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Abstract

Purpose — The present study aims to explore how various doings, strategic actions and power relations
stemming from internal agents are instrumental in (re)constituting the different forms and meanings of
budgeting in a specific field.

Design/methodology/approach — The paper uses a single-case study method based on a Sri Lankan public
university. Data are collected using interviews, documentary evidence and observations.

Findings — The empirical evidence suggested that internal agents are crucial, and they are the producers of
budgetary practice as they possess practical knowledge and power relations in the field where they operate.
The case data demonstrate that organisational agents do have real essence as active and acting to produce
effects in budgeting practices, and the significance of exploring the singularity of multiple agents in terms of
their viewpoints, trajectories, dispositions and power relations, who may form, sustain or interrupt budgetary
practices in a given setting.

Research limitations/implications — As the research is directed towards the selection of in-depth enquiry
of specific setting infused with culture, values, perception and ideology, it might cause to diminish the
researcher’s analytical objectivity and independence of the research.

Practical implications — As budgetary practices are product of human interaction, it is important to note
that practitioners should be concerned with what agents do in actual practice and their inactions, influences
and power relations in budgeting practices, which might not align with the structural forces enlisted in the
budgeting. It would be of interest for future empirical research to explore the interplay between the diverse
interests of organisational agents and agents beyond the individual organisations.

Originality/value — This study contributes to the literature on management control practices by
documenting the importance of understanding the “practice” through relational thinking of all three
concepts is emphasised, such interrelated theoretical insights are seldom used to understand accounting
practices. This research emphasises the importance of bringing out the microprocessual facets of management
control to open up its non-conscious, non-strategic and non-rationalist forms.

Keywords Budgeting practice, Capital, Habitus, Agents, Practical knowledge, Power relations
Paper type Research paper

Background of the study
Budgets are vital in management control processes and generally considered as formal, ‘
structural controlling mechanisms enlisted to support the controlling use. Thus, the budget is l
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AJAR primarily considered as a coercive tool to assist management to coerce employees’ compliance

6.3 and effort (Aleksandrov et al,, 2018; Horngren et al, 2014; Lambovska et al, 2019; Simons,

’ 1994; Sponem and Lambert, 2016). However, budgets are not only a diagnostic tool to serve a

routine controlling use with a coercive orientation but a mode of coordinating and

communicating the strategic priorities of the organisation (Abernethy and Brownell, 1999;

Orgrady, 2019). In the study of a rolling budget, viewing the process from enabling

310 perspective, Henttu-Aho (2016) emphasises that new budgetary practice enables to build a

holistic view of the totality of control and supply more relevant information about

organisation in a more realistic manner while improving the flexibility and effectiveness of

the budgetary work. In public sector organisations, diverse aspect of budgeting including

diagnostic and enabling uses are investigated within the effort of complying with statutorily
obligations to improve the efficiency (Jakobsen and Pallesen, 2017; Mkasiwa, 2019).

By moving beyond the technical-rational function of budgeting as a means of affecting
control, the budget is considered as a “multi-faceted phenomenon” in public sector
organisations (Covaleski et al, 2013). Within the wider depiction of budgetary control as a
socially constructed phenomenon, an array of research focusses on how budgets are
instrumental in shaping behaviour and how budgets emerge as a response to governmental
reforms, multiple logics and strategic behaviour in public organisational settings
(Aleksandrov et al, 2018; Célérier and Botey, 2015; Covaleski and Dirsmith, 1983, 1986;
Covaleski et al.,, 2013; Ezzamel et al, 2012; Harun et al, 2020; Moll and Hoque, 2011).

Management accounting researchers have emphasised practice theory as a
comprehensive approach to capture the multiple logics, practical variations and new
directions of management accounting in its practical sense, encompassing both institutional
and microprocessual dynamics (Ahrens and Chapman, 2007; Hutaibat, 2019; Lounsbury,
2008; Lounsbury and Ventresca, 2003). Amongst the diverse approaches to understand
“practice” (Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki, 2006; Whittington, 2006), the present study draws on
Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory to investigate how diverse internal practices, practical
logics and multivaried power relations through which organisational agents sustain,
influence or transform day-to-day budgetary practice in a specific social setting. More
specifically, we extend the literature on budgetary controls by investigating following two
questions:

(1) In what ways are specific patterns of dispositions and power relations attuned with
the taken-for-granted (doxical) elements in constituting/reconstituting budgetary
control practices?

