Startupreneur Business Digital (SABDA Journal)
Vol. 5, No. 1, April 2026, pp. 14—22
E-ISSN: 2962-0260 | P-ISSN: 2962-0279, DOI:10.33050 a 14

Management Accounting as a Strategic Tool for Public
Value in the Higher Education Sector

Fandi Ahmad ") Luiz Rubio?"*’, Anandha Fitriani?
!Faculty of Engineering, Sultan Ageng Tirtayasa University, Indonesia
2[Learning Incorporation, Colombia
3Department of Data Analyst, CAI Sejahtera Indonesia, Indonesia
13331230013 @untirta.ac.id, 2luizl_bio@ilearning.co, >anandhafitriani @ gmail.com

*Corresponding Author
Article Info ABSTRACT
Article history: This study explores the role of management accounting and control systems
Submission December 01, 2025 (MACS) as conceptualized through Simons Levers of Control framework in sup-
Revised January 20, 2026 porting public value creation, contributing to the growing body of literature on
Accepted February 06, 2026 public value accounting. Adopting a mixed-method case study approach,
Published February 11, 2026 which includes document analysis and semi-structured interviews, the research

uncovers varied applications of control systems within a Dutch university of ap-
plied sciences. The findings reveal a divergence in how control mechanisms
Keywords: are utilized. Belief systems and interactive control systems are employed ex-

tensively to facilitate strategic change and support the implementation of new

MACS strategic directions. In contrast, diagnostic control systems are primarily used
Levers of Control at decentralized levels, functioning mainly as instruments to ensure compli-
Public Value Creation ance with operational and financial constraints. As such, belief and interactive
EF E controls form the core mechanisms for embedding public value considerations
1 # g within the institution’s strategic orientation, while diagnostic controls serve to

T ey regulate activities at the operational level. Additionally, although the institution

) emphasizes the importance of engaging with external stakeholders, such inter-

actions predominantly occur during the strategy formulation phase, with limited
involvement observed during interim evaluations of the strategy, thereby refin-
ing the Levers of Control framework in the context of public value creation and
demonstrating that contextual and unbalanced control configurations can effec-
tively support public value orientation in higher education.

This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.33050/sabda.v5i1.1012

This is an open-access article under the CC-BY license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)
©Authors retain all copyrights

1. INTRODUCTION

The concept of public value has become central to public administration discourse as governments
and public organizations increasingly emphasize societal impact, legitimacy, and accountability beyond narrow
efficiency metrics [1]. Despite this growing prominence, the application of public value within the accounting
domain remains relatively limited and fragmented [2]. Existing studies have predominantly approached public
value from a conceptual or normative perspective, offering important theoretical insights but providing limited
empirical evidence on how accounting systems are mobilized in practice to support public value creation [3].
Addressing this gap, the present study adopts a process oriented perspective that conceptualizes Management
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Accounting and Control Systems (MACS) not merely as instruments for measurement and reporting, but as ac-
tive organizational mechanisms that shape strategic decision-making, guide managerial behavior, and structure
ongoing processes of public value creation, particularly within higher education institutions [4, 5].

This study, focusing on universities of applied sciences in the Netherlands, is set in a post New Public
Management (NPM) environment characterized by increased performance pressures, market oriented reforms,
and demands for measurable outcomes [6]. While these reforms have increased transparency and efficiency,
they raise concerns about the potential erosion of higher education’s broader social mission [7]. Based on an
in-depth qualitative case study, the findings indicate that trust systems and interactive control systems play a
central role in embedding public value orientations such as student success, social relevance, and meaning-
ful stakeholder engagement into the organization’s strategic practices [8]. In contrast, diagnostic controls and
boundaries primarily serve as supporting constraints that protect minimum standards of quality and financial
sustainability [9]. This asymmetric configuration challenges the normative assumption of equilibrium in Si-
mons’s Levers of Control framework and suggests that the context-specific dominance of certain control levers
may be more effective in supporting public value creation in complex public sector environments [10, 11].

