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Introduction

Accounting-related narratives are found in various media, and written by various stakeholders.  Preparer-created narratives are now acknowledged as a crucial component of the business reporting package (IASB 2010), and the role of the reader in their interpretation is well understood.  Research into accounting narratives (broadly defined as written or spoken discourse) has been developing for some time and covers a broad spectrum from large-scale positivist economics-rooted quantitative analyses, more recently assisted by computerised linguistic techniques (for example, Li 2010, Schleicher and Walker 2010), to content analysis supported by theory from the social sciences (for example, Merkl-Davies and Brennan 2011), to finely worked qualitative case studies, using methods from the humanities (for example, Czarniawska 2008, Davison 2008).  Beattie (2014) argues for the importance of both the positivist tradition and the interpretive/critical approaches in examining accounting-related narratives, discusses key issues, theory, methodology and methods and offers a framework for thinking about research in accounting narratives.

In the social sciences, the ‘narrative turn’ has permeated many disciplines and is associated with a shift away from realism and positivism (Riessman 2008). Storytelling is a specific narrative form of particular significance because stories help people make sense of events (Gabriel 2000, Weick 1995). A range of devices (such as structure, plot, viewpoint, character and rhetorical techniques) are employed in storytelling. Yet, narrative theory and analysis remains a relatively neglected area of accounting research.  

A special issue of Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal in 2007 (Volume 20, Number 6, Editors Llewellyn and Milne) was devoted to Accounting as codified discourse, taking accounting language as an example of codified discourse, through its use of technical terminology.  In 2012 Accounting Forum published a special issue entitled Analyzing the Quality, Meaning and Accountability of Organizational Communication (Volume 36, Number 3, Editors Tregidga, Milne and Lehman) that encouraged qualitative and interpretive approaches to accounting communication more generally.  Given the importance of narratives to accounting, we were surprised that there had been no special issue devoted specifically to accounting narratives. 
This special issue was therefore designed to encourage the broad spectrum of research into narratives.  We encouraged papers adopting any theoretical or methodological perspective, including blended theory papers.  We suggested, for example, studies based in economics, psychology, psychoanalysis, philosophy, (social) linguistics, sociology and literary criticism, that could be large-scale positivist studies through to qualitative case studies. We also welcomed work on types of accounting-related narrative source material that had previously been relatively or entirely neglected.
Although we had anticipated a good degree of interest, we were overwhelmed by both the number and quality of submissions.  We received almost sixty papers, taking a very broad range of approaches.  In shortlisting those we would accept for the review process we focused particularly (in addition to quality and rigour) on those pieces which we judged to offer innovative theoretical approaches and/or fresh types of empirical material, in preference to those we regarded as incremental contributions.  We were sorry to have to decline a number of papers which had potential: we sincerely hope to see these further developed and published in due course.  We are delighted to present the accepted eight papers in this double special  issue.  Beyond those papers constituting the special issue, one or two further papers may be published in regular issues of Accounting and Business Research, and that the collection of papers in the special issue will stimulate further research to be published in other accounting journals.

