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ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on the design of management reports. Based on theoretical considerations concerning the personal
information demand, hypotheses were developed and tested in a field study in German major enterprises. The findings
from the field study show a high diversity of monthly reports to the top management. Furthermore it is shown how de-
sign improvements for these reports can be derived from the personal information demand of the recipients. The paper
will also discuss deficits of the reporting system during the study.
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1. Introduction

Providing management with information is one of the
key tasks of management accounting (controlling). Nu-
merous approaches to define management accounting do
focus on the supply of information as the core task of
management accounting [1-5], and empirical studies do
confirm that substantial resources of management ac-
counting are required for this key focus [6,7].

Within the framework of the information supply, the
internal corporate reporting system plays an outstanding
role [8-11]. Information collected and processed by cor-
porate information systems are usually passed on to man-
agement in the form of reports, with the corporate info-
rmation system comprising the preparation and transmis-
sion of information in the form of reports to employees,
primarily to the leaders of an enterprise [12]. The corpo-
rate information system essentially supports the busi-
ness-related decision-making processes [8].

As a consequence, shortcomings in terms of the conce-
ption of the information supply frequently only become
apparent at the reporting stage, and moreover, successful
results achieved within an otherwise well designed infor-
mation supply are still susceptible to threat at this point.
Reporting, to be understood as the entirety of reports dir-
ected to internal addressees of a corporation, may thus be
viewed as the point of crystallization of information supply.

The science of business economics puts numerous de-
mands on the design of reports. As a rule, the core idea
behind these demands is to provide the recipients of re-
ports the information they need to facilitate decision ma-
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king [13]. So far only few studies have investigated the
extent to which these demands are actually implemented
in corporate practice. Gopfert [8] thus sees the need for
research on the reporting sector. Moreover, up to now
only few studies exist which investigate the structure of
reporting [14].

Therefore, on one hand, this paper aims at illustrating
the current status of the (monthly) reporting system in
selected large German corporations, with the focus of the
field study being the monthly report sent to the members
of the board by corporate management accounting. All
heads of corporate management accounting of the com-
panies investigated agreed to rate the monthly report as
one of the five most essential “products” of their respec-
tive departments. On the other hand, proceeding from
this stocktaking, theory-based evaluations of the practice
of the design of monthly reports are to be carried out
from which suggestions for improvement will be derived.

The paper is structured as follows: The following sec-
tion starts by developing the conceptional basis of the
examination. First, the need for information is identified
as the theoretical starting point for the design of the info-
rmation supply and the reporting system. Based on con-
ceptional considerations, hypotheses are derived which
were empirically plausibilized within the framework of
the field study. Afterwards the principal options for the
design of the reporting system are shown. In the third
section, the results of the empirical study are illustrated
by first describing the further details of the methodology
used for the study, followed by the presentation of the
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results of the field study in two steps: The reports exam-
ined are described by means of the design aspects as de-
scribed in the second paragraph. In a second step, the
procedure used for the evaluation of the reports and the
assessment of possible options for improvement is de-
scribed. Since the study is focused on only seven corpo-
rations, the empirical results can therefore not be claimed
to be representative. Nevertheless, in our opinion, they
are a valuable theory-based contribution beyond mere
exploration, supporting the empirical plausibilization of
theoretical considerations based on the reporting practice
applied in large German corporations. Since the sugges-
tions for improvement are basically corporate-specific,
the relevant statements concentrate on the commonalities
found in all corporations. In winding up, the fourth sec-
tion summarizes the most important results in a resume.

2. Development of a Conceptional Frame of
Reference

2.1 The Need for Information as the Starting
Point for the Design of the Reporting System

The need for information by the addressee of the report
represents the theoretical starting point for the demand of
an information supply and its design. The need for in-
formation can be generally defined as the “sum of infor-
mation required for the fulfillment of an informational
interest” [15]. The goal of the information supply is to
satisfy this need for information in the best possible way.