Therefore, this study extends the public value accounting literature by providing empirically based
insights into how MACS operates as a strategic driver in higher education organizations facing increasing ac-
countability demands and stakeholder complexity. By demonstrating how control systems can be configured to
simultaneously support strategic flexibility, institutional accountability, and social impact, this study contributes
to the ongoing debate at the intersection of management control, public sector governance, and higher educa-
tion reform [12]. The findings align with the global agenda of the Sustainable Development Goals, specifically
SDG 4 (Quality Education) through improved educational outcomes and inclusiveness, SDG 16 (Peace, Justice,
and Strong Institutions) through strengthened governance and public accountability, and SDG 17 (Partnerships
for the Goals) through sustained stakeholder engagement in the co-creation of sustainable social value.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Recent literature increasingly positions public value as a core analytical lens for understanding the
role of public organizations in addressing complex societal challenges, moving beyond performance models
oriented toward efficiency and outcomes. Contemporary studies emphasize public value as a dynamic, co-
created outcome, shaped by institutional context, stakeholder engagement, and governance arrangements [13].
In this view, public value is not simply an abstract normative goal, but an outcome that emerges through or-
ganizational processes and managerial choices [14]. Despite these conceptual advances, scholars continue to
highlight the need for empirical research demonstrating how public value is operationalized within organi-
zational systems, particularly in sectors characterized by multiple, sometimes conflicting objectives, such as
higher education [15, 16].

Recent studies in the accounting and management control literature increasingly link accounting sys-
tems to public value creation, emphasizing that accounting plays a constitutive role in shaping what is defined,
measured, and managed in public organizations. Rather than viewing accounting solely as a reporting or ac-
countability mechanism, this stream of research conceptualizes management accounting and control systems
(MACS) as a strategic infrastructure influencing priorities, organizational learning, and stakeholder dialogue.
However, empirical evidence remains limited on how MACS can be mobilized as sustainable mechanisms
for public value creation, particularly in higher education institutions facing strong accountability pressures
alongside broader societal missions such as inclusion, knowledge transfer, and social impact.

Recent studies have revisited management control frameworks to emphasize that control systems are
shaped by institutional context, governance arrangements, and societal expectations [17]. In higher education
institutions influenced by post New Public Management reforms, performance-oriented controls often priori-
tize measurable indicators such as graduation rates, research output, and financial efficiency at the expense of
broader public value objectives, including social inclusion and long-term societal impact [18]. This emphasis
creates ongoing tensions between accountability requirements and the public mission of higher education [19].
While these tensions are widely acknowledged, empirical research remains limited in explaining how man-
agement accounting and control systems (MACS) are configured and used in practice to reconcile competing
demands [20]. In particular, there is a lack of in-depth studies integrating public value theory with management
control frameworks to examine how different control configurations can actively support public value creation
in higher education institutions [21].
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3. METHOD

3.1. Dutch Universities of Applied Sciences

Higher education is organized differently across countries in some countries, it is part of the public
sector, in others the private sector, and sometimes a combination of both [22]. This is also the case in the
Netherlands, where the strategic agenda for higher education aims to be more integrated with the environment,
pursuing impact at the societal level [23]. This research focuses on one of the largest Dutch universities (UAS).
UAS is part of the Dutch higher education system [24]. Dutch higher education is a binary system, consist-
ing of research universities (14 institutions, over 290,000 students in 2018, the Vereniging van Universiteiten
[VSNU]), which focus on theory and theoretical aspects, and UAS (36 institutions, over 450,000 students, the
Vereniging Hogescholen [VH]), which focus on the application of knowledge. UAS has a triple role educating,
connecting with industry and society, and conducting research that facilitates these efforts [25]. In the UAS
quality assurance system, external bodies play a key role. Most importantly, the Accreditation Organization of
the Netherlands and Flanders (NVAO) assesses the quality of educational programs.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

