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Abstract 

Building on a sociological tradition of using photographs as a methodology, we suggest that 

accounting researchers more fully utilize photographs to understand accounting actors’ 

everyday lives.  While most accounting studies have focused on the photographic imagery in 

published documents, such as corporate annual reports, a few authors found photographs can 

highlight how physical artefacts can deliver symbolic messages.  We explored photographs 

drawn from the Korean Association for Government Accounting (KAGA) to illustrate how 

social actors used physical artefacts.  To guide our analysis, we relied on Bourdieu’s 

theorization of how physical artefacts reflect forms of capital.  We argue that the use of 

photographs as a methodology provides a deeper insight into the cultural and social meanings 

of physical artefacts as a form of language open to multiple interpretations by both the author 

and the reader. 

 

Highlights 

 Photographs taken by a professional association are useful research objects. 

 Physical artefacts can be considered objectified forms of capital that accounting actors 

use. 

 Banners are useful tools of triangulation when checked against written documents. 

 Arrangement of a national flag can enhance the significance of accounting events. 

 Deployment of flowers constructs and represents social connections and networks 

among accounting actors. 
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Using Photographs in Interpreting Cultural and Symbolic Meaning: 

A reflection on photographs of the Korean Association for Government Accounting 

 

“Ordinary individuals [are] exposed to the vicissitudes of everyday symbolic struggle.” 

(Bourdieu, 1991, p. 242) 

1. Introduction 

There has been a body of sociological work that engaged photographs of everyday life to 

provide an insight into how societal and cultural significance is portrayed in them.  Roland 

Barthes (1977) advocated the use of photographic methodology as a social research tool.  In 

congruence with him, Bourdieu et al. (1990) argued for the use of photographs within the 

French tradition, which was underpinned by the thinking of Claude Bernard (1984) and the 

broader social analysis work of Max Weber (1968).  At a practical level, the photographic 

work of Robert Doisneau (1997) on everyday French life in mid-20th decoded and framed the 

cultural and symbolic meaning in the post-war France, thereby illuminating the labor of 

producing social artefacts and their significance (Hamilton, 1992, 1995).  Bourdieu (1984) 

utilized some photographs of Doisneau to illustrate artefacts, labor and significance 

associated with class structure in France.  This body of sociological work suggests that the 

use of photographic imagery as a methodological approach has potential to reflect the labor 

associated with creation and shaping of social artefacts in a way that other research 

methodologies cannot (Bourdieu et al., 1990). 

Within the accounting literature, Parker (2009) and Warren and Parker (2009) called for a 

greater engagement with photographs as a research methodology.  Warren and Parker (2009) 

adopted a photo-elicitation approach, an interview method that elicits memories from 

interviewees using the photographs, and they argued for a more general use of photographs 

taken by accounting actors1 as a “viable way forward into penetrating the accounting actors’ 

worlds” (p. 218).  Parker (2009) also suggested that accounting researchers analyze 

“photographs from official organizational collections” (p. 1122).  Therefore, in line with the 

earlier recognition of the potential significance of photographic imagery in sociological 

research, we found an opportunity for accounting researchers to further engage photographs 

taken and stored by organizational accounting actors as research objects to understand their 

everyday worlds. 

A greater interest in photographic resources as a research methodology represents a logical 

extension of the call for further research into accounting and accountants in everyday life 

(Hopwood, 1994; Davie, 2000; Jeacle, 2009), and there has been an interest in the analysis of 

photographs as research objects in this stream of accounting research.  However, there has 

been little attempt to use this methodology (Bourdieu et al., 1990) to explore the symbolic 

meaning of everyday artefacts.  Davison (2004), exceptionally, explored the photographs of 

everyday artefacts in published corporate annual reports (in effect an artefact within an 

                                                           
1 We use “accounting actor” instead of “accountant”, because we tried to include not only individual 

accountants, but institutional actors, such as a professional association, and also individual actors other than 

practicing accountants, such as academics, who engaged in accounting. 
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artefact).  She argued that stairways, physical artefacts portrayed in annual reports, 

represented a mythic image of progress, ascension and enhancement, and therefore 

photographs of stairways delivered this symbolic message to the users.   

