
Management Accounting Research 55 (2022) 100783

Available online 1 February 2022
1044-5005/© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Towards interventionist research with theoretical ambition 

Kari Lukka a,*, Marc Wouters b,c 

a Turku School of Economics, University of Turku, Finland 
b Karslruhe Institute of Technology, Germany 
c University of Amsterdam, Netherlands   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Interventionist research 
Ethnographic field research 
Theoretical ambition 
Theoretical contribution 
Abductive research process 
Engaged scholarship 

A B S T R A C T   

A distinct strength of interventionist research (IVR) is the ability to establish particularly good access to a 
research partner organization and collect exceptionally detailed information, which may not be available to 
researchers who employ other approaches. Yet, a challenge of IVR is to exploit this data-gathering opportunity in 
full, in order to develop a theoretical contribution. We propose the ‘theoretical focus driven’ mode (TFD mode) as 
a ‘way of working’ for interventionist research, whereby the chosen (yet potentially flexible) theoretical focus 
drives the project. The researcher invests extra time up-front to thoughtfully generate and explicate the research 
questions and theoretical focus. These guide a selective and purposeful data-gathering effort, as well as the 
nature of the research intervention. At the same time, the researcher remains inspired by the field work and open 
to changes in the theoretical focus. Indeed, the TFD mode process tends to be iterative, since it is affected not 
only by the characteristics of abductive theorising, but also by potentially changing priorities of the target or-
ganization, and thereby the initial theoretical focus can become empirically unfeasible. Overall, rather than 
building on the researcher’s enthusiasm for innovative themes in practice, and casting a broad net for data 
gathering, the TFD researcher capitalises on the potential of IVR by strengthening the theoretical ambition.   

1. Introduction 

Interventionist research (IVR) is receiving increasing attention and 
interest among management accounting researchers. Further, published 
IVR is gradually appearing in more prestigious forums (including AAAJ, 
CAR, CPA, EAR, MAR and AOS) (Arnaboldi and Azzone, 2010; Cullen 
et al., 2013; Groen et al., 2012b, 2012a; Malmi et al., 2004; Mouritsen 
et al., 2001; Rowe et al., 2012; Skærbæk and Melander, 2004; Woods 
et al., 2012; Wouters and Roijmans, 2011; Wouters and Wilderom, 
2008).1 At the same time, there appears to be a limited understanding 
among scholars of what IVR is supposed to be, and of its potential as a 
helpful approach to conducting serious management accounting 
research.2 Even though several methodological texts on IVR exist that 
offer guidelines – mostly prescriptive thought pieces, but also some 
reflective pieces based on conducted empirical IVR studies (Baard and 

Dumay, 2020a; Jönsson and Lukka, 2006; Kasanen et al., 1993; Labro 
and Tuomela, 2003; Suomala et al., 2014) – many aspects of IVR still 
need more thorough analysis and understanding. One of these relates to 
the definition of IVR. 

No unanimous view exists among IVR-oriented scholars in various 
disciplines regarding what should be the general aim of such research. 
Kuula (1999), for instance, depicts a continuum among various types of 
action research. At one end is the extremely empiricist and 
problem-solving oriented approach, arguing that action research is first 
and foremost about practical change, and that theoretical ambitions are 
an unnecessary, even detrimental waste of time in such projects. At the 
other end of the continuum lies the view that action research should be 
seen not only as about change in practice, but most importantly about 
teasing out results that are theoretically interesting from the etic 
perspective, outside of the specific context, based on having been 
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1 For recent overviews of published papers in management accounting based on IVR, see Malmi (2016), Lukka and Vinnari (2017), and Baard and Dumay (2020a).  
2 IVR is even sometimes considered as typically just a consulting project that is later intimated as research (Jönsson and Lukka, 2006) – a serious misunderstanding, 

in our view, in case of appropriately conducted IVR. Consulting projects should be conceptually seperated from IVR, since achieving a theoretically important output 
is not a typical objective of a consultant, and a consulting assignment tends to be only implicitly, if at all, linked to the relevant research literature. 
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particularly deeply involved in the processes at the emic level from the 
perspective of organizational actors. In examining the whole range of 
options of conducting IVR, Jönsson and Lukka favour and focus on the 
latter end of the continuum introduced by Kuula (Jönsson and Lukka, 
2006).3 

We hold the latter view. While IVR is for us about developing rich, in- 
depth case studies, which draw on ideas provided by practitioners and 
make full use of empirical opportunities, even more importantly we 
acknowledge the following assumptions: 1) Having a practical impact in 
the partner organization where the research was conducted is a char-
acteristic feature of IVR projects, but IVR is even more essentially a 
means to eventually produce a theoretically interesting contribution 
(see Jönsson and Lukka, 2006; Robinson, 1993), and 2) There can be 
different kinds of theoretical contribution: the design of a new con-
struction (for instance, a new management accounting concept or 
method, the mechanism of which is explained, too), and/or the more 
traditional contributions (suggestion of a new theory or illustrating/-
refining/extending/testing existing theory) (see Keating, 1995; Lukka, 
2005). We set out to explore the possibilities and challenges of pro-
ducing theoretical contributions in IVR, and, in particular, put forward a 
specific mode of running the process of IVR that we term ‘theoretical 
focus driven’ IVR. We conceptualise this mode, and suggest that it would 
be a helpful choice for those interventionist researchers who aim for 
studies that produce something theoretically novel and exciting.4 

1.1. Theoretical focus driven mode of conducting IVR 

A distinct general strength of IVR is the ability to establish particu-
larly good access to a research partner organization and collect excep-
tionally detailed information, which may not be available to researchers 
who use other approaches (Jönsson and Lukka, 2006). At the same time, 
a typical challenge of IVR is to be able to exploit this data-gathering 
opportunity fully, in order to develop a theoretical contribution. We 
propose the ‘theoretical focus driven’ mode (TFD mode) of IVR research, 
whereby the chosen (yet potentially flexible) theoretical focus drives the 
project. The researcher invests extra time up-front to thoughtfully 
generate and explicate the research questions and theoretical focus. 
These guide a selective and purposeful data-gathering effort, as well as 
the nature of the research intervention (Suomala et al., 2014). At the 
same time, the researcher is supposed to remain inspired by the field 
work, and still be open to changes in the theoretical focus. Rather than 
building on the researcher’s enthusiasm for innovative themes in prac-
tice, and casting a broad net for data gathering, in the TFD mode, the 
researcher capitalises on the potential of IVR by strengthening the 
theoretical ambition. Importantly, the TFD mode refers to a specific ‘way 
of working’ during the research process, rather than to how the pub-
lished paper reads. 

An important way to motivate the TFD mode for IVR – which will be 
specified in greater detail later in the paper – is to contrast it with the 
currently dominant mode of conducting IVR, namely ‘theme and prac-
tice driven’ (T&PD). Based on our long and many-sided experiences with 
IVR, we shared a common concern about some of the existing IVR 

practices. Due to the current dominance of the T&PD mode, interven-
tionist studies are often, during the earlier parts of the research process, 
lacking a theoretically motivated research question, along with a well- 
identified theoretical tension and ambition.5 Since the theoretical side 
of the work is often densely packed into the last stages of the project, 
many opportunities may be missed to develop a stronger theoretical 
contribution. Further, we believe the TFD mode to conducting IVR 
studies can help researchers experience less stress and better realise the 
scholarly potential of IVR than can the T&PD mode. 

Our paper is framed by the belief that seeking theoretical advances is 
an integral part of good scholarship, and that this applies also to IVR. We 
hereby largely follow the notion that “theory is king” (Straub, 2009), 
widely established in numerous disciplines, according to which re-
searchers need constantly to strive for a theoretical contribution to prior 
research, in their conceptual as well as empirical work. This view 
stresses systematically building on the existing knowledge base, and 
constant attempts to advance the theoretical knowledge of various 
empirical phenomena, which can, at least in principle, include incre-
mental as well as more radical theoretical advances.6 

While the notion of theory is a complex matter, and at times a target 
of heated scholarly debate (e.g., DiMaggio, 1995; Malmi and Granlund, 
2009a, 2009b; Quattrone, 2009; Sutton and Staw, 1995; Weick, 1995), a 
rather standard definition serves as a sufficient general guideline for our 
purposes: a theory is “an ordered set of assertions about a generic 
behaviour or structure assumed to hold throughout a significantly broad 
range of specific instances” (Weick, 1989). While the need for general-
izability of theories should not be overstated, particularly in the case of 
social studies (Lukka and Suomala, 2014), a theory is essentially seeking 
to form a systematic set of arguments, based on a solid conceptual basis, 
as opposed to a list of empirical ad hoc observations without a clear 
structure or direction. 

For clarity, the TFD mode is not intended to imply that IVR should 
distance itself from practical concerns. IVR is by definition a form of 
research that involves close collaboration with practice partners in a 
spirit of “engaged scholarship” (Van De Ven and Johnson, 2006), where 
researchers and practice partners are seen as equals, yet playing 
different roles in the partnership. Their collaboration in IVR studies may 
help to reduce the distance between research in academia and mana-
gerial questions in practice (Bartunek et al., 2001; McGahan, 2007; 
Rynes, 2007; Tranfield and Starkey, 1998) (see also Baard and Dumay, 
2020b). However, while we by no means wish to deny that potential of 
IVR, we choose not to address this in detail. Instead, we will focus on 
ways in which collaboration in IVR can more productively support the 
research objective of providing a theoretical contribution. 

When talking about theory, the focus is normally on the main domain 
where the study is positioned. However, in addition to the ‘domain 
theory’, a ‘method theory’ – or a theoretical lens – through which a 
certain domain can be explored in a potentially novel or particularly 
helpful manner can also play a role in a study. In the management ac-
counting domain, there are many examples of the successful employ-
ment of various method theories, such as types of institutional theory, 

3 Jönsson and Lukka identify five known options of IVR: Action research, 
clinical research, action science, design science and the constructive research 
approach. They suggest IVR as an umbrella notion covering the common as-
pects of these (Jönsson and Lukka, 2006).  

4 The project started with the identification of the two authors’ long-lasting 
common interest in IVR – albeit from different perspectives. One of the au-
thors had been writing on as well as publishing, reviewing, presenting, and 
supervising IVR – but directly conducting such research to a lesser extent. The 
other author has conducted and supervised several empirical interventionist 
projects, which have been published in academic journals. We were curious as 
to whether collaboration based on these different knowledge bases could help 
produce some important new understandings on IVR. 