This study presents an in-depth qualitative case study of Fontys University of Applied Sciences, the
second-largest university of applied sciences in the Netherlands, which operates on a large scale with more
than 45,000 students, approximately 5,000 staff members, and a broad educational portfolio comprising 75
bachelor’s programs, 28 master’s programs, and 15 diploma programs, reflecting its extensive social man-
date and strong regional embeddedness [26]. Fontys is characterized by a highly decentralized organizational
structure spread across 10 cities, creating a complex governance and control environment and making it a
particularly relevant context for examining management accounting and control practices in public higher ed-
ucation institutions [27]. A qualitative case study approach was adopted because it allows for an in-depth
understanding of how public organizations operate within complex institutional, regulatory, and social con-
texts, with data collected through document analysis (see Table 1) and semi-structured interviews to ensure
triangulation and analytical rigor [28]. Document analysis was used to provide initial contextual insights into
strategic documents, governance structures, and formal control mechanisms, as well as to complement the
empirical findings, thereby enabling a comprehensive exploration of how management accounting and control
systems are designed and used in practice to support strategic decision-making and public value creation in a
large, decentralized higher education institution [29, 30].

Table 1. Case Study Context: Profile of Fontys University of Applied Sciences

Aspect Description

Case organization Fontys University of Applied Sciences

Country The Netherlands

Type of institution Public University of Applied Sciences

Size of institution Second-largest university of applied sciences in the Netherlands
Number of students Over 45,000

Number of employees Approximately 5,000

Academic programs offered 75 bachelor’s programs, 28 master’s programs, and 15 diploma programs
Organizational structure Decentralized

Geographic dispersion Located across 10 cities

Research approach Qualitative single-case study

Data collection methods Document analysis and semi-structured interviews

Purpose of document analysis  Preparation for interviews and generation of complementary insights

Table 1 summarizes the context of the case study organization, Fontys University of Applied Sci-
ences, highlighting its size, scope, and structural complexity. With over 45,000 students, approximately 5,000
employees, and operations across 10 cities, Fontys represents a large and decentralized public organization,
making it a suitable case for examining the use of management accounting and control systems in a complex
institutional environment. The table also outlines the research design and data collection methods, showing
that a qualitative single-case study was conducted using document analysis and semi structured interviews,
with document analysis serving to inform the interviews and provide complementary empirical insights.
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Table 2. Overview of Interviewees

Category Role/Position Organizational Level Number
Internal stakeholders Executive board members Central 3
Internal stakeholders Directors/senior managers Central 4
Internal stakeholders Program managers/department heads Decentralized 5
Internal stakeholders Controllers/support staff Central & decentralized 3
External stakeholders Industry/societal partners External 2

Total 17

Table 2 summarizes the profile of the 17 interviewees included in this study, comprising both inter-
nal and external stakeholders. Internal participants represented multiple organizational levels, ranging from
executive board members and senior managers at the central level to program managers, department heads,
and controllers at decentralized units. This diversity enabled the analysis of variations in the use of manage-
ment accounting and control systems (MACS) across hierarchical levels. In addition, external stakeholders
such as industry and societal partners were included to incorporate perspectives beyond the organization and to
strengthen triangulation in examining public value creation.

Table 3. Overview of Interview Protocol

Theme Focus of Questions Illustrative Topics

Strategic developments Strategic orientation and change Public value ambitions, post-NPM context

Public value framing Understanding of public value Societal contribution, educational mission

MACS usage Use of control systems Belief, boundary, diagnostic, interactive controls
MACS and public value Role of MACS in value creation Strategic alignment, enabling or constraining effects
Stakeholder involvement Engagement processes Internal and external stakeholder participation
Evaluation and control Monitoring and assessment Performance indicators, feedback practices

Table 3 presents an overview of the semi-structured interview protocol applied in this study. The ques-
tions were structured around key themes, including strategic developments, public value orientation, the use
of management accounting and control systems (MACS), stakeholder involvement, and evaluation practices.
This structure ensured a systematic examination of how control mechanisms are used to support public value
creation. The protocol was aligned with public value theory and the Levers of Control framework, allowing
for comparability across interviews while retaining flexibility to capture context-specific insights. This design
supports the rigor and consistency of the qualitative analysis.

4. RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Presenting findings on strategic developments, followed by a discussion of the control framework
[31]. This is followed by the discussion of the role of stakeholders in strategy implementation and evaluation.
Strategic Developments to explore which developments play a role in determining strategy, therefore, objec-
tives to rank their importance,The number of respondents mentioning these developments and the number of
citations addressing these issues were counted (see Table 1). A distinction was then made between respondents
and citations at the central and regional levels. Flexibility and practice-based research emerged as the most
frequently raised issues. Flexibility refers to the provision of more personalized and adaptable learning paths,
which differ substantially from the fixed educational programs typically offered by UAS. Although much of the
information reported by management is qualitative in nature, a considerable amount of quantitative information
is also available [32, 33]. Continuous information is provided to managers at the central and regional levels
using PowerBI. PowerBI includes information on budget utilization and indicators indicating the level of study
success achieved. Financial information has been processed down to the team level, and this also applies to
information on student progress, which can be viewed by group and location [34].

Financial reports are reviewed monthly by the control department. If further discussion is needed be-
tween central management and decentralized units, Table 2 shows that only 12 of the 17 respondents explicitly
mentioned diagnostic controls, which primarily relate to financial indicators (budget and number of person-
nel) and basic performance indicators such as dropout rates. Meeting these minimum standards is considered
a crucial prerequisite for “getting the basics right,” as failure to do so would alter the nature of management
control [35]. Indicators related to accreditation, NVAO regulations, and educational quality are also consid-
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ered fundamental, but the primary focus remains on meeting core operational conditions to ensure stakeholder
value expectations. Therefore, these indicators are integrated into the control system to monitor compliance
with quality criteria, resulting in significant reliance on MACS, including in the context of quality agreements
with the Ministry of Education [36]. In contrast, boundary controls are discussed much more limitedly and
primarily relate to risk and decentralization. Budget constraints are seen as an important mechanism for main-
taining focus and resource allocation, although the degree of emphasis on financial controls varies across units.
Furthermore, the audit unit acts as a third line of defense by conducting thematic audits that support quality as-
surance [37]. Overall, diagnostic control and boundary control are closely intertwined, with meeting minimum
quality standards and financial standing understood as prerequisites for achieving strategic objectives [38].

Empirical analysis shows that specific management accounting tools play a direct role in creating
public value. The use of PowerBI enables financial monitoring and performance studies, as well as early
identification of student failure risks, thus supporting public value in educational success and inclusiveness.
Budget reports and education quality indicators serve as diagnostic mechanisms to ensure compliance with
accreditation and core quality standards, which are prerequisites for achieving broader societal impact [39].
These findings confirm that the contribution of management accounting and control systems (MACS) to public
value is operational and integrated into everyday organizational practices. The Levers of Control framework
is used as an analytical lens to demonstrate that asymmetric control configurations can effectively support
a public value orientation [40]. In the case study, trust systems and interactive controls form the primary
strategic logic, while diagnostic and boundary controls serve as supporting mechanisms that establish minimum
performance and quality thresholds [41]. This configuration challenges the normative assumption of Simons’
equilibrium and highlights that the selective dominance of certain levers, influenced by the institutional context
and stakeholder demands, can enhance local flexibility but also pose risks to institutional accountability if not
consciously managed [42].

Refining the Levers of Control
in Public Value Context

Belief Systems Interactive Controls

Shared Vision & Values Stakeholder Dialogue
& Innovation

\ Creation

Diagnostic Controls Boundary Controls

Performance Metrics & Reports Compliance & Limits

Asymmetric Configuration: Strategic Emphasis
on Belief & Interactive Controls

Figure 1. Integrating MACS for Enhanced Stakeholder Engagement

This figure 1 illustrates how management accounting and control systems (MACS) function as oper-
ational mechanisms in the process of creating public value through stakeholder engagement. Internal perfor-
mance data such as that generated through PowerBI and budget reports is used not only for internal control
purposes but also serves as a critical input in ongoing dialogue with external stakeholders. Feedback from
surveys, community forums, and stakeholder interactions is then integrated back into the management account-
ing system to assess social impacts, such as student success and the institution’s contribution to society. This
cyclical process emphasizes that MACS acts as an enabling infrastructure that connects transparency, adaptabil-
ity, and public accountability, thus supporting the sustainable creation of public value within higher education
organizations.
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Figure 2. Refining the Levers of Control in Public Value Context

