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Putting the Subjective Experience  
of Management Accounting Information Systems  

back into Organization Research:  
A Contribution Based on Michel Henry’s Phenomenology 

 
Abstract 
As yet, very little research has shown how people actually and subjectively experience Management 

Accounting Systems. Based on Omega case study, a French retailing company specializing in the 

distribution of luxury goods at airports, this paper describes through a phenomenological posture how 

MAS are experienced by different stakeholders with commonalities and differences. In fact, MAS 

appear as a specific way of making selected phenomena be experienced in a specific abstract way 

(Husserl), and within the horizon of time (Heidegger). Yet, in line with Michel Henry’s phenomenology, 

we will also expound some subjective perceptions. Within the context of this case study, we point out 

that the subjects account for the forecasting process they live, catching different available theories 

and/or referring to lived experience. In every case we relate the tension between subjective and lived 

experience and management by abstraction. As Henry asserts it: structures determine the subject’s 

experience but the living being over determines structures. 
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Résumé 
Peu de recherches ont, à ce jour, montré comment les personnes concernées vivent subjectivement 

les systèmes d’information de contrôle. Cet article, s’appuyant sur une étude de cas réalisée chez 

Omega, une compagnie française distribuant des articles de luxe dans les aéroports, montre à partir 

d’une posture phénoménologique que les managers et contrôleurs de gestion ont des façons fort 

différentes d’appréhender et de vivre les systèmes d’information de contrôle. Ces systèmes 

conduisent pourtant à des façons communes de percevoir la réalité: abstraction de celle-ci dans des 

tableaux de chiffres, structuration des processus de contrôle dans des horizons temporaires partagés 

(cf. Husserl et Heidegger). Mais la phénoménologie de la vie de Michel Henry nous permet de rendre 

compte d’une diversité de postures dans un cadre pourtant identique : jeu politique, négociation, 

primat de l’expérience… En effet, dit Henry, si les structures sont déterminantes, l’individu vivant les 

surdétermine par son propre style.  

Mots-clés 
Systèmes d’Information, Systèmes de contrôle, Subjectivité, Michel Henry, Phénoménologie. 

 



 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

There is a close but problematic relationship between phenomenology and Management Accounting 

Systems (MAS). Phenomenological studies try to answer the following question: how do things, 

events, human beings, appear to us? From a phenomenological perspective, MAS, which are 

designed to inform people, play an active role in this process of making events appear to us. Relating 

to Husserl we will argue in this article, that being at the very centre of management practices, MAS 

build numerical and monetary abstract models of reality. But this raises serious questions for it is 

indeed a very specific way of making events appear to us, a way through which managerial knowledge 

and action are derived. We will therefore examine the following questions: 1) what kinds of common 

constraints, attitudes, do such systems based on abstract reality impose on the people living with them 

but also living in the real world? 2) what kind of relationship between the various people involved - top 

management, controllers, operational managers - do such systems generate? 3) Is a personal life still 

possible or not under such a formalized and abstract way of making events appear?  

 

In order to answer such questions, we will argue with Husserl, in the first part of this paper, that MAS 

is part of a global epistemic western trend related to Galileo and Descartes. Here, reality is seen 

through abstract models and figures which ignore the singular properties of real-world and, by deriving 

action from this ignorance, run the risk of losing all sense of reason (in the sense of being connected 

with the life-world). Heidegger’s perspective will enable us to show that Management Accounting 

Systems are specific tools which create “Differences” through which events can appear. In this sense 

they are a specific way to “inform” people and consequently to determine their way of taking action.  

 

In the second part of this paper, we provide the empirical evidence for this article through an in-depth 

empirical field study of OMEGA1, a French retailing company specializing in the distribution of luxury 

goods at airports. We will learn from controllers and operational managers how they do actually 

experience their relationship to the MAS, specifically through the forecasting procedure: a two-step 

procedure which makes events appear through a very clear “Difference”: first by objectifying the 

intended performance of a given operational business unit and then, by comparing the actual results 

with the forecasted ones. Then, because Husserl and Heidegger phenomenologies do not allow us to 

relate the diversity of experiencing MAS, our specific contribution will be to develop Henry’s material 

phenomenology.  

 

                                                      
1 All company and individuals’ names have been changed 

 3 



 

We will explain and argue with Henry’s material phenomenology that such systems may deeply affect 

people subjected to them, and yet, as singular life is always subjective, it may over-determine this 

existential situation in which people are thrown into. We will then be able to argue phenomenologically 

why different way of experiencing MAS are possible. Furthermore we will follow Henry who explicits 

how economic abstraction (that which comes from the figures of Management Accounting Systems) 

makes a singular inversion possible: the optimization of the abstract measure (the exchange value) is 

a substitute for the prescription rooted in experienced life.  

 

 

I) MAS AND PHENOMENOLOGY, CONCEPTUAL APPROACHES 

Review of literature: non-positivistic approaches to control 

Non positivistic strands of academic literature on Management Accounting Systems have profoundly 

contributed to our current understanding of management accounting impacts on organizations. We 

have learned that far from unbiased representations of reality, MAS display constructed information 

largely influenced by the objectives of dominant groups of interest (Luft, 1997; Lambert & Spoonem 

2003; Nabet 2000). MAS are said in particular to increase transparency in organizations (Ogden, 

1997), impose interpretative frames that delimit the “facts” constitutive of the organization (Bloomfield 

and Vudurbakis, 1997; Lascoumes & Le Galès, 2004), over simplify practices to increase coherency, 

and determine to a large extent local practices by imposing criteria defined centrally (Courpasson, 

2000). Combined with IT, accounting becomes a colonizing force threatening to ‘delinguistify’ the 

public realm (Power and Laughlin, 1992). Numerous conceptual frameworks have been mobilized to 

account for the impacts of using MAS in organizations. To name but a few, some authors refer to 

Giddens’ structuration theory (see for example Roberts, 1990; Boland, 1993a), others to Foucault’s 

works on “archaeology” or “Discipline and Power” (Hopwood, 1987; Miller and O’Leary, 1987 and 

1993), or to Latourian “sociology of translation” (Ogden, 1997). As mentioned by Baxter and Chua 

(2003), major achievements of alternative strands of academic literature on Management Accounting 

Systems are “a critique of means-end reasoning”, “a critique of the real”, a critique of “accounting 

impotence”, of “accounting change”, and of “the bodiless forms of management accounting practice”. 

Although we acknowledge the importance and relevance of these hindsight, the academic literature 

presented in this literature review insists to a large extent on the normative and prescriptive 

dimensions of MAS and rarely reports the specific experience of individuals subjected to such 

systems. In addition to the pressure exerted by MAS on every employees, it is possible to study how  
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subjects experience it. This precisely will be our specific interest using phenomenology throughout this 

article.  

 

MAS, control and phenomenology  

According to Chandler (1977) and Lorino (1991), the Dupont de Nemours (Alfred, Coleman and Peter) 

developed between 1904 and 1910 all the basics for management accounting and control that would 

progressively become common to all modern corporations over the 20th century. Innovations, such as 

indirect cost allocation, made it possible to calculate the first ROI leading to the visible hand of the 

managers taking over the invisible hand of the market. All three brothers, who graduated from MIT and 

were familiar with scientific management, set up the rules of sound economic management inspired by 

scientific reasoning. Lorino argues that such management principles, along with the assessment of 

each individual’s work performance, turn the firm into a one-dimensional numerical and monetary 

quantification. Later, Anthony (1965) will further formalize the concepts and methodologies applied to 

management and control in order to drive the firm according to top management strategies. 