For the concretization of the information need it would
be suitable to distinguish between an objective and a
subjective need for information [16].The objective need
for information results from the tasks fulfilled by the
recipients of the information. In the event that the re-
cipients of the information are primarily assigned routine
tasks, there is only relatively little objective need for
(new) information. However, for the accomplishment of
tasks where problem-solving or decision-making skills
are of central importance, the objective need for informa-
tion often strongly increases. Thus — depending on the
task to be accomplished — information such as details of
the market environment, decisions taken in other parts of
the corporation or available capacities is needed [5]. The
more comprehensive the tasks to be fulfilled, and the
more freedom is allowed for their accomplishment, the
more difficult it is to directly define the required need for
information by the mere formulation of the task.

While the objective need for information is solely de-
rived from the formulation of a task, thus being defined
independently by the individual person, i.e. the recipient
of the information, the subjective need for information
also considers the individual capabilities and the attitude-
es of the recipients of the information [13,17]. The abili-
ties of an information recipient may primarily be concre-
tized in view of his or her (professional) experience and

Copyright © 2010 SciRes.

his or her cognitive abilities. It must be assumed that the
information recipients are limited as far as their process-
ing capacities are concerned, however are capable to ex-
tend these capacities because of their experience [18,19].
The attitudes of an information recipient do affect his or
her opinions and perceptions as to which information he
or she wishes to obtain or requires to accomplish the task.
There are certain factors that play a role for the subjec-
tive information need, such as the risk-taking characteris-
tics of an information recipient and the question if he or
she is more number-oriented or rather averse to numbers.
The kind of how information is taken in by someone also
has an effect on the subjective need for information.

The following sections are intended to examine if and
to which extent the design of the reporting system should
be primarily oriented towards one of these two compo-
nents of information need. Two aspects are to be taken
into consideration which will both be described below:
First, the degree to which the respective need for infor-
mation can be assessed and second, the interaction be-
tween controllers and managers regarding the design of
the reporting system.

As far as the methods used to assess the need for in-
formation, a distinction is made between the deductive
and the inductive assessment [20]. Within the framework
of the deductive assessment of an information need, ei-
ther logical analyses of the task or problem are used to
determine who the recipients of the information are, or
model analyses are used to assess the objective inform-
ation need of the information recipients. As already men-
tioned, in practice, the assessment of the objective in-
formation need is especially difficult in such cases where
the formulation of a task is characterized by high com-
plexity and where considerable freedom is allowed to
accomplish the task. However, this is exactly what espe-
cially applies to the relevant tasks to be accomplished by
the members of a corporate board. Also to be taken into
consideration are the theoretical arguments which have
already been outlined, i.e. that both the abilities and the
wishes or requests of the recipients are different regard-
ing the design of a report. If the wishes expressed by the
recipients of the reports are interpreted as their individual
preferences, individual aspects regarding the design of
reports must by no means be neglected, according to the
principle of the economic theory: “De gustibus non est
disputandum”.

This theory favors an inductive approach to assessing
the information need, with the goal to identify the sub-
Jjective information need based on the information dem-
and by the recipients of the information. Thus, the situa-
tion-dependent settings are automatically considered in
view of both the available sources of information and the
information behavior of the recipients of the information.
First conclusions on the subjective information need may
be drawn on the basis of an analysis of the existing
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documents and information systems within a corporation.
Another option is to observe the information behavior of
the recipients of the information as well as to interview
them. Interviews are the most direct option to assess the
subjective information need. Since, as a rule, it must be
assumed that managers themselves have the best over-
view of their tasks, problems and decision-making situa-
tions, the two last mentioned approaches are especially
suitable to assess the information need of the manage-
ment. In view of the difficulties of a deductive assess-
ment of the objective information need of managers it
must be assumed that such an inductive approach also
represents a good basis for the assessment of the objec-
tive information need. Thus, a detailed survey of the in-
formation need should be based on the observation of the
behavior (regarding the information demand) of the re-
cipients of reports, as well as on interviews with the re-
cipients.