The final set of papers eight papers features work based in literary theory and philosophy, through to more conventional quantitative analysis.  The source material examined includes nineteenth century Scottish charity annual reports, contemporary Italian banks’ social and environmental reports, a UK public inquiry report, and interview narratives of UK arts organizations.
Literary genres
Evans and Pierpoint blend literary and social science theories in a highly innovative historical examination of the nineteenth century annual reports of the Scottish Edinburgh Magdalen Asylum, a refuge and reformatory for ‘fallen’ women.  They draw firstly from Goffman’s work on stigma, impression management and framing, that is relatively well-known in accounting (for an overview see Solomon et al. 2013).  Goffman’s ideas are imaginatively blended with theory of the sentimental novel (Auerbach 1980,  Ellis 1996).  The sentimental novel of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was interested in the subject of unmarried mothers, prostitutes and others who had fallen on hard times, largely due to the nature of their gender, and typically included ‘portrayal of the women as victims of seduction, their redemption and, typically, their death. Such portrayals occur inter alia in novels by Gaskell, Dickens, Hardy, Collins and Eliot’ (Evans and Pierpoint 2015, p. x).
Evans and Pierpoint continue with an analysis of the work of the Magdalen Asylum and how its work was presented in such a way as to motivate charity supporters.  They contrast the sinner or irredeemable Magdalen who leaves the asylum to revert to former habits, with the Magdalen who may be redeemed, whether through death, suffering and reconciliation with friends and family, or through transformation into a respectable servant or married woman.  These narratives often combine fact with fiction (Czarniawska 2008), and are invariably written from a highly religious and moralistic standpoint.  Thus ‘the reports constitute a careful balancing act between the commercial, financial and pragmatic affairs of the asylum, and spiritual, moral and ethical concerns arising in the charge and disposal of its inmates’ (Evans and Pierpoint 2015, p. x).
In contrast, Eshraghi and Taffler take a broad umbrella framework of sensemaking and storytelling to explore how fund managers explain their performance or under-performance.  More specifically, they follow Gabriel’s (2000) taxonomy of organizational stories that identifies four generic types of story:  epic, tragic, comic and romantic.  Epic stories focus on success and achievement despite setbacks; tragic stories generate pity or sorrow, often for non-deserving victims; comic stories provoke laughter from confusion or the unexpected; while romantic stories focus on gratitude and appreciation.  Eshraghi and Taffler argue that fund managers construct such stories as self-legitimation, both to clients and to themselves.
Their narrative material consists of interviews with fifty fund managers and a similar number of formal reports.  They find storytelling in both the interviews and the formal reports, although to a lesser extent in the latter.  The two principal types of story they employ are related in the epic and tragic modes, but there are also romantic and comic stories, together with hybrids such as tragi-comic and epic-comic accounts.  They argue that telling stories ‘can make the unknown future appear predictable’ and can help the fund manager ‘control the unpredictable world he has to deal with and cope with adversity’.  They suggest moreover that this behaviour is more subtle than what is generally described as ‘impression management’, and falls into the realm of psychoanalysis:  ‘Telling stories, as in other realms of human activity, is a natural and largely unconscious process through which asset managers make sense of the world in which they operate’ (Eshraghi and Taffler 2015, p. x). 
Inquiry reportage frames Collins, Dewing and Russell’s analysis of Lord Penrose’s (2004) public inquiry report into the failure of the Equitable Life Assurance Company.  Lord Penrose’s text presents itself as a factual description of events, but Collins et al. ‘counter that this report remains, at root, a creative product which depends upon narrative strategies of characterization and emplotment’ (Collins et al. 2015, p. x).  They argue that the report demonstrates ‘narratological choices that are enfolded between author, text and reader in a fashion that conforms to established literary conventions’ (Collins et al. 2015, p. x).  The paper follows inquiry reportage as outlined by Brown (2003) who suggests that such reports establish control over text and reader by ‘making a number of authority claims, by producing a memorable, vicarious experience of events, and by providing explanations for organizational failure that reflect the orientations of the intended discourse community’ (p. x).
Collins et al. show that through the use of these devices Lord Penrose has given a ‘Maxwellian’ account of the conduct of Roy Ranson, the Actuary and Chief Executive of Equitable Life in the years before its collapse in 2000.  Robert Maxwell was the discredited Chief Executive of Mirror Group, known for his autocratic management style and financial untrustworthiness, most notably his unauthorized use of the group’s pension funds.  Collins et al. proffer an alternative ‘Micawberish’ characterization of Roy Ranson.  Micawber is a fictional character from Dickens’ David Copperfield [1850] (1992), known for his inability to manage his affairs and his eternal false hope that ‘something will turn up’.  Micawber might be self-centred and incompetent, but he is not portrayed as being corrupt in the manner of Maxwell. 

Philosophical paths

Oakes and Oakes are ambitious in drawing on the contemporary philosophy of new materialism, and especially the thought of Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (2009), to analyse the narratives of arts organizations.  They argue that new materialism offers several useful analytical concepts including territoriality, de-territorialisation, and the rhizome.  New materialism draws on modern physics, notably particle theory, chaos theory and complexity theory. Its view of materialism undercuts the power of human agency and attributes agency to matter.  Oakes and Oakes note that Deleuze and Guattari (2009) make specific reference to accounting, portrayed as ‘initially hierarchical and tree-like’, but that it may then ‘spread in a more rhizomatic manner’, as in a Kafka novel (Deleuze and Guattari 2009, p. 16).

