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Interventionist  research  (IVR), such  as the constructive  research  approach  (CRA),  has  been  suggested
as a method  to improve  the  relevance  of  management  accounting  (MA)  research.  Although  literature
identifies  several  perspectives  on relevance,  the  current  assessment  of CRA  focuses  on  practical  relevance.
Moreover, an  overreliance  on pragmatism  in  assessing  CRA  research  in the  form  of  CRA  market  tests  has
been  criticized.  This  article analyses  the  challenges  inherent  in  conducting  and  assessing  CRA  research,
both  conceptually  and  with  a CRA case  example.  In order  to  overcome  these  possible  CRA  challenges,  we
suggest  analyzing  CRA  relevance  from  multiple  perspectives.  The  perspectives  in question  are  those  of
practical  value  relevance,  legitimative  decision  relevance,  academic  value  relevance,  and  instrumental
decision  relevance.  Further,  we  suggest  that  indications  of  relevance  in  CRA  studies  can  be  analyzed
during  the research  project.  In  particular,  we  introduce  the relevance  test  as  an  explicit  part  of  the  CRA
ethodology research  process.  We  suggest  a new  tool,  the Relevance  Diamond  would  facilitate  conducting  the  relevance
test  and  aid  the  analysis  of CRA  relevance  from  multiple  perspectives.  Furthermore,  we suggest  new
interpretations  of what  should  constitute  a pass  in  the  CRA  market  tests  under  special  circumstances,
thereby  contributing  to CRA  methodology,  and especially  to the  analysis  of relevance  and  ‘battlefields’  of
different  interests  in  CRA/IVR  projects.

©  2016  Elsevier  Ltd. All  rights  reserved.
. Introduction

Many scholars have called for accounting research that is rele-
ant to practice (Johnson and Kaplan, 1987; Kasanen et al., 1993;
abro and Tuomela, 2003; Malmi  and Granlund, 2009; Modell,
014; Westin and Roberts, 2010). Malmi  and Granlund (2009) sug-
est that a suitable way  of creating both practical and theoretical
elevance is to solve practical case problems alongside practition-
rs and theorize the findings using interventionist research (IVR)
pproaches, such as the constructive research approach (CRA) of
asanen et al. (1993). In CRA, the researcher actively participates

n the innovation of management accounting (MA) constructions
also called constructs), such as new accounting tools. According to
he market test idea of Kasanen et al. (1993), the key pragmatic test
f constructions is whether they work in practice, as exemplified

y whether they are adopted, widely used, or create benefits (see
lso Jönsson and Lukka, 2005; Labro and Tuomela, 2003). When
n organization adopts the construct created in the CRA process, a
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weak market test has been passed, suggesting that the construct has
practical value. Stronger indications of practical usefulness require
passing the semi-strong or strong market test, which respectively
requires that the construct is used in other organizations, or that
financial benefits of the use of the construct apply to multiple busi-
nesses.

The success or validity of the CRA method is largely based
on the practical usefulness of the construction in an organiza-
tion or beyond it. However, evaluating the success of CRA projects
using the market tests can be challenging: it is not always clear
what constitutes ‘usefulness’ or ‘working in practice’ (see Labro
and Tuomela, 2003; Lukka, 2000; Piirainen and Gonzalez, 2013).
Piirainen and Gonzalez (2013) note that the use of a construction
may  be a problematic measure of success because the adoption of
the construction does not actually measure its qualities. For exam-
ple, sub-optimal constructions may  be adopted purely to confer
legitimacy. In addition, constructions adopted but soon abandoned
may be difficult to assess in terms of relevance, which, conceptually,
is not an unambiguous term (see Lukka and Suomala, 2014).
We  suggest that CRA constructions might be analyzed from
several relevance perspectives, and also based on the potential rele-
vance and relevance over time. IVR projects tend to involve conflicts
between various interest groups, such as practitioners and aca-
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emics, who often have different views and opinions (e.g., Suomala
t al., 2014). This suggests that several, even contradictory, per-
pectives on the relevance of CRA constructs may  emerge during
he research process. The perspectives on relevance suggested in
arlier research include practical and theoretical (or academic) rel-
vance, alongside several other categories, such as value relevance,
ecision relevance as well as societal, instrumental and ‘legitima-
ive’ relevance (see Barth et al., 2001; Järvinen, 2006; Lukka and
uomala, 2014; Nicolai and Seidl, 2010).

Although market tests for practical relevance are presented in
RA literature, clear testing rules for other perspectives on rele-
ance, such as the academic relevance of CRA contributions, have
ot been articulated. This study presents a way to analyze multi-
le perspectives on relevance in CRA research, called the relevance
est (including ex-ante analysis, as visualized in the Relevance Dia-
ond tool, see Appendix A). Considering several perspectives on

elevance already during the CRA process might increase the the-
retical orientation and the publication potential of CRA research
see Lukka and Suomala, 2014). Explicit analysis of relevance per-
pectives might also assist the CRA researcher to understand and
itigate the effect of possible conflicts over research direction.
It is challenging to evaluate the validity, impact, or relevance

f a CRA construction over a short time span because the wider
ocietal or theoretical impacts are only revealed after a substantial
eriod of time (see Jönsson and Lukka, 2005; Labro and Tuomela,
003; Van der Stede, 2012). Recent value relevance, decision rel-
vance, societal relevance and legitimative relevance discussion
stablish that the adoption of a new construction does not nec-
ssarily generate much value or increase legitimacy in the eyes of
arious stakeholder groups (Barth et al., 2001; Lukka and Suomala,
014; Nicolai and Seidl, 2010; Piirainen and Gonzalez, 2013). In IVR,
önsson and Lukka (2005) separate the ex-ante consideration (such
s how a construct is supposed to work) and the ex-post consider-
tion (the actual outcomes and theoretical research contribution).
owever, the CRA process steps do not explicitly include the anal-
sis of relevance over time or from multiple perspectives during
he CRA process. Thus, an aim of this article is to contribute to the
nalysis of the relevance of CRA constructs over time, that is, both
x-ante and ex-post.

Practical and theoretical relevance perspectives in the IVR con-
ext can be complementary (Lukka and Suomala, 2014; Suomala
t al., 2014). Suomala et al. (2014) noted that compromises are
ften required during an IVR process to resolve tensions among
ifferent interest groups. This suggests that changes in relevance
erceptions (and in circumstances) can occur during the research
roject, and the eventual CRA construction (and its relevance) may
e something other than was anticipated. Thus, while acknowledg-

ng the value of CRA, we see the potential to amend the current CRA
ethodology in assessing CRA relevance over time and in devel-

ping the market tests. These amendments offer an opportunity to
ontribute to both accounting theory and practice, especially under
ircumstances, where conducting the classic CRA market tests can
e challenging (e.g., amidst changing stakeholder views or in the
on-profit sector).

This article analyses CRA methodology and provides tools for
he assessment of the CRA contribution and the relevance of CRA.

e  suggest amendments to the ways in which CRA research is
onducted. Accordingly, our research questions are: How can the
ssessment of CRA research (e.g., the market tests) be developed fur-
her? How can the relevance of CRA research be assessed during the
RA process while considering multiple relevance perspectives?

