenhall 2003). However, the existing literature on accounting and con-
trol has been criticized for concentrating too much on organization-level analysis 
(Davila et al. 2009; Tervala et al. 2017; Chenhall and Moers 2015), which therefore 
creates the need to understand individual actors. There have been a number of calls 
to promote a managerial perspective in accounting research and aligning accounting 
research more with the actual practice of managerial work (e.g. Chua 2007; Jönsson 
1998; Gerdin et al. 2014; Hall 2010). However, in spite of some recently published 
papers that focus on practicing managers (Goretzki 2013; Tayles et al. 2007; Jordan 
and Messner 2012; Burkert et al. 2011; Pfister et al. 2017), there seems to be little, 
if any, research focusing on the essence of accounting from the personal standpoint 
of individual managers. This study is inspired by these observations, therefore the 
individual manager, instead of the organization, is chosen as the unit of analysis in 
an attempt to understand accounting in the context of strategic thinking.

There are many published studies describing the dual nature of accounting, with 
its positive and negative effects (e.g. Denis et al. 2006; Nutt 1998; Frishammar 2003; 
Kutschera and Ryan 2009; Cooper et al. 2001; Whittle and Mueller 2010; Mastilak 
et  al. 2012). The use of management control systems has also been characterized 
as a duality of enabling and coercive controls (Adler and Borys 1996; Ahrens and 
Chapman 2004). Furthermore, it has been found that the perception of coercive and 
enabling form of control can change over time (Jordan and Messner 2012) and coex-
ist simultaneously (Adler 2012). This study approaches the dual nature of account-
ing recognized in the previous literature by adopting a practice-oriented approach 
(Lövstål and Jontoft 2017), examining the tensions that managers confront specifi-
cally in their strategic thinking. The research question of this study is as follows: 
What are the ways in which experienced managers find accounting useful in strate-
gic thinking and what are the disadvantages they have experienced? With this aim, 
the present study responds to calls to study subjective mechanisms and informal sys-
tems of control (Reimer et al. 2016; Tervala et al. 2017; Martyn et al. 2016) and aims 
to extend the understanding of contemporary research by providing explanations for 
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why accounting is often seen to be problematic and, therefore, absent (e.g. Choud-
hury 1988; Taipaleenmäki 2014) in strategic contexts.

A qualitative interpretative research approach is adopted to expand our view by 
interviewing 23 experienced managers from various organizations and exploring 
the ways in which accounting plays a role in their strategic thinking. The results 
are formed through qualitative content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005) build-
ing on Bonn’s (2005) definition of strategic thinking, seeing it as a way of solving 
strategic problems that combines a rational and convergent approach with creative 
and divergent thought processes. The results of this study show that accounting is 
found to be useful, but simultaneously also having its disadvantages in a variety 
of strategic thinking contexts. Organizational accounting and management control 
practices were found to set frames for the individual’s strategic thinking, discour-
aging managers from quantifying their strategic intentions and using accounting in 
their strategic endeavours. The results build an understanding of accounting’s role in 
strategic thinking, extending it from the components of making a decision into the 
initial framing of the strategic setting and setting the choices made into motion. The 
results are elaborated into a framework presenting the dual nature of accounting sug-
gesting that the benefits and pitfalls of accounting for strategic thinking constitute a 
paradoxical duality, which cannot be fully solved, but must be addressed by practis-
ing managers. The theoretical contribution of this study includes the observed dual 
role of accounting in managers’ strategic thinking and its implications for manage-
ment control in organizations. These findings help us to understand contradictory 
yet interrelated paradoxical elements (Smith and Lewis 2011) of accounting and 
managers’ need to address these competing demands simultaneously.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 contains the literature 
review. Section  3 describes the methodological setting and interview data collec-
tion. Section 4 lays out the study’s main results. Section 5 makes conclusions and 
offers implications of this article, addresses limitations of the research and outlines 
avenues for further research.

2 � Literature review

2.1 � Strategic thinking

Strategic thinking has been defined in many ways. Näsi (1991) characterizes stra-
tegic thinking broadly, covering all attributes under the term that can be labelled 
strategic: “Strategic thinking extends both to the formulation and execution of 
strategies by business leaders and to the strategic performance of the total enter-
prise. It includes strategic analysis, strategic planning, organization and control 
and even strategic leadership” (Näsi 1991: 29). Mintzberg (1994) separated stra-
tegic thinking from strategic planning. He stated that strategic planning is an 
analytical process that programmes and formalizes already existing strategies, 
whereas strategic thinking involves intuition and creativity. This view is sup-
ported by Heracleous (1998) and Graetz (2002) who have also separated strategic 
thinking and strategic planning from one another, but stated that they are both 



www.manaraa.com

326	 P. Aaltola 

1 3

important for strategic management. Bonn (2001) lists three elements of strategic 
thinking on an individual level: (1) holistic understanding about the organization 
and its environment, (2) creativity and (3) a vision for the future of the organiza-
tion. Liedtka (1998) has defined strategic thinking as a particular way of think-
ing that consists of five elements: (1) systems perspective, (2) intent focused, (3) 
thinking in time, (4) hypothesis driven, and (5) intelligent opportunism. Kauf-
man et al. (2003) characterize strategic thinking from a managerial perspective as 
“practical dreaming”, that is, as creating an ideal future by defining and achieving 
results that add value.

Although there is no general agreement in the literature on how to specifically 
define strategic thinking, the need for such thinking is clear (Steptoe-Warren et al. 
2011) and calls for further research supporting organizations’ attempts to inno-
vate their business models have been made (Laamanen 2017). Thinking strate-
gically—finding alternative strategies and business models to create customer 
value—has been stated as an important part of every manager’s job (Abraham 
2005) and, furthermore, it has been suggested that the more an organization has 
people thinking strategically, the more readily it can respond to changes in the 
business environment (Tavakoli and Lawton 2005). There is existing research 
about the roles related to the work and performance of strategy practitioners in 
organizations (Nordqvist and Melin 2008), factors that influence strategic think-
ing at the organizational level (Moon 2013) and leadership practices that can 
encourage it in organizations (Goldman 2012). How strategic thinking develops 
in individuals has been explored (Goldman 2005; Dragoni et  al. 2011), as has 
how it can be learned (Casey and Goldman 2010) and how it can be fostered 
through training (Benito-Ostolaza and Sanchis-Llopis 2014).