5 Admittedly, these are personal impressions, not hard facts about the state of 
IVR. Anyhow, we see many working papers presented or reviewed for journals, 
and occasionally papers published in lesser-quality journals (we wish to refrain 
from giving explicit examples here), which lack a strong theoretical contribu-
tion. Another personal impression is that although the number of published IVR 
papers in management accounting does not yet amount to a large body of 
research literature, we sense the attitude towards IVR has changed, becoming 
more positive over the last 30 years or so. It is today less common to condemn 
IVR outright as “consultancy” or “consultancy research”, as the academe has 
become more aware of the potential upsides of IVR.  

6 There are, however, also important critical debates regarding the risk of 
over-playing the “theory is king” perspective in research, see Hambrick (2007), 
and Avison and Malaurent (2014). Indeed, such over-playing might lead to 
theory/theorising becoming a ‘fetish’ in a study, which we do not support. 
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Foucauldian theorisations, or practice theories (Lukka, 2005; Lukka and 
Vinnari, 2014; Modell et al., 2017). Also in IVR, it is naturally possible to 
employ various method theories. However, theoretical problem-
atizations, ambitions and contributions, the importance of which 
become stressed in the TFD mode, would mostly relate to the domain in 
which the research question is positioned, even if method theories were 
employed – just like in management accounting research more 
generally. 

1.2. Reflective analysis of the underlying IVR study 

Few studies in the accounting and business studies context have re-
flected explicitly and in detail on completed IVR projects (Labro and 
Tuomela, 2003; Suomala et al., 2014), and there seem to be no studies 
that have in a planned manner collected systematic material for a 
reflective analysis of an ongoing IVR process. We have designed a form 
of reflective study to address this, with a view to acquiring thorough, 
reliable and systematic documentation on what happened, when, how, 
by whom, why, and so forth during an IVR project. Hence, part of our 
analysis is in an arguably unique way connected to an actual, longitu-
dinal IVR project. Similar to other papers on IVR methodology, we also 
did a lot of reflection ex post, including bringing in a multitude of our 
experiences in different IVR as well as other scholarly studies. 

In 2015, a doctoral student of one of the authors, Marc Wouters, had 
just started an ethnographic interventionist PhD study at a relatively 
high-tech, well-branded manufacturer of high-end durable consumer 
goods for global markets (anonymised here as Alpha). The general theme 
of the underlying study was cost management/target costing during 
product development when the degree of parts commonality and 
product modularity is high. We will refer to that work as the underlying 
study. The underlying study involved Marc Wouters and the doctoral 
student, but not Kari Lukka, the other author of this paper. 

The doctoral student accepted the idea of immediately starting to 
keep a meticulous, chronological research diary, aiming to be mindful of 
what was happening at the emic level at Alpha, and also to make sys-
tematic notes on the progress of the etic (i.e., theoretical) ideas that 
related to the PhD thesis.7 Marc Wouters, as the doctoral student’s su-
pervisor, also started keeping a meticulous, chronological research diary 
on his observations and thoughts during the empirical process.8 It was 
agreed that the sharing policy of these documents would be asymmet-
rical. The doctoral student’s research diary would be disclosed to both 
authors of this reflective study, but that of the supervisor would only be 
disclosed to Kari Lukka, not to the doctoral student. Thus, the supervisor 
could freely write also his authentic concerns regarding the progress of 
the project and academic development of the doctoral student, without 
the risk of disturbing the student’s work. 

1.3. Research questions 

This paper is structured in a somewhat unusual way that echoes the 
abductive reasoning method we have employed (Dubois and Gadde, 
2002; Lukka and Modell, 2010). Hence, our research questions crystal-
lized during the course of the study, starting from our first brainstorming 
sessions in 2015. During our reflective analysis, we came to realise how 
strategic the decision for an interventionist researcher could be to opt for 
either the T&PD or TFD mode.9 Three research questions drove the final 

write-up of this reflective study:  

1 What does ‘theoretical focus driven’ (TFD) IVR mean and, in 
particular, how does it differ from ‘theme and practice driven’ 
(T&PD) IVR?  

2 Why does T&PD seem to be the default mode of conducting IVR now?  
3 How can researchers make use of the TFD mode in IVR in practice? 

We will examine these three questions proceeding in the ex post 
reflective mode, fundamentally as a thought piece, which utilises the 
research diaries of the doctoral student and the supervisor in two ways: 
first, analytically, as materials against which to test some of the ideas 
that came to us during the reflective analysis; and, second, as sources to 
illustrate our ideas.10 However, it is not only the underlying study that is 
the source of evidence and inspiration for this piece. Another very 
important source is the experience of both authors’ involvement with 
interventionist studies in multiple roles for several decades. 

1.4. Structure of the paper 

We next present a brief overview of the state-of-the-art of the 
research literature on IVR, followed by the provision of basic informa-
tion on the underlying IVR study. Thereafter, we examine the key fea-
tures of the T&PD mode of conducting IVR, and the reasons for its 
apparent popularity. We then contemplate how to practise IVR differ-
ently, leading to our proposals for the TFD mode and how it can be 
practised. Finally, we present our conclusions. 

2. The research literature on IVR 

The term “interventionist research” in the meaning employed in this 
piece was coined, in the accounting context, by Jönsson and Lukka 
(2006). IVR can be defined as a longitudinal case study approach (with 
variations), in which active participant observation and empirical 
intervention (although to varying degrees in different IVR studies) are 
used deliberately as research assets (Baard and Dumay, 2020a; Jönsson 
and Lukka, 2006; Lukka and Vinnari, 2017; Suomala et al., 2014). This 
definition offers a contrast to the non-interventionist research, where 
empirical interventions are traditionally regarded as mere problems.11 

The expressly active participant observation of IVR relates to the typi-
cally normative or prescriptive, often problem-solving oriented aspect of 
this research approach. However, as we will argue below, IVR has the 
potential not only to be involved in solving practical problems, but 
simultaneously to produce theoretical advances in various ways, that is, 
by suggesting a new theory or illustrating, refining, extending or testing 
an existing theory (see Keating, 1995; Lukka, 2005). Hence, in these 
respects, IVR can fulfil similar purposes as non-interventionist research. 
Jönsson and Lukka (2006) suggest IVR as an umbrella notion, under 
which several sub-forms of IVR – they mention action research, clinical 
research, action science, design science, and the constructive research 
approach – could be situated. The origin of IVR dates back to Kurt 
Lewin’s “action research” (1948), a term and approach applied widely in 
many social science fields, including business studies, as well as in 

7 For the emic vs. etic domains of research, see Pike (1954), and Jönsson and 
Lukka (2006).  

8 We refer to the research diary of the doctoral student as RD1, and that of the 
supervisor as RD2. When quoting from these research diaries, we corrected 
some obvious typos and other errors due to writing hastily or casually in these 
diaries, and we corrected a few translation details in RD1 that was originally in 
German.  

9 We do not deny there could also be other alternatives. 

10 The underlying study is not intended to be an example of the TFD approach. 
Our intention was ‘simply’ to create a meticulous documentation of the process 
of the underlying project, to be open-minded as to what went well and not so 
well, and to see what we could learn from this regarding IVR research. This has 
helped us reflect on difficulties in IVR and develop ideas on how IVR could be 
conducted. Our conceptualisation of TFD emerged during this process, it was 
not there from the outset.  
11 Many papers in the management accounting literature on the nature of IVR 

propose definitions of IVR that tend to have essentially a similar or corre-
sponding core content, see e.g. Suomala and Lyly-Yrjänäinen (2012), Lukka and 
Suomala (2014), and Dumay and Baard (2017). 
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engineering studies. 
The methodological literature on IVR in management accounting 

includes a variety of views regarding the aim of IVR and the role of 
theory therein. Some early papers proposed that the objective of IVR – 
and especially that of the ‘constructive research approach’ – is first and 
foremost to produce theoretically informed and field-tested manage-
ment accounting approaches (or ‘constructions’) that ‘work’ in carefully 
delineated situations, pointing to analogies with research in engineering 
and medicine (Kasanen et al., 1993; Lukka, 2003; Mattessich, 1995).12 

This notion of IVR is related to the more recent stream of ‘design science’ 
research in the operations management literature (Jelinek et al., 2008; 
Romme, 2003; Romme and Endenburg, 2006; van Aken et al., 2016). 
The literature on these forms of IVR offers important ideas for man-
agement accounting, in particular the realisation that designs in man-
agement have significant social components. The design’s description is 
often notably incomplete, its mechanism only partially understood, 
people shape its implementation and have various perceptions on its 
effects, and testing the design in research requires “thick descriptions”13 

. By implication, designs in management accounting are not similar to 
engineering constructions or flying a plane, an observation that some-
times seems to have been given less consideration (Kaplan, 2006, 1998). 
Crucially, though, the design-oriented notion of IVR is not merely about 
solving the problems of a single organization but creating new knowl-
edge, namely on management accounting approaches that are based on 
theory, empirically developed and tested in practical contexts, and that 
seek to produce contributions to the literature. 

Other works on IVR acknowledge its potential to produce new con-
structions, but emphasise more explicitly the role of IVR for producing 
theoretical explanations of organizational phenomena. Those authors 
point out that IVR has many similarities to non-interventionist case 
research, particularly because both can aim to develop novel theoretical 
results, and share the problems of less control and replicability 
compared to several other research methods (Jönsson and Lukka, 2006; 
Lukka, 2005). From this perspective, a key characteristic and strength of 
IVR is that it is conducted longitudinally, and information is collected in 
many different ways and very close to when things are actually 
happening in the case, “along the flow of life of the case” (Jönsson and 
Lukka, 2006, p. 375). On this basis, IVR studies have the potential to 
offer also rich and profound descriptions, explanations or predictions – a 
notable similarity with non-interventionist research (cf. Jönsson and 
Lukka, 2006). 

However, in clinical research, another form of IVR, seeking to pro-
duce theory contributions tends to play a very small role (Normann, 
1975; Schein, 1987). Some circles of action researchers go as far as to 
suggest that the role of theory in such research should be dismissed 
entirely, claiming that the aim of producing theoretical advances, for 
instance, is a waste of resources and potentially even damaging to the 
claimed key issue of helping practitioners with their authentic problems 
(Kuula, 1999). 