 

Through phenomenology we learn that this mix between scientific rationality, monetary aspects, and a 

form of power over the social structure is not a random development: it is deeply rooted into a general 

trend of Western episteme whose genealogy can be traced. Referring to Husserl, we will now discuss 

the birth of modern scientific thinking and some of its consequences.  

 

Husserl and the mathematization of knowledge and action 

In The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (1936 translated 1970) 

Husserl traces back to Galileo the emergence of a “theoretical logical praxis” disconnected from “our 

bodily  way of living” (1970:50): subjectively experiencing qualities of the world we live in. According to 

Husserl, “Immediately with Galileo, then, begins the surreptitious substitution of idealized nature for 

prescientifically intuited nature” (1970: 49-50). Knowledge is no longer bound to the uniqueness of 

situations, but sees the world through a prism of idealized forms and geometric models. The real 

world, the everyday life-world which we perceive subjectively through the senses is substituted by a 

geometric and mathematical world which is perceived as the life-world. Now, the world of real life is 

‘dressed up’ in a “garb of symbols of the symbolic mathematical theories”(1970: 51). Consequently, 

the act of knowledge is no longer aimed at the world of real life but at the pursuit of geometric shapes 

and mathematical formulae; thus the development of knowledge is effectively the pursuit of perfection 

embodied in pure geometric shapes (or Limit-shapes). 
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This theory of knowledge consequently gives rise to a theory of action. Instead of the real praxis – one 

concerned with empirical reality, we are now faced with an ideal praxis, “of ‘pure thinking’ which 

remains exclusively within the realm of pure Limit-shapes”(1970: 26). Knowing the mathematical 

equation of these limit-shapes and models allows us to calculate, and thus to predict:  

“If one has the formulae, one already possesses, in advance, the practically desired prediction of 

what is to be expected with empirical certainty in the intuitively given world of concretely actual life, 

in which mathematics is merely a special form of praxis.”(1970: 43).  

 
Thanks to this anticipation, the action can be carried into real life. Here, the perfection of the action is 

justified by the exactness of the calculation. Thus, as Husserl points out, with this new praxis we attain 

“what is denied us in empirical praxis: ‘exactness’”(1970: 27). Consequently, the achievement which is 

decisive for life is “mathematization, with its realized formulae,” (1970: 43) - the decisive end result 

being that the notion of truth is completely overturned. Exact knowledge and action as measured by 

rational calculation, expresses, through calculation, the exactness of means (as opposed to error) with 

respect to the objective. This exact knowledge replaces true knowledge and actions as created by 

reason, expressing the truth of the subject’s intention (in his community) with respect to the sense to 

give to action (1970: 12-13). After all, what is an integrated software program (or an e-something 

software program)? A pure Limit-shape designed to control action, by enabling its user’s confidence to 

act according to abstract, optimized efficiency.  

 

However, as Husserl points out, the logical consequence of this perspective, accepted since Galileo, 

is that it leaves no room for life. This objective science forces reality into a mould of mathematical 

logic, and thus, if it takes over the whole domain of knowledge, is in danger of creating a world in 

which life and the subjective body are pointless and irrelevant. In other words, human activity, when 

subjected to the idealized process, may become lifeless activity.  

“In his view of the world from the perspective of geometry, the perspective of what appears to the 

senses and is mathematizable, Galileo abstracts from the subjects as persons leading a personal 

life; he abstracts from all that is in any way spiritual, from all cultural properties which are attached 

to things in human praxis” (1970: 60). 

 

Thus, following this Husserlian critic of the extension of scientific rationality to all domains of life, we 

can infer that MAS are, in modern organizations one of the privileged media for managers to 

“mathematize” reality with a risk of losing contact with the experience of the real world and creating a 

lifeless activity. Moreover, according to Husserl, knowledge derives from a specific intentionality. Here 

this intentionality, according to mainstream management views, is related to specific strategic goals 

previously elaborated by a “free decision maker”. 
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MAS and Heideggers’ phenomenology 

Heidegger’s phenomenology extents Husserl’s answer to the question on how things appear to us. 

Heidegger views human subject as a Dasein (being there) opened to the world in a pre-reflexive way, 

a Dasein who is thrown-into-the-world and relates to it as “ready to hand” or “not ready to hand”. In 

which specific way does a Dasein perceive the word? According to Heidegger (see §7 Sein und Zeit, 

1962), to appear is to take place under the horizon of visibility where everything can become visible. 

This means that before something appears, a horizon of visibility has to appear. Thus, Heidegger 

argues that what makes a phenomenon a phenomenon is the “Difference” between the external 

horizon and the external thing. Thus, according to Heidegger, any phenomenon is a difference 

appearing from outside, within the light of the world. Hence, in our understanding, MAS appears as the 

necessary horizon of visibility managers as Da-sein create. It is a phenomenological way for them to 

put certain information relevant to their being in the world condition under full light. This means to 

present information (actual figures) and to create a difference between this information and the 

horizon (forecasts). 

 

Building on Heidegger’s phenomenology, Introna suggests that the manager’s context of action is 

precisely their world of reference. Managers’ horizon of visibility is the source of the difference through 

which information is given sense (1997). When this horizon or this world becomes uncertain and is 

broken, they are consequently no longer able to make sense of information. They have “to rely on 

personal dialogue to interpret it”. Indeed, hermeneutically rich language and daily conversations 

embedded in “local logic” are the only way to restore meaning. Meaning then comes from a 

“Difference” against a restored horizon2, enabling decision making to happen. To some authors 

explicitly referring to hermeneutics, middle management such as accountants can help restoring a 

common horizon being “inventive creators of meaning” through surprising and unexpected ways of 

using MAS (Boland, 1993b). 

Relating to Heidegger’s phenomenology, Ilharco (2003), argues that information is generally not 

meant for reflexivity but for adaptive pre-reflexive action. It is the role of MAS to present information at 

manager’s hand (or perhaps it would be more accurate to say at manager’s sight). Ilharco argues then 

that information is not only what “inward-forms” senses, as Boland suggests, but what informs actions. 

It therefore makes sense that controllers are experts concerned with facilitating a common 

understanding of models that allow for daily activities to be carried out without too much pressure from 

the models. But, as suggested by Bromwich and Hopwood (1986), the major challenge for them is to 

satisfy both the demand for information relevant to the strategic expectations of top management and 

local needs for daily decision-making activities.  

 

                                                      
2 Such horizons may take the form of common world of reference or organization’s identity.  
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From the Heideggerian perspective it appears that MAS are not only conceptual and abstract models, 

but also “ready to hand” tools given to people. Managers and controllers are not reflective practitioners 

at a distance but involved “Dasein”, always “already thrown” into the world (Introna, 1997). Let’s now 

illustrate our point using an empirical case study.  

 

 

II) CASE STUDY 

Methodology 

Phenomenology is a corpus of philosophical thinking devoted to the following question: how do things 

and beings appear to us? It is also a methodology for investigation. Although we choose not to abide 

by all the aspects of a phenomenological methodology, Husserl’s influence has certainly inspired us in 

our research in many ways. We have therefore tried to discover the main structuring elements of the 

MAS. With reference to Husserl’s concept of “epoche”, we have attempted to put aside the 

perspectives we hitherto took for granted and our previous understanding in order to identify the 

common lived experience shared by employees faced with management control and MAS. 

Phenomenological reduction, applied to the common experience of MAS and to its invariant patterns, 

helped us to understand how every one, through MAS, develops a particular relationship to action, 

abstract knowledge, and anticipation. 