Three elements, which build on Bonn’s (2005) definition and pull together 
the widely shared perspectives in the literature, are used to define the charac-
teristics of strategic thinking in this study. First, a holistic understanding of the 
organizational context (Bonn 2001, 2005) is emphasized to highlight a systems 
perspective, a mental model of ‘how the world works’ (Liedtka 1998). Second, 
a visionary and proactive perspective (Bonn 2001, 2005) is included, suggest-
ing that strategic thinking is fundamentally about developing new ideas (Stacey 
1992). Acknowledging that managers do “think about strategies” in the strategy 
execution phase as well, strategic thinking is approached in this study from the 
perspective of strategy development, as a future-oriented managerial activity, 
as seeking innovation and visions regarding the directions that the organization 
should pursue (Mintzberg 1994). A strategy execution perspective is addressed 
only in the sense of arguing for generated strategic initiatives in the organization, 
not in focusing on the actual implementation of the developed strategic initia-
tives. Third, an innovative and creative, business-focused approach to adding cus-
tomer value (Bonn 2001, 2005) is included. The market orientation is also high-
lighted by Moon (2013) and Abraham (2005), who describe strategic thinking as 
finding alternative strategies and business models to create customer value. The 
use of this three-fold definition of strategic thinking in this study’s data selection 
is outlined in more detail in Sect. 3.
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2.2 � Strategic thinking and management accounting

The existing literature has recognized the significance of aligning accounting 
research more with the actual practice of managerial work (e.g. Chua 2007; Jönsson 
1998; Gerdin et  al. 2014; Hall 2010) and to the developments within the strategy 
field (Nyamori et al. 2001). Research on strategic management accounting (SMA) 
has aimed to strengthen the connection between accounting and strategic manage-
ment (Roslender and Hart 2003). SMA can also be seen to reflect the corporate-level 
need for accounting information that could be more useful in strategic contexts (Cin-
quini and Tenucci 2010). Accounting and calculative practices have even been sug-
gested to act as engines in seeing new business opportunities (Revellino and Mour-
itsen 2015). The literature on management control has approached the initial phase 
of strategy development from various perspectives. The traditional view where man-
agement control was seen as unsuitable for innovation and strategic development 
has been challenged (Chenhall and Moers 2015). Whereas management accounting 
practices such as the balanced scorecard (Kaplan and Norton 1996) are primarily 
focused on managing performance along an already chosen strategic path, Simon’s 
levers of control framework (Simons 1995, 2000) was pivotal in emphasizing the 
interactive use of controls aiming at exploring the strategic uncertainties. However, 
despite the previous work, the existing research has been criticized for mainly focus-
ing on exploring control issues within formal company practices and structures on 
an organizational level (Tervala et  al. 2017; Chenhall and Moers 2015). Much of 
the prior research has concentrated on which accounting techniques are used and 
how and in what circumstances in organizations (e.g. Bisbe and Malagueno 2009; 
Chapman 1997; Chenhall 2003; Davila et al. 2009; Tervala et al. 2017; Chenhall and 
Moers 2015). To date, there has been very little attention on the use of accounting in 
strategic thinking from an individual manager’s standpoint.

Some research does exist, however, that emphasizes individual actors’ perspec-
tives on the issue. Accounting’s role in the management process has been explored 
from a cognitive point of view (Busch 1997), a sensemaking perspective (Gerdin 
et al. 2014; Puhakka 2017) and in how strategic initiatives are argued for (Dutton 
et al. 2001; Whittle and Mueller 2010). One interesting strand of accounting research 
has also been carried out in the area of innovation and new product development 
(e.g. Duhamel et  al. 2014; Taipaleenmäki 2014; Jorgensen and Messner 2010; 
Davila 2000; Feeney and Pierce 2016; Nixon 1998). On the other hand, these set-
tings are often manufacturing oriented and rather technical and structural by nature. 
Strauß and Zecher (2013) suggest that further research is needed since management 
control system approaches were developed at a time when most organizations were 
manufacturing products. This represents fairly precise and traditional contexts for 
accounting and decision-making. Even in these cases, management accounting has 
been found to be absent for various reasons, or when present, to provide the intended 
value to a limited extent. New product development and accounting studies typi-
cally build understanding about the adoption and use of different management con-
trol systems on a company level (Bisbe and Otley 2004; Bisbe and Malagueno 2009; 
Ditillo 2012; Mouritsen et al. 2009) instead of focusing, for example, on how deci-
sion-makers evaluate alternatives and use analytics in their strategic thinking.
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Significant analysis and discussion on the variety of reasons for using formal 
analysis in strategic decision-making has been presented by Langley (1989). She 
found that analysis could be initiated for information purposes (aimed at gaining 
information for decision-making), persuasion and communication (in order to com-
municate ideas to others), direction and control (to ensure action on the part of sub-
ordinates), and symbolism (to convey a symbolic message about the strategic issue 
and intentions and actions regarding it). Mueller et al. (2007) have applied Langley’s 
framework in their study of organizational performance. They decomposed the con-
cept of rationality according to Langley’s (1989) framework and related these subu-
nits to firm performance, emphasizing the importance of the definition of ration-
ality when examining its effects on organizational performance. Kaikkonen (1994) 
presents another attempt to combine various perspectives on the uses of accounting 
in strategic contexts into a framework. He proposed an original viewpoint by exam-
ining strategic thinking from an accounting perspective and as a conceptualization 
that occurs in an individual strategist’s consciousness. He presents four areas where 
accounting could play a role in strategic thinking. First, accounting contributes to 
the construction of the strategist’s own world-picture when an individual applies 
concepts of accounting in their interpretations of the enterprise. Second, account-
ing has a role in strategic thinking through possible means of analysis and analyti-
cal practice. Third, accounting may fulfil the need for conviction in alleviating the 
fundamental sense of uncertainty regarding the future. Fourth, accounting functions 
as means of communication, because strategic issues are typically objects of debate 
and change that are concerned with shared meanings.

Whereas Langley’s (1989) framework is multidimensional in its presentation of 
decision process rationality, it is also limited in its chosen focus on examining writ-
ten, documented analytical studies in companies around strategic decision-making 
and scoring them according to their length and analytical sophistication. Further-
more, Langley’s model extends to the strategy implementation phase, whereas Kai-
kkonen’s framework focuses specifically on strategic thinking, the initial phase of 
future-oriented managerial activity seeking innovation. For the reasons described 
before and taking into account the defined focus of this paper (the perspective of 
individual managers), Kaikkonen’s conceptual and linguistic work is more appro-
priate for structuring the uses of accounting in strategic thinking in this study. The 
four areas of Kaikkonen’s (1994) theoretical and linguistic work can be used to draw 
together various perspectives presented in the existing literature. Accounting’s role 
in contributing to the strategist’s world-picture resonates with research on the stra-
tegic alignment of development with corporate strategy (Akroyd et al. 2016; Slag-
mulder 1997) as well as the sensemaking perspective, where accounting is seen 
as forming organizational life and actors’ interpretations of it (Gerdin et al. 2014; 
Puhakka 2017; Miller and Power 2013; Haukedal and Gronhaug 1994; Tillman and 
Goddard 2008). The second area, analysis, is consistent with the literature exploring 
accounting’s role in evaluating strategic alternatives and using analytics in decision-
making (e.g. Nutt 1998; Frishammar 2003). While it should be acknowledged that 
intuition plays a significant part in decision-making (Kutschera and Ryan 2009), it 
is essential to recognize that intuition alone does not constitute strategic thinking 
(Sloan 2014). The need for conviction echoes with perspectives addressing strategy 
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as a creative interpretation of the future, where accounting and numbers bring plau-
sibility and legitimacy to the setting (e.g. Goretzki 2013; Sajasalo et al. 2016; Weick 
1995). In the same vein, Denis et al. (2006) suggest that the power of numbers is 
to fill the strategic void created by pluralism. The communication aspect is in line 
the literature on how strategic ideas are argued for and influenced (Dutton et  al. 
2001; Whittle and Mueller 2010; Lechner and Floyd 2011). The role of commu-
nication and interaction around strategic ideas also resembles Simon’s (1995) idea 
of interactive controls and how management accounting and control systems could 
be regarded as communication platforms on strategic issues (Heidmann et al. 2008; 
Pärl 2014). The use of documented quantifications have been described as technolo-
gies of distance, well suited for communication that goes beyond the boundaries of 
locality (Porter 1995), expediting long-distance control (Robson 1992).