(2) What are the strategies of action [1] of internal agents, how do strategies of action or
series of moves emanate from the “practical sense” of budgeting and are deployed in
constituting/reconstituting budgetary control practices in a specific field?

This article results from a study of budgetary practice by deploying a qualitative in-depth
case study approach in a one large Sri Lankan public university, and the paper differs from
prior research in two aspects. First, this study contributes to the management accounting
literature by investigating how the impacts stemming from the micro level, including specific
practices, competing interests and diverse power relations of internal agents, can shape
budgetary control practices of a specific setting. Second, the current study emphasises the
significance of understanding the budgetary practice and its practical logic, as opposed to
formal, conscious and strategic forms of a public university.

Theoretical framework
The notion of “practice” shares a common theme as the “understanding of how people act in
organizational context and relations between the actions people take and the structures of

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers.confajar/article-pdf/6/3/309/104527/ aj ar - 08- 2020- 0075. pdf by guest on 27 May 2026



organizational life” (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1240). Based on sociological Budgeting as
perspectives, Bourdieu formulated a practice theory based on relational thinking to practice and
understand the social world in an alternative way (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). According

to Bourdieu, habitus, capital and field are necessarily interconnected, interdependent and knowmg. 1n
co-constructed, conceptually and empirically (Grenfell, 2008). Bourdieu presented an action
equation to summarise the practice as a result of relations between one’s disposition

(habitus) and position in the field, which is primarily determined by endowed capital within 311
the contemporary state of play in a particular social domain in its pragmatic sense (Bourdieu,

2013, p. 95):

(Habitus X Capital) + Field = Practice.

In any field, people’s behaviour/activities (what people do) are governed by an array of
dispositions (practical senses), dubbed as “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1990). Habitus is considered as
a practical feel or practical mastery for the game agents’ strategic actions are informed by
habitus in a given field are not imputed by rational or conscious choice (Bourdieu, 1990;
Hurtado, 2010) but beyond the deliberate control (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Lamaison
and Bourdieu, 1986; Wacquant, 1998). Generally, social practices are denoted as strategies,
and particular types of social actions or strategies of different groups are generated by that
particular group’s habitus (Hurtado, 2010).

Central to assertions put forth by Bourdieu (1990), social space is dubbed as the “field” in
which people undertake diverse activities, ruled according to specific interests and its own
stakes. The notion of field is created as an attempt to conceptualise a configuration of a
network, of objective relations between positions (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992),
hierarchically endowed with diverse types of capital. “Doxa” is defined as a set of pre-
reflexive, commonly shared, unquestioned, taken-for-granted understandings, spontaneous
perceptions and opinions prevailing across the social space determining the natural practice
and sense of limits of habitus of the agents in a particular field (Emirbayer and Williams,
2005; Grenfell, 2008). Agents in dominant positions in the field are granted the power to mould
or shape the doxic elements prevailing in the field (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu and
Wacquant, 1992).

As “capital does not exist and function except in relation to a field” (Bourdieu and
Wacquant, 1992, p. 101), field situates agents in the field of forces, power relations and desires
towards practices. Capital is the stake or weapon mobilised in ongoing power balancing
between actors and considered as an outcome of the ongoing position-takings in everyday
work (Bjerregaard and Klitmeller, 2016; Chudzikowski and Mayrhofer, 2011; Emirbayer and
Johnson, 2008; Maclean ef al., 2012; Schneidhofer ef al., 2015). In the theory of power relations,
Bourdieu terms “species of capital” as a diverse range of materials and other types of
resources accrued by agents in achieving a privileged position in a particular social space
(Emirbayer and Williams, 2005). Cultural capital, economic capital and social capital are
recognised as different forms of capital or resources.

Baxter and Chua (2008) empirically narrated the chief financial officer’s (CFO) practical
involvement in terms of habitus in organisational projects and the unorthodox management
accounting practices implemented in the organisational setting. In a different context, Lodhia
and Jacobs (2013) used Bourdieu’s triad concepts of field, habitus and capital in a public sector
department in Australia to examine the practical logics of internal practices produced at an
individual level in environmental reporting. Goddard (2004) investigated the association
between accounting, governance and accountability in local government in the UK,
emphasising Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. Célérier and Botey (2015) reported a socio-
ethnographic study on how participatory budgeting was characterised by accountability
practices favouring the election of councillors with distinctive capitals, who were “dominated-
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AJAR dominants dominating the dominated” amongst the budgeting participants. By taking an
6.3 ethnographic approach, Bourdieu’s interdependent relation between habitus, capital and field
’ was used by Jayasinghe and Wickramasinghe (2011) to capture how a particular structural
logic governed the resource allocation mechanism of the village. The study by Xu and Xu
(2008) investigated interactions and relations between social actors in the field of Chinese
banking to demonstrate how actors in social positions possess diverse resources, power and

312 capital, leading some to dominate others.