Both conceptual analysis and empirical analysis of the CRA

esearch by Sippola (2008) are used to prompt amendments to the
RA market tests established by Kasanen et al. (1993) and Labro
nd Tuomela (2003). Analysis of multiple perspectives of relevance
nd the amended market tests are expected to improve evalua-
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29

tion of CRA projects, and boost the theoretical rigor of the CRA
methodology, particularly in special circumstances, such as in fast
changing business conditions where the classic (ex-post) CRA mar-
ket tests may  not be fully applicable. Fulfilling the conditions of
the semi-strong and strong market tests (Kasanen et al., 1993) is
not necessarily in the interests of the CRA case organization, which
might prefer to block the wider use of a construction so as to main-
tain competitive advantage. Therefore the academic interests of
disseminating information and practical efforts of value creation
may  conflict in a CRA project, and require consideration if CRA
research is to be published. Generally, our discussion touches on
the methodology, impact, and relevance of MA  case research.

This article starts with a conceptual analysis of relevance and
continues with an illustration of an earlier CRA study. In method-
ological terms, this resembles the approach of developing a case
research process by learning from earlier empirical case projects
(Ahrens and Dent, 1998; Labro and Tuomela, 2003; Lukka and
Suomala, 2014; Suomala et al., 2014; Von Zedtwitz, 2002). This
approach may  also be referred to as design science, in which a
research design is improved with new rules and solutions (Van
Aken, 2005). Our empirical data are based on the empirical qualita-
tive material (extensive field notes of the interviews and project
meetings) collected during a CRA case study (Sippola, 2008), in
which a quality cost measurement system was  constructed in a
software company. The relevance test introduced in this article
could be a one-off event, but in longer projects or after signifi-
cant project changes, the test might be repeated. The relevance test
could also facilitate evaluating the relevance of other IVR research
types. By noting the potentially conflicting and multilayered nature
of the different perspectives on relevance in the case setting, we
also contribute to the recent analysis of potential conflicts of inter-
ests in IVR research (called battlefields by Suomala et al., 2014).

2. Relevance

2.1. Relevance in accounting research

Extant research presents several aspects of relevance: value,
theoretical, decision, societal and legitimative relevance (Barth
et al., 2001; Lukka and Suomala, 2014; Nicolai and Seidl, 2010). In
the IVR context, Lukka and Suomala (2014) highlight the impor-
tance of practical, theoretical and societal relevance. Lukka and
Suomala (2014) define relevance as “something that is of signifi-
cance for something else” but note that relevance is often connected
with values and usefulness. Lukka and Suomala (2014), following
Flyvbjerg (2001), suggest that the Aristotelian intellectual virtues
correspond to different decision-making and relevance considera-
tions: techne (art/craft) corresponds to practical relevance, episteme
(knowledge) corresponds to theoretical relevance and phronesis
(practical common knowledge) corresponds to societal relevance.

Flyvbjerg (2001, 57) suggests that phronesis is particularly
related to ethics and the deliberation of values with reference to
praxis. Flyvbjerg (2001, 106–107) points out that society contains
several values and sub-groups that are a venue for democratic pro-
cesses and power games. This suggests that societal relevance is
equivocal: there are contending views among interest groups of
what is relevant or ethical (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 57; Meyer and Scott,
1983). Thus societal (or social) relevance indicates that a topic is
important for some interest groups, although not necessarily for
others. Regarding the CRA relevance analysis, we  consider societal
relevance to relate to several relevance perspectives, but especially

to legitimative decision relevance perspective where legitimacy of
an issue may  differ according to the ethical perceptions and norms
of the members of the case-organization, interest groups or soci-
ety (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 101). Societal relevance also touches upon
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ractical value creation (employment, taxes) as well as academic
elevance; where new research insights can resolve societal prob-
ems. Lukka and Suomala (2014) infer that in CRA, societal relevance
ypically follows when the construct passes the market tests.

In accounting research, value relevance means that something
as a material impact on the value of an organization. However,
roving such an impact is difficult and suggests causality. For
xample, an accounting number is relevant if it has a significant
ssociation with the equity market value (Amir et al., 1993; Barth
t al., 2001). However, in the case of public sector organizations,
or example, the value of the organization is not measured by
xpected discounted future profits or cash flows, but by aspects
ike the expected value added for society as a whole. The differ-
ng perceptions of value or legitimative relevance held by different
takeholder groups can also trigger power games and conflicts in
VR projects (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 3; Tucker and Parker, 2014; Suomala
t al., 2014). Thus an assessment of relevance from multiple per-
pectives might be helpful in balancing stakeholder interests (see
uomala et al., 2014).

Decision relevance, on the other hand, means that information,
uch as accounting information is relevant if it is capable of making

 difference to the decisions of those using it (Barth et al., 2001).
alue relevance and decision relevance, however, are connected: in

he long run, the value of the firm is a matter of firm performance,
omething affected by managerial decisions (Barth et al., 2001).
icolai and Seidl (2010) divided relevance in practical decision-
aking situations into instrumental and conceptual relevance. The

ame study also reported that practical relevance considerations
nclude legitimation aspects called legitimative relevance. Instru-

ental relevance includes forecasts and knowledge of the ways of
chieving goals such as improving throughput times. Conceptual
elevance refers to the meaning of concepts in a given decision-
aking situation. Legitimative relevance relates to verifying the

redentials of individuals, groups, knowledge, or organizations, and
he sources of legitimacy include practical value, expectations, soci-
tal values, ideas and prestige.1 Furthermore, there can be different
evels of legitimative relevance, such as case-specific (often related
o practical value relevance) and societal legitimacy (related to soci-
tal values more generally, see Lukka and Suomala, 2014).

As far as we know, both the ex-ante assessment of relevance and
he interplay of the multiple perspectives on relevance have not
een addressed together in MA  literature. In our view, relevance
an include considerations of probable future value or expected
egitimacy. Relevance can also be considered from multiple view-
oints or on different levels, such as those of a case organization,

 research organization, or society. Viewing relevance from mul-
iple perspectives also suits CRA projects, which aim to arrive at
onstructs affecting decision-making in organizations and to make
cademic contributions. We  define relevance in CRA as something
hat is likely to significantly affect the practical value, academic
alue, instrumental decisions, or legitimacy of the entity in ques-
ion, such as a case organization, the researcher, or society. This
efinition accepts that relevance is not the same for all stakeholders
nd at all analysis levels. Further, insignificant issues, where nei-
her success nor failure affects profit, legitimacy, academic work, or

ociety, warrant little consideration. Thus deciding whether a CRA
onstruction has relevance may  demand explicit analysis regarding
ultiple relevance perspectives.