In addition to the previously described benefits of using accounting in strategic 
thinking, existing research has also pointed to the absence and various disadvan-
tages of accounting in strategic contexts. Critical views have been presented about 
the use of accounting and calculative practices in future-oriented strategic planning 
(Cooper et al. 2001; Whittle and Mueller 2010) and the low involvement of manage-
ment accounting in strategic decision-making (Brandau and Hoffjan 2010). Justified 
concerns have also been raised regarding the low-level adoption of SMA (Langfield-
Smith 2008) and the contradiction between the decline of strategic management 
accounting (SMA) and the growth in the number of concepts and frameworks in 
the strategic management domain in general (Nixon and Burns 2012). Denis et al. 
(2006) suggest that the role and power of numbers might have unexpected conse-
quences, detaching agency and the responsibility of actors and limiting their oppor-
tunities to make reasonable adjustments in their actions when needed. Furthermore, 
they conclude that numbers systems are always reductionist and rarely sufficient 
to deal with the complexity of strategy making. Mastilak et  al. (2012) found that 
enhancing the BSC system with strategy maps might cause evaluators to hold man-
agers more responsible for achieving success despite uncontrollable factors, lead-
ing to unintended consequences. In addition to drawing attention to these observed 
disadvantages of using accounting, previous research has also found accounting to 
be totally or partially absent in strategic contexts (Nixon and Burns 2012; Langfield-
Smith 2008; Brandau and Hoffjan 2010; Taipaleenmäki 2014).

While previously described streams of literature offer a range of evidence for 
the benefits of accounting in strategic thinking and suggest possible reasons for 
accounting’s absence, the results remain diverse. Taken together, the studies pre-
sented thus far provide evidence that accounting is seen to have both positive and 
negative effects in strategic contexts. For example, overuse of formal analysis, that 
is, the systematic study of issues, can lead to paralysis by analysis (Kast and Rosen-
zweig 1970; Langley 1995), but unaided intuition-driven human judgment is also 
frequently found to be flawed (Kahneman 2011). Managerial rationality has been 
suggested to be context specific (Haukedal and Gronhaug 1994). Frishammar (2003) 
found that the combination of using hard numerical and soft subjective information 
is contingent on the specific decision at hand. In a similar vein, Lechner and Floyd 
(2011) found that if strategic initiatives were more exploratory—meaning innovative 
undertakings with goals and methods that are inconsistent with an organization’s 
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current competencies—they were less likely to be successful in the resource allo-
cation process. The existing literature, on the whole, suggests that accounting in a 
strategic thinking context is not a neutral thing, but could been seen as a duality, one 
with the potential to provide both advantages and disadvantages to the process.

Some recent studies have specifically addressed the dual nature of management 
accounting and control. A number of researchers have examined the actors’ percep-
tions of management control as a duality of enabling control that allows actors to 
deal with the contingencies that arise in their work, and coercive controls enforc-
ing compliance (Adler and Borys 1996; Ahrens and Chapman 2004). This stream 
of literature has found that the perception of coercive and enabling forms of control 
can change over time (Jordan and Messner 2012) and coexist simultaneously (Adler 
2012). Recently, some scholars have addressed this problematic as a source of ten-
sion. Lövstål and Jontoft (2017) have suggested that the phenomena of manage-
ment control and innovation can create tensions by presenting competing demands. 
Tensions related to accounting and control (arising from, e.g., seeing intuition and 
rationality as alternative decision-making strategies), have been suggested to be 
managed by paradoxical thinking, leveraging both approaches to the issue (Cala-
bretta et al. 2017). This study responds to a suggestion to study the multidimensional 
and dynamic relationship between strategy and accounting (Chua 2007). Previous 
studies have recognized but not sufficiently addressed the duality of accounting 
in the context of strategy from the perspective of individual managers. This study 
responds to a call for further research by adopting a practice-oriented approach sug-
gested by Lövstål and Jontoft (2017) and examines the tensions that individual man-
agers confront in their strategic thinking.

3 � Methodology and research design

This qualitative explorative research utilizes content analysis, which classifies data 
into fewer content categories, thereby providing a meaningful interpretation of the 
topic (Weber 1990; Patton 2002). Qualitative content analysis (QCA) is systematic 
(Schreier 2014), but it also makes it possible to leverage conceptual and analytical 
flexibility (Duriau et al. 2007). QCA can be applied with three distinct approaches: 
summative, directed and conventional (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This study uti-
lizes directed content analysis based on existing theory in defining its key concepts 
from the interview data on managers’ use of accounting in the context of strategic 
thinking. Next, conventional content analysis with codes more inductively derived 
from the data is used to describe managers’ views on the disadvantages of using 
accounting in strategic thinking.

The data were collected through a university executive MBA programme. The 
programme attracts executive students with substantial professional experience 
and it is internationally accredited by the Association of MBAs. The interviewees 
were chosen from among the EMBAs who graduated between March 2011 and 
March 2014. In order to gain as rich data set as possible, the interviewees (23) 
were selected from among all graduates (108) who addressed strategic thinking in 
their EMBA final thesis. The total of 108 theses included many kinds of projects 
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on various managerial topics. In order to identify those reports that would pro-
vide data for examining the strategic thinking of managers, a refined lens derived 
from the theory (see Sect.  2.1) was used. All 108 EMBA theses were read and 
the ones that met all the following three criteria qualified for the group of theses 
reflecting strategic thinking.

1.	 Holistic understanding of the organizational context
	   When studying strategic thinking from an accounting and managerial perspec-

tive, the inclusion of holistic understanding of the organizational context is well 
grounded. Without linking strategizing to the future of a specific organization, 
the managerial responsibilities, accountability and the use of resources would 
be excluded from the picture. Strategic thinking and accounting can only be 
adequately studied in the context of a firm.

2.	 A visionary and proactive perspective
	   This future orientation excluded reports that reflected only on past develop-

ment and that would possibly include accounting information produced after the 
original chain of events.

3.	 Innovative business-focused approach aiming to add customer value was the third 
criterion, and it aimed to include only those creative reports which had a clear 
connection to the future business models of the organization. Internal change 
plans or projects were excluded as well as theses focusing only on leadership and 
management issues.

The three criteria formed a strict filter for choosing the respondents for the inter-
views. The number of theses that met all three criteria was 26 of 108. The length 
of the 26 reports was 1754 pages in total and 67 pages on average. For an over-
view of the nature of the projects, see “Appendix A”, which lists the titles of 
all 26 theses. All 26 managers were asked to be interviewed and all stated their 
willingness to participate. One respondent, however, was unavailable to attend an 
interview for practical reasons during the period of data collection. Two respond-
ents were omitted from the interviews by the researcher since their job descrip-
tions had changed and did not currently include managerial responsibilities with a 
strategic emphasis. Ultimately, 23 managers were interviewed during March–June 
2015. The interviews were conducted in person, recorded and transcribed. Ano-
nymity was guaranteed to the respondents before they participated in the inter-
views. The interviews lasted, on average, for 1  h and 8  min (shortest: 41  min; 
longest: 1 h and 36 min) and in total 27 h and 47 min. Fifteen interviewees cur-
rently held a position that included the title of director (e.g. managing director, 
development director), and seven held other managerial positions. In addition to 
the EMBA which they all had more recently completed, 9 interviewees held a 
master’s level degree, 13 held a bachelor’s or vocational degree and 1 had a doc-
toral degree. “Appendix C” presents descriptive details of the interviewees.