Strategy as a practice has been merged in a distinctive approach to study organisational
strategy and strategising, inclusive of strategic management, decision-making and
managerial work (Gomez, 2010; Hurtado, 2010; Jarzabkowski ef al, 2007; Whittington,
1996, 2006). Hutaibat (2019) used Bourdieu’s theory of practice in a Jordanian higher
education sector to examine the perceptions of actors in the field, regarding strategising,
accounting for strategic management and power structures. Drawing insights from
Bourdieusian perspective, Bjerregaard and Klitmeller (2016) examined how subsidiary
actors accommodate, actively support and resist various parts of an HQ-mandated
management control system in a multinational corporation in a Mexican special
€CoNomic zone.

Overall, while the above research has been influential in informing the application of the
Bourdieusian threefolded concepts to explore the dynamics of individuals, our study aims to
explore the internal agents’ practical actions, providing a sense of the practices in budgetary
controls which were being enacted through the agents who are situated in diverse positions in
a field study of a public university.

Research setting, method and design

Based on the research questions and theoretical considerations, this study is founded on
qualitative data, applying a single-case study strategy. According to Bourdieu’s
methodological principles, a one large Sri Lankan public university, i.e. University Sigma
is selected as “determinate place in social space”, (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 214) and
data are collected over a period of six months during 2014/2015. It is a period in which
University Sigma is receptive as it is moving towards an outcome-oriented culture and
striving to achieve the standards of a world-class university, under the strategic plan of the
Ministry of Higher Education (MHE) of Sri Lanka in 2010. As the performance-based
initiatives have been reinforced through the circulation of finance circulars informing all
universities that additional funds will be released based on the performance, initial steps have
been taken to change the strategic performance management system, along with university
budgeting to create high-performing state-owned universities.

Currently, University Sigma operates under the Universities Act No. 16 of 1978, which
provides powers to the University Grants Commission (UGC) to intervene directly in
university’s routine and non-routine operations. University Sigma must comply with the
rules and regulations enforced by the UGC and MHE and is subject to the usual public sector
financial regulations of the Treasury and Ministry of Finance and Planning. This affects the
university’s ability to set salaries, retain income generated, sell assets and reinvest the
proceeds and raise capital through loans from banks. The governance structure of University
Sigma consists of four official boards: the administrative council, the senate (academic board),
faculty boards and postgraduate academic boards. Amongst these, the university council is
the primary governing body. Other than the chancellor, the main officers of the university are
recognised in the University Act as the vice chancellor, registrar, librarian, bursar (treasurer)
and the deans of faculties. The vice chancellor is the chief executive officer and principal
academic officer who entitled to convene, be present and speak at any meeting of
University Sigma.
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A total of 35 in-depth interviews were conducted with diverse agents at various Budgeti
. X o A X X udagetng as
hierarchical levels within the research organisation, and interviewees were selected based on ; d

: . ; ) DASEY practice an
the importance of their role with respect to budgetary control. To complete the interview, time S

: ; . . . o . knowing in
varies from 40 min to 120 min. Leaning on the theoretical lens of Bourdieu’s practice theory, 0
broad questions were formulated to guide the pilot interviews. Being capitalised on the action
insights made initially, questions for the subsequent interview questions were refined,
capturing the richness of the field. Interview and non-participant observational data were 313
supplemented by different archival records to reinforce the interviewee findings. Moreover,
complementing the interviews, direct observations were carried out and field notes were
compared to reconfirm and add more insights into interviewee comments.

Thematic analysis is commenced as a prerequisite to making sense, verifications and
drawing conclusions from the empirical findings. The interviews were transcribed and then
the transcripts were closely examined, key themes highlighted and coding carried out. Once
themes have been finalised, templates were prepared for each and every theme to tag and
place the information from interview transcripts, observational notes, field notes and archival
documents into the identified categories. Thus, to bring the richness of the phenomena under
study, the theoretical framework also becomes an important guide in searching for the
patterns amongst the coded field evidence and thereby the sense-making process and
drawing conclusions were essentially integrated with the theoretical underpinnings of
Bourdieu’s theory of social actions.