A consequent orientation of the information supply
towards the subjective demands of the recipients of the
information will affect the interaction of controllers (as
the suppliers of information) and managers (as the reci-
pients of information). If management accounting is as-
signed the task to provide adequate information to the
management, it is very obvious to interpret management,
as the recipient of the service “information supply”, also
as an (internal corporate) client of management account-
ing. Existing empirical studies investigating the customer
orientation of cost calculators however give reason to
assume that the idea of an internal customer orientation
has often not yet been internalized by management ac-
counting, while information supply is strongly app-
roached through the information offer in the form of
technical information systems [21,22].

In spite of the high significance which, for concep-
tional reasons, has been acknowledged to the subjective
assessment of the quality of monthly reports by the re-
cipients , it must be mentioned that this view does not
exclude the fact that, within the framework of the report-
ing system, controllers should also have the right to make
suggestions or to express disagreement. Such positioning
of management accounting in the sense of a critical
counterpart [23] becomes especially necessary if the in-
formation demand evidently differs from the objective
information need. On one hand, such right to express
disagreement requires the manager’s confidence in the
competence of the controller. On the other hand, the ful-
fillment of the counterpart function within the reporting
system requires detailed knowledge as to how and for
what purpose managers use the supplied information.
Such knowledge may be particularly won by a successful
interaction between the controllers as the suppliers of
reports and the managers as the recipients of reports.
Through frequent exchange and attentive observation,
controllers can learn to estimate the subjective and objec-
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tive information need of the managers and counteract
possible discrepancies. It also allows them to gain clues
as to whether management may need other information,
or if support is needed for the interpretation of the report
information, or if the information supplied is perhaps not
used for the intended purposes.

Based on the above conceptional considerations on the
design of the reporting system, hypotheses are derived
which underwent an empirical verification within the
framework of the field study.

The first assumption is that the monthly reports in the
examined companies are clearly different as far as their
design is concerned since it must be expected that the
recipients’ information need relevant for the design of
the report will also greatly differ. Since the examined co-
mpanies are active in different industrial sectors, pursue
different business models and are also different as far as
their internal organization is concerned, it must be ex-
pected that the objective information need of the man-
agement of these companies will differ from each other.
Moreover the corporate management will probably show
different abilities and attitudes which entail the assump-
tion that the subjective information need will also be dif-
ferent. There are also other reasons, like the path de-
pendence [24] regarding the design of information and
report systems, leading to expect differences in the de-
sign of reports. Hence, the first hypothesis is that:

H1: The monthly reports in the examined companies
do greatly differ in their design.

Second, it was derived that the design of the reports
should primarily be oriented towards the subjective in-
formation need of the recipients of reports. Based on
existing studies, it must be assumed that controllers
strongly neglect the orientation towards the needs of their
internal clients. These considerations are summarized as
follows in the second hypothesis:

H2: The product “monthly report” which has to be
established by management accounting does not suffici-
ently consider the needs of managers as internal clients.

In order to empirically verify the second hypothesis,
the managers of the examined companies collected client
requirements and client satisfaction data regarding the
monthly reports they had received from management
accounting. On one hand, this method allowed to verify
if and to what extent the current monthly reports are ori-
ented towards the needs and wishes of the recipients, and
thus, towards their subjective information need. On the
other hand, the results of this survey could be used to
identify potentials for improvement in view of the re-
porting system of the examined companies. Common
potentials for improvement found in all corporations also
give a hint to typical deficits of the reporting system.

The basis for the verification of the first hypothesis
was a comparison of the monthly reports in the various
companies. The reports were examined in view of the
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design characteristics available for the design of the re-
ports. The following section explains the design options
that are available for the reporting system.

2.2 Design Options of the Reporting System

A report — and thus, a monthly report, too — can be de-
scribed by the following design options [20]: Of great
significance in view of the fulfillment of the information
requirements, is (a) the purpose of the report. Personal
design options refer to (b) the author of the report and (c)
the recipient of the report. The time factor of the report is
characterized by (d) the reporting date. Moreover, reports
can be distinguished by different (e) types of reports.
Finally, (f) the content and (g) the form offer the corre-
sponding design options.