Rather open-ended questions were chosen to guide the course of the interviews. 
The interview themes were structured based on the literature review and catego-
rized by reflecting the key themes of this study: managerial work perspective, 
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strategic thinking, strategic thinking and accounting (see the agenda of the inter-
views in “Appendix B”). The aim was to encourage respondents to share practices 
they use and experiences they have had exceeding the officially set procedures in 
their organizations. In addition, the order of the topics discussed in interviews 
supported the aim of gaining their personal managerial view of the issue. The 
interviews started with more general questions and then progressed in stages to 
strategic issues. The questions covered the field of strategic thinking and account-
ing comprehensively, from more general questions about the respondents’ work 
and their relationship with accounting to a discussion of how strategic initiatives 
are sold and gain legitimacy in an organization. Information about their EMBA 
projects was covered in the end as one example of strategy-related initiatives, so 
that experiences and characteristics from that specific case would not direct the 
whole course of the interview. The topic was approached without using any limit-
ing, though well-established, concepts such as financial accounting or manage-
ment accounting as a starting point. However, even the data collection was not, 
in principle, limited to management accounting, the data mainly focused on the 
phenomena found in the management accounting field.

In qualitative content analysis, the coding frame is at the heart of the method. 
In this study, the approach to the interview data was split into two phases that 
formed the main categories of its content analysis, with the code development 
and application being performed consecutively and separately. All the interview 
material was double-coded and the analysis was implemented according to the 
qualitative content analysis requirements for unidimensionality and mutual exclu-
siveness for coding frames (Schreier 2014). Unidimensionality of the interview 
data was achieved by approaching the research question with two dimensions fea-
turing distinct subcategories, capturing only one aspect of the data at a time. The 
first main category was managers’ use of accounting in strategic thinking. The 
coding categories were created in a concept-driven way from existing theory, with 
Kaikkonen’s (1994) theoretical framework being adopted as a basis for organiz-
ing the data. The first round of analysis was carried out in order to determine 
whether additional coding subcategories were needed. The exhaustiveness of the 
coding frame was regarded as valid to the extent that the categories adequately 
represented the concepts in the research question, and it was not necessary to 
adapt the coding frame to fit the material. All subcategories were used and easy 
to apply with no significant overlap. In the main analysis it was found that that the 
coding frame based on Kaikkonen’s framework provided a valid description of 
the material. After analysing the uses of accounting, the second main category in 
the content analysis of the interviews was established as the reasons for not using 
accounting in the context of strategic thinking. The material was first coded in 
order to translate all meanings in the material that were relevant to the research 
into the categories of a coding frame. The subcategories for this were created 
in a data-driven way using subsumption (Schreier 2012), a strategy for generat-
ing data-driven subcategories in an already existing main category. The coding 
frame was created by adding data-driven subcategories and subsuming those new 
subcategories into already existing subcategories if they failed to add anything 
new. All meanings in the material that were of interest to the research question 
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were translated into the categories of a coding frame and this process of coding 
frame development was carried out with all of the data. After that the frame was 
revised and overlapping subcategories collapsed. This data-driven coding frame 
was saturated by definition, meaning that each subcategory was used at least once 
(in practice 6–17 times) during the analysis.

4 � Interviews on managers’ strategic thinking and accounting

The first set of analyses examined managers’ uses of accounting. A variety of per-
spectives were expressed in describing the benefits of accounting in the context 
of strategic thinking. The following presents the main findings of the interviews, 
drawing on Kaikkonen’s (1994) four-dimensional classification.

4.1 � Construction of strategist’s own world‑picture

A recurrent theme in the interviews was a sense amongst interviewees that 
accounting contributed to the construction of strategic understanding. Sixteen 
interviewees highlighted the role of accounting concepts in interpreting their 
strategic setting, thus emphasizing the construction of the strategist’s own world-
picture. One manager, for example, talked about the issue in the following way:

Numbers help you to understand things, about where are we coming from, 
where we are and where we are going. They concretize in a certain way, 
they set certain kinds of frames about what is going on. You can’t do strate-
gic planning totally without numbers.

Another respondent described the connection between accounting information 
and forming the strategic big picture of the business model:

If you examine some single things, they might turn out to look unprofitable. 
But you have to be able to see their role in the bigger strategic picture. Without 
keeping some components in our offering portfolio, we might be out of the 
game in the long run. You just need to understand the bigger picture.

Constructing the world-picture was also addressed through the strategic resources 
of the company. Many respondents described accounting’s role as essential in 
understanding the strategic resources of the company (e.g. based on its balance 
sheet) and therefore its capacity to expand its business and make strategic invest-
ments. Accounting was considered to play a role in forming this view and under-
standing the business environment. For a strategist, constructing an understand-
ing of the dynamics of building a successful organization and one’s role in that 
setting is essential. Taken together, these results suggest that manager’s strategic 
thinking is context specific and accounting was found to play a role in that ongo-
ing process of constructing the strategist’s world-picture.
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4.2 � Analytical thinking

Accounting was found to have a role in analytical thinking contributing to a manag-
er’s analysis through the use of numbers and quantification. One director explained 
accounting’s role in the following way:

I think that I also have to analyse in terms of numbers what has happened and 
where we are going. A leader who does not analyse the figures and does not 
understand what they are, takes a risk. In that case the ship would sail without 
a steering wheel and a rudder.

This view was echoed by another informant who described the use of analysis in his 
decision-making:

The more you keep digging in that information and analysing it, the more use-
ful it is. It is so clarifying to see the idea on paper with real figures that you 
always try to do it. You realize that your gut feeling might be wrong, so no 
matter how long you have been doing something, you can quite easily get lost.

However, the role of accounting in analytical thinking was the least emphasized in 
the interview data, mentioned by only six interviewees. Even this result is some-
what counterintuitive considering the variety of calculative practices and analytical 
tools of accounting; accounting was found to play a role nevertheless. Typically in 
these cases the strategic setting of the respondents involved issues in manufacturing 
and product portfolios with significant volume and complex cost structures. In areas 
with less precise premises for analytical calculations (e.g. business model innovation 
and new strategic initiatives) it was found to be emphasized less or to appear absent.

4.3 � Need for conviction

The third area, the need for conviction, formed another distinctive theme in manag-
ers’ use of accounting in strategic thinking. It often referred to employing account-
ing to alleviate a sense of uncertainty and to convince oneself regarding the feasibil-
ity of the strategic plans at hand. Comment from an interviewee highlights the issue 
as follows:

If there is a new thing [business idea], I always try to asses it in terms of 
money myself. You also have to see what kind of business potential you are 
talking about, so that you don’t get too excited about too little things. That 
can easily happen when you get truly inspired about something. You have to 
understand it [a strategic idea or a business plan] yourself before you start talk-
ing about it to others.

This indicates that managers do utilize accounting to test their assumptions and to 
satisfy their need for conviction. Furthermore, accounting has a role when manag-
ers devote themselves to the chosen strategic choices. This was echoed by another 
informant, who stated the following:
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Well you try to pressure test it (by analysing the idea financially) after the idea 
has been invented. There it is weighed whether the idea is viable or not. And at 
the same time you create arguments for promoting the idea.

Using accounting to bring plausibility into the ambiguous setting of strategic 
thinking was prominent in the interview data. The previous quote emphasized the 
need for conviction in a way that leads to the last theme: the use of accounting in 
communication.