The methodological literature on IVR in management accounting 
presents at least two explicated views on the strength of the empirical 
intervention. One is “modest intervention”, presented by Sten Jönsson 
and his colleagues in several action research studies (Jönsson, 1996). In 
this approach, the researcher acts as a co-traveller in the practitioner’s 
flow of life, neither avoiding interventions nor particularly seeking 
them. The other view is that, in line with the constructive approach, the 
researcher assumes a relatively proactive role in not only analysing 

practical problems, but particularly in designing and helping to imple-
ment solutions thereto (Kasanen et al., 1993; Labro and Tuomela, 2003). 

Works on IVR, and empirical studies using the approach, have 
flourished during the last few decades, and this trend continues. Several 
books have recently been published on IVR, including numerous reports 
on case studies employing it (Baard and Dumay, 2020a; Lyly-Yrjänäinen 
et al., 2017). The journal Qualitative Research in Accounting & Manage-
ment published a special issue on IVR in 2010 (Baard, 2010; Jönsson, 
2010; Roberts et al., 2010; Sunding and Odenrick, 2010; Suomala et al., 
2010). These books and articles often also build on the authors’ expe-
riences in conducting IVR research, and provide brief examples from 
their studies. However, very few papers systematically, explicitly and in 
detail reflect on conducted specific IVR projects (for example, Labro and 
Tuomela, 2003; Suomala et al., 2014). We believe this is an important 
perspective, not only because IVR is generally demanding to conduct 
and, like all research approaches, requires guidance, but also because it 
comes with its own and partly unique challenges. Adopting the view that 
a major – though certainly not only – aim of IVR should be to produce 
theoretically interesting results, we seek to produce a few novel ideas for 
conducting IVR in this vein. 

3. Introduction to the underlying ethnographic IVR study 

The underlying IVR study was conducted at a relatively high-tech, 
well-branded manufacturer of high-end durable consumer goods for 
global markets (Alpha), and focused on management accounting during 
product development. This involved a doctoral student and his thesis 
supervisor Marc Wouters. The supervisor regularly visited the company 
but was basically off-site and coaching the research process. The 
doctoral student (‘Thomas’, which is a pseudonym) was mostly on-site, 
working in the product development management accounting depart-
ment. The field work lasted three years, Thomas defended his PhD thesis 
after around a year later, and then research papers based on this study 
were presented in workshops and conferences and submitted to journals. 

The underlying IVR study focused on management accounting and 
product development. The supervisor had been conducting much 
research in the area, and believed too few studies in the literature 
described and explained the use of management accounting in product 
development in sufficient detail. Most papers focused on target costing 
and considered mainly variable manufacturing costs, but ignored targets 
for many other costs (such as for product development), and many 
target-costing complexities, such as incorporating customised products 
and long supply chains. Furthermore, almost no papers in management 
accounting addressed cost management with methods that coordinate 
design decisions across separate product development projects, such as 
parts commonality and product modularity (Israelsen and Jørgensen, 
2011; Korhonen et al., 2016; Labro, 2004; Thyssen et al., 2006). The 
supervisor was particularly interested in how cost allocations can play a 
role in the coordination of design choices in multiple product develop-
ment projects that employ target costing (Israelsen and Jørgensen, 
2011). 

3.1. Setting up the cooperation as an IVR study 

The starting point for this research was when the supervisor read in a 
newspaper about a project Alpha had run to manage costs through its 
product design. He considered this a very interesting case of modularity 
and platforms for cost management, and he was aware that cost man-
agement during development was highly important in Alpha’s industry. 
He wanted to conduct an interventionist study as it could provide access 
to the organization at an unparalleled level (Jönsson and Lukka, 2006). 
The topic would require an in-depth understanding of complex product 
development processes and cost management methods in the industry, 
which he expected to be very difficult to obtain by ‘only’ visiting the 
company. 

The supervisor approached Alpha around one-and-a-half years 

12 However, what ‘works’ can mean different things, as there are various 
perspectives on testing the relevance of a particular management accounting 
research approach (Lukka and Suomala, 2014; Rautiainen et al., 2017).  
13 A “thick description” (as opposed to thin) goes beyond merely providing 

numerous empirical details, by including also a situated interpretation by the 
researcher of what is going on in the explored empirical instance (Denzin, 1989; 
Geertz, 1973). 
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before the PhD project commenced, and via existing contacts discussed 
the potential research with high-level managers. After several meetings, 
the university and Alpha signed a contract according to which Alpha 
would pay the university over a period of three years, funding the uni-
versity to hire the doctoral student on a three-year employment con-
tract. The supervisor received no personal compensation from Alpha. A 
very brief project description noted the research topic in broad terms 
and that the research would be used for a PhD thesis that would become 
publicly available. It was mutually understood that solutions would be 
found to protect sensitive, confidential information. The intended 
intervention would be modest. For instance, there was no explicit, 
detailed approach designed before the study that would be ‘tested’. The 
doctoral student would be part of teams and ongoing projects and ini-
tiatives, where he would freely contribute his emerging ideas as he saw 
fit. 

The supervisor approached a student he knew from his work as a 
teaching assistant who was writing his final thesis with him. He believed 
the student was bright and wanted to convince him to conduct research, 
and also believed the student would do well practice-wise in the context 
of Alpha. The student stated he had never considered doing a PhD, but 
after several conversations over a couple of months said he wanted to 
take the project on, because he could combine research with working in 
a company and also was particularly interested in Alpha’s industry 
sector. 

3.2. Field work at Alpha 

Thomas’s practical activities were highly comparable with those of 
regular Alpha employees. He moved to the city where Alpha was 
located, several hundred kilometres away from the university. He 
participated in the work of the management accounting department for 
product development. He talked with many colleagues inside and 
outside his department, participated in meetings, had access to all kinds 
of company data, and took part in informal events similarly to his 
‘normal’ Alpha colleagues. 

Nevertheless, some things were different for him compared with 
Alpha’s regular employees. As mentioned above, he was a university 
employee and participated in some of its teaching activities. He also took 
some PhD courses and talked regularly with the supervisor about the 
research. Furthermore, his coach and sponsor at Alpha was a top-level 
manager in management accounting (pseudonym ‘Dr. Meier’), and 
they talked approximately once a month about the research project. The 
supervisor met with Dr. Meier and Thomas about every six months to 
discuss the intermediate results and direction of the research. Also, 
Thomas collected research data by hand-writing notes in hardcover 
notebooks during his work in the company, when talking to people, 
attending meetings, or working on his own, and by storing company 
texts, presentations, emails, and other documents. He also kept an in-
dependent research diary (RD1) to reflect on what was going on in the 
organization, the research process, interesting topics, and angles for the 
potential theoretical contribution of the study. The notebooks and the 
research diary turned out to be important and helpful resources that 
later provided much information for the empirical parts of two research 
papers. 

The doctoral student, the supervisor and Dr. Meier met about ten 
months after the start of the project to discuss the more specific research 
direction. Dr. Meier and Thomas suggested that he might get involved in 
a project for further developing the company’s target-costing system. 
They wanted to develop a method for including market-based targets for 
product development costs, instead of the current process of setting such 
cost targets as basically extrapolations of historic costs. This method 
would be developed for and applied to a very large product development 
initiative for a portfolio of new products. Furthermore, Thomas got 
involved in developing several calculations around key decisions for 
Alpha’s modular product architecture. In the year-and-a-half that fol-
lowed, Thomas was completely immersed in these practical activities at 

Alpha, and the supervisor followed this from a distance. This work at 
Alpha later provided the empirical heart of the research. 

3.3. Theory development, writing, time pressure and uncertainty 

When the researchers analysed the data and were working on 
chapters for the PhD thesis and subsequent research papers, they often 
felt anxious due to time pressure, and uncertainty about the research 
focus, although this differed between research topics.14 

The first topic was a methodological extension of target costing ap-
proaches. Marc Wouters had done earlier research on target costing and 
cost management in product development (Davila and Wouters, 2004; 
Henri and Wouters, 2020; Wouters et al., 2016, 2011a, 2011b, 2009; 
Wouters and Morales, 2014). Also, in parallel with the very early work in 
the company, both researchers had been compiling a structured litera-
ture review about the current understanding of modularity for cost 
management purposes, which was published as a chapter in an edited 
volume. They realised from the outset that the target costing literature 
focuses mainly on the variable manufacturing costs of single products 
(Ansari et al., 2006; Cooper and Slagmulder, 1999; Dekker and Smidt, 
2003). It scarcely discusses initial, fixed costs and ignores cost in-
terdependencies within a product portfolio. The research objective, as 
well as that of the practical work at Alpha, was to develop and test a 
method to extend the scope of target costing: (1) to incorporate 
market-based targets for initial, fixed costs for product development and 
production assets that traditional target costing neglects, and (2) to 
present a partially coordinated approach that enables the management 
of the costs of a product portfolio, instead of the single-project approach 
of traditional target costing. 

The method concerned a group of new products that were developed 
jointly and shared a modular technology base. The researchers drew on 
domain theories on target costing (Ansari et al., 2006; Ax et al., 2008; 
Gopalakrishnan et al., 2015), and on coordination of product develop-
ment decisions (Ramdas, 2003). Specifically, the new method was a 
partially coordinated approach (Ramdas et al., 2003), where some de-
cisions were centrally coordinated but others made separately for each 
product. The partially coordinated approach fell in between ‘perfect 
coordination’ of all decisions for a modular technology base, which 
Ramdas et al. (2003) called a fully coordinated approach, and ‘no co-
ordination at all’ in what Ramdas et al. (2003) called the 
project-by-project approach. The partially coordinated approach was 
considered more feasible for Alpha than a fully coordinated approach. 
The latter would require precise information (for example, on demand 
and product features) for many years into the future on all products that 
would share the newly developed modular technology base. Working 
with such information seemed unrealistic for a highly complex modular 
strategy (Persson and Åhlström, 2006), such as in the case of Alpha. On 
the other hand, a project-by-project approach (Ramdas et al., 2003) 
would leave many benefits of a modular technology base unused, 
because a company focuses on the requirements of the first product to 
employ the common technology base and design components and 
technologies accordingly. Follow-up products can reuse the existing 
technology or develop something new, but that is an ad-hoc decision 
each time. As a result, many potential cost savings and other synergies in 
the modular technology base are not realised (Ramdas et al., 2003). 