Budgeting control: knowing in practice

The next section discusses how budget as a means of affecting control and also to facilitate
the attainment of imposed strategic priorities take place confronting complexities, concerns
and conflicting goals amongst the multiple agents within a public university setting.

Individual/group power on the university budget preparation

The budgeting process is officially initiated in the month of August, with the acceptance of
the finance circular of the budget call from the UGC. After this, the university bursar
communicates the budgetary guidelines to faculty deans, faculty bursars, the registrar and
all heads of the service units as a prerequisite to embark on the journey of the budget
preparation. The budget committee consists of the deans of the faculties, senior financial and
administrative officers (bursars and registrars), the librarian and all other heads of service
units of University Sigma and it coordinates the planning phase. The budget committee is
chaired by the vice chancellor, who is supposed to act as chair; however, a university bursar is
accountable for all deliberations, ranging from the planning to controlling facets in the
budgeting process.

Soon after circulating the budgetary guidelines amongst the faculties and service units,
the university bursar summons the first budget committee to discuss the completion of
university budget estimation (budget call). Although the preparation of budget call is
centralised in the hands of the finance division of the university, it is necessary to initiate the
budget preparation process with the support of all members at different functional, faculty
and departmental levels, and they are also responsible for submitting their budget proposals
and other requested information. However, discussions with various interviewees revealed
that the dean and bursar of each faculty play a vital role in administering the planning phase
of the faculty budget. While highlighting the need to consider grassroot-level proposals,
university bursar expressed the practical difficulties in collecting budgetary input from
academic departments. Critical of the unsatisfactory involvement of the academic
departments in the budget planning phase, university bursar 1 stated, “If they are willing
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AJAR to provide their targets or plans, we can accommodate their requests through the budget plan.
6.3 And also, budget could be prepared more accurately”. Thus, the preceding evidence revealed
’ that the participation of the academic departments in the budget planning remains at a poor
level. However, despite the importance of bottom-level participation in successful completion
of the budget, a head of academic department noted his disappointment in the budgetary

planning process:

314 We don’t have any guarantee whether we’ll be given the necessary funds that we requested through
the budgetary allocations. So, our staff may not be motivated to participate actively in the planning
processes. So why should we prepare our plans if there is no assurance of getting the
requested funds?

Consistent with Bourdieu, acknowledging the fact that habitus could be reflected in all
practices, the particular action patterns of academic members in budget planning is
understood by referring to the deeply embedded doxic experiences that are self-evident
within the existing relations of a specific setting (Lau, 2004). According to Hutaibat (2019),
academics tend towards the passively supporting for a proposal collection phase depending
upon their doxa and their relation to the more power structure which is embedded in a specific
setting. As departmental agents believe that the submission of their proposals will not be
fruitful due to possible funding constraints, such regularities potentially impact on making
sense of particular action patterns of agents [1] in a specific context (Grenfell, 2008). In a
similar vein, another member of an academic department spelled out the underlying reason
for their passive participation in the budgetary planning process, “What is the point of
spending quite a lot of time in preparing the budget proposals if we can get small amount
comparative to what we request?” As above, words provide evidence that actions and
perceptions of general academics are habituated by the realities perceived and regularities
pursued in relation to the difficulty of getting intended monetary allocations in the particular
social space (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). According to Vaughan (2002), when
understanding practical actions, people’s habitus is not merely informed by surroundings
of their early lives but also by the doxa that remains as unquestioned opinions and
perceptions to determine the “sense of limits” of agents participating in the budgeting
practice (Grenfell, 2008, p. 120).

Persuaded by the importance of capturing the profound aspect of overall habitus of
general academics (doxa), the interviews conducted with administration/financial officers of
University Sigma highlighted the implicit power that academics possessed based on the
doxic understanding that persists in the specific social setting. Hence, from the theoretical
point of view, as “doxa” in the organisational setting is necessary for symbolic power
(Hurtado, 2010), it causes to attune the habitus of the agents in the research setting under
study. A senior project officer reiterated a sense of disappointment, reflecting that doxa refers
to capital concerning the symbolic power of academic agents (Kloot, 2009, p. 472) and how
possession of symbolic power tends to influence the initial planning stage. Alongside
symbolic capital informed by doxa, departmental academics are endowed with not only an
institutionalised form of cultural capital, in terms of certificates, skills and knowledge, but
also intellectual capital, termed “scientific renown” [2], associated with scholarly reputation
on research (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 76). In the public higher education field, those
with the institutionalised form of cultural capital, together with intellectual capital, are
considered to be “advantaged at the outset as the field depends mainly on such forms of
capitals” (Grenfell, 2008, p. 69). Since such forms of capitals are valued by the social agents
who operate in that social space, they become symbolic capital in the specific field.