1 For legitimacy issues, see new institutional sociology (NIS) literature (e.g.,
iMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Scott, 1983; Oliver, 1992), where authors
ave differentiated several pressures, such as competitive, coercive, mimetic and
ormative pressures, which are often adhered to in order to maintain organiza-
ional legitimacy. In the accounting context, Burchell et al. (1980) noted the use of
ccounting tools for several purposes, such as for legitimation.
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29 21

Practitioners in the private business context often consider
value relevance aspects, such as profitability, even before imple-
mentation of a construct (ex-ante), whereas researchers often
evaluate academic success and theoretical relevance retrospec-
tively (ex-post) (see Bolton and Stolcis, 2003; Edwards and
Emmanuel, 1990; Scapens, 1994; Van Aken, 2005). Several prac-
tical development needs might emerge during IVR case research,
some of which can be far from the initial research topic; creating
conflicts over the focus of the research (Suomala et al., 2014). In the
IVR context, Jönsson and Lukka (2005) called the practical (case or
insider) view the emic perspective on IVR, and the theoretical (aca-
demic or outsider) view the etic perspective. In this article, we use
the concept of academic relevance to refer to the theoretical (or
outsider and learning) perspective.

2.2. Perspectives on relevance and the relevance test

Based on the discussion above, for analysis purposes, we next
categorize relevance in the CRA context. Following Barth et al.
(2001), we  first distinguish (1) the decision relevance dimension and
(2) the value relevance dimension. These are depicted by the hor-
izontal and vertical dimensions (axes) in Fig. A1 in Appendix A.
Second, we  acknowledge that value may  be perceived differently
in practice and in theory, and thus differently by practitioners and by
academics. This distinction is used to separate the ends of the ver-
tical value relevance dimension into practical value relevance and
academic value relevance perspectives. Third, by separating the ends
of the horizontal decision relevance dimension, we note that deci-
sion relevance includes the instrumental (improves operations in
short-term), and legitimative perspectives (see Burns and Scapens,
2000; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Scott, 1983; Nicolai
and Seidl, 2010).

Accordingly, our analytical perspectives on relevance are: (1)
practical value relevance (for example long-term financial benefits
to the case organization); (2) legitimative decision relevance (stake-
holder and societal support for the organization, e.g., funding);
(3) academic value relevance (e.g., contributions to science, new
knowledge); and (4) instrumental decision relevance (information
facilitating short-term improvements, e.g., in throughput times).

Instrumentally relevant information is often a prerequisite
to establishing practical value relevance. However, we consider
instrumental decision-making relevance to be of a more short-
term nature than the (long-term) practical value relevance. For
illustrative purposes, these relevance perspectives are portrayed
separately in Appendix A, but we  acknowledge that the perspec-
tives on relevance can complement each other, be independent, or
even conflict. An example illustrating complementarity would be
academic innovations that can have practical value (e.g., activity-
based costing, see Kaplan, 1998). Legitimative decision relevance
might also co-exist with instrumental decision relevance (see
Hyvönen and Järvinen, 2006), as when a firm adopting a new
accounting system to enhance legitimacy improves its instrumen-
tal performance, and ultimately its value. In contrast, details of
corporate scandals have revealed how the pursuit of short-term
instrumental benefits, such as managerial bonuses can threaten
long-term legitimacy and long-term value. Another example would
be the tobacco industry, where maximizing value and organiza-
tional legitimacy can be in conflict.

It is important to recognize the difference between the theoreti-
cal underpinnings of legitimation and value. Legitimative relevance
refers conceptually to socially constructed or subjective percep-
tions of individuals and groups, which may  warrant qualitative

research attention, perhaps using institutional theory or actor net-
work ideas (see Latour, 1987; Meyer and Scott, 1983; Oliver, 1992).
In contrast, value relevance typically refers to a more functionally
understood maximization of profit requiring cost-benefit or cash
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Kasanen et al. (1993) devised the CRA to encourage MA  aca-
demics to take a more active role in improving existing practice.

2 In academic discussions research impact often refers to the impact factor or
another journal importance indicator or ranking score. There are several journal
rankings (e.g., by Thomson ISI or SJR/SCImago Journal Rank). There are also national
rankings such as the research assessment/excellence framework in the UK. However,
citations and rankings are not necessarily comparable across the fields of science.
Alternatively, articles might be compared with other articles of a similar topic area
2 A. Rautiainen et al. / Managemen

ow analyses, for example (e.g., Barth et al., 2001), although profit
ay also be seen as constructed (Hines, 1988). These conceptual

ifferences suggest that qualitative or mixed methods might be
seful in CRA studies.

In a case research context featuring conflicting interests among
takeholders, the value and legitimacy perceived by the owners and
ther stakeholders can differ. Suomala et al. (2014) suggest that
RA projects can become battlefields between different practical
nd research interests. Nevertheless, even an unsuccessful project
hat does not produce increased practical value can provide a good
heoretical understanding of a case (Granlund, 2001; Jönsson and
ukka, 2005; Malmi, 1997). Practical value relevance resembles
he CRA market test idea of Kasanen et al. (1993) in that a good
onstruct adds company value. The strong market test requires,
owever, benefits to several businesses to be proven while the con-
ept of practical value relevance also refers to the value added for
ne company (cf. Kasanen et al., 1993).

Understanding the relevance perspectives can help manage a
esearch project so that the research objectives are relevant and
cceptable by most project participants, thus improving the like-
ihood of a CRA project being successful (see also Suomala et al.,
014). The explicit analysis of the four perspectives of relevance
stated above) already during the CRA process is here described as
onducting the relevance test. The relevance test is an additional ex-
nte analysis that complements the CRA market tests and is based
n the potential relevance (or expected relevance) of the CRA con-
truct. Analysis of the relevance perspectives can also be used for
ssessing the success of CRA research and understanding poten-
ial conflicts in IVR studies (see Suomala et al., 2014). We  present

 tool for relevance testing, the Relevance Diamond (in Fig. A1 in
ppendix A), which can help visualize and support the assessment
f relevance dynamics over time.

.3. Assessment of academic relevance

Relevance is essential in assessing any research but the rele-
ance or impact of a piece of research may  also relate to other fields
nd times (Van der Stede, 2012). Scientists tend to follow generally
ccepted, legitimized, ways of doing research until they are able
or forced) to modify them following the advent of fundamentally
nfluential innovations (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2011, 2014; Kuhn,
970). This suggests that academic research includes both innova-
ion and continuity: novelty, but also reliability or plausibility in
ualitative research terms (Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993). Nov-
lty and plausibility may  even be opposed: too much theoretical
ovelty may  undermine plausibility (Nørreklit, 2003). Moreover,
here may  be different preferences for research practices. There-
ore, legitimation and theoretical relevance are not straightforward
ssues, even among academics in the same field (Hines, 1988; Kuhn,
970; Latour, 1987; Nørreklit, 2003).

The assessment of the relevance of CRA research has focused
n practical relevance, and less consideration has been given to
ow the academic relevance of the CRA should be assessed. In
RA research, the division between success and failure is usually
etermined by the practical implementation or rejection of the con-
truction (Kasanen et al., 1993; also Krumwiede, 1998). This may
eem to be a clear-cut division, but the intensity of the use of the
onstruction can vary (Labro and Tuomela, 2003).