4.4 � Communication

The fourth theme for accounting in strategic thinking was communication. Often 
the stories addressing this theme were about promoting the strategic ideas and com-
municating their value potential for decision-makers. The following quote illustrates 
the point:

I would not get anything accepted by merely saying that this supports our strat-
egy. I have to be able to demonstrate that it (a strategic development project) 
will be a good investment. Even strategic projects are such that at some point 
they add value or save costs that is more than the amount invested in develop-
ment.

In a similar vein, another interviewee stated that:

I don’t know whether it is good or bad, but at least in our organization due to 
our financial situation, you have to be able to demonstrate a really strong busi-
ness case before we go ahead with anything. For example, if you are thinking 
about expanding the business and proposing developmental investments for 
that, then you have to have a real solid examination with financial facts before 
you can get it approved.

In addition to the previously illustrated widespread view of using accounting in 
order to justify an action and receive official decisions for moving forward with 
strategic initiatives, interviewees highlighted a further form of communication. 
Accounting was used in attempts to influence the meaning construction of actors in 
the organization other than the official decision-makers. Based on his/her strategic 
view and standpoint, the strategist is understandably motivated to establish new pat-
terns of actions in an organization, and accounting has a potential role in this com-
municational process. One director described the issue as follows:

If you can dress it in the form of numbers, it will have some kind of more 
objective basis. Strategy is a very abstract thing so if you can make it more 
understandable, then it has a lot of effect in terms of implementation; people 
can see what you are after.

Together these results provide important insights into the use of accounting in 
managers’ strategic thinking. The four themes describing the experienced benefits 
of accounting were prominent in the data. However, the results echo the previ-
ous literature by highlighting the absence of accounting (Nixon and Burns 2012; 
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Langfield-Smith 2008; Brandau and Hoffjan 2010; Taipaleenmäki 2014) and show-
ing that the one conventional and often most explicit part of using accounting, analy-
sis, was emphasized by only a few respondents. The discrepancy between the poten-
tial use of accounting and practice remains. The first analysis of the data outlined 
the uses of accounting where it is found to be potentially useful for the manager. 
On the contrary, this perspective did not bring forth any of the aspects that might 
discourage managers from quantifying their strategic intentions and using account-
ing in their strategic endeavours. To conceptualize this contrasting side of the issue, 
another kind of analysis of the interview data was needed. This second analysis was 
carried out inductively in a data-driven way without utilizing any pre-existing theo-
retical framework. The second main category identified in this analysis outlined the 
reasons for not using accounting in the context of strategic thinking. The second 
analysis revealed the following four factors describing the disadvantages of using 
accounting in strategic contexts.

4.5 � Hindering a strategic mindset

The first disadvantage was “hindering a strategic mindset”, and it describes the ways 
in which accounting was seen not to act in favour of supporting strategic thinking, 
but the opposite. One director stated the following:

If you tell a CFO about a new idea, the first question is how much will this cost 
and how much will it generate revenue. Well, I see that it can easily kill inno-
vations if you include the numbers in the process too early.

In a similar vein, another respondent described how the use of accounting might 
seem solid in itself, but that in time it can also reduce innovation efforts in an 
organization.

If you have an idea and already before the decision is made whether we shall 
take it forward and test it, if there are very strict frames and you must calculate 
the internal rate of returns and everything for it, my view is that it raises the 
threshold for brainstorming too high.

In summary, the theme of hindering strategic mindset was often related to organi-
zational practices that emphasized accounting in a way that led to the hamstringing 
of ideas and efforts regarding new strategic suggestions. This highlighted the other 
side of the matter, in contrast to the identified use of accounting in constructing the 
strategist’s world-picture.

4.6 � Inability to quantify future

The second disadvantage was related to analytical thinking, and more precisely to 
the challenges of using calculative practices in future-related strategic thinking. 
These limitations of using accounting were widespread in the data and offered criti-
cal views about the usefulness of accounting when looking ahead. This theme of 
“inability to quantify future” is aptly described by the following interviewees.
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When looking at the future, I don’t really see any role for accounting informa-
tion in that process. For example, we drew up our strategy in such a way that 
we set no numeric goals or key figures in advance, as we have traditionally 
done. We thought about productizations we have to make, account manage-
ment we have refigure etc. and that produces certain numbers but the key goal 
is that we have to be better than today. The world nowadays is so complex 
that you can’t take such a numerical standpoint that you could say that these 
choices will lead us to these kinds of financial outcomes.

Another informant stated the following:

There aren’t any absolute truths out there [regarding business development]. 
You have to know the customers, the field of industry, technology, legislation, 
etc., but there are always surprises which can be become noticeable through 
weak signals or through someone’s opinions. In the planning phase if we think 
about doing revenue calculations, those are rather uncertain predictions before 
we have any real offers out sent to the customers and any closed deals. Before 
that, it is only our vague perception of the matter, not facts.

A common view amongst the interviewees was that accounting is limited in its capa-
bility to analyse planned strategic initiatives in order to quantify their potential out-
comes in advance. This inability to quantify the future in strategic thinking was aptly 
described by the following respondent, who refers to the potential use of accounting 
merely in the later implementation stages of the process:

It is extremely hard to set exact goals in advance. At some point along the way 
it starts to unfold in a way that, okay, there is a change, but that venture then it 
is quite far at the point when you start looking at it through real numbers.

4.7 � Cautious short‑sightedness

As the third disadvantage, respondents raised concerns that the use of accounting 
can lead to “cautious short-sightedness”. In many ways, it was found to be chal-
lenging to alleviate uncertainty through quantifying future-related issues. By using 
accounting one can be convinced regarding issues that are more easily quantifia-
ble, typically short-term issues with a tactical nature. In a strategic setting, looking 
for conviction through accounting and numbers can lead to a lack of courage at the 
expense of learning and going forward. One interviewee explained:

Sometimes accounting in a strategic context limits daring and risk-taking. 
Sometimes you need to be able to be sure that those problems will be solved 
along the way. If you calculate too strongly through numbers it might be that 
you base your decisions too much on numbers and many steps are left untaken 
and many things not achieved.

Cautious short-sightedness was seen to have far-reaching consequences also 
on an organizational level, when it leads to refraining from strategic develop-
ment actions. Many respondents described situations in which short-sighted 
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performance reporting and measurement neglected strategic development. One 
interviewee described the issue, calling it “development debt”:

When a profit unit has a goal to generate maximum profit for the sharehold-
ers, that kind of thinking leads to a situation where longer-term strategic 
development is carried out less than it should be, thus accumulating devel-
opment debt in an organization. And if there is some man or a woman who 
sees retirement in a couple of years, then that is what you are tempted to do, 
collect all the money and leave the organization’s development debt for oth-
ers to pay.

4.8 � Misleading numbers

The fourth disadvantage of accounting in the context of strategic thinking was con-
nected to human interaction and organizational change. This theme of “misleading 
numbers” emphasized two perspectives. One, accounting information was found to 
be useful in promoting strategic change only to a limited extent. The strategy itself 
and the convincing story, including key supporting factors for it, were more relevant 
for decision-making and generating change. A director described the issue as one of 
presentation:

When you make long-term calculations you can say pretty much anything with 
them. In theatrical terms, it is a question of whether something is plausible or 
not, is it something that someone wants to hear or not. So in a way the other 
content of the strategy (other than accounting information) has to be so logical 
and convincing that you can think that these kinds of goals can be achieved.

Another interviewee summarized the problematics of promoting change in the fol-
lowing way:

Strategic issues are sold with a story. The story is more important than num-
bers.