Omega 

OMEGA is a subsidiary of a multinational company listed on the Paris Stock Exchange. For a long 

time it has specialized in travel retail, selling products such as perfume, cosmetics, spirits and tobacco 

- duty free or not - in shops located in airport terminals. With the help of more than 1200 employees, 

OMEGA runs over 100 sales points at French airports. For each airport terminal, OMEGA has 

appointed an operational manager who, as far as budgets and financial results are concerned, work 

with a management controller based at the headquarters. All airport terminals share a common MAS 

to forecast future activities and report actual results to the headquarters.  

 

Although our 34 interviews had initially been conducted for a different study concerning the 

coordination processes between parent companies and subsidiaries, part of this material proved to be 

particularly valuable to illustrate our present topic. Furthermore, it guarantees that all comments 

concerning the MAS have neither been artificially suggested nor given particular emphasis while 
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conducting the interviews. In this case study, we will focus on the experiences of 3 categories of 

workers (controllers, top managers and operational managers) referring to the MAS in their budgeting 

activities. To keep the article at a reasonable length, we have decided to consider only 9 out of the 34 

interviews (cf. figure 1). We personally conducted all the interviews. We also choose to focus on a 

single type of budgeting exercise called “forecast”. To be more specific in our presentation and avoid 

generalization, we only present here forecasts and their consequences on performance appraisal. 

Forecasts happen four times a year, when all managers are asked to estimate their future sales over 

the coming 12 months. Simultaneously, management controllers are working on expected costs. All 

the data is then collected and processed into the MAS to obtain an overall picture of future profits.  

 
 
 

Operational relationship 

Hierarchical relationship 

Mike,  
Controller 3 

Michel, 
Manager 3b 

 

Mark, 
Manager 3a 

Sam, 
Manager 1 

John, Chief Financial Officer 

Janet, Controller 2 
Muriel, 
Controller 1 

Judith 
Manager 2 

MAS 

Barry, Chief Executive Officer 
 Boardroom 

Management (or « Top 
Management »)  

Management 
Control (or 
« Controllers ») 
 

Operational 
Management (or 
« Managers ») 
 

Figure1: relationships considered in this article 

 

MAS and Forecasts: rediscovering Husserl’s and Heidegger’s views 

Managing through pure limit shapes 

The MAS and the current forecast procedures in place in OMEGA were designed and implemented 

simultaneously about two years ago. The Chief Financial Officer had been asked by the Executive 

Committee to set up a new MAS for the company with two major objectives. First, all financial 

information was to be dealt with as quickly as possible to communicate financial results to the market 
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on a monthly basis within three to five days after closure day. Secondly, the new MAS had to increase 

controllers’ confidence in their forecasts of future achievements in order to communicate reliable 

estimates every trimester to investors and to support top management decision making processes. 

Both objectives were of course already partially met by existing IS, but the point was officially to save 

time  and ensure greater precision. To benefit from the infrastructure in place in the company, the 

CFO decided that the new MAS would combine the existing ERP with a new data mining software 

which collects and analyses actual financial data as well as projections.  Both the top executives and 

the CFO’s intention is to provide shareholders with a permanently updated “horizon of visibility” 

against which they can assess actual achievements in order to maintain (or not) their confidence in 

their investments in OMEGA. 

 

To account for the specific aspects of the travel retail industry, the CFO decided that all simulations 

would be based on the same two “easy to handle” indicators commonly used to analyse actual sales. 

Every OMEGA employee, regardless of his position, from the newly-hired sales person to the 

President, is to focus on the “Sales Per Passenger” (SPP) and the “Passenger Traffic” indicators on 

their particular area. The SPP indicator is simply the average amount spent in OMEGA boutiques per 

passenger. To reflect the extreme diversity of airport customers, different SPP indicators are 

calculated for each flight nationality and product family. Russian, Japanese and Italian customers, who 

all have different purchasing habits, are therefore characterized by different SPP for tobacco, alcohol, 

perfumes, hi-fi, etc. Theoretically, all sales forecasts are then obtained asking operational managers 

for their estimations of future SPPs. Airline companies provide their estimations of traffic:  

Expected SPP (nationality X / Product type Y) * expected Traffic (nationality X) = expected Sales 

(X/Y) 

 

In Husserl’s terminology, “sales forecasts” are limit shapes defined by a simple formula. Thanks to this 

formula and through mathematization, OMEGA only needs to collect estimations from its employees 

and partners to obtain a picture of future results with the same detail level as actual ones. Abstract 

models and mathematical representations are to stand for intuitive knowledge of the situations: they 

are pure abstractions reflecting ideal future developments. Concerning abstract models, corporate 

management is in a position to supervise complex and various activities at a distance by comparing 

figures. A phenomenological understanding of the situation makes it clear that at boardroom level, 

abstract models and mathematical representations stand for intuitive knowledge of the situations. The 

MAS gives explicit expressions of managers’ “retentions” and “protentions” (Husserl, 1970) under the 

form of “past” and “future results” displayed on charts and screens that structure a time horizon and 

give meaning to actual figures (cf. figure 2). Forecasts provide top managers, always already thrown 

into the world  as well as thrown into time (as Heidegger says), with a stable set of reference, an 

horizon of visibility against which to assert actual results.  
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Figure 2:exemple of a reporting chart and its phenomenological interpretation 
 
 
A major development of the MAS is to set up the conditions to reveal the origin of the numerous 

differences that are bound to happen between projected figures and actual results. A major peculiarity 

of travel retail is the constant changes in the client population due to flight transfers from one terminal 

to another. Consequently, no clientele remains stable over more than a few months and no forecast is 

therefore reliable unless it is possible to estimate the impact of transferring a flight from one terminal to 

another. Prior to the new MAS, forecasts were known per terminal only and most differences were 

explained by changes in passenger traffic and the forecasts were outdated as soon as they were 

validated. Now, using SPP ratios in connection with passenger traffic right from the forecast 

procedure, every time a flight is transferred from one terminal to another, so are the expected sales 

attributed to it. All “discrepancies” between forecasts and actual sales at a terminal (revealed by 

phenomenological differences in the eyes of the managers) are then likely to be precisely attributed 

either to changes in traffic - for which OMEGA is largely dependent on the airlines and the airport 

company - or to changes in the SPP - for which sales people and managers are held responsible. If 

changes in the number or the nationality of passengers do not explain variations in sales, then this can 

be attributed to operational managers’ sales actions. SPP is the ratio that reveals what are considered 

“true” performances within a horizon made up of forecasts figures. When discrepancies between 

actual results and forecasts are noticed, top managers know at once towards which operational 

manager to ask for more information and set up action plans.  
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« To me, management accounting charts make it possible to assess our achievements against the 

objectives we committed ourselves to. Depending on the look of the trend, we ask (operationals) 

for special action plans to tackle the situation.  » (Barry, CEO) 

 

MAS and forecasts as a horizon 

As already mentioned, forecasts are not  designed for internal use only. It is all the more important for 

OMEGA executives to keep variations between forecasts and actual results at a minimum as they are 

regularly communicated to existing and potential investors. Top managers, who are the shareholders’ 

interfaces  in the company, therefore pay attention to the demands of these important partners 

showing a great deal of concern about future results and actual achievements. Above all, investors are 

put off by any unexpected variations in results. By making the systematic comparison between 

forecasts and achievements explicit, the MAS as a tool for comparison is therefore a relay of the 

dominant logic of financial markets. It is a horizon with the explicit intention to satisfy the demand for 

accountability. Therefore, not only do the forecasts need to reflect OMEGA’s potential growth, but they 

also need to satisfy shareholders’ expectations. Forecast objectives mirror shareholders’ expectations 

and turn them into a permanent concern for top managers (as important as the management strategy) 

who constantly refer to the forecasts as a relevant picture of the desired position to be achieved.  