This figure 2 presents a refinement of Simons’ Levers of Control (LoC) framework in the context
of public value creation. Rather than assuming a normative balance between levers, the figure demonstrates
an asymmetrical and contextual control configuration, where belief systems and interactive controls are the
primary drivers of public value creation through shared vision formation, strategic dialogue, and stakeholder-
involved innovation. Meanwhile, diagnostic and boundary controls serve as supporting mechanisms that estab-
lish minimum performance standards, compliance, and operational boundaries. This configuration emphasizes
that in public sector organizations, the effectiveness of management control is not determined by the formal
balance between levers, but rather by the organization’s ability to adapt the use of controls to the public value
orientation and the complexity of stakeholder demands.

5. MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The findings of this study indicate that leaders and managers in public higher education institutions
need to position belief systems and interactive control systems as the primary mechanisms for integrating
public value orientation into managerial practices. Clear articulation of the vision, mission, and public values,
supported by strategic dialogue across organizational levels, enables public values to be internalized in daily
decision-making and not merely at the symbolic level. Thus, MACS serves as a means of organizational
learning and strategic alignment, not merely as a tool of administrative control.

The results also indicate that the effectiveness of control in the higher education context does not
depend on the balanced application of all control levers, but rather on a contextual and adaptive control config-
uration. The dominance of belief and interactive controls can productively support innovation, responsiveness,
and public value creation, as long as diagnostic and boundary controls are designed as enabling constraints
that ensure educational quality, financial accountability, and regulatory compliance. These implications en-
courage managers to reflectively adapt the design and use of MACS to institutional complexity and stakeholder
demands, rather than rigidly following normative control models.

The differences in the use of control between central and decentralized levels highlight the importance
of strengthening coordination and learning mechanisms across organizational levels. Central management
needs to ensure that performance information, strategic learning, and input from decentralized units can be
consolidated without compromising the local autonomy necessary for educational innovation. Furthermore,
expanding external stakeholder involvement in the strategy evaluation phase will strengthen the legitimacy
and social relevance of institutional policies, while enhancing the organization’s capacity to create sustainable
public value.
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6. CONCLUSION

By examining in-depth the interplay between governance structures, post New Public Management
(NPM) policy logics, and managerial control configurations, this study provides conceptual insights relevant
for further research in other higher education contexts, including research universities or higher education
systems in countries with different regulatory regimes. While the findings are contextual and not intended to be
directly generalized, the study’s primary contribution lies in enriching the theoretical and analytical framework
that can be tested, compared, and refined through future cross-case studies.

This study uses Simons’ Levers of Control (LoC) framework to analyze how management accounting
and control systems (MACS) are used as public value creation tools. While Simons’ model emphasizes the
importance of balancing the four levers of control belief, interactive, diagnostic, and boundary controls the
empirical findings indicate that the use of control at the university of applied sciences studied is unbalanced
but contextual. Belief systems and interactive controls serve as primary strategic mechanisms in strategy for-
mulation, implementation, and learning, while diagnostic and boundary controls are primarily used as basic
prerequisites to ensure educational quality and adequate financial performance. These findings also emphasize
the importance of distinguishing between centralized and decentralized control practices and understanding
MACS as a complementary control package.

Furthermore, this study challenges normative assumptions about the balance of controls by demon-
strating that in public value oriented public sector organizations, control effectiveness depends on the selec-
tive dominance of certain levers tailored to the institutional context and stakeholder demands. Diagnostic
and boundary controls act as enabling constraints, while belief and interactive controls encourage innovation,
learning, and strategic alignment. These findings align with the ambidexterity literature and recent meta-studies
showing that diagnostic controls often serve as boundary conditions. Furthermore, this study emphasizes the
importance of stakeholder engagement in strategy formulation and evaluation, given that higher education cre-
ates public value at multiple levels and for diverse actors, and the legitimacy and effectiveness of strategies are
highly dependent on such participatory processes.
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