More recently, Haynes (2013) used photographs from calendars (another type of an artefact 

within an artefact) in an accounting firm to explore gendered culture of the accounting 

profession.  She argued that the imagery of sexually objectified women in the calendars 

symbolically exuded male dominance, thereby marginalizing female accountants.   Her work 

also suggested that everyday artefacts not only play a functional role, such as informing dates, 

but also a symbolic and cultural role of representing and reinforcing existing dominance 

structures. 

Both Davison (2004) and Haynes (2013) highlighted the potential value of photographs as 

research objects for understanding how accounting actors, unwittingly or wittingly, deliver 

symbolic meaning to others via mobilization of physical artefacts.  To illustrate how 

photographs could be used to understand how symbolic meanings were shaped and famed, 

we presented photographs of physical artefacts (an artefact within an artefact) taken by 

KAGA and then archived on its website.  In particular, we sought to explore the cultural and 

symbolic significance of the photographs of banner, national flag and flower arrangements in 

KAGA’s events to gain deeper insights into strategies of framing deployed by accounting 

actors, ultimately presenting a presence (through what is visible in the photographs) and an 

absence (through what is left out of the frame of the photographs). 

We relied on Bourdieu’s notion of objectified forms of capital as a theoretical framework 

(Bourdieu, 1984, 1986) to understand how accounting actors present the symbolic meanings 

using physical artefacts in their everyday lives.  Bourdieu (1984, 1991) argued that social 

actors go through symbolic struggles to distinguish themselves from others by mobilizing and 

deploying species of capital (economic, social and cultural capital), which delivers symbolic 

meaning when objectified in a tangible form (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986).  From this perspective, 

both the arrangement and the framing of physical artefacts have the potential to provide an 

insight into the symbolic strategies of accounting actors in their everyday lives.   

In the subsequent sections, we reviewed the accounting literature on photographs, articulated 

a Bourdieusian theorization of objectified forms of capital in symbolic struggles, and 

described how we collected each type of data.  In the fifth section, we reflected on the 

symbolic meanings of banners, national flags and flowers photographed by KAGA, and 

discussed the usefulness of photographs as a tool of triangulation.  In the final section, we 

discussed the findings and concluded the paper. 

2. A review of the accounting literature on photographs 

Haynes (2013) suggested that physical artefacts (and photographs of them) both reflect and 

construct accounting actors’ everyday lives.  While there is limited work on the role of 

physical artefacts in the accounting literature in common with Haynes (2013), there is a body 

of work that investigated photographs to understand how accounting and accounting actors 

were represented and constructed.  An early engagement with photographs in the accounting 

literature focused on the “representational, ideological and constitutive role of images in 

annual reports” (Preston et al., 1996, p. 113).  Preston et al. (1996) argued that photographs 

not only deliver intended corporate messages, but also exert symbolic power to create 

different types of human subjectivities and realities.  From this perspective, it is clear that the 
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role of the photographs is not limited to functionally delivering realities.  These notions were 

further developed and advanced by Graves et al. (1996) and by Preston and Young (2000), 

who argued for the role of photographs and other visual images in US corporate annual 

reports in constructing truth claims and in representing themselves, respectively.  Similar 

themes and issues are also evident in Davison’s (2002, 2004, 2010) exploration of the use of 

photographs in annual reports of companies such as Oxfam and Virgin.  Davison (2004) 

explored symbolic messages delivered by photographs of physical artefacts, such as stairways, 

which presented an image of ascension and promotion, suggesting that photographs of 

physical artefacts deliver a specific cultural or symbolic message.  Davison (2010), drawing 

on Bourdieu’s notions of social and cultural capital, further developed this theme of the 

specific symbolic power of images by explaining the significance and meaning of 

photographic portraits of Richard Branson, the leader of Virgin, as an artefact.  These studies 

suggested that photographs not only reflect the reality but also have potential to be used as a 

tool to deliver symbolic meanings, which can be decoded by viewers. 