The proposed relevance test examines different relevance per-
pectives, for example by considering the shape of the Relevance
iamond tool (see Appendix A). Typically, the relevance per-

pectives, such as practical and academic relevance, complement

ach other but they may  also be independent. For example, even
fter successfully completing a practical CRA project, researchers
an struggle with the academic publication process (Lukka and
uomala, 2014). On the other hand, publications, new academic
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29

knowledge, and theoretical refinements may  emerge from failed
CRA projects (those where constructions are not adopted) through
learning or critique (Alvesson, 2012; Granlund, 2001; Kasurinen,
2002; Labro and Tuomela, 2003; Malmi, 1997). If the construct is
rejected, the CRA project might be reported as action research,
design science, or another form of IVR (see Darke et al., 1998;
Jönsson and Lukka, 2005). A researcher might, for example, identify
the reasons behind the non-adoption decision and attribute them to
different relevance perspectives, thereby increasing the potential
for contribution and the likelihood of publication.

We  suggest that assessing academic relevance might include
three levels: (A) indications of potential academic relevance, some
of which can be assessed in the beginning (ex-ante) or during the
project, (B) publications, and (C) institutionalization of the scientific
results (e.g., citations and generalizability). First, at level A, a prereq-
uisite of potential academic relevance in CRA is access to data (see
also Lukka, 2000, 2005). Indications of potential academic relevance
include methodological and theoretical expertise (obtained e.g. by
participating in post-graduate courses), the existence of a research
gap, the plausibility of the data in both quantitative and qualita-
tive terms (e.g., an interesting case, length of observation period,
large number of interviews, or the amount of statistical data), and
the plausibility of the method likely to be used in data collection
and analysis (Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993). However, CRA differs
from many other MA  research forms in that a significant indication
of research success is a novel and practically relevant idea, which
needs to be developed alongside practitioners in the midst of mul-
tiple interests. Thus, in CRA, indications of the potential academic
relevance also include the innovation of a novel construction and
its adoption.

Second, at level B, the first key question is whether what the
researcher learned during the CRA process makes an interesting
theoretical contribution to recent MA  literature. That contribution
may  lie, for example, in understanding the cognitive features of case
actors related to an MA change process, as opposed to the technical
feasibility of the construction. In addition, there are several types
and levels of publication forums, with varying focus areas and aca-
demic relevance, as indicated by impact factors, journal rankings,
and other qualifications2 used to differentiate journals. The pub-
lishing of an article in a scientific can be interpreted as passing a
sort of academic market test3 for research. At level C, the contin-
ued citation of a piece of research indicates strong relevance and
institutionalized status in the field, and perhaps even in society.
Further, generalizability in academic terms suggests the reliability
of the results in question. The presented levels of academic rele-
vance analysis may  also apply to other IVR or MA  case research
types.

3. Relevance in CRA projects

3.1. The constructive research approach (CRA)
published at approximately the same time.
3 Thornton (2004) uses the term academic market test but suggests that academic

publishing passes a commercial market test only analogously because researchers
are not directly paid for their publications. Typically, however, a published refereed
article has been accepted by two anonymous reviewers.
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ccording to Lukka (2000, 2005), the ideal CRA outcome is a solu-
ion to the original case problem that works in practice, and has
oth high practical and theoretical value. Therefore, the value of
he construct is an important issue but the guidelines for estimat-
ng value relevance in the CRA process might benefit from greater
laboration, for example, in the case of proven financial benefits in
ne organization.

The CRA process currently includes seven steps (Kasanen et al.,
993; Lukka, 2000,4 [Lukka, 2005]2005; Labro and Tuomela 2003):
1) to find a practically relevant problem that also has research
otential; (2) to examine the potential for long-term research co-
peration with the target organization; (3) to obtain a general and
omprehensive understanding of the topic; (4) to innovate and con-
truct a theoretically grounded solution idea; (5) to implement the
olution and test whether it works in practice; (6) to examine the
cope of the solution’s applicability; and (7) to show the theoreti-
al connections and the research contribution of the solution. Labro
nd Tuomela (2003) note that steps 3, 4 and 5 primarily serve to
nsure internal validity, while step 6 explicitly deals with exter-
al validity. Most CRA steps partly overlap with the previous and

ollowing steps of the research process. Step 3 – obtaining an under-
tanding of the topic – continues throughout the entire research
rocess.

In CRA, the research topic should be of direct interest to man-
gers or other decision-makers (Labro and Tuomela, 2003). In
heoretical terms, the problem should also have significant poten-
ial, and there should not be an obvious solution readily available
n the literature (Kasanen et al., 1993; Lukka, 2000). Transferring
n existing technique from one field to another is considered novel
nly if it leads to new knowledge (Kaplan, 1998; Labro and Tuomela,
003). It is typical for the assessment of practical and academic
alue relevance to occur in steps 5, 6, and 7.

Lukka (2000) outlined two primary ways of contributing to the-
ry in the CRA. First, it is possible that the construct itself is a novel
dea that creates a new way to achieve organizational goals. Sec-
nd, a constructive case study can serve the purpose of developing,
llustrating, refining, or testing a theory or theories (Keating, 1995;
ranlund, 2001; Lukka 2000, 2005). With regard to the CRA step
, the analysis of the different relevance perspectives influencing
he adoption of a CRA construct may  help demonstrate the theo-
etical contribution of CRA studies. Our suggested amendments to
RA methodology (e.g., the relevance test with multiple relevance
erspectives, see Appendix A) are supported by the recent criti-
ism of an overreliance on pragmatist truth theory (Piirainen and
onzalez, 2013).

The typical CRA focus on the adoption of the construction is used
o establish the usefulness of that construction in the organization,
r beyond it. Piirainen and Gonzalez (2013), however, point out
hat the decision to adopt a construction does not actually reflect its
ualities, and offer as examples sub-optimal constructions adopted
or legitimation purposes alone, and constructions accepted after
heir design phase but immediately abandoned. These examples
upport the argument of analyzing constructions according to the
ifferent relevance perspectives over time to determine their con-
ribution. Further, different, changing, and possibly contradictory
elevance perspectives and stakeholder opinions can influence the
esign and use, and the perceived relevance, of constructions (see
arth et al., 2001; Järvinen, 2006; Lukka and Suomala, 2014; Nicolai
nd Seidl, 2010; Piirainen and Gonzalez, 2013; Suomala et al., 2014).
4 Originally, Kasanen et al. (1993) mentioned six steps in conducting CRA. Lukka
2000) complemented these by adding a new step: examining the potential for long
erm co-operation.
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29 23

3.2. Relevance in CRA studies

The relevance of a CRA construct is typically assessed through
market tests. The weak market test is passed when a manager is will-
ing to apply the construct to an actual decision-making problem
(Kasanen et al., 1993; Labro and Tuomela, 2003). The semi-strong
market test requires proof of the use of the construction beyond
the case organization; and the strong market test requires proof
of financial benefits from the use of the construction in several
businesses (Kasanen et al., 1993; Labro and Tuomela, 2003). In
the definition offered by Kasanen et al. (1993), even proven finan-
cial benefits in one case organization are not adequate to pass the
semi-strong or strong market test. However, in our view, if financial
benefits to the case organization are indicated (i.e., there is a signifi-
cant association between construct and benefits), that is a sufficient
condition of value relevance and should thus indicate an alternative
way of passing the semi-strong market test.