“To me, good forecasts are the ones that meet the shareholders’ expectations and that are 

consistent with the company’s strategy in terms of costs and profits perspectives”.(Barry, CEO) 

 

MAS and forecasts as a way to subordinate reality to abstraction 

Top managers are very tempted, in order to suit shareholders’ expectations, to arbitrarily modify the 

forecasts regardless of the operational situation. Theoretically, boardroom managers are recipients of 

forecasts as prepared by operational staff and controllers. If figures are not considered good enough, 

they may ask managers for action plans. The impact of the action plans is then to be asserted 

financially by controllers and incorporated into the forecasts. The time sequence is important: first the 

plan, then the impact on forecasted figures. Conversely, top managers usually change the figures 

directly, leaving it to the operational managers and controllers to find action plans that will meet their 

demand. Real operational management is doomed to giving a representation of itself that satisfies the 

shareholder’s dominant representation of “good management” (Roberts and Scapens, 1985) i.e. to 

deliver, year after year, steadily increasing profits. It has to abide by a “style of accountability” (Ahrens, 

1996) with a focus on steady growing profits3. Ideally, no unexpected variations, either upward or 

downward, are to be shown in the accounts. In the eyes of top managers, the MAS is a tool which 

                                                      
3 The notion of  “styles of accountability” is developed by Ahrens and finds its origin in the alignment between discourse and 

local practices at a national level. 
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should be not a reflection of operational managers “feelings” about future results but an ideal image 

the company should have of itself. 

 

A second consequence of the explicit and permanent comparison between actual results and 

expected ones is to hold each operational manager responsible for achieving his forecasts. This is not 

imposed by force but forecasts become the basis for large-scale incentive programmes. Forecasts are 

therefore central to most rewards and blame policies in the company: meeting forecast is more 

important than exceeding them or managing activities with realism. Every month, the MAS displays the 

actual results and forecasts next to each other, thereby highlighting the discrepancies which are to be 

explained by controllers in liaison with operational managers. 

 

Controllers as servants of abstraction with little autonomy 

Although the distinction between “operational” and “boardroom” managers may seem obvious from the 

beginning, it requires further explanation in order to point out that it refers to two different worlds. All 

boardroom managers sit at the executive committee and have offices at the headquarters. But more 

specifically, boardroom managers also share the habit of working on representations of the firm’s 

activities, rather than on the activities themselves. It is commonly accepted that due to the extreme 

complexity of the daily activities and of the huge perimeter they supervise, top managers are highly 

dependent on abstract management, essentially working with boards, figures, charts and screens, at 

the risk of losing contact with reality (Rosanas and Velilla, 2005). Operational managers are on the 

contrary mainly concerned with the actual practices in their shops and spend most of their time at the 

sales points,  checking inventory levels, observing clients, negotiating with suppliers, and so on and so 

forth. Although most of them do also refer to representations of their activities, operational managers 

are more focused on customer satisfaction, workforce management and inventory levels. On the other 

hand, boardroom managers are struggling to cut down costs and inventories, increase profits, allocate 

resources in the best way, and secure shareholders’ long-term commitment. The two “worlds” are 

clearly not mutually independent and yet, the mediation between empirical situations as experienced 

on site and their representations in the minds of top executives (with the help of the account given in 

the MAS), is not straightforward. Controllers are the only interface for both top managers and 

operational managers. We will now study how they bridge the gap between the two worlds, despite 

having limited room for manoeuvre. 

 

All controllers and managers share the same MAS as a common tool to build forecasts. Most of the 

procedures necessary for managers and controllers to prepare a forecast “the OMEGA way” are 

included in the programme. All the information required as well as all the templates, reports, and files 

that will contribute to the forecasts are listed in the MAS and cannot be changed easily. MAS is not 

just a support tool but is designed in such a way that it is compulsory to use the same methodology 

throughout the company. All information flowing from an operational level to boardroom management 
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is “translated” by controllers into memos or reporting charts on screens or on paper with specific 

layouts. In the end, all variations in sales must be reducible to variations either in traffic or in SPP. The 

mission (forecasts) and the tool (MAS) conspire to reduce controllers’ autonomy by defining the 

conditions of their collaboration with top managers and operational managers. 

 

Controllers and conflicting horizons 

Controllers are also deeply affected by the conflicting roles of forecasts. Controllers are experts in 

modelling operational activities but are also forced to take the strategies of top management into 

account. Top managers are not merely passive recipients of forecasts made between managers and 

controllers: they do have their say concerning future results. Based on the account given by controllers 

of the operational reasons explaining such and such an estimate, adjustments can be taken. Some 

hypotheses proposed by controllers and operational managers can be considered either too optimistic 

or too conservative by top management who bear in mind the expectations of the financial markets. 

Controllers have little autonomy and it is not uncommon for top managers to decide to modify 

forecasts without consulting anyone.  

“It’s’ always Finance that has the last word because if they make any requests after the meeting, 

we make the necessary changes without consulting anyone. It’s Finance who sign and have the 

final say but they never actually reject completely the operational manager’s proposal. That said, 

it’s not as if there’s a difference of 10%, so they feel committed.” (Muriel, Controller 1) 

 

Modifications are nevertheless never so big as to be unrealistic. The purpose of top managers is to 

abide by the expectations of the market and to set up feasible/realistic objectives. In doing so, they 

rely on their past experience of the company’s achievements, past forecasts, and the current 

development of the global retail business. They are “Dasein” inasmuch as they rely on their constantly 

updated anticipations. Although the MAS apparatus is made to control things globally, information 

from an operational level through controllers’ mediation is a relevant indication (among others) to help 

them determine reasonable objectives. Yet, top management is more concerned by “aggregated” 

figures than by local precision, leaving it to the controllers to reconcile the two. In the end, the 

controllers’ job is to reconstruct activities and by doing so, they align individuals with organizational 

objectives. The controllers’ autonomy lies in the way they translate top management’s strategy 

orientations at operational level and operational events at boardroom level. 

Operational managers are submissive to controllers’ mediation 

The difficulty for controllers is to make sure that the various people they deal with can make sense of 

the same set of objectified expectations included in the MAS while having totally different worlds of 

experience. There is only one version of the forecasts shared by the whole company but it is looked at 

with very different horizons. On the one hand, forecasted figures are meaningful to top managers as a 
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set of performance commitments against the expectations of the global financial market, current 

developments in the retail industry, and former financial communications and strategic choices. When 

problems occur, they appear as discrepancies with the forecasts that need to be explained. It is the 

controllers’ job to go back to the empirical level and ask managers about the actual reasons for these 

discrepancies. No matter how much experience top managers have of their business, all their 

intuitions concerning what is happening (or what will happen) to the company need to be validated at 

operational level via the controllers. It is then possible for top managers to amend objectives (as 

opposed to change practices), leaving it to the operational staff to find the action plans to meet the 

forecasts. “Truth” and “good management” are embodied in the forecasts. The difficulty for controllers 

is to explain to top management the reason for the difference between actual and forecasted results, 

linking highly intermingled causes such as management errors, unexpected events, last-minute 

innovations and so on, with ideal representations such as formulae. 

 

On the other hand, operational managers are first and foremost faced with unexpected events such as 

changes in flight schedules, refurbishments of sales points, employee absences, and so on and so 

forth. Daily management consists in taking action, adapting one’s practices by keeping a shop open 

longer to wait for the last flight to arrive, or stepping in for a cashier who is unexpectedly absent. It is 

only then that the results of these activities, automatically put into figures by the ERP included in the 

MAS, are to be interpreted and compared with forecasted figures with the help of controllers. To 

operational managers, “truth” lies in the real world of operational activities and therefore forecasts, as 

intangible references are questionable. To them, good management is adapting to unexpected events. 