The researchers knew this literature in this domain well, and from 
the outset recognised the specific fit between the practical topic and the 
themes in the literature. Their research diaries do not mention time 
pressure or uncertainty in relation to this part of the IVR project. Around 
one-and-a-half years into the project, the supervisor already envisioned 
the paper that was indeed written and published a few years later: 

14 Please note that in Section 3, the term “researchers” refers to the two people 
involved in the underlying study: the doctoral student Thomas, who did most of 
the fieldwork on his own, and his supervisor Marc Wouters. 
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One type of contribution is directed at a ‘method’. The idea to expand 
target costing to also include target costs for the product develop-
ment project seems rather lacking in the target costing literature. 
There are probably some studies, but I don’t recall them. One 
contribution will be to describe the method for doing this target 
costing for development costs and to also report actual experiences 
with this. It’s empirical, but the key point is the method. I’ve shown 
[Thomas] examples from my own work, in particular the work with 
Van Hissel and Workum published in R&D Management. (RD2, p. 23) 

The paper on this topic has been published in a research journal at 
the time of writing this reflective paper. This part of the research was 
very close to the TFD mode of conducting IVR. At the same time, it also 
shows that the TFD mode was not only beneficial for the researchers. A 
stronger theoretical focus proved also to be relevant for the partner 
organization. The fact that this part of the IVR research was theoretically 
informed actually helped to provide a contribution that was also prac-
tically relevant for the partner organization. 

The other research topic drew on the doctoral student’s involvement 
in conducting several financial analyses to support a number of far- 
reaching decisions on the technical concepts for the above-mentioned 
group of new products. The researchers believed the data gathered 
through these activities could also be a basis for developing interesting 
contributions to the literature. They were inspired by papers on the 
persuasiveness of monetary quantification, how persuasiveness of 
incomplete and uncertain ‘soft’ information occurs through social pro-
cesses, and how management accountants try to gain influence (Goretzki 
et al., 2018, 2016; Jordan and Messner, 2012; Jørgensen and Messner, 
2009; Kadous et al., 2005; Rowe et al., 2012). However, their ideas on 
how this part of the IVR project could advance the existing literature on 
the domain theory were far less specific than for the other topic. 

The focus of this part of the research had evolved over time. It was 
still within the initially agreed scope, but the researchers needed to 
rethink their ideas and read up on much new literature. However, the 
doctoral student was immersed in the practical work at Alpha, the su-
pervisor was busy, too, and for the duration of about one-and-a-half 
years in the IRV project the orientation to the relevant literature for 
this part of the research remained quite unspecific, and there was 
limited explicit and detailed engagement of data and theory. Marc and 
Thomas still had confidence that they were looking at a very interesting 
topic and were collecting relevant data, but they also realised that their 
ideas and discussions needed much further theoretical development. 
The supervisor’s research diary mentions his uncertainties: 

My concern is still that I haven’t found a […] theoretical framework 
that helps us better organize and motivate our ideas. I think these are 
new, interesting, and we have empirical illustrations, but the theo-
retical foundation is thin. (RD2, p. 48) 

An illustrative event that demonstrated the feelings of uncertainty 
occurred after around three years of research, when Marc and Thomas 
talked with a very senior peer about this research topic. They had shared 
summaries of activities conducted in the company, as they had no 
working papers yet, and the supervisor afterwards wrote: 

The conversation with […] was interesting and pleasant, but also a 
bit of a ‘reality check.’ My idea was that by sending the two stories in 
advance, she would also see that these are interesting stories about 
the influence of accounting, good starting points for our conversation 
about potentially relevant theoretical lenses. On Thursday, […] 
spoke to me during the conference and told me she found the stories 
not so interesting and she doubted there was enough material to talk 
from different actors’ perspectives. We have much more than what’s 
now in the stories and, somehow, what we did include didn’t reso-
nate. … The meeting with […] was on Saturday morning. […] 
challenged us, saying that these are interesting things, but “as ANT 

scholars we already know about accounting and allies. Tell me 
something I don’t know already.” (RD2, pps. 44 and 45) 

Feelings of uncertainty and time pressure manifested again when the 
doctoral student realised that after more than three years of research he 
had not spent enough time engaging with and reflecting on the theo-
retical connections: 

For me, this research diary obviously has been a great tool to capture 
the chronology of my empirical data, that I can later draw on for my 
thesis/papers. The way I see it now, I’ve not paid much attention to 
the research process itself in my research diary — such as the ‘back 
and forth’, the emic vs. etic perspective. (RD1, p. 240) 

Marc and Thomas continued writing, presenting and substantially 
revising their paper, which was still ongoing at the time of writing this 
reflective paper. 

At a general level, these experiences probably resonate with almost 
all field researchers who have received similar comments on their 
working papers, felt similarly uncertain about the direction and focus of 
their research, and have been significantly revising their working papers 
for several years. Yet, these comments also echo an issue in this part of 
the underlying IVR project and, we suggest, in many IVR projects. As we 
address next, the flow of activities in the partner organization may easily 
lead to focusing too much on the practical (and challenging, and also 
interesting, as such) matters of/with the case organization, and not 
enough on the aspects relevant to the etic dimension of the study. 

4. The T&PD mode of conducting IVR – and why it dominates 

As outlined in the introduction, the core of our analysis in this 
reflective paper is several worrying aspects of the ‘theme and practice 
driven’ mode of conducting IVR. The T&PD mode includes a strong 
focus on the empirical work and reaching practical milestones in an IVR 
project. This means working (hard) longitudinally with the target or-
ganization based on good access, practical problems picked up early on 
(and emerging later), and the need to prove your practical credibility, 
which is leading to casting a ‘wide net’ to collect as much data as 
possible. When this approach to IVR is employed, the wide net is felt to 
be a necessity, since nearly everything from the empirics could matter. 
While the practical outcomes of the project become visible during the 
course of the empirical work, what proves to be critical for the theo-
retical results and contributions receives significant attention only in the 
back end of the project – and often under considerable time pressure. It 
is quite typical for an interventionist researcher to feel weak and help-
less in these latest stages of the project: they have often already used 
most of the time (and energy) available for the project, and often 
perceive a significant gap between the type of work they have thus far 
done in the field and the typical academic demands, relating to devel-
oping theoretical results and academically publishable contributions. All 
this tends to alienate an IVR scholar, even from other scholars interested 
in the same substantive fields. 

Admittedly, there may be other ideas regarding the aim of IVR than 
those that we assume, but also in projects aiming eventually to produce 
theoretical contributions, the T&PD mode seems to dominate. Why is 
that? We now discuss several reasons for this, concerning (i) the general 
focus of field research and the practical context of IVR specifically, (ii) 
self-selection based on the motivation and skills of interventionist re-
searchers, (iii) research project uncertainty regarding the most relevant 
or promising theorising, and (iv) false sense of reassurance from being 
busy. 

4.1. General focus of field research and the practical context of IVR 
specifically 

The methodological focus of field research in general may promote 
the T&PD mode. The typical teaching on qualitative research takes its 
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ideas from ethnographic or other non-IVR types of research (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967; Silverman, 2019). While theory is certainly mentioned, 
collecting empirical data is viewed to be the dominating heart of such 
research. Against that backdrop, it seems natural initially and primarily 
to exploit the opportunity that an IVR project offers in terms of unpar-
alleled access and opportunities to gather data. 

The context of IVR may strengthen the empirical focus on data 
gathering, because working on producing practical results is perceived 
as inherently important. The practical work in the organization seems 
more pressing and is prioritised, leaving little time for reading, thinking 
and writing. The researcher is typically part of a project team or 
department in the partner organization, and tends to feel professionally 
and personally committed to contributing to the practical work, meeting 
deadlines, and generally being seen as a good colleague in the partner 
organization. If that organization funds the research, the researcher may 
feel even more strongly that practical issues deserve priority. In the case 
of the underlying study, two extracts from RD2 illustrate this, where the 
first refers to a paper the supervisor and doctoral student were working 
on and that was delayed. The third extract is from RD1: 

Is [meeting the deadline for] the book chapter still realistic? It’s not 
the most important thing right now—getting the project going really 
well at [Alpha] is the priority. (RD2, p. 11) 
I find that I experience some tension, not too much. But it’s clear that 
in a project like this, I really care about doing a good job for the 
company. I want them to be happy with how things are going. That 
has, in itself, nothing to do with the academic research. It’s just that I 
realise that when tough trade-offs will have to be made between the 
academic objectives and the practical objectives, I will find that a big 
dilemma. I can already see how, if push comes to shove, it will be 
hard (psychologically) to give the academic objectives priority. 
(RD2, p. 12) 
I don’t want to feel like I’m a theoretical observer, or to be perceived 
that way, but to provide an active contribution to the improvement 
of the situation. (RD1, p. 45) 

4.2. Self-selection based on motivation and skills of interventionist 
researchers 

The self-selection of interventionist researchers based on motivation 
and skills may further strengthen the focus on and prioritisation of 
producing practical results and gathering data. People who choose to 
conduct IVR tend to be motivated and energised by being involved in the 
practical work, solving managerial problems, interacting with members 
of the partner organization, and seeing and doing things ‘for real’. They 
view themselves as also having the necessary social and other profes-
sional skills required for the practical work in the partner organization. 
That is quite a different drive to mainly reading, thinking, and writing 
research texts, typically working alone. Researchers who conduct IVR 
may even otherwise not have been involved in academic research, 
particularly those who consider whether to start PhD research. 
Furthermore, the partner organization in an IVR project may be involved 
in assessing and selecting researchers for the project and use their reg-
ular professional criteria, which typically places much weight on social 
and practical skills. 