Labro and Tuomela (2003) held that CRA relevance is based
on the topic being relevant and the construction accepted, and
preferably implemented. Lukka (2000, 2005) asserted that the weak
market test should refer to the actual implementation of the con-
struct, and not only to the willingness to implement it. Lukka and
Kasanen (1995) anticipated CRA researchers always assessing the
transferability of their construct, at least to some extent. Labro
and Tuomela (2003) offered further guidelines for assessing the
relevance of the topic: its strategic importance; its effects on the
strategic focus or values of the company; and the optimization
of processes (leading to positive developments such as increased
profitability). In order to establish the potential for scientific con-
tribution, the topic should be related to earlier research (Labro and
Tuomela, 2003).

Labro and Tuomela (2003) also suggest that the use of a con-
struction in the whole organization is more important than its use
only in sub-units of the organization. However, the use of a con-
struction in an important department (e.g., on the production line)
may  well suffice to establish strategic importance. On the other
hand, if the topic is of low strategic importance, the potential finan-
cial impact of the construction may be insignificant; regardless of
whether the construction is used across the whole organization or
not. In addition, use of the construction might only be partial, that
is, only some parts of the construction are adopted. Partial use of a
construction may  lead to lower relevance than initially expected.
The decision to implement is not always in the hands of one or
two managers but may  be affected by external factors, such as mar-
ket fluctuations and decisions made at headquarters. Even obsolete
systems can be implemented, and the acceptance of a construction
is not necessarily a one-off event but can instead be a long and grad-
ual process of institutionalization (Burns and Scapens, 2000; Lukka,
2007; Järvinen, 2006). Thus market tests might be supplemented
with the relevance test suggested in this article in order to assess
both ex-ante and ex-post CRA project relevance.

The relevance test allows practitioners and academics to eval-
uate whether a CRA project has potential relevance. The relevance
test may  be conducted qualitatively (e.g., with a high/low grad-
ing, see Appendix A), or estimated in monetary terms (such as cash
flows).5 Mitchell (2002) notes that a cost-benefit analysis is often
needed to justify the adoption of a new solution. The use of multiple
perspectives on relevance, however, has the advantage of consider-
legitimacy can sometimes outweigh financial considerations. Thus,
we amend the classic market tests of the CRA by adding the anal-

5 In some cases, monetary values, such as cash flows, value-added, risks, expected
returns or willingness to pay might be used in assessing the perceived importance
of  projects (Chiwamit et al., 2014; Hanley et al., 2003).



2 t Accou

y
p

3

t
c
l
f
I
t
t
o

o
s
e
a
l
c
s
v
o
T
s
l
b
c
p
i
b
o
w

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

a
s
f
a
t
D
t

4
r

4

i
C

4 A. Rautiainen et al. / Managemen

sis of the expected (ex-ante) relevance from multiple relevance
erspectives.

.3. The relevance test as part of the CRA

The first step in the CRA is to find a practically relevant problem
hat also has research potential. Even before the development of the
onstruction some indications of practical relevance could be pre-
iminarily assessed, such as whether the problem area has potential
or value related improvements (see Labro and Tuomela, 2003).
ndications of academic relevance can also be evaluated, such as
he plausibility of data that can be collected and analyzed. In steps
wo and three (see the list below) the access to the organization is
btained and an understanding of the topic is acquired.

After the preliminary considerations, however, the relevance
f the problem and the relevance of the construction devised in
tep 4 may  change, according to the prevalent circumstances, an
xample would be if funding or technology change drastically. In
ddition, a construction may  address only part of the original prob-
em. Therefore, we suggest that the relevance test is perhaps best
onducted during step 4; but it might be conducted after each
ignificant change affecting the stakeholders’ perceptions of rele-
ance. In very changeable conditions, conducting relevance testing
n a somewhat ongoing (e.g., monthly) basis might be considered.
he relevance testing can be done in dialogue with the CRA project
takeholder groups. If the construction is found in step 4 to be of
ow relevance regarding the various relevance perspectives, it can
e discarded without further losses. There might also be time for
orrective action, such as changing the focus or collecting more
lausible data. As there should be an idea of the construction before

t can be evaluated, only the indications of potential relevance can
e assessed before step 4. Gradually, during steps 5–7, the relevance
f the construction can be assessed more rigorously, for example
ith the classic CRA market tests.

To find a practically relevant problem that also has research
potential;
To examine the potential for long-term research co-operation
with the target organization;
To obtain a general and comprehensive understanding of the
topic;
To innovate and construct a theoretically grounded solution idea;
• including the relevance test, assessing the potential relevance of

the solution idea (see the four relevance perspectives outlined in
this article, and visualized in Appendix A);

To implement the solution and test whether it works in practice;
To examine the scope of the applicability of the solution;
To show the theoretical connections and the research contribu-
tion of the solution.

Typically, the strong market test can be conducted and the
cademic generalizability of the construct discerned only after a
ubstantial time (ex-post). A construction passing the stronger
orms of market tests can indicate legitimacy, both in practical and
cademic terms, gradually increasing from case level considera-
ions to societal level legitimacy. Thus, the shape of the Relevance
iamond tool (visualized in Appendix A) can change according to

he increased relevance.

. CRA case analysis and relevance perspectives in
etrospect

.1. CRA case backgrounds
This study uses a CRA dissertation project (Sippola, 2008) to
llustrate the different relevance perspectives and the challenges of
RA market testing under changing conditions. Sippola (2008) pre-
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29

sented the idea of measuring quality costs in real-time (referred to
as the real-time quality cost model or RQC) for a case company that
develops and produces packaged software (SW) used in embedded
products such as devices for public transport payment in buses,
trains, ferries, and subways. The case managers found it difficult to
determine the financial consequences of poor quality. As a result,
Sippola was  approached by the CFO of the case company during
a co-operation meeting between his university and local compa-
nies. Subsequently, a quality cost project was started in the case
firm. The aim of the project was  to improve the company’s earning
capacity by measuring, controlling, and cutting quality costs.

Sippola worked with the company for nine months (from
October 1, 2001 to June 30, 2002), for one or two days each week.
Based on 15 interviews, 7 project group meetings, discussions and
company reports, he presented a report to the company high-
lighting the main themes of the interviews (profitability, project
costing, quality, software and hardware). The development ideas
under the quality theme included quality system development,
improvements in documentation, and quality cost measurement.
In March 2002, the testing manager of the company presented a
new defect correction and monitoring system to replace the old
Excel model used to record SW defects. At this point the researcher
realized the possibility for constructing a real-time quality cost sys-
tem by integrating the data from the company’s various databases
(on SW debugging, SW inspection, SW testing, and hours worked).
Next, the testing manager invested a considerable amount of his
working time into programming the construct. Otherwise, the early
development work on the RQC was very much dependent on the
researcher. The company management strongly supported the idea
of the measurement of quality costs in real-time. The managing
director was even talking about patenting the RQC construct. Here,
we note that investing a considerable managerial effort into creat-
ing a construction serves as an indication of the relevance for the
organization.

4.2. Relevance perspectives in the case context

The first step of CRA is to find a practically relevant problem
that also has research potential. In the case company, the existing
quality management system was considered inadequate.

I do not benefit from the [current] quality system . . . quality
documents are difficult to find. (Hardware development engi-
neer)

In terms of practical value relevance, the project was expected to
reduce the number of SW defects, and reduce quality costs, thereby
creating both instrumental improvements and value for the com-
pany.