The difficulty is for the controllers to legitimize the demands coming from top management at an 

operational level because of what clearly appears as conflicting worlds. 

Impossible reduction 

Phenomenology suggests the commonalities of phenomenon through reduction. But, despite the fact 

that managers all deal with the same environmental pressure exerted through the MAS, we will now 

argue that their lived experience of the situation differs greatly from one operational manager to 

another. We will also show that controllers’ attitude play an important part in this difference; we have 

therefore chosen to focus on the relationship between controllers and operational managers and on 

their relationships to MAS. Considering commonalities we can easily relate them to Husserl and 

Heideger’s phenomenology but we need another phenomenology to give justice to subjective 

differences. This is why we will rely upon Henry’s material phenomenology. 
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Vision, self interest, and indifference 

Muriel (controller 1) has been in her present position for more than 3 years now. When describing her 

activities, she immediately stresses the differences in objectives among the different people involved 

in the forecast process. She sees herself as being involved in “a political game” between people with 

utilitarian behaviours. She explicitly mentions that both top managers and local managers have 

opposite interests: top management’s intention is to show ambitious forecasts to shareholders, while 

local managers favours conservative forecasts to increase their chances of over-performing and 

getting bonuses. Muriel mentions operational managers’ anticipated calculation which is likely to 

minimize their forecasts to make sure that, even if the CFO increases it a little, they can still meet the 

target in the end. Forecasts are opportunities for managers to defend their “point of views” rather than 

their intuitive and unbiased feelings about the business. Through a phenomenological awareness, we 

can moreover notice in the coming extract that the major way of relating to knowledge is vision (she 

refers to staff’s views).  

“The operational staff's view isn't always the same as Finance's view because they don’t have the 

same goals. We have to act as middle-men: we need to have a more objective view on the 

business because they get a bonus which is determined by the budget…” (Muriel, Controller 1) 

 
On the other hand, she expects top management to suspect operational managers’ intention to 

minimize their forecast proposals. It may therefore not always be wise to increase them in the first 

place since she anticipates the fact that top directors will support their own agenda, minimizing 

empirical contingencies through optimistic but uncertain expectations.  

“To find the right balance we know that some operational managers are very pessimistic so we get 

them to go up. Optimists are a rare breed but CFOs are very optimistic. We virtually have to let the 

pessimists be pessimistic so that the CFO will bring them up.“ (Muriel, Controller 1) 

 
Thus, according to her, political interests and anticipated calculations turn the forecasting exercise into 

a political game, making her controllers’ job particularly difficult.  

“The amendments are usually purely political: we can’t whitewash the facts when results are bad. 

But we try to remain optimistic when times are hard (…) if we hope that, say, price changes will 

work in our favour, we increase the revenue a bit. It’s not an operational modification but a strategic 

one. But in the end I’m the one who changes the sales figures and everything has to be changed at 

the last minute – we’re thrilled about that (sarcastic)” (Muriel, Controller1) 

 
Because top management interferes with the forecasts to limit differences between forecasts and the 

expectations of the financial market, she feels deprived of her role of appreciating the operational 

managers’ proposals. She therefore complains about being merely accepting top management’s 

amendments without having a say in the matter. She then mentions that she feels detached from the 

forecast when she cannot approve and feel comfortable with the figures.  
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“Sometimes I prepare something for the budget and they do things differently, and sometimes I 

don’t agree and in that case I become very detached from what I’ve done.”  (Muriel, Controller 1) 

 
She limits excess as much as possible in one way or another without any real cooperation from 

anyone. In the end, she notices that in this game, managers do not mobilize their knowledge of local 

contingencies to support their forecasts for they have no faith in their ability to affect managers’ 

decisions. She therefore has no relevant information to report from the field to higher levels of 

management. Operational managers tend to accept any changes imposed on them from above 

without defending their position: they adopt a loyal but fatalistic attitude. 

“Our role as an interface between the operational managers and Finance is to smooth things over. 

If the budget is too low and they (upper management) mess up, they’re (operational managers) 

happy, and if it’s higher, well, they’re used to it now and they just give up.” (Muriel, controller 1) 

 
 

Finally she takes into account that everyone plays with figures with no empirical links to reality but, 

anticipating others’ intentionality, with an aim of protecting their own interests. Knowing that 1) the 

world of the headquarters is a world of models and figures largely dominated by “strategic” imperatives 

of meeting the expectations of the financial markets and that 2) top management will adjust 

“pessimistic” forecasts and that 3) top management will sometimes impose changes, she sees her role 

as trying to  maintain overall coherence and logic without too much personal  involvement. She does 

not show much pleasure or pain through her comments to her work with the operational managers: 

they both keep their distance from the forecasts as soon as the authoritarian position of top 

management imposes its views to avoid suffering.  

 

Forecasting as a negotiation process 

It has also been three years since Janet (controller 2) started her job at OMEGA. She says that she 

has developed quite close relationships with operational managers in that time. She is well aware of 

the problems related to the abstract dimension of her job and thus makes a point of having regular 

face-to-face contact with operational managers to keep herself abreast of their problems.  

"There is an operational side to this job, because even though we do spend days on end poring 

over figures, we see the buyers and the operational managers and so are still involved at an 

operational level, which means we’re not just dealing with abstract ideas all day. We’re required to 

be very independent in our particular area and find out exactly why things aren’t going well.” (Janet, 

Controller 2) 

 
During the forecast process, she is nonetheless well aware of the fact that she is under the authority of 

top managers who have their own constraints to be incorporated into the forecasts. She argues that 
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she tries her best to be explicit to operational managers and explain the grounds and merits of the 

main fundamental expectations from boardroom managers. She sets up the minimum requirements 

from top management within which some sort of negotiation with operational managers can develop.  

“In these negotiations we do have some influence because I tell the managers that it won’t work 

because you need to be higher than the original forecast [...] It’s easy to know what Management 

wants and so we lean towards their way of thinking and they (the operational managers) put a stop 

to that because things can get a little tough when we start off pretty high.…” (Janet, Controller 2) 

 
She knows that the negotiation she is trying to achieve will not prevent top management from 

interfering with the forecast process. But, from her close relationship with John (the CFO), she 

generally makes sure that his final adjustment is not too disruptive and applied to rather conservative 

forecasts. Having helped operational managers to put their intuitions into coherent, convincing figures, 

she can tell which ones are artificially keeping their anticipation down and those who would really 

suffer from additional pressure. 

 

In fact she gives her operational managers with the possibility to justify their decisions to 

management. She helps them to interpret figures through permanent dialogue and allows local 

managers to make the decisions they have made locally appear through figures to top management. 

This way she is perceived as a partner by the operational managers she works with. 

“If we go way over I call my director to explain that – let’s say – that with the mobile perfume shop, I 

had to hire a few more temps and that’s really exciting for the table – we didn’t use to have that. It’s 

interesting to see what room for manoeuvre he has. We look at all the costs.” (Judith, Manager 2) 

 
Furthermore, working with Janet, Judith (Manager 2) perceives forecasts not just as stand alone 

exercises but as a process which will help her to better understand her activities. Working as a team 

with Janet is a source of satisfaction. This is all the more true when local contingencies can be taken 

into account in the models. Moreover, Judith is proud to show that she knows her business and is able 

to provide forecast figures which will turn out to be quite close to the actual achievements.  