Ad (a): The purpose of the report is an essential aspect
for the design of reports. There are five different pur-
poses for a report: The superordinate purpose, especially
for standard reports, is to inform the recipients of the
report in the sense of a supply with “basic knowle- dge”
of the business development. In more detail, this purpose
of a report can be fulfilled by providing reports serving
as brief information (“An overview of the essential key
performance indicators”), and/or as a refere- nce guide.
A second essential purpose of a report is planning, where
the information of a report is used to prepare decisions.
Moreover, reports are frequently used for control pur-
poses. Another purpose of a report is steering. The
transmission of information leads to counter measures.
The documentation purpose of a report basically follows
the regulations of the external accounting and the Law on
Monitoring and Transparency in Businesses (German:
KonTraG). These regulations define certain types of in-
formation which have to be reported to the management
[20].

Ad (b): Another design dimension of the reporting sys-
tem is the author of the report (synonym: report bearer).
The reporting system and, within this system, in particu-
lar the monthly report, is one of the core tasks or core
products of management accountants (controllers). In
corporate practice, controllers usually are the primary
authors of reports [20].

Ad (c): The recipients of reports are the addressees.
Since the definition of the reporting system used in this
paper comprises the internal corporate transmission of
information, the circle of the recipients is restricted to the
managers of the company. Monthly reports are of par-

ticular relevance if they are presented to top management.

Management takes decisions that have a particular effect
on the success of a corporation. Apart from managers,
other groups of employees, such as division managers are
possible addressees of monthly reports [20].

Ad (d): The reporting date of a report is the
time-related design aspect of reports, which for instance
means the frequency of reports. The reporting date also
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includes the date of issue after the occurrence of a certain
event.

Ad (e): If a reporting system is very sophisticated,
various types of reports may be employed. Reports may
be classified as standard reports, deviation reports and
reports on demand. Standard reports are common use in
corporate practice. They are written in regular intervals,
at a certain point of time, for a certain circle of address-
ees and with a largely standardized content. Deviation
reports do not follow any predetermined report cycle,
instead they are triggered as soon as certain values either
exceed or fall below a given threshold. Reports on de-
mand required by the recipients in certain cases are the
third type of reports [20].

Ad (f): The design of the content of a report may be
further broken down into the features structure, objective
of the information, type of information and related sub-
ject of the information. The structure of a report refers to
its breakdown and the organizational units focused in the
report. The facts captured in a report are - quite generally
- called the objective of an information [23], including
for instance, the decision taken due to the key perform-
ance indicators (KPIs) supplied in a report. By means of
the dimensions of the Balanced Scorecard, these key
performance indicators can be classified as finance, pro-
cess, market/customer, employee and innovation KPIs
[25]. Along with this classification, it is also possible to
separate the KPIs into monetary (financial KPIs) and
non-monetary (concerning all other categories of the
Balanced Scorecard) KPIs. The type of information is
intended to describe the character of the statements made
on the objectives of the information. Possible types of
statements include for instance fact-oriented, forecast-
oriented, explanatory or normative statements [23]. The
explanatory power of information depend its subject re-
latedness. Only if data are related to each other, i.e.
qualified, deviations can be deduced which can be anal-
yzed and then deliver findings which are relevant in ter-
ms of steering and management accounting. In this con-
text, the subject-relatedness of information is to be un-
derstood as those values that compared to the actual val-
ues. Typical reference values to be considered are past or
forecast values.

Ad (g): The form of a report refers to aspects regarding
the formal layout of a report. It can be broken down to
design features that include the length or volume, the
appearance and the presentation form. While the volume
or length of a report simply refers to the number of pages
of a report, the appearance means the number density, i.e.
the number of figures per page, as well as the use of col-
ors. For the presentation of the reported information ta-
bles, diagrams and comments can be used. Tables are an
option to present a larger volume of data and are thus
especially suitable for data rows and developments. Dia-
grams on the other hand allow an intuitive comprehen-
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sion of the presented facts. It is important that the chosen
type of diagram (e.g. columns, line charts, pie charts, or
waterfall diagrams) best possible reflect the related facts.
Additionally it may be useful to verbally formulate es-
sential qualitative facts and findings and to add them as a
comment [23].