In terms of academic relevance, the researcher considered the
potential to base his PhD thesis on the case data: the company had a
practical problem concerning quality costs and their analysis with
significant potential for process improvements. Further, the case
offered good access, interesting data (embedded software business
was relatively new and rapidly growing at the time), and strong
company support. Moreover, a research gap was soon identified:
according to Sippola (2008), the previous literature on real-time
quality cost accounting measurement was at best very limited,
which opened the way for theoretical contribution arising from a
novel construction (see Lukka, 2000). Regarding our earlier rele-
vance discussion (in Section 2.3), several indications of academic
relevance potential (level A) were present, although their analysis

was partly implicit. We suggest that if academic value relevance is
considered explicitly as part of CRA methodology it becomes better
incorporated into the CRA process and increases the potential for
academic contributions.
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use is not necessarily institutionalized use, in which the construction
becomes taken-for-granted and accepted by most organizational
actors (see Lukka, 2007). Moreover, not all the parts of the planned
construction are necessarily used to a similar extent. In the case

6 The strong market test by Kasanen et al. (1993) seems very harsh, as researchers
have found it hard to measure the exact financial benefits even for widely accepted
concepts or techniques, such as activity-based-costing because these are confused
with  other business processes (see Balakrishnan et al., 1996; Easton and Jarrell, 1998;
A. Rautiainen et al. / Management

The case company decided some information should be con-
idered confidential because it provided a competitive advantage;
nd accordingly a partial non-disclosure agreement was  enforced.
he agreement did pose some risk in terms of data availability, and
ven possible conflict between seeking academic relevance with
ublications and protecting the company’s competitive advantage

n creating value. An additional risk was posed by product life cycles
hanging rapidly in the software business and the case company’s
rofitability not being particularly strong, meaning there were no
uarantees the project would be completed. Accordingly, consid-
ring academic value relevance, this CRA case was considered risky
ecause project termination or failure to complete the construction
ould result in the CRA project being interpreted as a failure (see
umphrey and Lukka, 2011).

Instrumental decision relevance and long-term value relevance
o not necessarily appear at the same time. In the case, reducing
W defects was an instrumental improvement but did not necessar-
ly reduce actual expenses significantly, because many fixed costs,
uch as salaries, remained the same. Moreover, as the excerpt below
emonstrates, some quality costs might be attributable to issues

ike shortcomings in co-operation.

The co-operation between the sales/marketing and the software
department has not worked. . . the most important thing has
been to get more sales. (HR manager)

In terms of legitimative decision relevance, the case com-
any marketing department was dedicated to increasing sales
nd vindicating their own function, with little regard for opera-
ional concerns. Consequently, several loss-making projects were
ccepted that reduced the value of the company and created con-
icts in the organization.

The sales department sells everything under the sun. . .The
sales department has promised customers properties that can’t
be delivered with the resources of the software department,
especially within the timetables promised by the sales people.
(Software manager)

Our biggest project is spoiling our reputation and increasing our
costs. . .No one reads the quality reports; they are of no use in
the hardware department. (Project manager 1)

This suggests that some projects can even induce what might be
ermed negative legitimacy for the whole organization, even as they
nhance the legitimacy of a sub-unit (e.g., the sales department in
he case firm). Institutional practices such as sales bonuses may
ncourage this kind of sub-optimal behavior. This indicates that
iffering views regarding the perspectives of relevance may  induce
onflict, not only among stakeholders but also at different organi-
ational levels and between different functions. Accordingly, the
RA project battlefields between different practical and research

nterests (see Suomala et al., 2014) can be multilayered: different
ypes of conflict may  persist between different societal and organi-
ational battlefield levels, that is, among various professional groups
nd sub-units that change dynamically over time. For example, the
asic aim of increasing turnover per se was initially beneficial for
ost stakeholders and sub-units, but the sales terms were so disad-

antageous to the seller that they later jeopardized the profitability
f projects and the credibility of the whole organization.

In our case organization, the views of the departments on how
o develop the business differed. Quality measurement was per-
eived as an activity conducted mainly for the purpose of conferring
egitimacy, as when the goal was to retain a quality certificate.
The R&D nerds don’t understand anything about the finances of
the organization; they have complete blind faith in technology.
(CFO)
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29 25

In quality issues a major concern has been that the quality cer-
tificate stays on the wall. (SW development engineer)

A quality certificate may  in fact be essential for closing deals
with some clients and therefore also value-relevant, which sug-
gests the relevance perspectives are complementary. Further, the
different stakeholder groups of the firm considered the general idea
of reducing SW bugs a legitimate goal. Finding this kind of common
goal may  facilitate balancing the interests among the stakeholder
groups (cf. Suomala et al., 2014).

4.3. Case developments and lessons for the CRA methodology

Using the RQC model facilitates collection of detailed defect
statistics, such as the defect correction hours of the project, and
comparing these with total project working hours. This supports
the monitoring of the stages of defect fixing. The researcher pro-
posed integrating payroll information into the RQC to quantify
the monetary effects of the defect fixing process. A link between
the payroll database and the RQC construction seemed feasible,
but ultimately that link was not created because sudden external
effects and market fluctuations affected the implementation of the
construct. In the case company, the whole staff of the company was
laid off for three months because the board anticipated losses for
the period and decided to reduce fixed costs by EUR  500,000. For
this reason, the RQC project was  not progressed. The subsequent
development of the RQC construct would have required financial
investment that was  adjudged to be non-essential at that time.
This represents a point of discontinuity where a shift in relevance
perceptions has occurred, that is, scarce resources demanded new
prioritization. In addition, the testing manager of the company, who
had been devoting most of his time to the CRA project, was trans-
ferred to a time-critical customer project and thus was  unable to
continue supporting the development of the construction. Subse-
quently the testing manager left the company due to the economic
uncertainty surrounding it.

The potential future financial benefits of the RQC construction
were not explicitly estimated in the case organization. This was
because of a lack of resources for development projects but also
partly because the original CRA methodology did not incorporate
such a feature. In some cases, an estimation of case-specific value
relevance might be possible, and serve as an indication of the poten-
tial to pass the alternative semi-strong market tests suggested in
this paper (see Section 3.2). Working within the time frame of the
case company development project6 meant that it was impossible
for the construction to pass the traditional semi-strong or strong
market tests, and therefore, the construction was subjected to the
detailed weak market test framework of Labro and Tuomela (2003)
to analyze its progress in terms of the intensity and extent of use
(ranging from ad hoc use by one manager to regular use throughout
the entire organization).