“The whole point (of the forecasts) is to stick to reality: it’s very gratifying to show that I know my 

business.” (Judith, Manager 2) 

 
Here we might wonder whether this satisfaction is the satisfaction of being “seen” by others, through 

figures, as a good manager or if it the satisfaction of having managed to negotiate figures which are 

related to the prescriptions of life. Only this second form of satisfaction is a full one; the first one is 

rather mundane and sometimes dangerous. To keep in line with the real-life context, Judith draws up 

a list of arguments to back up her proposals and puts considerable effort into the process of turning 

empirical situations into figures. 
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“To prepare my forecasts I mention that my terminal will be refurbished. I also mention that last 

year we had the war in Irak and so on. I write a whole list on a sheet of paper with all the important 

elements such as the move of the Tel Aviv flight to another terminal explaining a loss of so many 

Euros with an impact on the SPP of so much. I also mention that the double labelling (duty free or 

not) will have such an impact on sales (…) I also mention that with less flights to care about, my 

team will have more time to take care of my clients who need information”(Judith, Manager 2) 

 
Consequently she also refers to the objectives in the forecasts as an opportunity to take action with 

other departments on specific improvement projects. bringing the real world closer to forecasts. 

“It’s really interesting because we have an operation going with Financial Control and Purchasing 

to increase sales as quickly as possible and it has an immediate impact on the Profit and Loss 

account and the other tools. We set targets in the shops in order to budget in particular areas.” 

(Judith, Manager 2) 

 
Then, Judith expresses her satisfaction in undertaking an action whose results will appear through the 

reporting tool. This way she is able to “see” the impact of her efforts. But she also says that her 

relationship with her controllers is nonetheless fragile and can deteriorate quickly. In order to keep this 

delicate balance she must keep the link between forecasts and her perception of reality unchanged. 

Changing forecast objectives  therefore needs to be supported by operational arguments or else she 

will lose her commitment to the forecast process. 

“Then we hear on the grapevine that the budget has been changed. It’s a pity we weren’t told over 

the phone first; we can let it go just this once but … We usually call each other before we change 

anything.” (Judith, Manager 2) 

 

The implicit rule is based on a tacit contract of respect between Janet and Judith, a tacit contract 

founded on a shared understanding that forecast is issued from negotiation. More deeply it could also 

be the acknowledgement that any change will affect the other’s life and then, consequently, requires 

some explicit acknowledgement of that through words. Thus any alteration in the forecasts should be 

preceded by a phone call explaining the reason for the modification and requires listening to the 

other’s arguments. Yet the controller is not always in a position to prevent last-minute changes and 

suffers as much as the operational managers from this form of authoritative decisions which make her 

feel useless. Life experience is then subordinated to what appears as abstract imperatives. 

« There are so many people that can modify the figures without asking me. If only we would stick to 

the figures decided with the operational manager, we would really have a close look at the 

differences between actual figures and forecasts but now….» (Janet, Controller 2). 

 

 19 



 

Expression of embodied lived experience  under constraints 

Mike (Controller number 3) joined OMEGA some 18 months ago after a first few years’ experience as 

a financial controller in the air travel business. He is now in charge of OMEGA’s largest airport 

terminal. Because of the considerable traffic here, most of the sales points are speciality shops selling 

specific types of products. Two managers share the supervision of operational activities. Mark 

(Manager 1a) is in charge of all Perfumes and Cosmetics sales points and Michel (Manager 1b) is 

responsible for all the Spirits and Tobacco shops. Mike has strong and clear principles as to 

forecasting activities and insists upon realism in the given framework of the company. He advocates 

making changes that take into account local contingencies instead of blanket adjustments. 

“Our aim is to use the data in a realistic way that is consistent with overall economic targets. The 

method is clear and open, with plenty of room for dialogue. But last time, after the operational 

manager’s proposal, we had to make a few quick overall corrections which weren’t realistic for the 

sales outlets. If we make too many corrections, we get lost.” (Mike, Controller 3) 

 
To him, realism means fitting with what is possible in the field. This is confirmed by the fact that, 

having no previous experience in retail, he tends to have very direct relationships with the two 

operational managers he works with, and he seizes every opportunity to spend time with them on site.  

“I work directly with the two operational managers mainly (managers 1a and 1b). It’s a team effort 

and we rely on one another a great deal (…) I try to go to the airport once a month to visit the 

shops, give them a hand setting up. Next Tuesday a remodelled shop is opening, so everyone’s 

coming to lend a hand moving, which will be a good way of getting to know everyone as well as the 

sales outlet.” (Mike, Controller 3) 

 
Not only does he insist on teamwork, but he also spends time doing manual work in sales points 

where he gets a feeling of what travel retail really is. It is also an opportunity for him to meet face to 

face with sales people he would have no contact with otherwise. His knowledge of the business does 

not come from figures only but from a living incarnated experience too. This way of knowing from 

experiencing and talking with people is totally shared by Mark who claims to pay a lot of attention to 

face-to-face communication at work.  

“We use e-mail a lot - at the expense of interpersonal skills, and that’s an understatement  (…) I’m 

one of those managers who believes that it’s people who make up the system (…) Man is at the 

heart of the system: he’s the one who optimises it - or not, as the case may be. The system should 

be adapted to suit the people who make it work. (…) E-mails can be handy but I prefer face-to-face 

communication by far. Via e-mail we communicate about anything and everything: it’s dangerous. 

We delegate without control. I hate e-mail (…) I like to meet people, I see them, I visit the shop, we 

talk about this and that and that’s how I build up my business. Management is all about people.” 

(Mark, Manager 1a) 
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Through his lively way of expressing himself, he  places emphasis on face-to-face interactions. His 

management philosophy places human beings at the core of the system: he knows that improvements 

will come from human beings rather than from technology. He shares with Mike a management style 

that relies on encounters, dialogs, conversations and lots of teamwork with the people he manages. 

With this common style of living and working, Mike and Mark develop cooperation via regular informal 

contact and face-to-face meetings. Their way of relating to figures is also a realistic one, considering 

what happens at the floor level as the main source of information. This way, both the figures in the 

MAS and the controller’s comments provide a clear picture on the level of performance he is confident 

to deliver. Consequently when Top management change the forecast without notification, he 

expresses how he is really affected.  

“Naturally, when we spend time putting together a realistic budget we’re not thrilled when it’s all 

changed. When people ask us to be more optimistic we have no choice, we just get on with it. We 

don’t have any qualms about it, we say: “ooh dear, it’s going to be tough” because we thought the 

first version was the right one but we do it. (…)We can change (forecasts) for reasons of strategy 

or future possibilities or God knows what - I don't even want to know4 but (…) we keep quiet and 

just take it because it’s our job.” (Mark, Manager 1a) 

 
There is here a clear statement that, caught as it is in the abstract world, top management hears 

information but doesn’t listen to it, and is not affected by, what happens in real life. Mark is forced to 

abandon his expert knowledge and personal experience as an individual at work to play his role as 

“manager 1b”. He defines himself as a professional once again. Expressing and voicing no more 

personal opinions, he stays loyal to his company even though he may suffer from goals set up from an 

abstract perspective and disconnected from reality. 