At the same time, a starting interventionist researcher may have less 
knowledge and fewer skills regarding other research methods, less 
theoretical background enabling them to connect the rich empirical data 
to important theories in management and accounting, and fewer aca-
demic writing skills. In such situations, an obvious solution would be to 
help the researcher through PhD courses and guide their self-study to 
gain more theoretical knowledge that would improve their research 
skills. However, time can again be an issue. IVR offers often fantastic 
access but leaves far less time than most other research methods to gain 
theoretical knowledge and learn research skills. In the case of the 

underlying study, this is illustrated by an extract from RD2, when the 
supervisor was a little disappointed with an early draft of an empirical 
section of a research paper the doctoral student had written: 

I guess this is understandable, because he’s a less experienced 
researcher, he has been part of this (maybe more difficult to take a 
step back) and he has not had much training in research methods, 
also not in ethnographic kinds of approach. There’s no time for that. 
IVR eats up all the time. I’ll help him as much as I can, but it’s again 
apparent that TIME is an issue for IVR. Data collection takes so much 
time, there’s less left for writing and for taking PhD courses. (RD2, p. 
34) 

The following extract from RD1 illustrates the very same problem. 
After more than one-and-a-half years, the doctoral student felt he still 
lacked focus regarding the research question and theoretical contribu-
tion the study could provide: 

Partly, this is really due to my current time availability—I work 
almost exclusively now in the project business at [Alpha]—and for 
the other part to my lack of experience in writing and developing 
case studies. (RD1, p. 141) 

Especially researchers starting out in IVR may tend to be a little 
different from many other PhD researchers in terms of knowledge and 
skills. A single individual would probably not be an equally credible and 
effective actor in practice, as well as a dedicated and successful 
researcher in academia. Biathlon illustrates the difficulty. This winter 
sport combines cross-country skiing and rifle shooting. Athletes have to 
be very aerobically fit and aggressive for the fast-paced cross-country 
skiing and then very calm and precise to take accurate shots. Both sports 
are difficult enough, but it is the combination that makes it especially 
challenging. Similarly, IVR requires a difficult combination of knowl-
edge, skills and motivation, illustrated by an extract from RD2 of the 
underlying study: 

I should also talk separately with [Thomas] about how it’s going with 
his note-taking, reflecting theoretically, and the research method 
section. Maybe this sounds critical of [Thomas], as if I worry that he 
may not be a ‘good’ researcher. That’s not it. I have a lot of confi-
dence in him. It’s just that I worry that this interventionist research 
may be too difficult for anyone – even [Thomas]. We have such 
difficult and very different kinds of expectations and requirements 
which he has to meet. He has to be seen within [Alpha] as a good 
colleague, in the sense of competent, hardworking, pragmatic, team 
player, etc. And I and Kari want him [in addition to these] to be a 
good researcher, in the sense of reading, thinking, writing, etc. Those 
are very diverse competencies to combine in one person. (RD2, p. 22) 

4.3. Uncertainty of the research project regarding the most relevant or 
promising theorising 

Uncertainty of the research project’s empirical focus is likely yet 
another reason why the T&PD mode seems to prevail in IVR. Re-
searchers may feel is too difficult to even try to focus the research in a 
meaningful way early in the process, when so little is known of what will 
happen in the empirical study and what could be theoretically inter-
esting in the context of the practical project. They may also believe that 
the T&PD mode prevents the imposition the researcher’s theorisation on 
empirics, and not being open to surprises, which are viewed as the 
unique strengths of qualitative field research. 

Moreover, even if the empirical scope was at one point clearly 
planned and the theoretical focus carefully chosen with that in mind, 
surprising developments and new constraints in the partner organiza-
tion may change the scope of the empirical study. Every case study may 
take unexpected turns, but specifically in IVR the organization is a 
research partner with real interest in what happens in the study, and can 
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influence the scope. The initially chosen theoretical focus may lose its 
feasibility in view of the available empirics. The researcher will need to 
rethink and may find they are far less familiar with the new topics and 
theories that have become relevant to the research. An extract from RD2 
illustrates this. The supervisor felt quite unsure following a discussion 
with another researcher on the project’s potential contributions. Maybe 
part of the research project had shifted in a direction where his theo-
retical knowledge was not deep enough: 

In case studies, I’ve always been led by observations that struck me 
as especially intriguing, taking those as the starting point. But maybe 
the literature I’ve now ended up in is something I simply didn’t know 
well enough to judge whether something that intrigues me is new. Of 
course, I’ve been thinking and going to the literature to ‘check’ but 
maybe not early enough, maybe not deep enough. Should I have 
talked with [Thomas] more, discussed his empirics more and earlier? 
(RD2, p. 46). 

4.4. Being busy—and the false sense of reassurance it brings 

A further reason as to why the T&PD mode prevails could be an 
apparent lack of time to work on a more theoretically driven focus 
parallel to the practical involvement with the partner organization. The 
researcher has great access and many opportunities to collect data. In 
order to leverage that opportunity, the researcher interacts with a large 
number of people to identify interesting information, and is also often 
approached by individuals in the partner organization. “Interactive 
time” (Perlow, 1999) tends to be very high, and even though the 
researcher may want to reduce it for a better balance with “quiet time” 
to develop a much more explicit and detailed theoretical focus, this 
rarely happens, leading to feelings of time pressure or “time famine” 
(Perlow, 1999). The following extract from the supervisor’s research 
diary echoes the time management worry: 

That’s really THE dilemma of interventionist research: fantastic ac-
cess, but how to get enough time to make full use of it. (RD2, p. 49) 

The doctoral student’s research diary (RD1) includes expressions of a 
corresponding sentiment, written after he had eventually participated in 
a certain PhD course: 

Now I can spend my time on the normal work again. Even though the 
seminar was very exciting and relevant, I feel it came at an inop-
portune moment: I currently have a lot of time-critical things to do. 
(RD1, p. 100) 

Paradoxically, feeling busy may also create false sense of reassur-
ance, which can reinforce the tendency to stay in the T&PD mode. For 
instance, when the interventionist researcher is a doctoral student, as in 
the underlying study, they are easily tempted to feel busy enough and 
accomplishing worthwhile things because of what is happening anyway 
as they work in the field. There may still be a nagging feeling of insuf-
ficient progress in the academic part. The supervisor is usually busy, too, 
and may not be able to give any particular researcher much special 
attention – and perhaps least of all a PhD student conducting IVR, 
because the researcher tends to be largely out-of-sight in the field, and 
the supervisor realises the researcher is anyway busy there. Compare 
that to the situation, typically quite different to an IVR case, where the 
PhD student has nothing to show the supervisor (or themselves) unless 
they are writing something and, moreover, the supervisor realises the 
researcher can make little progress unless they meet and discuss the 
research. Here, compared to IVR, the supervisor and the researcher are 
less likely to experience a false lack of progress on the theoretical part of 
the research. The following extract from RD2 echoes these challenges: 

I probably need to interact more and differently with [Thomas], to 
help him reflect on what’s going on at [Alpha] in light of the 

literature. … Compared to a ‘normal’ PhD research project, it’s much 
further away. I don’t (only) mean geographical distance, but also 
that normally the PhD student’s ‘world’ is the literature that a su-
pervisor knows or has easy access to, and data that can easily be 
shared. But here, [Thomas’s] world is [Alpha], which is much less 
accessible to me, it claims all his time, and it’s at another location. 
There is far less joint time, knowledge and ‘data’ for both of us. (RD2, 
p. 69) 

5. The TFD mode of conducting IVR 

How could IVR be conducted differently? The TFD mode is from the 
outset determinedly driven by the aim to produce a theoretical contri-
bution, and does so by outlining and testing throughout the entire 
process various options for a theoretically motivated research question 
(and theoretical ambition). This comes down to investing early in 
identifying such a question, yet not fixing it too strictly or too early. TFD 
renders a process focused on theoretical work alongside working in the 
field, and at the same time highlights the employment of the re-
searcher’s distinctive resources, namely their theoretical knowledge 
(Lukka and Suomala, 2014). Having a better theoretical direction from 
the early stages of the research offers several important advantages, for 
instance in saving precious time through more focused reading, data 
collection, asking questions, and making observations. But it is not 
primarily about saving time, it is essentially about enhancing the depth 
of the analysis, which even a preliminary theoretical focus allows for the 
researcher. It also offers an opportunity to try out interventions driven 
by the theoretical ambition, if that would fit the research questions and 
the specific research design employed. In addition, it gives the 
researcher an opportunity to contribute to dealing with, even solving, 
practical problems from fresh, often theoretically well-informed 
perspectives. 

It is important to note that the TFD mode is a way of working, not a 
characterization of a research paper per se. Strong theoretical contri-
butions can be produced in many kinds of IVR processes, and also 
through the T&PD mode. For example, even were the field work con-
ducted without a strong theoretical focus, the empirical material could 
be theoretically framed (and reframed) after the field work, perhaps by 
the original researchers (though in this case under considerable time 
pressure and a great deal of stress), maybe with new authors in the team, 
and perhaps guided by reviewers and editors who could provide 
constructive theoretical suggestions as input. Hence, we cannot tell just 
by reading a published IVR-based paper which mode has been employed 
in the research process. However, what we essentially argue in this 
paper is that the likelihood of being able to provide a strong theoretical 
contribution is higher when employing the TFD mode than the T&PD 
mode. 

One notable concern regarding an approach that starts theory 
development only after the field work, or late in its process, is that the 
authors, due to a lack of specific focus, may have collected a great deal of 
material that is not of great interest. In addition, many opportunities for 
gathering information that would have been important for theory 
development may have gone unused. While producing strong theoretical 
advances is of course also possible in such cases, their emergence may 
often be almost accidental. 

Admittedly, a potential downside of much up-front theorising is that 
researchers may become less open to surprising new observations. 
Consequently, at worst, the initial focus would effectively inhibit the 
emergence of any change of focus even if that might be well supported 
by some new surprising findings. Hence, openness and flexibility remain 
crucial also in employing TFD. Related to this, TFD may well rely on an 
abductive process, similar to the idea of going “back and forth” between 
data and theory (Ahrens and Chapman, 2006). Thus, in employing the 
TFD mode, it is extremely important that researchers listen carefully to 
what the empirics tell them, and, if necessary, revise the direction of 
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their theoretical ambition. Therefore, particularly the following aspects 
apply to an IVR project:  

• The field material can inspire the researcher to change direction, as is 
the case to some degree in any longitudinal field research. Further, as 
the researcher is continuously and closely collaborating with the 
participants of the target organization, there may be many oppor-
tunities for those actors to put ideas to the researcher that have a 
theoretical bearing.  

• The interests and direction of strategic or other practical ambitions of 
the target organization may change. For instance, it may no longer be 
possible to study particular topics or gather particular data. As a 
result of such changes in the empirical scope of the study, the initially 
chosen theoretical focus may lose its feasibility. In other words, when 
the practical circumstances lead to studying different topics and 
gathering other kinds of data, it may become necessary to change the 
theoretical focus of the study, too. 