They further argue that the rhizome metaphor helps us to understand ways in which the trajectory of accounting has flowed through arts organizations in a time of austerity.  They analyse the interview narratives of six managers from five funded arts organizations.  They conclude that rhizomatic tentacles of accounting and austerity seemed to have potentially coercive material implications, particularly for some smaller organizations. Various organizations may have been ‘spending too much time performing routine, mundane data collection and accounting exercises. This may have deflected organizations from more important objectives’ (Oakes and Oakes 2015, p. x). 
In their paper on the use of repetition in social and environmental reports Pesci, Costa and Soobaroyen take the eighteenth century philosopher Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature (1739) as their umbrella framework.  They refer to Hume’s understanding of ‘impression’ (which is to be differentiated from ‘impression management’, more familiar to accountants).  Hume’s ideas on the cognitive learning process refer to ‘circuits’ by which impressions are achieved: according to Hume, one such circuit is the ‘repetition of similar objects in similar situations’ whereby it is ‘the observation of this resemblance which produces a new impression in the mind’ (Hume, 1739, p. 1.3.14.  Within this framework Pesci et al. rely methodologically on Davison’s (2014) classification of repetition into ‘identity’, ‘similarity’ and ‘accumulation’.
They use this framework to undertake content analysis of the visual and narrative disclosures of the stand-alone social and environmental reports of 86 cooperative banks in Northern Italy.  They find significant occurrences of all three types of repetition, but especially ‘similarity’, and further note that repeated information out-numbers non-repeated information by a ratio of about 3:1.  Frequently there is repetition of information between visual and narrative disclosures.  They argue, with Hume, that ‘different forms of repetitions act on different types of impressions (original and secondary), and thus can incise with more force on memory and consequently enhance new knowledge’ (Pesci et al. 2015, p. x).  Moreover visual disclosures provide managers with the possibility of touching upon the reader’s emotions or drawing from visual memory by acting on secondary impressions (Hume 1739). Pesci et al. conclude that repetition is a major rhetorical device.

Impression management

Slack and Cooper’s study illustrates the tradition of impression management research into accounting narratives. Key features of their study of leakage performance disclosures in the water companies in England and Wales are the time series analysis and the presence of an target-setting industry regulator in the disclosure environment.  They find that changes in the amount, nature and presentation of a WASC’s leakage disclosures reflect the companies’ performance against OFWAT’s target.
Quantitative linguistic techniques
The papers by Zhang and Aerts and Tucker and Yukselturk are examples of large-scale positivist quantitative studies, assisted by automated linguistic techniques. Zhang and Aerts investigate causal language intensity in relation to threshold-related accountability predicaments (not meeting key earnings thresholds, such as positive earnings, positive earnings change and analyst earnings consensus) in the management commentary. 

Based on an examination of the MD&A section of the 10-K filing of US firms, covering the ten-year period of fiscal years 1998 to 2008, they find that managers tend to use more causal language to explain earnings-related financial outcomes in response to a accountability predicament. They also find that those firms using more performance justification when facing an earnings threshold predicament exhibit a less volatile abnormal stock return, providing preliminary evidence of the effectiveness of using causal performance disclosures as a remedial narrative tactic.

Tucker and Yukselturk contend that analysts carefully choose their language when generating report outputs, and that there is a relationship between the themed sentiment in analyst reports and stock recommendations. Six themes are examined: macroeconomic and regulatory conditions; industry and market environment; growth; management and strategy; financial performance; and financial position. 
Based on an industry-balanced sample of 275 UK quoted company sell-side analyst reports over the period 2006-2010, computerised content analysis is used to measure net sentiment. They observe a diminution of the relationship between narrative sentiment and both stock recommendations and target price premia during the Global Financial Crisis, suggesting that the impact of sentiment themes is period-contingent.  During and following the crisis an increasing focus on the macroeconomic and regulatory environment theme is observed, but a decreasing emphasis on the growth and management and strategy themes. Following the crisis a ‘back to basics’ focus is observed whereby financial fundamentals (the themes of financial position and performance) are placed at the heart of the analysis.

Future directions
It is clear that much further work remains to be conducted along established lines of research, using quantitative techniques to example large samples of accounting narratives in financial statements and analyst reports.  We should particularly like to emphasise, however, the huge scope for new approaches, some of which are suggested by the papers in the double special issue.  We see literary analysis as a fertile field for exploration, often linked with philosophy.  There is a vast domain of literary approaches, from structuralism to postmodernism, from semiotics to post-colonialism, and theorized by writers such as Barthes, Derrida, Eco, Foucault and Propp, to name but a few.  Psychoanalysis  is another rich area, where there are currently only rare examples of work (see for example, Eshraghi and Taffler, 2012). We should also like to suggest future innovation in the types of empirical material examined:  social media seem an obvious contemporary source of matter.  One significant challenge that remains is the combination of interpretive case study work with large-scale quantitative analysis of incentives and consequences.  At this stage, however, we believe it is important to encourage the relatively neglected interpretive tradition.
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