Hence, as confessed by several interviewees, general academics are assigned with
symbolic authority that situates them in a privileged position of power at Sigma, enabling
them to secure benefits and enhance their stake in the social area (Bjerregaard and Klitmeller,
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2016; Célérier and Botey, 2015; Hurtado, 2010). Given that general academics are granted the  Budgeting as
power to shape understanding in relation to budgetary practice, in applying the rules and practice and
procedures of the practice in the university setting (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu and Wacquant, knowing in
1992), they tend to impose their doxical understanding on the control practice, even while g
overlooking the accepted procedures to be accomplished in budgetary planning (Kloot, 2009). action

Therefore, corresponding with Bourdieu’s assertions, it could be argued that general
academics are not mere preprogrammed automatons governed by immutable and 315
unchanging laws as their practices are minimally determined by the specific rules and
requirements of budgetary practice. As Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) asserted, based on the
distinct profiles of capital (power resources) associated with agents in the research
organisation, a distinction is drawn between dominant and dominated positions (Célérier and
Botey, 2015; Emirbayer and Williams, 2005). Within the field, winners/losers and dominancy
of the field are determined by the volume and structure of resources associated with different
agents; agents possessing more capital relevant to a particular field are considered dominant,
with greater possibility in actions to be executed. Dominant agents pursue conservation
strategies to preserve the hierarchical principles and safeguard their positions in the
hierarchy; in contrast, subversion strategies are pursued by dominated agents to transform
the existing system of authority for their benefit (Wacquant, 1998). Thus, as the general
academics are situated in the dominant positions, holding symbolic power to secure their
stake within the power configuration of University Sigma (Célérier and Botey, 2015), their
symbolic power exacerbates goal conflicts amongst other agents being potentially
problematic for effective planning of the university budget (Bjerregaard and Klitmoller,
2016). At University Sigma, capacity over interpreting some budgeting procedures is
transferred from agents of the university top management to general academics rather by
losing the power to obtain the desired contribution from general academics in the planning
phase (Mutiganda et al, 2013).

Against a backdrop where pervasive power relations operate at the bottom level of the
social space, it was difficult to determine whether deans have the capacity to exercise power
over agents at the departmental level in enforcing their participation in the planning phase.
Top faculty agents hold significant academic capital [3], which is acquired and maintained by
taking a top position in the management hierarchy of the university and enables domination
of other positions (Kloot, 2009). Such academic capital mainly depends on the principle of
legitimation, corresponding to the fact that the organisational hierarchy is well aligned with
social power (Kloot, 2009). Given that, faculty deans are identified as powerful or dominant
agents, possessing broad power resources and organisational capital, providing the ability to
act as “master” in terms of the rules and procedures of planning and other operational matters
associated with the budgetary process (Bourdieu, 2005).

In terms of capturing actual practices of key university agents in the planning phase, this
revealed that the faculty dean’s actions, interests and perceptions are derived as adherence to
the sense of what is appropriate and proper in a given situation (Lodhia and Jacobs, 2013).
According to Célérier and Botey (2015), being an influential agent in the faculty, the faculty
dean has the liberty to decide and accommodate the activities in the faculty budget, without
referring to subordinate agents’ proposals (the heads of departments). Based on the endowed
social networks, the faculty dean has the capacity to obtain necessary funds for the budget
proposals that he included in faculty budgets according to his discretion, bypassing the
granted budget allocations.

Substantiating the above insights, faculty dean 2 described how agents tend to act on
the practical understanding of the logic of budgeting, which determines the “doable and
thinkable” limits over the phase of budget planning (Grenfell, 2008, pp. 54-59; Lamaison
and Bourdieu, 1986). As the top faculty officers possessing practical expertise in planning
and operational issues pertinent to the faculty budgetary process, they tend to minimise
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AJAR lapses which arise due to insufficient participation from the academic departments.
6.3 Irrespective of the formal budget procedures, they act with the tacit knowing of the way of
’ things happen in the particular social space, to achieve the full potential of the faculty
through budgetary planning (Gomez, 2010). Thus, the field empirical evidence revealed
that due to insufficient participation of departmental agents in gathering necessary input
to prepare the budget, budget planning is centred in the hands of the bursar and dean of

316 the faculty.