3. Empirical Study

Based on conceptional considerations and the established
hypotheses, the results of the empirical studies will be pr-
esented in this section. First, aspects regarding the meth-
odology of the study will be described in further detail.
Afterwards, the results of field study will be presented in
two steps: First, the differences regarding the design of
the monthly reports, which is the subject of hypothesis 1,
will be examined. In a second step, the quality of the
examined reports will be presented from the point of
view of the recipients, and potentials for improving the
reports will be shown (Hypothesis 2).

3.1 Methodology of Examination and Approach

The field study [26] presented in this paper was carried
out in 2004. It examines the monthly report system of
seven leading German enterprises which are active in
different industrial sectors. The study is intended to facil-
itate the identification of the characteristics of the mont-
hly reporting that are common in all companies. A com-
monality of all companies is their leading position in
their respective market - all companies hold European
and worldwide top positions.

An essential component of the study was the detailed
comparison of the monthly reports supplied to the cor-
porate management by management accounting. Due to
the amount and high sensitivity of the information to be
examined it was necessary to limit the scope of the sam-
ple inspection to these reports. Since the information
contained in the reports is subject to confidentiality, the
companies taking part in the study provided us reports
from which one could read the type of information and
the layout; however which did not contain any data.

In addition to the analysis of the documents, 22 per-
sonal interviews were held during the field study with
both authors and recipients of reports of the companies
involved. As authors of reports, management accountants
(controllers) of the central management accounting de-
partment were interviewed. In order to gain the opinion
of recipients, interviews with top managers of the corpo-
rate headquarters were held. Moreover, standardized que-
stionnaires, which had been verified in pre-tests, were
used in order to gain assessments regarding the monthly
report of both the authors and the recipients on a broader
basis.

3.2 Design of the Monthly Reports

Hypothesis 1 implies that, due to different requirements,
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monthly reports highly differ in their design. The follow-
ing statements support this hypothesis in most parts.
Since the study is focused on the examination of the
monthly reports corporate management accounting sup-
plies to the top management, the design aspects author
and recipient, reporting cycle and type of report are
similar in all examined reports. Nevertheless are there
significant differences as to the purpose, form and con-
tent of the reports.

As far as the intended purpose of the report is con-
cerned, it must be pointed out that in all companies, in-
formation is the superordinate purpose that prevails. This
purpose of the report is however put into practice in dif-
ferent ways: In one of the companies of the study, the
monthly report is mainly used as a reference guide, while
the other companies primarily use it as a short overview
of the current business development.

The form of the report, i.e. the volume of the reports as
well as their design and presentation, highly differs. Re-
garding the determination of the volume or length of a
report there seems to be a conflict between comprehen-
sively informing the management and focusing the atten-
tion of the management on the key facts. This conflict is
also mirrored in the analyzed reports (Figure 1). The
volume of the reports ranges between 5 and 295 pages.
Companies with a short monthly report in particular use
this report primarily as a brief information (Point 4.0 on a
total scale of 7). The company with the longest report by
far, uses the report as both a reference guide and as a
short overview of the current business development.

The components examined as the design features of
the reports included the number density and the color
design. The number density of the examined reports var-
ies between 43 and 300 numbers per page. It is also no-
ticeable that the number density is not proportional to the
volume of the report. While the shortest report also
shows the lowest number density, the second shortest
report reaches the highest number density (with an aver-
age of over 300 numbers per page). The use of colors

Purpose of the report

Company More reference More brief
guide information Volume in pages
B -0,4[ 124

F 2,6 ]16
G 4,0 5

Figure 1. Purpose of the report and number of pages
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shows an incoherent picture. While three companies do
without any color design, four companies make use of
this option to make their reports visually appealing.