In Asian contexts, Courtis (2004) and Kuasirikun (2011) investigated visual images in annual 

reports of Hong Kong and Thai companies, respectively.  While Courtis (2004) found that 

use of color in visual images was dependent on the message, either favorable or unfavorable, 

Kuasirikun (2011) argued that the photographs in Thai annual reports not only reflected but 

also reinforced traditional male-female gendered roles.  In short, these studies suggested that 

photographs in annual reports can possess symbolic power to construct, as well as to reflect, 

social actors’ everyday lives in various cultural contexts.   

This body of literature constituted a strong case to focus not only on the text and the numbers, 

but also on a consideration of the role of photographs in annual reports as a way of 

understanding “the culture, people and society that produced them” (Warren, 2005, p. 863).  

However, only a few accounting researchers have gone beyond the use of photographic 

imagery in published annual reports.   One example is Hrasky (2012), who investigated the 

use of graphs and photographs in sustainability reports, and found that sustainability-driven 

companies relied less on the photographs in their reporting than other companies.  

Baldvinsdottir et al. (2009) focused on the photographs of accountants shown in accounting 

software advertisements in CIMA’s (Chartered Institute of Management Accountants) 

publication to illustrate the cultural and symbolic transitions in how accountants are 

represented.  Hancock (2005) analyzed the symbolism and visual semiotics reflected in the 

photographs in PWC’s (PriceWaterhouseCoopers) graduate recruitment brochures from an 

aesthetic perspective.  More recently, Picard et al. (2014) tracked how photographic 

representation of accountants has changed in accounting firms’ promotional brochures.  

Collectively, this body of work beyond corporate annual reports has illustrated a growing 

interest in exploring how the use of photographic imagery framed and represented our 

understanding of images of accounting and accountants, and therefore how the significance 

of the accounting profession is shaped over time. 

In the light of the growing body of work on the photographs in annual reports and other 

published documents, we recognize the power of photographs in representing and 

constructing a perception and understanding of accounting actors.  However, the study of the 

use of photographs beyond those in specifically taken for publication and exhibition has been 

scarce2.  Therefore, we argue for the possibility of following the lead of the sociological 

                                                           
2 While Walker (2015) explored many photographs of US farmers, including those of record keeping at kitchen 

tables in working clothes, and argued that accounting permeated their everyday rural life, these photographs 
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tradition of Barthes (1977) and Bourdieu et al. (1990) and of going beyond the existing focus 

on published photographs to further explore the shaping of meaning and significance by 

accounting actors through photographic images.  

3. Bourdieusian theorization 

In the accounting research, Bourdieu’s theoretical tools have been employed to understand 

how accounting is involved in the shaping of meaning and significance of accounting actors’ 

everyday lives such as religion (Jacobs, 2011), sports (Cooper & Johnston, 2012) and popular 

music (Jacobs & Evans, 2012).  Field and capital have been the most popular Bourdieusian 

theoretical concepts applied in the accounting literature (Malsch et al., 2011), whereas the 

notion of objectified forms of capital has been largely overlooked.  Bourdieu’s insights into 

the social significance of photographs have also been widely ignored outside of the tradition 

of French social thought and analysis (Bourdieu et al., 1990), and have received little 

acknowledgement in the accounting literature.  To fill this gap in the adoption of 

Bourdieusian theorization in the accounting literature, we relied on Bourdieu’s concept of 

objectified forms of capital to understand how accounting actors use physical artefacts as 

portrayed in photographs taken by accounting actors themselves, and we explore how these 

photographs are framed and deployed in social and institutional struggles (Bourdieu et al., 

1990; Bourdieu, 1991). 

In Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, social actors struggle to take more dominant positions 

in a field by mobilizing and deploying their resources, which Bourdieu called capital 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  From this theoretical perspective, the accounting field can be 

understood as an arena which accounting actors, such as individual accountants/auditors and 

accounting firms, struggle to dominate by mobilizing and deploying their capital.  There are 

multiple species of capital, such as economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 

1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  While money is typical economic capital in most fields, 

accountants’ social network and connections via their professional bodies, and their 

accounting/auditing knowledge can be viewed as social capital and cultural capital, 

respectively, in the accounting field.  All types of capital become symbolic, when they are 

“perceived and recognized as legitimate” by other actors in a certain field (Bourdieu, 1985).  

In the accounting field, CPA/CA qualifications are strong symbolic capital, because the 

qualification holders’ knowledge is readily recognized as legitimate by other actors, and thus 

an accountant/auditor would be likely to hang their framed certificates on his/her office wall 

in pursuit of distinction and legitimacy.  Such objectification of symbolic capital as the 

framed certificates of CPA/CA qualifications can be demonstrated through the use of 

photographs (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu et al., 1990).   

Bourdieu suggested photographs as a key research methodology to explore how social actors 

utilize physical artefacts to distinguish themselves from others (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986; 

Bourdieu et al., 1990).  In particular, Bourdieu (1984) used many photographs to show how 

French actors from different social classes distinguished themselves using physical artefacts 

as objectified forms of capital.  For example, social class of a French man was 

distinguishable by his clothes, high-end suit and tie or a stained overall, objectified forms of 

economic capital.  The function of the objectified form of capital is letting others see the 

difference, which Bourdieu (1998) labelled “vision of division”.  If a man in the stained 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
were originally taken by the Farm Security Administration of the US Department of Agriculture for publication 

and exhibition. 
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overall perceived the difference between himself and another person in the suit and tie, then 

the power and/or wealth of the latter would be recognized by the former.  Bourdieu (1984) 

argued that actors use objectified forms of capital to differentiate themselves from others in 

pursuit of recognition, legitimacy, power and status, which is labelled “symbolic struggle,” to 

the extent that others take their dominance for granted without further questioning in a certain 

field and social space, which is labelled “symbolic violence” (Bourdieu, 1991).  Therefore, 

we argue that photographs of physical artefacts have potential to provide significant insights 

into symbolic strategies of position taking in a particular field. 

4. Research context and objects 

We examined photographs of physical artefacts, which KAGA members took and archived in 

its website (http://www.kaga21.or.kr), with KAGA’s permission.  KAGA was an association 

formed in 2002 in response to Korea’s decision to adopt accrual accounting in its central, 

provincial and local governments.  Prior to the adoption of accrual accounting by the 

provincial and local governments in 2007 and by the central government in 2011, cash 

accounting was practiced by public servants, and thus public sector accounting was not 

independent of public service field.  However, the decision to adopt accrual accounting in the 

late 1990s led accountants and academics to take an interest in public sector accounting.  

Among these social actors, university professors were the most dominant.  Koreans highly 

valued academic qualifications, which made university professors more respectable than 

other actors in Korean society.  Therefore, a series of powerful university professors have 

been KAGA’s presidents since its formation. 

It is worth noting that the public sector accounting field was not subordinate to the 

accounting field in Korea.  Key institutional actors, such as KICPA, the only professional 

body of qualified accountants, and big accounting firms, were active mainly in the private 

sector, and their involvement in the public sector accounting was limited.  National 

Accounting Standards Center was established within KICPA only in 2010 to assist the central 

government with the accrual accounting work.  While the Ministry of Strategy and Finance 

delegated the project of accrual accounting implementation in the central government to 

National Accounting Standards Center, the Ministry of Public Administration and Security 

cooperated with KAGA to assist the provincial and local governments.  We viewed KAGA as 

representative of the public sector accounting field more than National Accounting Standards 

Center, which in 2014 became a sub-organization of the Korean Institute of Public Finance, a 

government-funded research institute, because of its independence, longer history and sole 

commitment to the public sector accounting. 