There is some similarity between the distinction between the T&PD 
and TFD modes and the difference between the two major versions of 
Grounded theory. The first version, presented by Glaser and Strauss 
(1967) in their classic book, stresses the strongly inductive and ‘open’ 
approach as the backbone of grounded theorising. Later, Strauss (1987) 
and Strauss and Corbin (1990), suggested an alternative version for 
grounded theorising, which is more programmatically focused on 
teasing out theoretical advances with the help of certain analytical 
weapons. The Glaser and Strauss version resembles to some extent the 
T&PD mode, while the later version has certain similarities to the TFD 
mode of conducting IVR (Glaser, 1992; Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Cor-
bin, 1990).15 

While it is impossible and inappropriate to recommend any defi-
nitely preferred approach to IVR (as is the case for any other type of 
research), given that there can always be unpredictable contingencies in 
the picture in any particular research project, we believe interventionist 
researchers should be more widely aware of the fact that there are 
research strategy options from which to choose. As for choosing between 
the often routinely adopted T&PD mode and the TFD mode, it is crucial 
to realise that switching from T&PD to TFD is largely only a change of 
mindset, which is not necessarily much more costly to carry out. 

The key differences between the TFD and T&PD modes of conducting 
IVR research are summarised in Table 1. The table and the body text 
have a somewhat different structure in order to make the table self- 
explanatory. Some of the aspects in the comparison between the 
T&PD mode and TFD mode appearing in Table 1 have not yet been 
mentioned in this section, but will be opened up in the following section. 

6. How to make use of the TFD mode in practice? 

We will suggest some methods and aspects to pay attention to that 
can be helpful for putting the TFD mode into practice. To begin with, it is 
worth acknowledging two important facets of conducting IVR research 
that will remain common to both modes. First, IVR research requires 
‘rolling up your sleeves.’ An interventionist researcher is largely like a 
colleague in the partner organization, that is to say, they are flexible, get 
involved, and help out (also with some mundane matters). This means 
accepting some temporary compromises, because these activities have 
often, as such, little to do with the core of the research itself. However, 
rolling up your sleeves enables the researcher to become familiar in 
more detail with the work, the terminology, and the people, and the 
researcher may in the process discover things and be surprised in ways 
that might otherwise not happen. Thus, it can also be a way to collect 

data. Furthermore, it can help the researcher become accepted and 
thereby indirectly help in data gathering later, because they get to be 
seen by “the community in which the researcher does the fieldwork … as a 
competent and trustworthy member, and ‘insider’. This acceptance is crucial 
not only to understand the meanings and actions of the actors in the field, but 
also to enable the researcher to communicate and act together with them.” 
(Suomala et al., 2014, p. 305). 

In the underlying project, we had similar experiences. Before the 
project started, the top manager Dr. Meier said he believed it was 
important for the doctoral student to help out with the regular work of 
the department, and he came back to this about eleven months after 
Thomas had started work, as reported by the supervisor’s RD entry: 

Yesterday I visited [Alpha] to talk about the more specific direction 
of [Thomas’s] project. I like that [Dr. Meier] was consistent: Already 
in the beginning, [Dr. Meier] said to me it was important that 
[Thomas] also helped out in the department, to gain acceptance as a 
colleague and get cooperation for his research. He also said he 
wanted to reassure me that [Thomas] is not there to ‘make copies’ as 
an intern and all the things he has done for the group were also 
directly related to the topic of modularity. He said it’s a fine line and 
[Thomas] was doing this very well. (RD2, p. 19) 

Second, IVR research can be used as a way to attract potentially 
talented researchers. In our experience, there is a particular type of 
intelligent and bright person who would have the skills for the practical 
part of IVR, but is not interested in becoming a doctoral student. They 
envision going to work in practice and making a career there. Sometimes 
they are also a little relieved to be finished with studying, and ready to 
move on. In so far as they would have contemplated becoming a doctoral 
student, they prefer that their research results would be related to 
practical problems and not solely driven by theoretical questions, which 

Table 1 
Differences between the ‘theme and practice driven’ (T&PD) and ‘theoretical 
focus driven’ (TFD) modes of conducting IVR.   

T&PD TFD 

Main focus and 
driver of 
research 

Empirics and practical 
concerns, with research 
literature and theoretical 
concerns more implicit 

Research literature and 
theoretical concerns, jointly 
with empirics and practical 
concerns 

Focus of data 
gathering 

Broadly cast exploitation of 
data-gathering opportunity, 
driven by general themes 
and practical concerns 

Selective, purposeful data 
gathering, driven by 
theoretically motivated 
research questions 

Research 
question/ 
theoretical 
ambition 

Remains implicit and/or at a 
very general level for a 
longer time; researcher is 
working on these towards 
the end of research process 

Researcher works on these 
from the beginning, trying to 
explicate these as early as 
possible, still being open to 
iterations 

Time management Much time spent on practical 
matters and broad data 
gathering, towards the end 
sense of rush because of 
urgency to provide a 
theoretical contribution 

In addition to field work, the 
researcher invests extra time 
up-front for developing the 
theoretical focus, creating 
early time pressure, but less 
sense of rush later, because 
of having a clearer 
theoretical focus 

Nature of 
interventionsa 

Practically emerging, 
drawing on researcher’s 
theoretical background 

Theoretically driven by the 
research question and 
inspired by the fieldwork 

Presentation and 
write-up of 
research 

Presentation and write-up for 
an academic audience start 
rather late 

Presentation and write-up for 
an academic audience start 
early, viewed as a process, 
starting with a series of two- 
pagers 

Use of 
chronological 
research diary 

Focus on the documentation 
of the broad data collection 
and description of the 
research process 

In addition, documentation 
of researcher’s iteratively 
developing theoretical ideas 
and research focus  

a Distinction less applicable in case of a modest intervention. 

15 It is worth noting that the intellectual divergence between Glaser and 
Strauss led to Glaser vigorously defending the original version of Grounded 
theory, for instance in his book of 1992. 
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they often find boring, ‘dry’ and distant from practical concerns. IVR 
enables these people as doctoral students to interact with practice, 
which they may find alluring. In the case of the underlying IVR project, 
the supervisor had talked with two very good students for a potential 
follow-up project at Alpha: 

[Both] said they did not consider doing PhD research, but the com-
bination [of research and working at Alpha] they find interesting. 
That was also true for [Thomas]. Really, sometimes IVR is the way to 
draw talented young people into research who otherwise would not 
do that. (RD2, p. 32) 

We turn next to highlighting the main aspects that particularly 
feature the TFD mode and that have not been addressed so explicitly in 
earlier works on IVR.16 

6.1. Using ‘two-pagers’ to crystallize key theoretical ideas 

The mindset change from the T&PD to TFD mode may quite radically 
revise the research project process. One option worth serious consider-
ation is to work continuously with ‘two-pagers’, where the research 
question and especially its theoretical motivation receive a great deal of 
attention – but not as a static entity. The process is flexible and the 
researcher revises their two-pager, parallel to the ongoing interaction 
between the researcher and the participants of the partner organization, 
and possibly interventions in the organization by the researcher (Suo-
mala et al., 2014). The collaboration should be viewed as a series of tests 
on whether the current formulation of the motivated research question 
and the ideas related thereto ‘fly’. If not, which can happen for numerous 
reasons, the researcher should soon consider going back to the drawing 
board in order fruitfully to revise the theoretical focus in the ‘two-pager’. 
The two-pagers are normally not written with the intention to be shared 
with participants of the collaborating organization. 

Executing the research process assisted by ‘two-pagers’ tends to 
support its typically abductive nature (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Lukka 
and Modell, 2010). The very point of the TFD mode becomes salient: The 
interventionist research should revolve around not only practically 
relevant, but also theoretically interesting issues. Writing a series of 
two-pagers over the trajectory of the IVR process attempts to increas-
ingly better crystallize what it is that gets theoretically problematized in 
the study, with the help of going back and forth between empirical 
findings and selected theoretical resources to be employed. As noted 
earlier, these resources must connect to a certain domain theory – for 
instance to target costing in the context of NPD – and they optionally can 
include method theoretical elements – for instance theories on building 
work identity as applied in understanding controller’s role change. It 
implies the researcher must start charting the potentially relevant liter-
atures early in the process, and determinedly make time to do so, 
however alluring (or binding) just conducting the field work and 
self-immersing in the often endless practical challenges in the research 
collaboration at the emic level may feel. A lot of ‘thought-work’ (Van 
Maanen, 2011) in the abductive vein is needed in developing a more and 
more exciting two-pager, which functions, at best, like an engine at the 
heart of the project. Of course, no clear rules exist for such abductive 
thought-work – it represents the creative and tacit element true schol-
arship requires. The TFD mode seeks a balance between emic and etic 
work in an IVR project (Jönsson and Lukka, 2006; Lukka and Suomala, 
2014). Precisely this mode of running the IVR process makes it possible – 
should the researcher so wish and the situation allow – to conduct 

theoretically informed interventions that have the potential to aid in 
testing the research ideas, and can lead to more innovative or surprising 
practical results beneficial to the partner organization. 

As for the disctinction between domain and method theory (Lukka 
and Vinnari, 2014), domain theory is certainly the area where the 
‘overlap’ between the theoretical and the practical interests happens. 
Method theory, if such would be employed by the interventionist 
researcher, is unlikely something that the members of the collaborating 
organization need or care to know about. Regarding the interaction 
during the field work, the method theory that is possibly employed by the 
field researcher, can well remain in the background and be not very 
visible to the practitioners in the field. The domain theory is likely to 
appear more in the interaction, even though it may well be that the 
researcher has to translate some parts of the terminology of the 
employed domain theory to more accessible talk and writing in their 
interaction with practitioners. 