The last formal design feature to be mentioned is the
form of presentation. As can be seen in Figure 2, the use
of the available presentation forms — tables, diagrams and
comments — strongly varies. The analysis of the seven
reports shows that a larger proportion of diagrams and
comments are corresponding with a larger report volume.

In summing up, the reports examined in the field study
can be clustered in three groups according to their vol-
ume and presentation form — the comprehensive type, the
short type and the well-structured type (Figure 3). Four
out of the seven examined companies have developed
well-structured monthly reports. Two companies write
short reports. One monthly report may be characterized
as comprehensive.

The design of the content of a report is subsumed un-
der the features structure, objective of the information,
type of information and related subject of the information.
As far as the structure is concerned it must be emphasi-
zed that the structure of all reports corresponds to cor-
porate structure. They start with an overview of the cor-
poration before providing further details on the individ-
ual divisions. Four out of seven reports do have a table of
contents. In addition to an organization-oriented structure,
one company also reports according to geographical re-
gions. A view on the organizational units focused in the
reports shows that the proportion of information explor-
ing the corporate level, the sub-group level and the pro-
duct and sales level respectively do vary considerably.
While one company uses 92% of the report content for
data coming from decentralized corporate divisions, an-
other company only uses 20% for such data.

- Tables

Company Number of pages

- Graphs

As expected, the financial key performance indicatiors
(KPIs) prevail in all monthly reports as far as the objec-
tive of the examined information is concerned. With 54%
to 100%, their proportional range is relatively high. The
analysis of the reports resulted in the following illustra-
tion showed in Figure 4.

The illustration demonstrates that financial KPIs do
prevail in all corporations. However, the extent to which
financial KPIs are prioritized does vary. While company
G does completely without the report of non-financial
KPIs, such figures account for almost half of the reported
KPIs in company F. Among the non-financial KPIs,
process KPIs often plays a prominent role.

- Tables

Company

- Graphs

Comments

G

Figure 2. Presentation form of the reports

Comments

Presentation form in % of pages

G 5

The short type

]:

>_ The well-structured type

35 18

_/
A |295 81 6 } The comprehensive type

Figure 3. Types of reports
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Finance KPIs

Company Ratio of specific KPIsin
% of total figures - Process KPls
Market/customer KPIs
F 54 n 13 [13 Staff KPIs
I
: TR O
]
D 75 3 16 |6
I
: PR -
B 85 14 7|7
4
: - W
G 100

Figure 4. Information objectives of the reports

The type of information was understood as the charac-
ter of the statements made in the reports, i.e. if these
statements tend to be fact-related, forecast-related, expla-
natory or normative. Fact-related in the sense of above
said are all actual values represented in the reports. Fore-
cast-related information can be found in the form of
planning (budget) values and projections (forecasts). Pla-
nning values in the sense of target values may be also be
understood as normative information. Comments frequ-
ently contain explanatory information. Depending on the
design and structure of the content, they may also have a
fact-related or normative character. Since fully written-
out comments were not available for the analysis, it is not
possible to make any statements as to the proportion of
the respective type of information in the reports.

The last content-related design feature to be described
is the information relatedness of the examined reports.
The information relatedness largely depends on the in-
tended purpose of the report. The purpose of information

in a report correlates with the dominance of actual values.

However it is also possible to use projections for infor-
mation purposes if they contain information about the
current expectations. Projections can also be used for
planning purposes, such as the determination of produc-
tion capacities. The steering purpose of a report can be
fulfilled by providing the most recent forecast values. For
control purposes, parameters are needed in the form of
planning values to compare them with the actual values.
In all examined reports the actual values were compared
with the corresponding values of the previous year. With
the exception of one company, all companies continu-
ously include planning values in their reports. Projections

Copyright © 2010 SciRes.

were found in only four out of the seven companies.

As a resume, it can be said that the analyzed reports
show a great variance in terms of the relevant design
features of the study. Hypothesis 1 may thus be affirmed
by the empirical observations.