In the second phase, the programme budget [4] is prepared by considering budget
proposals included in the budget call. As stipulated by the UGC in the budget specimen, the
accounting rationale of linking performance indicators, action plans and monetary
allocations is to intensify the controlling aspect of the university budget. Moreover, by
reiterating the negative consequences of passive participation of academic departments in
the initial budget planning, university bursar 1 highlighted the challenge of identifying key
performance indicators and linking such measures accurately to ensure employees’
behaviour aligned with targets stipulated in the university budget (Widener, 2007).

From an accounting perspective, planning is considered as an important aspect of
budgetary process because it is related to the subsequent control phase in the organisational
control process. However, in the absence of realistic information from the bottom level as
senior bursars at the university level tend to act without clear strategic intentions linking
desired outcomes and budgetary allocations. They tend to preserve the existing order in
preparing the budget in compliance with the UGC, in spite of the underlying accounting logic
of prioritising and linking strategic aims with the estimated financial disbursements. Hence,
the budget as a “control tool” is not effective in the planning process (Covaleski ef al., 2013, p.
338); rather, planning merely fulfils compliance controls, to avoid any explicit violation of
budget guidelines imposed by higher education authorities (Cunningham, 2004).

Practical logics of actions in managing the university budget

Examining human conduct around the programme budget reveals that it is a product of
individual strategic choice in a university setting (Lodhia and Jacobs, 2013). Speaking about
the pervasive engagement undertaken in fulfilling the requests for financial disbursements
made by diverse organisational agents, either within or beyond the given programme budget,
university bursar 1 continued, “Budget is a guideline. But we can do more work even beyond
the budget if we really want to work in improving the status of university”. Many interviews
with bursars at different hierarchical and faculty levels reflected the need to take
spontaneous actions without being merely confined to the programme budget (Bourdieu,
1990; Lamaison and Bourdieu, 1986). Acknowledging this, a senior assistant bursar of the
finance division noted, “Even though some of the activities are not in a budget plan, there are
possibilities to meet those requests with the special approval”’. According to Bourdieu’s
terminology, in fulfilling the diverse requests made by internal agents, bursars pursue
“Immanent necessity”, without being restricted to the preprogrammed disbursement levels
(Lamaison and Bourdieu, 1986).

Noting that budgetary requests are facilitated in a manner compatible with the budget
guidelines, an assistant bursar said, “In many instances, we had to handle requests for
financial disbursements on situational basis without violating the fundamental budget
guidelines”. Thus, bursars have developed a strong practical mastery in the art of managing
the university budgetary process, without explicitly violating the budgetary rules and
guidelines on stipulated strategic objectives and budget limits in day-to-day operations
(Baxter and Chua, 2008). In accordance with these insights, university bursar 1 noted the
significance of undertaking actions based on reasonableness and the effort she made in
handling such requests from the departmental level.
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In particular, a university bursar is endowed with “technically-based bureaucratic capital”  Budgeting as
and “bureaucratic capital of experience” through acquiring knowledge of regulations and practice and
more rationalised procedures and techniques pertinent to the budgetary practices over a S

; . . oy " knowing in
longer period (Bourdieu, 2005, p. 117). Therefore, based on the wider positional capacities, the ]
university bursar is capable of reconsidering whether to facilitate ad hoc financial action
disbursement requests made by the faculty bursar that are not appropriately tabled in the
programme budget or for which allocated funds are not adequate. Thus, the dispositions of 317
bursars are set up by unconscious learning and also incorporating embedded field values in
the practice of university budgeting.

In compliance with the budgetary guidelines, the university bursar may strive to obtain
special approval from the finance committee of University Sigma to fulfil requests of a
recurrent nature beyond the programme budget. In another instance, a university bursar
noted how she struggled to get approval for disbursements of a capital nature from the UGC,
which was supposed to be approved by the finance committee and council of University
Sigma. From a practice perspective, rules do not always bring an end to actions; rather,
agents negotiate the rules with the necessary authorities in order to facilitate the
accomplishment of certain actions, by overseeing budgetary limits strategically in the
social space under study (Swartz, 2002). Seen in this light, the university bursar is an
individual who is capable of justifying certain actions or requests to the higher authorities of
the university (i.e. the finance committee and council), which are not in fact explicitly specified
in university budget but accepted by higher authorities of university as appropriate
(King, 2000).