 

When total disconnection between model and reality leads to covert resistance 
to MAS 

Although MAS, like money, is of central importance from top management’s perspective, this is not 

necessarily so at operational level. MAS can prove to be a useful mediation between the various 

layers of management, provided that ratios such as SPP are, at least to some extent, considered 

relevant by operational staff to account for their activities - which is not always the case. As in most 

luxury markets, perfume and cosmetics producers are much concerned with brand image. Along with 

aggressive advertising, the success of perfume and cosmetics depends on special sales periods that 

are organised every week in all the airport shops. Michel (Manager 1b) deals directly with people from 

the perfume and cosmetics producers and takes particular care to meet their demands for information 

on sales levels for each brand every  

                                                      
4 In French « ou de je ne sais quoi et je ne veux pas le savoir »  
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week. Despite the fact that part of Michel’s performance is based on his forecasts, he does not 

consider this to be central to his job: it is interesting to note that ratios that are central to the MAS are 

not relevant to the perfume and cosmetics business. Michel simply considers forecasts procedures as 

a waste of time.  

“I do not really pay attention to the forecasts, I do not have enough time to track my sales per 

passenger ratio. Other business managers (alcohol, tobacco or Hi-Fi) do pay attention to their 

sales per passenger performances, but as far as I’m concerned, I’m rather interested in the sales 

per brand ratios” (Michel, Managers 1b) 

 
Michel finds not only the SPP ratios but  the timing of financial control irrelevant. Since special sales 

operations change every Wednesday, and there is very little time to react to demands from the 

suppliers. The daily monitoring of sales per brand is recorded in Excel spreadsheets by the sales 

points managers. MAS is not quick enough to respond to achieve operational relevance. 

«Financial controllers are only interested in the SPP ratio and they call us once in a month. I call 

my operational director everyday to talk about the sales […]We do not wait until the end of the 

month to call each others. » (Michel, Manager 1b) 

 
Because of the lack of consistency between the abstract model of the MAS and daily practices specific 

to products such as perfumes and cosmetics, budgeting practices are irrelevant to Michel. Despite his 

lack of interest in forecasting procedures, filling in the files necessary to the MAS must still be done. 

Therefore Mike tends to stand in for to Michel with two main damaging consequences: although the 

figures entered by Mike abide by all the standards of logic and coherence, they do not mirror the 

perspectives a real perfumes and cosmetics specialist would have of his business. Secondly, there is 

no involvement from Michel to achieve his forecasts and therefore top managers have do not trust 

these forecasts. It is therefore very much tempting for them to use the perfume and cosmetics activity 

as a convenient adjusting category to suit their own agenda.  

“We don’t trust our budget as much and it’s my job to defend it (…) During the arbitrations, the 

budget is substantially revised. We know from the outset that we’re going to increase it. Sometimes 

people ask me to raise it higher than I’m willing to but I do it anyway.” (Mike, Controller 1) 

 
Finally, because of an intrinsic inability to adapt to this local peculiarity, it is the whole forecasting 

project that is questioned in this branch. It is kept running despite the fact it is considered irrelevant at 

all levels of the organization.  

 

We have just illustrated four styles related to control and forecasting: political attitudes, negotiation, 

physical involvement and resistance. These are not minor differences and such a finding calls for 

another phenomenological framework which opens up to such possibilities beyond Husserl and 
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Heidegger’s views. Michel Henry’s material phenomenology will now help us to take one step further 

and consider workers not only as managers getting their job done, but also as human beings involved 

in life through their flesh.  

 

 

III) DISCUSSION: SUBJECTIVE DIFFERENCES AND HENRY’S 
MATERIAL PHENOMENOLOGY 

The discussion of Heidegger’s “being in the world” by Henry 

In his masterpiece The Essence of Manifestation (1963, tr. 1973) Henry illustrates the duality of 

perception. One, dealing with objects at a distance – the visible- is given through intentionality 

(Husserl) and through a difference with a horizon (Heidegger). The other, dealing with the whole 

spectrum of our immanent affects (from joy to pain) is given through pure sensation of the self by itself. 

This self-affection is a pure self-affection which owes the world nothing. Self-affection is prior to any 

affections from external events but make those feelings possible. Thus, what Henry (2001, reprinted 

2003) criticizes in Heidegger’s thought is his inability to integrate the experience of feeling or being 

affected. Because “Difference” is a difference between the world (understood as a horizon of visibility) 

and a thing, both outside there, there is no conceptual way in Heidegger’s philosophy to be affected by 

the “Difference”. In fact, this leads to “indifference” (French: “without being affected”). This 

phenomenological exclusion of affectivity has, according to Henry, profound consequences. The major 

question we have now to answer with Henry is the following: what kind of ontology can we adopt to 

allow for a subjective way of being affected i.e. being affected in relation to oneself, not restricted to 

the mundane condition of being in the world? 

 

Living subjectivity 

The answer to such a question can be found in the phenomenological ontology that Henry (1985, tr. 

1998) develops. It is necessary at this point to highlight the main characteristics of this material 

phenomenology, for it has been largely neglected in studies of organization, but for a very few 

exceptions (Uchiyama, 2003; Introna and Costea, 2004; Faÿ, 2004, 2005). A material phenomenology 

is a phenomenology which acknowledge the concreteness, the actuality of pathic self-affection and 

puts it at the very essence of subjectivity and experience “Pathos… designates the phenomenological 

material… in which everything experiencing itself finds its concrete, phenomenological actualization” 

(Henry, 1999: 353). More, according to Henry, this material, immanent, pure self-affection is life. But 

life as a concept does not exists. Life is always someone’s life: it is not a flow the subject will be in 
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contact with (against Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Life, in its phenomenological sense, is not even the 

biological life which is described by scientists. Life, Henry says, is an experience. We experience our 

self being in life. This is the immediate experience of oneself being affected by itself. Here precisely, 

argues Henry is founded the Self, “I” is the self-remaining continuously affected by itself. This is an 

“self-affection” which owes the world or the society nothing, and which is precisely “life”. Thus, 

according to Henry, life is both the permanence and the becoming of this pure experience of oneself 

affected by oneself: “I” is a living “I”. This pure experience of oneself is not a thought, but an affective 

experience5, a painful or happy experience of the relationship of the self to itself. Hence the living “I” 

gives itself to be thought of as an affective flesh. This self-affection is not to be confused with the fact 

of being affected by events of the world we live in (which is “hetero-affection”). Only self-affection, 

generating a subject (ipseity or self), makes it possible for “hetero-affection” to affect oneself, argues 

Henry.  

 

Moreover, experienced life being the origin of the Self, it is also the very origin of power. In fact, all the 

capacities of the body (to move, to listen to, to see, to act, etc) are founded upon the prerequisite of a 

Self. Thus living affective flesh, argues Henry, is the foundation of power. This living affective flesh, in 

order to maintain and grow, invests the organic body and its needs. It makes sense through them and 

also provides the subject with the strength of relating to life when suffering difficulties, ordeals and 

efforts. This is why affective flesh, relating the satisfaction of needs to life, is the source of ethics. 

Action (praxis), related to affective life is then related to its prescriptions, to its internal development 

dynamism. Conversely, when action is not referred to life, this generates what Henry (1987) calls a 

malaise. Taking this one step further, it could be argued that such deep root in affective life shared by 

all the living subjects is the root of community, where the different “Is” have this ontological foundation 

in common and which is very necessary to keep in mind when thinking to the ethics of the living 

subject. 

ctivity.  

 

Subjectivity and MAS 

With Henry, we acknowledge the fact that the common relationships to MAS are all the more important 

because they subjectively affect everyone: “it is therefore exact to ascertain that social determinations 

“determine” the individual to its innermost beings… and that determination consists in the fact that 

they are lived, felt , experienced (éprouvées in French) by every individual” (Henry, 1990: 104-105 our 

translation). However, our phenomenological methodology cannot mask the singularity of everyone’s 

subjectivity as mentioned by Henry. If objective conditions determine our subjectivity, subjective life 

over-determines it. As mentioned by Henry, “differences that arise from the irreducible individuality of a 

living subjectivity are entirely different from social differences” (Henry, 1990: 105 our translation). 