The process around a series of abductively developing ‘two-pagers’ 
helps allocate the researcher’s time more carefully. While this technique 
was not employed in the underlying study, Kari Lukka has for many 
years used the two-pager method in his own research and in his PhD 
supervision as well as instructed and recommended it in his teaching of 
research methods. Hence, he has profound first-hand experience of the 
numerous advantages the use of ‘two-pagers’ brings, and how this 
method can best be utilised. Developing two-pagers explicates the 
theoretical possibilities that the field work will offer (which can often, at 
least to some extent, be pre-shadowed), and the theoretical motivation 
to explore them. Specifically, this approach helps the researcher develop 
the specific direction in which they wish to proceed theoretically.17 

But how can an interventionist researcher know very early on, 
perhaps even before the true start of the empirical process, which topics 
for writing a ‘two-pager’ are going to be researchable in the partner 
organization? Our response would be: Very often the researcher surely 
just cannot! Hence, there is a point at which it is too early to even try to 
develop the project’s theoretical research question, so we should not 
over-invest in theoretical work too profoundly, too early. That said, a 
broad theoretical idea or interest in something can be present even 
before there is any idea of collaborating with a partner organization. 
Does having a theoretical idea or interest in mind make it more difficult 
to obtain access to a partner organization because it limits their number? 
Why not first try to negotiate access to an interesting organization and 
then look for a topic? Our response is that it may not be realistic or 
productive. A researcher stating only that they want to collaborate on 
‘any’ topic is likely too vague to negotiate access, or such a starting point 
may randomly lead to a topic that is too far from the researcher’s 
expertise. The need to indicate early that an interventionist researcher’s 
ideas have at least some potential to benefit the participating organi-
zation becomes clear in the analysis of Suomala and Lyly-Yrjänäinen 
(2012, p.108–110), too. 

During the first interactions with a potential partner organization, 
the indistinctness of possibilities will normally start to vanish, along 
with which there will be better opportunities to work on the theoretical 
ambition with ‘two-pagers’. Overall, it is worth stressing that the process 
is in most cases certainly iterative – just as abductive research processes 
tend to be quite naturally. This should not be a matter of finding a weak 
compromise between a researcher’s ‘grand’ ideas and the organization’s 
‘practical’ or ‘mundane’ concerns, but it can involve enriching the initial 
focus based on research ideas and opportunities (e.g., activities the 
researcher can participate in, or the availability of data) that may arise 
in the conversation between the researcher and members of the partner 
organization. 

Later in an IVR project, some research topics may turn out not to be 16 A few books provide practical recommendations on conducting IVR 
research that are not specifically related to the TFD mode, such as on ethics 
applications, budgeting IVR projects, data gathering and analysis, various as-
pects of acquiring and maintaining access, the potential of social impact, as well 
the various forms and roles of research intervention (Baard and Dumay, 2020a; 
Lyly-Yrjänäinen et al., 2017; Suomala and Lyly-Yrjänäinen, 2012). 

17 Based on the experiences during the underlying project and from con-
ducting the research for this reflective paper, the supervisor started using the 
two-pager method in two follow-up IVR projects. 
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possible or interesting, and new opportunities for unforeseen research 
topics may arise. Such unpredictable twists or other inputs from the 
partner organization may risk leading the researcher into uncharted 
fields. This risk is real in IVR projects, since they almost inevitably have 
some longitudinal element – they tend to last from several months to 
several years (e.g., Suomala et al., 2014). We suggest there are two 
options for the researcher to choose from, if they encounter such twists: 
not to go there, which might at worst mean the end of the project, or to 
accept the revision of plans in the emic domain, and start working on it 
with the help of ‘two-pagers’ also in the etic domain, thereby returning 
to the very principles of the TFD mode. 

6.2. Writing a chronological research diary 

In addition to the ‘two-pagers’, we suggest taking advantage of a 
meticulously kept, chronological research diary. Normally this is much 
like RD1 in this paper, that is, the research diary that the primary field 
researcher kept and updated (Jönsson and Lukka, 2006). The diary 
should definitely be started on day one of the project (including all the 
brainstorming typical at the outset), and it is even more important when 
there is a team of researchers collaborating. A shared research diary 
forms a natural memory and meeting point for those researchers. In the 
TFD mode, the research diary not only documents the research process 
and data collection, but also keeps a record of the researcher’s itera-
tively developing theoretical ideas and research focus. 

Notes should routinely be taken on everything that can matter in a 
piece of research: brainstorming sessions concerning the main theoret-
ical ideas, development of the research question, and its motivation; 
empirical observations; brief impressions collected directly after each 
interview; conducted interventions, their motivation, and observed ef-
fects; the development of the theoretical storyline, and conclusions over 
the entire abductive process. All kinds of materials (such as photos of 
your hand-written diagrams on flipcharts), and references to many kinds 
of things (e.g., a researcher’s own tables organizing data, presentations 
given or received, key e-mails received or sent) can and should be 
included. In the underlying study, some of the notes in the research diary 
were handwritten in hardcover notebooks, because that was sometimes 
easier to combine with the doctoral student’s practical activities com-
pany. In our experience, the final research project report typically ad-
vances in the research diary, which is especially helpful for the 
researcher (team) in the last stages of the project.18 

Another important principle is that when an entry on, for instance, a 
certain day, period or event is closed, it should not thereafter be revised. 
Should something to comment on or revise arise later on the same 
matter, it should be handled in a new entry. Only thus can the authentic 
process of the project be documented and the ‘audit trail’ be retraceable. 
Keeping a careful, informative research diary certainly requires disci-
pline on the part of the researcher/research team, but it is worth it. In 
our experience, that document can become the lifeblood of the entire 
project. 

For an IVR project that involves a doctoral student and a supervisor, 
we suggest the supervisor also keeps a (separate) research diary. It could 
be valuable due to the above-mentioned danger, particular in IVR, that a 
doctoral student receives less attention from a supervisor who has a false 
reassurance that the student is kept busy and making progress in the 
partner organization. The supervisor’s research diary would keep track 
of how much attention the doctoral student is given, and ‘confront’ the 
supervisor with paying too little attention. The separate supervisor 
research diary is also important in relation to the dynamics of the 
research process, which is also particular to IVR. The collaboration with 
the partner organization – not just data gathering in the field – creates 

new pressures, opportunities and constraints regarding the research. 
Against this backdrop, a separate diary can be helpful in capturing the 
supervisor’s own thoughts, also about the research process (such as 
feelings of frustration about their inabilities and mistakes, or of joy in 
making good research progress). This is nicely illustrated in an email 
from Kari to Marc: 

Your RD mostly from the supervisor’s perspective is very interesting. 
I think this style of keeping an RD is useful for us. I especially like the 
emotionally tuned notes, which could be a starting point for some-
thing really exciting! (RD2, p. 70) 

6.3. Finding a common area for collaboration 

In the TFD mode, the topic for the practical collaboration is defined, 
and the researchers have their own specific and developing research 
questions. The challenge can be to find a sufficiently common area for 
collaboration. Tensions may arise in the TFD mode, because the re-
searchers develop a stronger agenda of their own, which is not merely 
(or primarily) driven by the collaboration in the practical work. 

The researchers can explain to the partner organization their ambi-
tion to develop a theoretical contribution that is respected by their peers, 
that is, accepted for publication and cited. That implies the research and 
its results cannot be entirely confidential, although particular pro-
prietary and sensitive information can be disguised, as is typically the 
case. Also, the partner organization can make its own objectives for the 
IVR project clear. While IVR is surely not a substitute for (short-term) 
consulting projects, the partner organization may expect that the 
researcher genuinely cares about creating results that are of practical 
relevance to the organization, and also driven by its (long-term) prac-
tical needs. It depends on the nature of the organization, what type of 
practical relevance has to be considered. We suggest the TFD mode as an 
option for all interventionist researchers, regardless whether the 
collaborating organizations is of for-profit or non-profit type. In the 
latter cases, the important relevance may well be societal or ecological 
by nature (Lukka and Suomala, 2014). 

We believe the researcher’s and partner organization’s goals should 
have equal status. Collaboration between academics and practitioners in 
research has been criticised as unequal and “still limited, because it in-
volves practitioners on academics’ terms” (Bartunek, 2007, p. 1328). 
However, the collaboration can be equalized by recognising that prac-
titioners and researchers have not only different, but also evenly 
important objectives for an IVR research project. Equality in that 
agreement means that the collaboration also involves academics on prac-
titioners’ terms. This effectively would lead to a collaboration in the spirit 
of “engaged scholarship” (Van De Ven and Johnson, 2006). 

Shaping an area for collaboration could also in the TFD mode be 
inspired by the practical priorities of the partner organization, but then 
it is crucial, from the outset, that the researchers investigate and verify 
these practical topics are connected to important and open questions in 
the literature (Labro and Tuomela, 2003). Conversely, the starting point 
can be a topic the researchers formulate, since they are aware of 
important open questions in the literature for which an IVR project 
would be a suitable research method. They could then approach com-
panies that would qualify as relevant potential research partners for 
such a project (Labro and Tuomela, 2003). Researchers could get ideas 
about what companies care about, and establish contacts by organizing 
informal interactions and connections with practitioners, such as focus 
groups, roundtable discussions, or by reading outside the academic 
literature and socialising outside their own academic circles (Rynes, 
2007). 

Since in the TFD mode both parties have their own goals, tensions 
may arise during the course of the project. The researcher may need to 
revise the research question due to changing practical preferences, 
which is fair, because the organizations’ expectations are also at stake 

18 Taking this paper as an example, it is based on two different research diaries 
(RD1 and RD2), as noted in the introduction. In addition, there is even a third 
research diary that is directly related to writing this reflective analysis. 
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(Suomala et al., 2014). The partner organization has the right to have an 
influence on the direction of the research – that is part of the deal, and 
crucially different in IVR versus more conventional non-IVR (longitu-
dinal) case studies. In TFD mode, however, the research questions are 
formulated early and matter a great deal to the researcher, so having to 
change them due to practical circumstances that would make it impos-
sible to focus on those research questions can create much more tension 
compared with the T&PD mode. Thus, the challenge is to find common 
ground, a fruitful balance (Labro and Tuomela, 2003; Lukka and Suo-
mala, 2014; Suomala et al., 2014). It involves understanding what 
practitioners care about, and developing a research question that is 
theoretically strongly motivated in the TFD mode. Finding common 
ground potentially also involves renegotiating the empirical focus, if the 
partner organization or researcher would wish to change course. 