Consistent with Inghilleri (2005), it is evident that the strategic actions pursued by bursars
depend on the knowledge gathered to “know” how budgetary controls operate, embodied in
the negotiating the official budgetary rules to minimise adverse effects, for their own
conservation in a university setting. However, field evidence vividly reflects how tension is
triggered between the need to fulfil the ad hoc requests with necessary monetary
disbursements outside to the budget and the necessity to comply with budgetary limits
and procedures. As bursar 6 noted, “However by satisfying our staff’s requests, we should be
compliance with budgetary rules and guidelines. We have to manage both sides”. Further
substantiating these views, bursar 4 voiced her grievances about how the symbolic power of
departmental agents creates conflicting interests in managing the budget within the pre-
planned budget limits (Semeen et al., 2016). According to Farjaudon and Morales (2013), it is
clear that the dominated, i.e. bursars may “participate in the pursuit of dominant interests,
possibly unknowingly or in the belief that they are pursuing their own interests” (p. 155).

The given nature of bursars’ practices could be understood as a practical logic of the way
that things happen in the budgetary process in the specific research setting under study.
Therefore, without strictly adhering to programme budgets, agents may pursue strategies
premised on a practical sense of budgetary practice to produce certain actions in the social
space under enquiry (McDonough, 2006). Interviewees at the finance division revealed that,
irrespective of the requests made beyond the budget, bursars tend to capitalise on their
practical mastery of budgetary functions to fulfil requests not only to satisfy the
departmental or faculty-level agents but to maintain or enhance personal credibility
amongst members of University Sigma (Lodhia and Jacobs, 2013).

As revealed in the interviews with financial officers, university financial officers have
devised strategies to ensure the continuity of university operations increasing the capabilities
of University Sigma and to maintain or develop credibility towards bursars by negotiating
budgetary rules with the necessary authorities (Lamaison and Bourdieu, 1986). Hence, being
the embodiment of “immanent regularities and tendencies” relating to the budgeting practice
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 138), the specific perceptions and actions of university
bursars are attuned to expedite activities as planned in the university budget. This is
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AJAR consistent with the exploration of Baxter and Chua (2008), who characterised the CFO’s
6.3 habitus from a technical accounting angle, allowing a demonstration of the competencies in
’ managing a diverse range of activities of different lines of business in a large company.

Being an agent responsible for the overall university budgetary process, the university

bursar (top financial officer) explained how her individual practices are frequently inscribed

with social determination attached to the position where she operates (King, 2005). However,

318 there are instances where the university bursar engaged in budgetary process significantly

depends on her discretion to realise the targets in the university budget. Thus, day-to-day

individual actions are not simply constrained by the external constraints; instead, they are

informed by the deeply ingrained past experiences and restraints offered by the present

conditions (Swartz, 2002). Although the budget is considered a mechanism to exert control

over the agents who are expected to operate within the predefined limits, these limits can be

exploited by the specific practical actions of the bursars (Ahrens and Chapman, 2004;

Wouters and Wilderom, 2008). Without explicitly violating the rules of budgetary practice,

bursars place great emphasis on enabling the situations by going beyond the pre-planned

budgetary limits in line with their “sense of practice” to ensure the best for University Sigma
(Grenfell, 2008; Lamaison and Bourdieu, 1986; Raedeke et al.,, 2003; Swartz, 2002).

Concluding discussion

The paper has examined in what ways do field, capital and habitus interplay to determine
individual strategies of actions (practices) reflected through perceptions, appreciations,
tensions and conflicting interests and how do they influence budgetary control practice. In
conclusion, the empirical evidence suggested that practices are not conscious or mechanistic
obedience to a rigid set of rules, guidelines and procedures of budgetary control; instead, their
specific practices are attuned with “practical sense” or “taken-for-granted sense” of the
regular budgetary practice prevailing in the public university setting (Bourdieu, 1990
Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Hutaibat, 2019). Further, Bourdieu’s theorisation of social
practices illustrated how individuals/groups are enabled to choose strategies of actions in
budgetary control as a product of specific dispositions and interests associated with the
particular power position in a given field (Battilana, 2006; Boedker, 2010; Carter ef al, 2011,
Hutaibat, 2019; Khanchel and Kahla, 2013; Vaughan, 2008). Taking into account Bourdieu’s
practice insights, as the dispositions of general academics are informed by symbolic power,
doxa and self-evident understanding in the particular setting, the subversion strategies are
evident in the budget-setting phase (Célérier and Botey, 2015; Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008;
Emirbayer and Williams, 2005; Hutaibat, 2019; Semeen ef al., 2016).