                                                      
5 In French épreuve, which means a test, or ordeal. 
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However, our phenomenological approach met the singularity of every respondents. Henry’s material 

phenomenology gives us good reason to acknowledge and underline them. As mentioned by Henry, 

“differences that arise from the irreducible individuality of a living subjectivity are entirely different from 

social differences” (Henry, 1990: 105) our translation. If objective conditions determine our subjectivity, 

subjective life over-determines it, says Henry. Then we can avoid reducing the differences and 

contrarily point out that some subjects lives the forecasting process as a “political game”, others as a 

“negotiation process”, another as a bad system which calls for resistance and others as a system 

which has to be rooted in shared lived experience.. 

 

This case study confirms the fact that workers occupying different positions in organizations “see” 

things differently. We hope it is now also obvious, after Henry, that regardless of their position in the 

hierarchy, they also “feel” the situations differently. Lived experiences related to forecasts greatly differ 

from one operational manager to another, not independently from their relations with their controllers 

too. To sum up the four situations presented above, forecasts can be considered by operational 

managers and controllers either as a game in which to maximise one’s own interests, or as a 

negotiation process in which it is important to defend one’s list of arguments, or as an opportunity to 

formulate and share one’s intimate feeling concerning future developments, or as an irrelevant system 

to the business. In such context we have shown the role played by controllers inducing the operational 

managers into a different understanding of their relationship to MAS and forecasts. There is no reason 

why the list of possible attitudes towards MAS and forecasts should be limited to 4 . Referring to 

Henry’s phenomenology of life, our aim is not to draw up an exhaustive typology of possible 

experience regarding MAS and forecasts but to illustrate how Henry’s phenomenology of life can help 

us uncover the fact that people refer to different understanding of their relations to MAS and forecasts. 

It is not our intention to reduce each individual’s subjectivity to an illustration of an underlying theory 

(such as a political game, a negotiation process or a lived experience) and then to simplify Henry’s 

philosophy considerably. On the contrary we want to underline how subjects sometimes catch 

available theories and/or  sometimes share living experience to talk about their living work. 

  

And finally, in a prescriptive orientation, this case study  favours paying more attention  to the 

possibilities for life’s self-affection to enlighten the subject’s judgement about what is going on. It  

certainly advocates  regular face-to-face meetings where forms of dialogue allow for sharing each 

other’s concerns and feelings with respect. We are not calling for sentimentalism, which is associated 

with  superficiality and  instrumentalism, but  for the possibility of discernment in the light of life’s self-

affection. When knowledge is not derived from general frameworks but from lived, incarnated 

experience, in spite of present obstacles in organizations, unexpected innovation may occur.  

 

Therefore, it might not be entirely due to random elements that the only innovation that occurred over 

the few months of our observation came from Mike (controller 3) in relation to Mark (Manager 3). It 

was a well-known fact among operational managers that the SPP for a given flight and product is 
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largely dependent on the arrival terminal. In other words, not all the shops are  located in the same 

part of the terminals and this has an impact on SPP levels. Some sales points are right in front the of 

customs whilst others are tucked away in corners. Using systematic comparison of data recorded in 

the MAS, controller 3 and manager 3a managed to clearly show the link between different SPP levels 

and the position of sales points. It is only after this exercise that top managers, who had heard about it 

before, really started to lobby airport administrations to get access to better premises in terminals 

instead of blaming it all on operational management. This example illustrates how controllers are 

necessary spokespeople  to help prevent managers from being subordinated to unfair reductive 

abstraction. This is essential to ensure that actions taken at top management level can benefit 

activities conducted at an operational level. Despite new knowledge coming from local experience and 

embedded into the MAS, it is still hard to make operational experience heard at operational level. Here 

follows a striking illustration. 

 

Only a couple of days after a long budgeting process that had left most controllers and managers 

exhausted, a large part of terminal F in Roissy airport collapsed, putting one of OMEGA’s major sales 

points out of action. It was thought that this “little complication” would not have a lasting impact on the 

customers in Paris’ airports. Eventually, as many tourists and businessmen were bound to walk past 

other OMEGA sales points. Top management stuck to its position, considering that sales was nothing 

but “SPP” times “Traffic”, and decided not to alter  the newly established forecast and to aim for the 

same objectives with a different spread among sales points. As you can imagine, the consequences 

for operational managers were very different considering that part of the workforce had to be 

reallocated, as well as inventory, displays and so on and so forth.   

 

These two illustrations prove the ambiguous role of MAS and forecasts. MAS procedures can be 

useful for gaining knowledge from an operational level and making it relevant to top management but it 

also proves to be a tool for controlling activities and distributing objectives regardless of empirical 

constraints. For example, taking care of the financial markets is with no doubt necessary but, as 

mentioned by Miller and O’Leary more than ten years ago (1993), “the flow from capital markets to the 

enterprise via accounting” is a danger related to this abstract form of management, and the risk is that 

local expertise at boardroom level is overlooked. The authors blame it all on the “blurred distinction 

between accounting for financial magnitudes and the fraught to represent physical production process 

in financial terms” (Miller and O’Leary, 1993). Our case study nevertheless shows that accounting is 

not to be reserved to “financial magnitudes” only. We would rather stand by Uchiyama and argue that 

financial models of reality make sense as long as they are not disconnected from the real life 

experiences and from life prescriptions. They may even offer the possibility to account for “managers’ 

actuality” (Uchiyama, 2003) and make it possible to learn from representations respectful of 

individuals’ subjective perception of situations. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

We started this article asking three questions concerning MAS and their impact on people’s work in 

organization. Based on our analysis of the OMEGA case study and its forecasting exercises, we have 

shown that 1) MAS are abstract representations serving top managers’ intentionality to see in it the 

differences between their expectations (largely influenced by financial markets), operational 

managers’  predictions, and actual results. This in turn forces operational managers and controllers to 

come up with explanations for all the differences made visible through the MAS. Yet, because 

operational managers’ forecasts are all subject to top-down modifications regardless of local 

contingencies, objectives embodied in the MAS conflict with local life-worlds. Therefore, although 

operational managers have no choice but to make do with the ratios and objectives imposed from 

above and seemingly all adopt a common attitude (active participation in the forecasts, constant 

reference to the MAS and so on), we have nevertheless illustrated how their lived experience of the 

situation differ greatly. 2) Considering the nature of the relationships between controllers and 

operational managers, we have argued, relating to Henry’s phenomenology of life, that several 

different frames can be referred to by operational managers and controllers to give an account of their 

feelings towards the pressure exerted by the MAS. When referring to their work experience with MAS, 

some controllers and managers express concerns for profit maximization, others for strategic 

negotiation, others for shared life experience and others are simply not bothered. Despite the fact that 

the MAS imposes a common horizon, the subjective nature of each individual over-determines their 

experience of the situation. 3) Finally, we have argued that under certain conditions, it is possible to 

promote management styles which are respectful of life despite the indiscriminate horizon embodied in 

the MAS. Permanent dialogue between controllers and operational managers can turn MAS into a tool 

for transmitting their perception of the activities to upper management. The MAS demands a great 

deal of  of collaborative work and provides many an occasion to raise issues of importance to them. 

New innovative ideas and opportunities for the individuals’ desire for action can emerge thanks to the 

MAS as long as the human beings involved keep considering the MAS as an auxiliary to learn from 

the business as it is and not as a representation of the business as it should be. 
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