Stories around strategic initiatives were described as something that inspired and 
directed the strategic thinking. Often these strategic stories, instead of accounting, 
were seen to be operating as guidelines to legitimate and to create frames for strate-
gic thinking along the predefined strategic direction of the company.

The second aspect of misleading numbers involved a temptation to embel-
lish them in favour of the strategic actions one is promoting. Respondents openly 
described a tendency to present numbers that favour a proposed initiative. One inter-
viewee illustrates the point:

Typically you over-estimate the positive effects and underestimate the costs, 
that is very common. Probably it is typical for human beings to have over-
confidence in the desired good outcomes. Often with strategic initiatives, the 
numbers are dressed up to be overly positive.

Another interviewee continued from the same perspective:
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Quite often the calculations around strategic issues have been made in a way 
that you can see the famous “hockey stick effect” in them. The historically 
proven performance has been a fairly steady growth and then the new sug-
gested strategy is believed to take it to a completely new level. When we have 
analysed several strategic plans afterwards, we have found that those estimates 
and calculations that were originally presented had no connection to the actual 
outcomes. In my view, the phenomenon is about trying to justify that we are 
about to make a good choice.

Overall, the concerns regarding the use of accounting were widespread and as emi-
nent in the data as the potential benefits of using accounting in the context of strate-
gic thinking. Taken together, the results reported in this section suggest that the ben-
efits and pitfalls form a tense, interesting role for accounting in managers’ strategic 
thinking. The next chapter, therefore, moves on to discuss this observed duality of 
accounting and addresses its implications for accounting theory and research as well 
as management practice.

5 � Conclusion and discussion

5.1 � Strategic thinking and accounting: elaborating a framework

The results of this study described in the previous section can be further elaborated 
into a framework outlining the advantages and the disadvantages of using account-
ing in strategic contexts. Figure 1 presents the theorization of the results describing 
these potentials and pitfalls of accounting in strategic thinking on four distinct levels. 

(Note: Numbers in brackets are frequency counts of the content analysis. They indicate how many of 

the 23 respondents described the theme)

POTENTIALS PITFALLS

Sensemaking

Analy�cs

Commitment

Change management

CONSTRUCTION OF STRAGIST´S 
WORLDPICTURE (16)

HINDERING STRATEGIC 
MINDSET (9)

ANALYSIS                        
(6)

NEED FOR CONVICTION           
(17)

COMMUNICATION               
(17)

INABILITY TO QUANTIFY 
FUTURE  (17)

CAUTIOUS 
SHORTSIGHTEDNESS (12)

MISLEADING NUMBERS         
(14)

Fig. 1   Potentials and pitfalls of accounting in strategic thinking
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Firstly, the results of this study emphasize the sensemaking perspective. Earlier 
work has explored the approaches used to make sense of strategic issues (Tillman 
and Goddard 2008; Haukedal and Gronhaug 1994) and found the strategic nature 
of management accounting information and its usability to depend upon the mind-
set adopted (Hutaibat et al. 2011). Furthermore, this process has been seen as lead-
ing to differing interpretations of the competitive arena (Hodgkinson and Johnson 
1994). This research extends these observations even further. Whereas accounting 
can be seen to be useful in constructing a strategist’s world-picture, it was also found 
that accounting can place limitations on the strategist’s mindset and prevent different 
business opportunities from being seen. This shifts the focus from using accounting 
in decision-making into seeing its role in the construction of the strategist’s mindset. 
The results of this study highlight the importance of managers’ ongoing far-reach-
ing efforts to make sense of what occurs and how various organizational accounting 
practices affect this, setting frames for their strategic thinking.

Secondly, though managers found accounting useful in assisting analytical think-
ing, they also often found its usefulness to be heavily limited and even admitted to 
sometimes abandoning it when outlining strategic initiatives. One of the most pro-
vocative findings in this study was that only a few respondents described the use 
of accounting for analytics to be especially valuable for them in strategic thinking. 
This can be partly explained by the research design, which deliberately concen-
trated on individual managers and one specific aspect of strategic management, the 
phase where ideas and initiatives are developed. A strategy execution perspective 
was addressed only in the sense of arguing for generated strategic initiatives in the 
organization, not in focusing on the actual implementation of the developed strate-
gic initiatives. Previous research has suggested that, for example, innovation projects 
become more structured and formalized as they proceed from concept development 
to later phases (Chiesa et al. 2009). Nevertheless, the observed lack of use of explicit 
analytics and accounting information in strategic thinking is surprising considering 
how accounting is largely based on the idea of humans’ external rationality. On the 
other hand, this study’s finding that strategic initiatives cannot be easily evaluated 
and analysed beforehand suggests that accounting’s role should be taken note of in 
other dimensions of strategic thinking.

Thirdly, accounting has a role in commitment, when managers devote themselves 
to the chosen strategic choices. This study suggests that managers do utilize account-
ing to test their assumptions and to satisfy their need for conviction. Nevertheless, it 
was noted that using accounting for gaining commitment can also lead to cautious 
short-sightedness. While it can be argued that this is what an accounting system is 
supposed to do (especially from a risk management perspective), this study suggests 
that what accounting professionals often regard as business partnering or financial 
developmental sparring of strategic initiatives can actually be, at times, discouraging 
from a strategist’s perspective. These results also resonate with Lechner and Floyd 
(2011), who found that exploratory and innovative strategic initiatives are less likely 
to succeed in the resource allocation process. Interviewees saw the use of account-
ing as leading to feeling convinced and being committed to the strategic develop-
ment in question, but sometimes also to the opposite result—over-cautiousness and 
short-sightedness. This offers a significant perspective especially on the stream of 
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previous research that has pointed to the importance of management control sys-
tems in organizations’ innovation activities (Davila et al. 2009; Simons 1995, 2000; 
Chenhall and Moers 2015).

Fourthly, accounting is also a vehicle for change management. Sometimes the use 
of accounting in this respect was related to official corporate policies and practices 
where strategic initiatives must be formalized and their financials made explicit. The 
interaction around strategic ideas was also emphasized, which resonated with the 
findings of previous research proposing that accounting systems should be used as 
communication platforms facilitating interaction and discussion regarding strategic 
decisions (Heidmann et al. 2008; Simons 1995; Jansen 2015; Chapman 1998; Chen-
hall 2003). Strategic initiatives require many people to be involved and managers 
also used accounting to influence the meaning construction of various organizational 
actors. These results corroborate the idea of Tavakoli and Lawton (2005), who state 
that the more an organization has people thinking strategically, the more readily it 
can respond to changes in the business environment. The power of accounting as a 
technology of distance (Robson 1992) when influencing other audiences should not 
be underestimated. Whereas accounting can be considered an appropriate vehicle 
for communicating strategic changes, it was described almost as often as being very 
limited and sometimes misused in that sense.