When considering the intensity of use, however, even regular
Huson and Nanda, 1995; Lukka, 2000; Reed et al., 1996). The semi-strong market
test has also been found challenging, at least in the medium term time span (typical
in PhD project funding). For example, Sippola (2008) tested the transferability of the
solution idea in another company (in the software testing industry). However, this
organization did not adopt the construction (Sippola, 2008).
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ompany, the main parts of the RQC construction, such as the
ime-recording system and SW defect type and defect correction
ime, were used in an ad hoc manner in the SW development
epartment of the case company. However, one RQC construction
ub-part, the Euro-converter (for evaluating the monetary effects of
W defect correction time), was not regularly used. Therefore, the
RA researcher may  need to analyze the utilization rate of the con-
truction, meaning those parts of the construction that are in use,
referably in institutionalized use, that is, coupled with organiza-
ional goals and rules or is otherwise likely to benefit the company
r enhance its legitimacy (see Burns and Scapens, 2000; Lukka,
007).7

The case illustrates how significant changes in market condi-
ions or in case circumstances, such as key personnel changes,
epresent possible points of discontinuity for the CRA project and its
uccess. Such changes may  cause the relevance of the construction
o be perceived differently than was anticipated at its inception;
or example, the perceived short-term instrumental decision rele-
ance of the construction might diminish if the case company needs
o reduce costs. Such changes might require the relevance test be
epeated (see Appendix A). Thus, under changing conditions, the
elevance test might be conducted more than once during a CRA
roject, perhaps after each significant change in circumstances or

n stakeholder views. Such reapplication of the relevance test could
elp understand stakeholder views (see also Suomala et al., 2014).

The instrumental decision relevance of the RQC construction
tems from benefits like savings in SW defect corrections, and
aking the software development process more disciplined and
anageable. Value relevance was expected to follow from better

efect management; however, it was not possible to establish proof
f long-term value relevance within the time frame of the project.
cademically, the RQC model amended the traditional ex-post cal-
ulation of quality costs by adding the real-time perspective. With
egard to publication potential, a PhD thesis was published, indicat-
ng level B in our academic relevance classification in Section 2.3.
n light of case evidence, legitimative decision relevance involves

ultiple stakeholders with potentially conflicting interests (e.g., a
epartment versus the whole organization).

. Discussion and conclusions

This article discusses the relevance of IVR research, particu-
arly the relevance of the CRA. We  suggest amendments to the
ssessment of the relevance of CRA. As far as we  know, the ex-
nte assessment of relevance and the interplay of the multiple
erspectives on relevance have not been considered together in
A literature. In this article, relevance was first divided into value

elevance and decision relevance. More specifically we  categorized
elevance into: (1) practical value relevance; (2) legitimative decision
elevance; (3) academic value relevance; and (4) instrumental deci-
ion relevance perspectives (see Appendix A). These perspectives
re typically complementary: instrumental decision relevance, for
xample, can be expected to lead to practical value relevance (e.g.,
arth et al., 2001). Further, legitimative decision relevance may  co-
xist with instrumental decision relevance (Hyvönen and Järvinen,
006), and academic innovations may  have practical value (e.g.,
aplan, 1998). However, the relevance perspectives might also
e independent, or, in rare cases, conflicting. Our case illustra-

ion provided an example of conflicting relevance perspectives: the
egitimation of one department can be pursued at the cost of the
ong-term value of the whole organization.

7 For example, if the construction has two equally important parts, only one of
hich is adopted, the utilization rate would be 50%.
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29

Our retrospective analysis of the case data (Sippola, 2008) sug-
gests that significant changes in circumstances, such as market
conditions, or key personnel changes represent points of discon-
tinuity where the perceived relevance of the construction changes
(cf. Suomala et al., 2014). In order to further enhance the relevance
of CRA and to mitigate possible conflicts over relevance or research
directions, we  argue that the CRA method benefits from explicit
analysis of the multiple relevance perspectives already during the
project (cf. Kasanen et al., 1993; Labro and Tuomela, 2003; Suomala
et al., 2014).

First, this article contributes to CRA methodology by introducing
the estimation of potential relevance (the relevance test) as part of
the CRA; that is, estimating the potential benefits of the construc-
tion during the CRA project. The analysis of relevance perspectives
and future relevance may  start from indications or qualitative per-
ceptions of relevance (a visual tool, the Relevance Diamond, is
presented in Appendix A). In some CRA cases, it could be possible
to estimate the process improvements or future savings (or other
instrumental benefits), based on the new construct, which could
lead to both short-term benefits and long-term value. The relevance
test may  be part of step 4 of the CRA but in longer projects and
after significant changes in circumstances or stakeholder interests
(points of discontinuity), it may  be conducted more than once, even
resembling an ongoing evaluation process, accordingly reflected
in the shape of the Relevance Diamond. The adoption of the con-
struction into practice is not always a sufficient measure of the
theoretical contribution of the CRA (see Piirainen and Gonzalez,
2013). Conducting relevance analysis from multiple perspectives as
suggested in this article supports the analysis of the CRA research
contribution. The use of the ideas in this paper, such as the Rel-
evance Diamond tool, may  facilitate relevance-enhanced CRA by
guiding analyses of the research potential and the effects of MA
changes.

Second, we  contribute by proposing an alternative interpreta-
tion of passing the semi-strong market test (cf. Kasanen et al., 1993),
based on the proof of financial benefit to the case organization. While
we admit the difficulty of proving financial value, case-specific ben-
efits may  be easier to show than benefits to multiple organizations.
In addition, managerial perceptions of the financial benefits might
serve as an indication of the expected benefits of the CRA construc-
tion.

The third contribution of this research lies in amending the
Labro and Tuomela (2003) CRA weak market test framework by
explicitly considering the utilization rate of the construction. This
amendment involves assessing which parts of the construction are
in actual use. This is because a construction may include several
subparts but not all are necessarily used (e.g., the Euro-converter in
the case). Moreover, use can be institutionalized differently among
the organization’s sub-units, thereby creating varying legitimacy
perceptions at sub-unit, case company, stakeholder, or society lev-
els (see Burns and Scapens, 2000; Lukka, 2007). Nonetheless, even
organization-wide use of a construction is not necessarily a clear
indication of the magnitude of the benefits delivered by that con-
struction.

Fourth, this study contributes to existing knowledge by expand-
ing the battlefield view presented by Suomala et al. (2014) with
the battlefield levels concept. We  noted the potentially multilayered
nature of the relevance perspectives, both in terms of value and
legitimacy, including individual, group, sub-unit, company, field
and societal levels (battlefield levels), in which practical, theoreti-
cal and societal aspects of relevance may  be emphasized differently.
While legitimating itself, for example, one department or profes-

sional group can bring about negative legitimacy for the whole
organization, thus creating conflict between the different levels of
the organization. There can be changes in the perceived legitimacy
or value relevance of the construction, for example, because of sud-



 Accou

d
t
l
s
o
m
i
d
c
2
s
p
s
a
e

t
c
n
p
a
e
t
w
c
a
i
fl
t
b
e
s
2
s
M
t
b
c
c
a
I

t
r
T
s
t
m
p
p
b
f
fi
c
a
2

i
a
W
r
t
t
t
r
w

A. Rautiainen et al. / Management

en external effects and market fluctuations. In our case, however,
he legitimacy of the construction as such did not change but the
ack of resources led to lay-offs and the development of the con-
truction ceasing. The case highlights that relevance is dependent
n stakeholder views, organizational levels, context, and time. This
ultilayered view contributes to recent discussions on relevance

n IVR research by explicitly adding more reflectivity and level of
etail into efforts of balancing the different interests in CRA pro-
esses (Lukka and Suomala, 2014; Modell, 2014; Suomala et al.,
014; Van der Stede, 2012; Westin and Roberts, 2010). Under-
tanding the dynamics of different relevance perspectives during
oints of discontinuity may  support balancing the views of different
ub-units and resolving potential conflicts such as those between
cademic and practical views (cf. Jönsson and Lukka, 2005; Suomala
t al., 2014).

