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In management accounting, feedback has been analysed mostly as a loop between measur

able outputs and preset goals within cybernetic control theory. This article calls for a wider

framing of feedback, one which includes both formal and informal feedback loops. Prior

literature on formal and informal feedback offers many overly dichotomous and heteroge

neous usages of these two notions. We argue that instead of treating formal and informal

as a strict dichotomy, they should be analysed together. In this article, we develop an ana

lytical framework of formal and informal feedback along three dimensions – source, time,

and rule. Our exploratory and interpretive case study is used for combining, analysing, and

putting flesh on these dimensions, as well as introducing typical examples of formal and

informal feedback practices in management accounting. Our findings indicate that formal

and informal feedback coexist in a multifaceted manner and have room for many interpre

tations in practice. Our central contribution is an analytical matrix for understanding and

examining formal and informal feedback in an intertwined manner.
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1. Introduction

In management accounting, the discussion of feedback

has its basis in systems thinking and more specifically, in

the mechanistic cybernetic control theory (Tuomela, 2005;

Otley, 1999; Luckett and Eggleton, 1991; Otley et al., 1995;

Otley and Berry, 1980). The widely cited model of organisa

tional control developed by Flamholtz (1996, p. 600; 1983,

p. 155) is a good example of the cybernetic models used in

management accounting. In this model, the flows of cor

rective and evaluative feedback are illustrated in a formal

core control system between the planning system (prede

fined goals and objectives), operations, the measurement

system, and the evaluationreward system. Noteworthy in

the model is that all explicit feedback flows pass through
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the formal measurement system. In other words, all sys

tematic feedback is viewed to be based on mechanistic and

calculative practices. This kind of a simple linkage between

the measurement of outputs and feedback has been typi

cal of management accounting thinking for decades (e.g.

Anthony, 1965; Emmanuel et al., 1990), yet remains visi

ble in the most recent accounts of management accounting

and control (Simons, 2000, 1995; Kaplan and Norton, 2001,

1996, 1992).

However, the wider management accounting literature

has for long also provided examples of the incompleteness

of formal control systems to produce adequate information,

as they are considered untimely, unreliable, and too gen

eral or limited for managers (e.g. Burns and Vaivio, 2001;

Preston, 1986; Clancy and Collins, 1979; Mintzberg, 1975).

Above all, Preston (1986) was the one to argue that instead

of the formally produced official documents, people in

organisations do keep themselves and the others informed

by informal interaction and socially produced routines.

While the current literature in management accounting

involves many studies on formal and informal control (see
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