5.2 � Theoretical contribution

In addition to outlining the previously described framework of the uses and disad-
vantages of accounting in strategic thinking, the findings from this study contrib-
ute to the current literature in three major respects. First, this article contributes to 
existing research on strategic thinking, which highlights explicit business impacts by 
suggesting that strategic thinking should be hypothesis driven (Liedtka 1998) and 
emphasizes a rational approach (Bonn 2005) and analytical thinking ability (Nun-
tamanop et  al. 2013) as part of strategic thinking. Previous literature on strategic 
thinking (e.g. Zabriskie and Huellmantel 1991; Heracleous 1998; Liedtka 1998; 
Bonn 2001, 2005; Tavakoli and Lawton 2005; Nuntamanop et al. 2013) does not, 
however, outline any specific ways that accounting might play a role in strategic 
thinking of managers. This article contributes by providing the first comprehensive 
description of the forms accounting can take in these enacted, localized strategic 
thinking contexts. In addition to exploring the uses of accounting in strategic think-
ing, this article contributes to the literature problematizing the role of accounting in 
future-oriented strategic contexts (Choudhury 1988; Taipaleenmäki 2014; Cooper 
et al. 2001; Whittle and Mueller 2010; Sajasalo et al. 2016) by outlining reasons for 
why accounting is sometimes seen to be problematic and, therefore, absent in vari-
ous cases.

Second, the findings from this study highlight a perspective that often goes unno-
ticed: that of individual managers. This research responds to calls  for accounting 
research on the practitioners’ perspective (e.g. Chua 2007; Jönsson 1998; Gerdin 
et  al. 2014; Hall 2010; Lövstål and Jontoft 2017) and to study control and innova-
tion on a more specific level than that of the organization (Davila et al. 2009; Tervala 
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et  al. 2017; Chenhall and Moers 2015; Davila et  al. 2009), with a focus instead on 
subjective mechanisms and informal systems of control (Reimer et al. 2016; Tervala 
et al. 2017; Martyn et al. 2016). The results suggest that, from the perspective of an 
individual manager, strategic thinking is much more than straightforward analytical 
decision-making and the role of accounting is wide-ranging. The strategic decisions 
in managerial work that have to be made do not exist, as such, ready to be analytically 
solved. It is often the strategic thinker who outlines and constructs the strategic issue 
by interpreting the relevant information related to that issue and thereby constructing 
a worldview. Accounting can, in this setting, advance the strategic thinker’s ability to 
outline which changes are essential. Whereas accounting was found to be useful in 
constructing the strategist’s world-picture, it was also found to have another side. The 
results highlight that organizational accounting practices and financial goals set frames 
for the individual’s strategic thinking. Financial constraints in strategic actions can 
limit the individual’s freedom for interpretation and action. Organizational factors are 
also influential in the interpretation of strategic issues (Kuvaas and Kaufmann 2004). 
Kaikkonen (1994) emphasizes the independence of strategists, their responsibility for 
change and how the constructions of strategists’ own world-picture must be left to 
the individual. Although this is a justifiable way of looking at the issue from a strat-
egist’s subjective perspective, this study revealed an emphasis on the organizational 
management control context. The need for strategic alignment (Akroyd et  al. 2016; 
Slagmulder 1997) of the developed initiatives emphasized by the respondents reflected 
the goal congruence element of management control (Malmi and Brown 2008). When 
promoting the suggested strategic initiatives, managers often saw accounting as a ben-
efit in communication regardless of whether they themselves had found accounting 
to be valuable during the previous phases of strategic development. In organizational 
managerial contexts, accounting information was used to reduce uncertainty (e.g. Fris-
hammar 2003) and people favoured plausibility over accuracy (Weick 1995).

The third area where this study provides a theoretical contribution is in our under-
standing of the dual nature of accounting in strategic contexts. Whereas the existing 
research already provides interesting findings on the interplay of rationality and intui-
tion in decision-making (e.g. Kahneman 2011; Calabretta et al. 2017; Langley 1995) 
and on the various positive and negative effects of accounting (e.g. Denis et al. 2006; 
Nutt 1998; Frishammar 2003; Kutschera and Ryan 2009; Cooper et al. 2001; Whittle 
and Mueller 2010; Mastilak et al. 2012), there have been few empirical investigations 
into expanding the view on accounting’s dual-sided nature in strategic contents. Pre-
vious studies have recognized but not sufficiently addressed the duality of accounting 
in the context of strategic thinking. Although the previous work offers insight and 
frameworks for what accounts for the interplay and tension of this duality, the per-
spective remains a narrow one. This study suggests that the dual nature of accounting 
in strategic contexts is wider than the components of making a decision (analytics 
and commitment), extending to the initial framing of the strategic setting in the first 
place (sense making) and putting the choices made into action (change management).

The duality of accounting has become more important in light of recent 
approaches suggesting that management control and innovation can create tensions 
by presenting competing demands (Lövstål and Jontoft 2017) and that these tensions 
could be managed by paradoxical thinking, in which both approaches to the issue are 
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leveraged (Calabretta et al. 2017). This study suggests that in addressing accounting 
in strategic thinking, we should shift the focus from a contingency approach (Chap-
man 1997; Chenhall 2003), which asks what management should emphasize what 
under what conditions, to seeing accounting and control as something that embraces 
opposing yet interrelated forces simultaneously. Whereas the contingency approach 
deals with tensions by seeking a balance that favours one competing demand at 
the expense of another, this study suggests that it is essential to manage compet-
ing demands simultaneously. The managers interviewed in this study highlighted 
both sides of the issue, emphasizing that resolving the tensions related to accounting 
and management control in strategic contexts does not mean eliminating them, but 
addressing competing demands simultaneously. These findings suggest that account-
ing and management control present themselves as competing demands. The find-
ings are, furthermore, in line with Lövstål and Jontoft’s (2017) view on compet-
ing demands and tensions at the intersection of management control and innovation. 
They also explain in more detail what Simons (1995) described as “belief system 
control”, which guides and sets frames for strategic thinking and development.

One of the most significant findings to emerge from this study was how, from 
the managers’ perspective, the advantages and disadvantages of using accounting 
presented themselves in a different way. The benefits of using accounting, such 
as in analytically outlining proposed strategic initiatives, were explicitly outlined 
and their potential benefits were anticipated in organizations. The disadvantages 
of accounting in strategic thinking, in turn, presented themselves latently and, 
even surprisingly, as pitfalls during the process. These included the use account-
ing as leading to cautious shortsightedness, which was seen to emerge impercepti-
bly over the course of time. Whereas management control and accounting systems 
can be intentionally designed by top management to constrain as well as to enable 
strategic exploration, it was more often the benefits of using accounting that were 
expected to influence the strategic thinking process. Existing research has outlined 
a variety of disadvantages of accounting in strategic contexts, but the findings of 
this study show that, for managers, they appear in a different way than the antici-
pated benefits do. These results may be explained through the nature of strategic 
thinking, which involves learning and interaction and developing the outcome in a 
creative process. That creates a context where the use of predefined management 
control systems and accounting practices might lead to the emergence of various 
disadvantages.

This study suggests that the duality of accounting in strategic thinking can be 
approached as a paradox, stemming from cognitively and/or socially constructed 
polarities (Lewis 2000). For example, whereas rational use of analysis and account-
ing information can be an appropriate approach to avoid the flaws of fast intuitive 
human thinking (Langley 1995; Kahneman 2011), this study suggests that slower 
analytical thinking comes with its own disadvantages when applied in strategic con-
texts. Whereas the use of accounting creates understanding, clarity and commit-
ment, it paradoxically can simultaneously narrow the strategic mindset and create 
cautious shortsightedness. These findings suggest that accounting in managers’ stra-
tegic thinking is represented as a range of benefits and pitfalls, as a paradoxical dual-
ity that cannot be fully solved but the tensions of which must be confronted. This 
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paradoxical approach assumes that any exclusive choice among opposing forces in 
managerial work is temporary and the tension will resurface.