With regard to the strong CRA market test, our study illus-
rates how many instrumental improvements in processes are
ase and time specific. Thus, the instrumental improvements do
ot necessarily lead to long-term value, especially in other com-
anies. Furthermore, fulfilling the conditions of the semi-strong
nd strong market tests by Kasanen et al. (1993) is not nec-
ssarily in the interests of the CRA case organization; instead,
he case organization may  be strongly motivated to prevent the
ider use of a construction that is considered to provide it with a

ompetitive advantage (e.g., by using patents and non-disclosure
greements). Therefore, the academic interests of disseminating
nformation and efforts of organizational value creation may  con-
ict during the CRA process. This inherent problem of combining
he generalizability (exemplified by publications and industry level
enefits) sought in academic research and the case-specific inter-
sts (competitive advantage, business secrets) is also a potential
ource of the conflicts found in IVR studies (cf. Suomala et al.,
014). This problem can partly be avoided by interpreting case-
pecific value as a proof of passing the semi-strong market test.
oreover, the managerial effort invested in creating the construc-

ion offers an indication of its expected usefulness. The motives
ehind managerial effort and the subsequent decision to adopt the
onstruction (e.g., legitimacy and/or expected value) might be dis-
overed through interviews. In addition to benefiting the CRA, the
nalysis presented in this article could be useful in other types of
VR or case projects.

During steps 1–3 of the CRA project, it is possible to consider
he indications of potential (ex-ante) relevance of the CRA project
elating to each relevance perspective of the Relevance Diamond.
he relevance test is typically conducted in step 4. Later, it is pos-
ible to consider whether there are indications, or even proof, of
he CRA construction passing the market tests. Obtaining legiti-

ative relevance can be seen as an institutionalization process of
ractical or theoretical innovation. The legitimation process of a
ractical solution or the institutionalization of a research contri-
ution typically requires time because their legitimacy increases
rom the company level to either the scientific field or business
eld level and gradually to the societal level, often through a
omplex interplay of rules and routines involving power games
nd conflicts (Burns and Scapens, 2000; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Lukka,
007).

The relevance test may  orient the CRA researcher more explic-
tly towards considerations of theoretical contribution, legitimacy
nd publishing potential (as called for by Lukka and Suomala, 2014).
e suggest that the explicit guidelines for assessing the academic

elevance of the CRA presented in this paper, such as analyzing
he indications of academic relevance during the early steps of

he CRA process, increase the potential for the CRA researcher
o make theoretical contributions. Those indications of academic
elevance include assessing the quality and amount of data as
ell as identifying a research gap. The relevance test is expected
nting Research 34 (2017) 19–29 27

to offer a way  to tie the created construct more closely to the-
ory by explicating the different relevance perspectives influencing
the creation and adoption of the construct. Passing the weak
market test indicates relevance to the case organization, at least
expected instrumental improvements. Later, the proof of passing
the stronger forms of market tests typically indicates value and
legitimative relevance also to the organizational field and, ulti-
mately, to society (indicating societal relevance, see Lukka and
Suomala, 2014).

The relevance test ideas proposed in this paper could be used
for evaluating preliminary research ideas to obtain an initial bene-
fit assessment, for example to be used when applying for research
grants by the researcher. Research funding agencies (e.g., CIMA)
could apply the relevance test when assessing research proposals.
Thus the relevance test and the Relevance Diamond tool may serve
researchers, PhD work supervisors, practitioners and other stake-
holders, although the weight each assigns to different perspectives
may  vary.

We  acknowledge the complexities involved in measuring rele-
vance. As a limitation of this study, for example in behavioral type
IVR studies, it may  be difficult to disentangle and identify the spe-
cific elements of research project relevance. Therefore, the ideas
presented in this article are not measurement tools as such but
analysis tools (e.g., the Relevance Diamond in Appendix A) intended
to further increase the relevance of CRA research.

Finally, we suggest avenues for future research. The perceptions
and dynamics of relevance among stakeholder groups merit more
detailed analysis, for example using the Relevance Diamond along
with a longitudinal or comparative field research approach. Possi-
ble future research avenues include a literature review comparing
which relevance perspectives are emphasized in MA  literature, or if
other understandings of relevance exist, for example in other fields
of social sciences. Scholars might also conduct follow-up studies
on the earlier IVR projects with the help of the relevance test ideas,
so as to learn about relevance developments in the longer term. In
addition, IVR projects conducted in other social science fields could
benefit from the methodological elements from this paper. Further
MA  case research into the theoretical and methodological ideas
and concepts presented in this article would also be welcome. The
analysis of relevance using the ideas presented in this article might
help MA/IVR researchers, to continue saying something interesting,
new and valuable, both practically and academically (see Alvesson,
2012; Alvesson and Sandberg, 2014; Darke et al., 1998; Flyvbjerg,
2001; Suomala et al., 2014; Von Zedtwitz, 2002).
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Appendix A. The Relevance Diamond and the relevance
perspectives

Fig. A1 reflects the relevance perspectives and a visual tool

for relevance testing – the Relevance Diamond. The horizontal
dimension (or axis) in Fig. A1 is decision relevance and the ver-
tical dimension (axis) is value relevance. The decision relevance
dimension has two ends, or perspectives: one emphasizing the
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Fig. A1. Perspectives on relevanc

nstrumental decision relevance (e.g., short-term processes) and
he other emphasizing the legitimative aspect of decision-making.
he vertical long-term value relevance dimension also includes
wo ends or perspectives: a practical (typically case-specific) and
n academic (long-term) value perspective. The four points along
he dimensions depict the analysis of these relevance perspec-
ives which may  be conducted subjectively, or even qualitatively
y using, for example, a scale anchored with ‘high’ and ‘low’. In
ddition, in the case of academic value relevance, a scale start-
ng from the indications of potential relevance (level A in Section
.3) and then continuing to publication level (level B) and to insti-
utionalization of the research level (level C). Regarding practical
alue relevance, there may  also be potential relevance and then
ither indications or proof of passing the weak, semi-strong and
trong market tests. These market test levels might be used as a
cale of practical relevance. The instrumental decision relevance
erspective of the Relevance Diamond might sometimes have a
uantitative target score, for instance, throughput time in minutes.
onsiderations (or the scale) of legitimative decision relevance
ould start from case managers and increase to field level and even-
ually to societal level relevance and legitimacy. The solid lines in
ig. A1 (connecting the four points) form the Relevance Diamond,
he shape of which then visualizes the expected relevance of the
RA construction in terms of these four relevance perspectives.

Expressing relevance dynamics over time and noticing changes
n the Relevance Diamond shape can help understand case devel-
pments, analyze the potential contribution of CRA/IVR/MA case
esearch, and mitigate conflicts among stakeholders. All relevance
erspectives could require re-assessment after drastic changes, but
epending on the case, it might be cost-effective for the researcher
o consider only the most substantial changes in the relevance per-
pectives.
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