3.3 Evaluation of the Monthly Reports

In Subsection 2.1, it was formulated in hypothesis two
that the monthly report as a “product” is not sufficiently
oriented towards the needs of the managers, thus, as a
consequence, not sufficiently satisfying the information
need of the recipients. Above said must be verified by the
evaluations of the interviews with the authors of the re-
ports (controllers) and their clients (managers).

In the interviews held with the managers as the recipi-
ents of the reports they were also asked questions re-
garding their pattern of use, apart from questions con-
cerning their information need. Additionally, a question-
naire with the same content was filled out by the authors
of the reports who had been asked to assess the informa-
tion need and behavior of the managers. This method
allows a comparison of the statements made by the re-
cipients with the assessment of the authors of the reports.
Thus, it can be verified if or to what extent the authors of
the reports are aware of the fact that their reports may
possibly deviate from the ideal report design which
should be oriented towards the subjective information
need of the recipients; and if such deviations are accepted,
for instance for financial reasons. Major deviations in the
assessments also lead to the assumption that there is an
increased need for communication between the recipients
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and the authors.

In marketing, the assessments of the importance of and
the satisfaction with certain product features are compa-
red in a so-called importance-satisfaction matrix, a wid-
ely used marketing instrument [27]. As a rule, the im-
portance of a product feature is mapped on the horizontal
axis and the corresponding value of satisfaction is map-
ped on the vertical axis. Starting from the hypothesis that
the most essential quality features of a product also sho-
uld be fulfilled to the best satisfaction of the customer, it
follows that ideally, all points marked in the importance/
satisfaction matrix should be on or above the angle bi-
sector starting from the origin of the coordinate system.
Any criteria above the angle bisector may therefore be
considered uncritical. In view of their importance, the
satisfaction with these features is sufficient. The opposite
applies for products below the angle bisector. The satis-
faction reached is not sufficient considering the impor-
tance of the feature. The greater the distance of a point
from the angle bisector, the more critical this aspect is
evaluated by the recipient and the more urgent measures
should be taken to improve the situation. The impor-
tance-satisfaction matrix is therefore an instrument to
identify and visualize the fulfillment of the subjective
information need of the recipients. The visualization of-
fers starting points for the improvement of certain report
features.

In the field study, the evaluations of the recipients re-
garding various content-related and formal design fea-
tures of the monthly reports were inquired based on a
scale ranging from 1 (very low) to 7 (very high) and then
written into an importance/satisfaction matrix. Figure 5
shows the importance/satisfaction matrix for company B

113

as an example.

From the illustration follows that the managers of
company B receiving the reports are primarily dissatis-
fied with the key figures presented in the monthly report.
They assess the importance of comments as very high;
their practical implementation however does not meet
their expectations. The volume of the monthly report as
well as the replies to questions are however adequate
from the point of view of the recipients. The graphic de-
sign as a quality feature is even over-fulfilled (as related
to its importance).

Based on this exemplary approach shown for company
B, specific deviations between the actual design of the
reports and ideal design derived from the subjective in-
formation need of the recipients could be found in each
of the companies - a fact indicating potential for im-
provement. For instance do the monthly reports of com-
panies C and F do not meet the needs of the managers,
especially as far as their structural overview is concerned.
Company D has complaints concerning both the content
and the kind of data reported. Moreover, the members of
the board of this company explicitly criticize that the
reports as designed by the management accounting de-
partment, do only insufficiently consider their require-
ments. Moreover, the parallel interviews held with ques-
tionnaires given to the authors of the reports makes it
clear that their assessment of the information need of the
recipients is distinctly different from the assessment of
the recipients themselves. The potentials for improve-
ment deviated from the interviews with the recipients
were largely unknown to the authors of the report, in-
stead, the authors saw other potentials for improvement
than the recipients.

importance
3 4 5 6 7
) >
7 @ graphical design
answering of questions
[ J
accuracy
6 clarity
presentation quality . .
® satisfaction of manager needs
satisfaction
. . Y Volime ® @ content of data
5 satisfaction of i
accountant’s needs @ aggregation
level of data
[ ] ([ ]
flexibility quickness
4
P annotation
A3 o