In the underlying IVR study at Alpha, it was fortunate that the main 
contact person, a top manager at Alpha, had a PhD degree and under-
stood and generally respected the fact that researchers have scholarly 
objectives. After about a year and a half, the manager, the doctoral 
student, and the supervisor agreed that the practical goals had almost 
been reached, and more time was going to be spent on writing up the 
research reports (although it still proved difficult to actually realise 
this): 

Today at [Alpha], [Dr. Meier] expressed at the start that he is very 
happy with the work [Thomas] is doing for [Alpha] (“extremely 
interesting, very exiting”). As far as [Alpha’s] expectations are con-
cerned, that is basically ‘done’ (“checked”). The danger is that it’s all 
so exciting that it could suck up all of [Thomas’s] time and we could 
lose sight of the actual purpose of writing the thesis. At the end of the 
meeting, we came back to this and all agreed that [Thomas] would 
start to set aside more time away from [Alpha] to write. (RD2, p. 24) 

6.4. Making use of research participants’ theoretically interesting ideas 

Participants from the partner organization may bring forward ideas, 
thoughts and beliefs that have a theoretical bearing and, we suggest, can 
be utilised in the research. Especially in the TFD mode, the researcher is 
keen to learn what participants have to say that could be of theoretical 
interest, and the researcher can be more alert to such ideas, since they 
may resonate with the researcher’s explicit theoretical suspicions, ideas, 
doubts, and questions. Making use of research participants’ theoretically 
interesting ideas changes the role of partner organization members, 
compared with conventional non-IVR case studies where they are not 
directly involved in the research, but they are simply there for the 
practical issues and to contribute the emic data that the researcher 
employs in the etic domain. Non-IVR research is not normally designed 
so that partner organization participants are also talking about what is 
interesting about their case from the researcher’s perspective. In IVR 
research, however, and particularly in the TFD mode, members of the 
partner organization can talk with the researcher and contribute ideas, 
even though the objective of the collaboration for the latter is seldom 
producing theoretical results. This is in line with the ideas of “engaged 
scholarship”: “Instead of viewing organizations and data collection site and 
funding sources, an engaged scholar views them as a learning workplace (idea 
factory) where practitioners and scholar coproduce knowledge.” (Van De 
Ven and Johnson, 2006, p. 809).19 

In the underlying IVR project, the Alpha top manager and the su-
pervisor started to discuss follow-up research, and the manager came up 
with interesting ideas for research opportunities concerning the analysis 
of big data on actual costs and cost targets, and looking at accountability 
at the level of simultaneous engineering teams: 

[Dr. Meier] came with a very interesting suggestion, namely to study 
the new SE [simultaneous engineering] teams and how controlling is 
part of that. It’s a ‘micro cosmos’ where many things come together. 
These teams have to make decisions that involve incredibly complex 
trade-offs. How can the decision-making be delegated to them and 
make ‘sure’ they consider the wider implications? It’s related to our 
topics, at the level of SE teams. I liked this. I said it also opens up the 
possibility to compare these teams (I think [Dr. Meier] then said 
there are around 280 of these teams) with qualitative and quanti-
tative data (such as surveys among SE team members). He also 
mentioned a second topic: [Alpha] has a lot of data about material 
costs of cars. There’s a separate department producing reports about 
this and they have been doing it for a long time. Can we do more with 
such data, for example to support purchasing negotiations? (RD2, p. 
39) 

6.5. Writing and presenting for an external academic audience early 

Probably more so than researchers who use other research methods, 
and who need not be active in two different domains, an interventionist 
researcher is very much immersed in the data, and may especially 
benefit from help to reflect on the theoretical aspects of the findings and 
their potential for contribution. We therefore recommend engaging with 
an external academic audience early on – to present ideas in informal 
sessions, write a working paper, present at conferences and workshops, 
talk individually with peers, and “actively seek opportunities for disclosing 
… findings and assumptions quite early” (Suomala et al., 2014, p. 311). 
Especially in the TFD mode, the researcher has the academic audience in 
mind from the outset; academia is, after all, ultimately the intended 
audience for the work. Moreover, in the TFD mode, the researcher may 
also have something to say early on, for example, in an informal research 
workshop at their own university. Writing and presenting for an external 
academic audience early in the research process requires the researcher 
to step away from the challenges, pressures, successes, and problems 
emerging in the collaboration with the partner organization, and ‘wear a 
different hat’ to look at the data with another mindset—that of a 
researcher who aims to develop a theoretical contribution to the 
literature. 

In the underlying IVR study, either the doctoral student or the su-
pervisor delivered a brownbag presentation at the university, accepted 
an invitation to write a literature review for a book chapter, wrote a 
teaching case, prepared presentations on IVR for academic colleagues, 
discussed their early research findings with colleagues, and presented 
and discussed early versions of working papers. 

In the last weeks, [Thomas and I] have been talking quite a bit and 
writing the book chapter. … I’m very happy we have this commit-
ment. It helps me to get into the literature even more and to develop 
a better feel for the connections between what I read and see. (RD2, 
p. 18) 

As final recommendations, we address specifically the not uncom-
mon situation that a PhD researcher is the interventionist researcher at 
the partner organization, while a supervisor stays mainly at the uni-
versity. In the underlying project, this was the case. However, it was 
very useful that the supervisor also visited the partner organization 
twice a year and discussed the research with several of its members. It is 
also helpful if the PhD student and the supervisor regularly (e.g. every 
two weeks) discuss the research on the basis of an evolving text for a 
paper or thesis chapter, starting with two-pagers. This was not done so 
strictly during the underlying project, but the supervisor did this in a 
follow-up IVR research project. Another recommendation for the inter-
action between the PhD researcher and the supervisor is to separate two 
objectives: First, in IVR research, particularly intricate and complex 
information about what happened in the organization can be gathered. 
The supervisor will have a role in helping to decipher that information, 

19 See also Suomala et al. (2014), Section 2.3., for more on these kinds of 
issues. 

K. Lukka and M. Wouters                                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Management Accounting Research 55 (2022) 100783

13

to digest it, and in making it accessible as empirical material in research. 
Second, the supervisor should also deliberately preserve focused time to 
help in clarifying one of the most important aspects of an IVR piece: 
what do we learn from that, theoretically? 

7. Conclusions 

A definite strength of IVR research is the ability to establish partic-
ularly good and deep access, and to collect exceptionally detailed in-
formation, which is seldom available to researchers using other 
approaches. Yet, a challenge for IVR is fully to exploit this data- 
gathering opportunity to develop a theoretical contribution. We were 
motivated by our many-sided experiences with IVR, and a common 
worry that many interventionist studies seem to be driven primarily by 
excitement about practice, and have an implicit theoretical slant, which 
we coined the ‘theme and practice driven’ approach. We contribute to 
the IVR-focused literature by conceptualising the ‘theoretical focus 
driven’ approach to IVR research as an alternative. We believe this 
approach can help interventionist researchers invest early in the 
research process, committing time and attention to developing a theo-
retical focus and ambition. This focus needs to be flexibly employed, 
though not only due to the often unpredictable circumstances in which 
an interventionist researcher has to work, but also since the researcher 
may learn surprising new things to focus on during the research process. 
We argue that many advantages can be gained by applying a theoreti-
cally tuned mindset from the very first stages of these projects. 

The mindset that accompanies the TFD mode leads the researcher to 
concern themselves with the emic and etic domains simultaneously and 
in a concerted manner. It does not mean that the researcher should make 
compromises regarding their emic level collaboration with the partner 
organization. Focussing on something that is theoretically relevant but 
not of practical interest would likely render the TFD mode impossible. 
However, that is not what we recommend. Also in the TFD mode, the 
explicit goal is to look for an overlap: topics for collaboration in IVR that 
are both theoretically founded at practically relevant. Finding such a 
sweet spot is also a negotiation process, where both parties are equally, 
important, yet from their own different starting points. The key idea is 
that the TFD mode would lead the researcher to become conscious – 
right from the start of the project until the end – of the etic level 
(theoretical) ambitions, resources and outcomes. The ideas related to the 
evolving theoretical ambition of the research inhabit the interaction 
between the partner organization participants and the researcher, and 
therefore the researcher is inclined to perceive notably less distance 
between the domains of practice and theory. Compared to the T&PD 
mode, the researcher’s time is allocated differently in the TFD mode, 
which also contributes to alleviating feelings of time pressure or “time 
famine” (Perlow, 1999). 

Our analysis was reflective in nature, drawing on material from a 
recent interventionist research project – a doctoral dissertation super-
vised by one of the authors – to fashion examples for our reflections. The 
plan to write the paper was made several years ago, which allowed us 
systematically to collect material from the IVR project in question, 
particularly in the form of the separate research diaries kept by the 
doctoral student and the supervisor. However, our analysis and sug-
gestions are certainly not intended only for PhD students, but also IVR 
researchers in general. 

Encouraging the increasing application of the TFD mode among 
scholars would require an element of collective learning. We would need 
more and more wide-spread knowledge and understanding of IVR 
overall, and specifically of the TFD mode, as well as examples of how it 
could be employed in research practice. This, in turn, would require 
changes in the education of especially qualitative researchers: not only 
on the default assumption of targeting non-interventionist research, and 
not only stressing the T&PD mode. Adopting the TFD mode would also 
lead to slight changes in the typical structure of research contracts to 
secure sufficient timely resources to employ the TFD mode. While this 

particular paper navigates the field of management accounting, based 
on our ad hoc observations from other fields where IVR seems to be 
rather popularly used (such as information systems science and engi-
neering sciences), adopting the TFD mode might be equally helpful in 
avoiding overly one-sided empiricism, and making the studies more 
theoretically advanced and productive.20 

While employing the TFD mode is inclined notably to support IVR 
projects, in terms of their scholarly quality, IVR still remains chal-
lenging. Compared to typical non-interventionist case studies, IVR takes 
up considerably more time due to the in-depth practical collaboration 
with the research organization.21 It requires an unusual combination of 
diverse skills; it is difficult to find organizations that are suitable and 
willing to be partners in an IVR project; the precise direction of the study 
may be less predictable because the practice partner has a great deal of 
influence on the empirical scope of the study; and, it is still a somewhat 
less established approach to research, and may thus be perceived as a 
riskier choice. The TFD mode does not solve all of these problems, but 
we have suggested how it can help alleviate some of the caveats of IVR, 
particularly for capitalising on some of the strengths and potential of IVR 
to produce theoretical contributions. Moreover, the TFD mode enables a 
better view of the full practical and scholarly potential of IVR, and also 
contributes to the further identity-building of interventionist re-
searchers precisely as researchers. The TFD mode is a good fit with the 
call to balance the various aspects of research relevance: practical, 
theoretical, and thereby potentially also societal relevance (Lukka and 
Suomala, 2014). The TFD mode can also help us better appreciate the 
very much under-used potential of “engaged scholarship”, or other kinds 
of intensive and genuine research collaboration with practitioners. 
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