5.3 � Managerial implications

This study offers a number of implications for managerial work. In strategic think-
ing, being aware of your own perceptions is essential. Approaching accounting in stra-
tegic thinking as a paradox, as representing contradictory yet interrelated elements, 
offers a new perspective for management. Instead of seeing organizational tensions 
as a dilemma of competing choices (e.g. the freedom to innovate vs. the need for con-
trol and alignment), they should be accepted as a paradoxical duality. By applying 
paradoxical thinking managers can make latent opposing forces more explicit, thus 
creating a more powerful context for creative strategic thinking. Seeing accounting’s 
role in strategic thinking with its all tensions and dimensions is especially important 
in this age, which fosters the continuous pursuit of opportunities for significant new 
value creation. For example, unintended consequences of accounting and management 
control leading to cautious short-sightedness might be especially harmful in an ever-
changing business environment and with an increasing demand to emphasize continu-
ous learning and agile experimentation. This study highlights the importance of man-
agers seeing the entire range of benefits and pitfalls of accounting in strategic thinking. 
It would be remarkable to suppose that when management thinking becomes strategic, 
considering issues in terms of money and management control would be irrelevant and 
hence accounting would have no role. Leading an innovative organization is paradoxi-
cal and tensions stemming from its processes should be carefully managed (Pisano 
2019). The framework outlined in this study can be used to inform strategic develop-
ment activities in companies by utilizing an accounting perspective in the process.

5.4 � Limitations and suggestions for further research

This research does have limitations. QCA as a method helps describe material only 
in those respects specified by the researcher. The method does not allow describing 
the full meaning of the material in each and every respect. In this study, a choice 
was made to examine the use and lack of use of accounting in managers’ strategic 
thinking. This article does not offer a definite conclusion on whether managers find 
accounting to be useful or not overall. Rather, it offers a holistic collection of expe-
rienced potentials and pitfalls of the use of accounting in a strategic context. The 
formed concepts can also be interrelated, a disadvantage for one company could be 
an advantage to another company. This is very much dependent on the strategy being 
pursued. This study did not aim to cover all aspects related to strategic issues and 
accounting in companies. The aim was instead to investigate and study individual 
managers’ interpretations of the situation. Such a focus excludes many significant 
questions related to, for example, organizational practices and general prevalence 
regarding management control systems, management accounting and strategy pro-
cesses. Notwithstanding these limitations, this article makes a potentially important 
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contribution towards the understanding of accounting in strategic thinking. The 
findings of this study are relevant to researchers looking to study accounting from 
the perspective of one of its most important users, managers. Studying the strategic 
thinking of practicing managers from an accounting perspective helps researchers 
move beyond the numbers to see the strategic thinking of managers as a world that 
is far richer and more complex than is often assumed. The focus of this research has 
been on building an initial theoretical framework. Future research could expand the 
understanding of accounting and strategic thinking by further developing and apply-
ing this study’s findings with more details. Further work is needed to fully under-
stand the situated nature of accounting and to assess more specifically those contexts 
in which managers value its usefulness and those in which they are wary of its dis-
advantages. More broadly, this study has highlighted that understanding of account-
ing from the perspective of practicing managers is still in need of further research. 
It also invites managers and accounting professionals to make connections between 
the outlined elements of accounting in strategic thinking and their own experience.

Acknowledgement  Open access funding provided by University of Jyväskylä (JYU).

Funding  This research was partly supported by Finnish Foundation for Economic Education (Grant No. 
01/2014), and Jenny and Antti Wihuri Foundation (Grant No. 2014).

Open Access  This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Interna-
tional License (http://creat​iveco​mmons​.org/licen​ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, 
and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

Appendix A

EMBA final theses topics on strategic thinking

1. Local food as a competitive advantage for company X
2. Renewed business and contracting model securing the future of company X
3. Strategic knowledge-base of managing a municipal enterprise group
4. Account management in a small design-company—“Most wanted partner in visual communications”
5. Research on the success factors of a new product in bank Group X
6. Differentiating solutions value on customer relationship with the help of customer insight
7. Overwhelming customer experience—Concept manual for the business of the future in company X
8. Developing marketing and services to Russian customers in company X
9. Building an education value network in industry X
10. Pricing as a competitive advantage in retail. Effect of impression about the price in choosing where 

to buy
11. With innovations to a sustainable tomorrow—Innovation process as part of sustainable business
12. Life Cycle planning and roadmaps for existing customers in company X
13. ICT-governance and organizational architecture in organization X
14. The triple helix institute of higher education on entrepreneurship—continuous renewal and manage-

ment challenges

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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15. From cooperation to partnership—development of suppliers relationships in company X
16. Strategy work of multi-actor organization—case organization X
17. Customer service improvement in business area X
18. Learning story about building an innovation system into enterprise X
19. Perspectives into the future of field of industry X
20. Account management in municipalities
21. Customer as a developer of products and services
22. Success factors of the future in the field of industry X
23. Hurricane—Business of a company X
24. Competitive strategy of goods trade in Company X and send-offs for successful strategy implemen-

tation
25. Local supplier of the future in company X
26. Growth strategy of sales in company X

Appendix B

Interview questions—areas of enquiry

Current work
Describe your work and area of managerial responsibility
How do you know you have done a good job?
How are accounting and financial issues related to your work?
What accounting practices you find useful/not useful in your work?
Strategic thinking
How do you plan ahead and practice strategic foresight in your work?
How can one know if some new idea or a plan might turn out to be strategically significant?
When was the last time you practiced strategic thinking?
How do you define goals for strategic development?
What is your personal view on strategic development of your business based on?
How are strategic ideas and initiatives sold and operationalized in an organization?
Do you see any dangers and challenges related to strategic thinking?
Strategy and accounting issues
What is the role of financial information in strategic thinking?
When creating and envisioning something new, what accounting frameworks and practices you consider 

useful/not useful?
Do you produce calculations yourself in your work? Do you utilize calculations made by others?
Do you see any challenges or dangers when using accounting in strategy work?
Is there something else you would like to tell about strategic thinking and accounting related to your 

work and experience?
Strategic thinking case: EMBA final thesis project
How would you describe your EMBA final thesis as a project (time span, who was involved etc.)?
How would you evaluate it now as a strategic project?
How would you estimate the financial impact of the project?
How would you describe accounting thinking and financial quantifications as part of the project?
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Appendix C

Descriptive details of interviewees

Job title Company sizea Field of industry Age Gender

SME Large

1 Production director x Manufacturing 45 M
2 Business director x Education services 46 M
3 Account director x Professional services 49 F
4 Senior project manager x Education services 46 M
5 Manager of product management x Technical wholesale 41 M
6 CIO x ICT services 43 M
7 Development director x Media 54 M
8 Finance manager x Energy 47 M
9 Production unit director x Food industry 55 M
10 Executive director x Professional services 50 F
11 Director x Social services 54 F
12 Director x Public sector 35 M
13 Sales manager x Food Industry 44 F
14 Director of administration x Public sector 53 F
15 Category manager x Retail 45 M
16 Account director x Real estate services 49 M
17 CEO x Travel 48 F
18 Development director x Finance 57 F
19 Director x Energy 46 F
20 Director x Software 46 M
21 CIO x Healthcare 49 M
22 Channel development manager x Food industry 56 M
23 Administration manager x Real estate services 39 F

a Small and medium-size enterprise (SME) definition according to European Union recommendation 
2003/361, meaning organisations with less than 250 employees
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