Figure 5. Importance/satisfaction matrix in relation to the monthly report of company B
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Beyond the merely corporate-specific potentials for
improvement some design aspects could be identified for
which there is a need for improvement in all or at least
most of the examined companies. This implies typical
problems regarding the reporting systems in the exam-
ined companies. In all examined companies, the assess-
ment of the annotation was “in the red” of the impor-
tance/satisfaction matrix. Further results from the ques-
tionnaires and the interviews indicate that on one hand,
an increase of the proportion of comments is requested.
On the other hand, the quality of the content of the com-
ment needs to be improved, too. A first starting point for
such improvement would be a more systematic use of
comments; ie. they should only be used for extraordi-
nary facts or situations which are also of major economic
relevance.

The features concerning the volume and graphic de-
sign, which were particularly positively evaluated in
company B, also reached high satisfaction values in all
other companies considering the importance attached to
them. In spite of the broad diversification of the volume
ranging from 5 to 295 pages, the volume seems to be
well adjusted to the subjective need of the recipients.
Also, the graphic design apparently is not an issue re-
garding the question if there should be a fixed portion of
graphics, since this varies between 0 and 42%. The au-
thors of the reports seem to have developed a good feel-
ing for the needs of the recipients.

In winding up, it can be said that the examination of
the subjective information need and in particular, the
application of the importance/satisfaction matrix as a
marketing instrument helped reveal potentials for im-
provement for the individual monthly reports that were
examined within the framework of this field study. The
results supports the assumption formulated in hypothesis
two, i.e. that the product “Monthly Report” established
by management accounting does not yet sufficiently con-
sider the needs of managers as internal clients.

4. Conclusions

The existing field study provides an overview of the cur-
rent situation of the internal monthly reporting to the
management of some selected large German companies.
The field study examined the monthly reports of seven
companies. Additionally, interviews were held in these
seven companies. Due to the limited scope of sample
inspections no universally valid statements can be made
based on these data. Nevertheless, in our opinion, the
existing study bears a large heuristic potential which
should be verified in future large-number studies. How-
ever, this approach is probably not easy to put into prac-
tice, due to the sensibility and complexity.

The field study could show that the monthly reports in
the various companies do have different designs. Possi-
ble reasons for this variability in the design could be the
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orientation of the report design towards the situation-
dependent environment, but also other factors, like a his-
torical path-dependence of the design.

However, a consequent and systematic orientation of
the report design towards the different information needs
of the recipients does apparently not exist. Within the
framework of the field study, the analysis of the subjec-
tive information need of the recipients showed that the
current design of the monthly reports deviates from the
ideal design which can be derived from the subjective
information need. It was thus possible to show corporate-
specific potentials for improvement for all companies
examined in the field study.

Moreover, some potential for improvement applying to
all companies could be ascertained for the reporting sys-
tem. The current state of annotations and comments is
particularly criticized in all examined companies. There
are various reasons that may cause difficulties for con-
trollers writing comments. It may be that controllers are
more familiar with quantitative information in the form
of numbers, thus having problems with a verbal presen-
tation of qualitative information. Moreover, the inter-
views held during the field studies also revealed that both
time pressure and a lack of insight into the operative
business to be commented make it difficult to write clear
annotations or comments.

As a resume, it can be said that the results of the stud-
ies show that the orientation of the design of manage-
ment reports towards the subjective information need of
the recipient seems to be a promising approach to reveal
potentials for improvement within the reporting system.
By means of this approach which has been derived from
this theoretical basis it was possible to show that man-
agement reports are not well-adjusted to the requirements
and needs of their recipients, and moreover, that this ap-
proach helps gaining specific clues as to how to improve
the design of a report. Also, the interviews held with both
the authors and recipients of such report made it clear
that the conception of management reports is frequently
characterized by a “trial and error” process. A systematic
communication between the authors and users concern-
ing the structure of the reports hardly takes place. Above
said supports the findings that this would be a starting
point for an improved structural design of management
reports.
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