As Hutaibat (2019) asserted different forms of capital create power structures of the
specific field, such power diversity and power relations are evident amongst the agents of
University Sigma. Further, being consistent with Carter et al (2011) who suggested that
power structures are capable of influencing the strategising, accounting and decision-
making, it is evident that budgeting practices are shaped by key university agents (i.e. deans)
and their experiences. Similarly, being situated in the subservient position in the university
power configuration, finance/administrative officers tend to silently accept the budgetary
rules in the policy-laden context by indicating successive strategies.

As with the findings of Lodhia and Jacobs (2013), particularly finance/administrative
officers are skilful agents with a strong sense of practical mastery in the art of operating the
budgetary process. By negotiating the rules of budgetary practice, their actions typically
emanate from the “immanent necessary” to sustain the enlisted coercive tendencies in
support of achieving control in the budgetary process (Lamaison and Bourdieu, 1986; Swartz,
2002). However, based on the sense of practice, with a vested interest in compliance with the
existing order of control practice to ensure survival in the current position in the university
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hierarchy, there could be instances where agents may act by giving an appearance of obeying Budgeting as
rules in the actual budgetary practice (Lamaison and Bourdieu, 1986). practice and

When probing the practices of internal agents, it is suggested that budgetary practice is knowing in
often driven by financial/administrative agents who are situated at subservient positions in g
the university field. In conclusion, the case data on institutionally imposed budgeting practice action
suggested that the micro effects stemming from multiple agents who pursue competing
interests, mutually opposed strategies and power relations are significant in understanding 319
variability in budgetary practice in a public university setting (Al-Htaybat and Von Alberti-
Alhtaybat, 2018).

It is discerned through this study that differing positions in the power configuration,
access to resources in the field and dispositions of individuals determine the nature and
extent of effects that agents can produce on management control practices (Battilana, 2006;
Khanchel and Ben Kahla, 2013; Lodhia and Jacobs, 2013; Vaughan, 2008). In line with
Vaughan'’s (2008) assertion, “social location was crucial to the outcome” (p. 76); the study
suggested that an individual’s position in the organisational power hierarchy is essential in
understanding how their perceptions, appreciations and power relations are enabled to
deploy specific practices and exert power in an organisational setting. Consistent with
Emirbayer and Williams (2005), the field analysis provides understanding on the mutually
opposing interests and strategies of internal agents pursuing conservation, subversion and
successive strategies in management control practice, depending on the degree of dominated
or dominant poles recognised in the power configuration (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008;
Vaughan, 2008).

The most compelling implication for practitioners arising from the study is the importance
of understanding that management controls are not all they seem to be; rather, they could
operate differently, in irrational, unconscious or non-strategic ways, in the actual practice of
the budgetary process. It is vital to understand that management controls (i.e. budgeting) are
commonly shaped by the micro-facets stemming from the individual/group level of the
specific organisational setting. Thus, the study provides insights about the need to explore
below the surface as management control practice is seldom as it appears to be.

Notes

1. As several agents interact in management control practices in diverse ways, agents are generally
recognised according to the nature of their duties and professional capacity in the Sigma setting. The
first category is identified as agents who are predominantly academics, who currently hold top
administrative positions in the faculty or university level in the research setting. In order to denote
the positions that carry these characteristics, we use the term “key university official”. The second
category is identified as agents who purely hold middle- and top-level administrative and
administration of finance positions, such as the university registrar and bursar. The third category is
denoted as “academic member”, with a primary role dealing with teaching, learning and research.

2. Scientific renown refers to intellectual or scientific capital deriving from scholarly reputation and is
not necessarily connected to position within the institution (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 76).

3. Obtaining and maintaining the top hierarchical position enables domination of other positions and
holders of different capital.

4. In this phase, the budget preparation changes from a “needs” basis to an “availability” basis.
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