Our choice of KAGA’s photographs as research objects was in response to the KAGA’s 

invitations to its conferences (normally spring, summer, autumn and winter), which KAGA 

photographed.  These photographs could be considered an example of auto-photography in 

the sense described by Parker (2009) and Warren and Parker (2009).  Another benefit of 

using KAGA’s photographs came from the fact that they were archived in chronological 

order on KAGA’s website, and thus we were able to respond to the call of Parker (2009), 

who suggested that accounting researchers analyze photographs that feature “clear 

chronology, trends, and patterns of change over time” (p. 1122).  Through a chronological 

exploration, we found trends and patterns in KAGA’s connections and networks (social 

capital) and funding (economic capital) over time.   

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
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These photographs were, at least to some degree, “staged”, thereby not really representing the 

unaffected everyday life of KAGA’s members.  However, the photographs were still 

interesting research objects, as they were not simply taken for publication but for record 

keeping purpose, thereby framing and representing “the everyday, lived experience” of those 

who participated in the events (Walker, 2015, p. 1684).  Therefore, we would argue that 

KAGA’s photographs are research objects that provide an insight into the accounting actors’ 

strategies in creating and shaping significance in those events.  However, it is also important 

to read the photographs from the cultural and institutional perspective of the actors who were 

responding to the artefacts presented there. 

In addition to the photographs, we collected related written documents, such as KAGA’s 

newsletters and invitations to KAGA’s conferences.  We also collected publicly available 

CVs (curriculum vitae) of KAGA’s key leaders to understand how they were socially related 

with other actors through their education, career paths and positions in the field.  The 

documentary data was useful in helping us extend and develop our understanding of social 

and symbolic struggles and shaping of meaning within the public sector accounting field, 

which are not necessarily evident from a simple reading of the photographs. 

5. Using photographs to understand the cultural significance of physical artefacts 

In this section, we relied on Bourdieusian theorization to explore the photographs 

chronologically archived on KAGA’s website in particular how these photographs can be 

understood and decoded, and how a (potentially contestable) interpretation of such 

photographs can inform our research. 

5.1. Inaugural conference 

The very first KAGA’s event photographed is shown in Fig. 1.  This photograph was framed 

from the perspective of the audience, and it includes the banner, the stage party, the audience 

and the wreaths on the right.  From the audience’s perspective, the banner indicates that 

KAGA’s inauguration was held at Korea National Open University on August 29, 2002, and 

therefore this banner constitutes a useful data source alternative to printed documents for 

historical research in the sense described by Parker (2009, p. 1121).  However, this 

photograph provides much more potential insights than just a record of an event, and it also 

reflects several culturally and societally coded elements that can be differently interpreted 

depending on the viewers’ knowledge of a culture and society (Barthes, 1977). 
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Fig. 1. 2002 inaugural conference. 

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on February 11, 2014) 

From an analytical perspective, the composition of the panel3 was interesting and significant, 

and thus represented KAGA’s intention in framing this photograph.  They consisted of six 

professors and one top-ranking government auditor, who possessed PhDs from prestigious 

Korean or US Universities and/or professional qualifications (KICPA or AICPA).  This 

composition of panel members and their symbolic capital were strong enough to frame 

KAGA as an expert group from its start.   

The key organizer of the event was the man sitting at the far right-hand side next to the 

wreaths, who later became KAGA’s president.  He had been a professor at the hosting 

University since 1985, and invited the Vice-Chancellor of the University to give a welcome 

speech for the event.  These suggest that the future president had mobilized the University 

using his social capital (he had been at the University for over 17 years) to hold KAGA’s 

inaugural conference there.  As such, this event enhanced his legitimacy within the 

University and KAGA. 

The symbolic elements in the photograph and the deployment of symbolic capital can only be 

decoded with a deep understanding of Korean culture in relation to the significance of the 

flowers in the photograph.  Flowers are a critical part of everyday life in Korean society.  

Koreans send, receive and arrange flowers to celebrate or commemorate occasions.  However, 

flowers play a role beyond the celebration of a certain event and the decoration of a certain 

venue.  In common with photographs in corporate annual reports that both represent and 

create reality, flowers both construct and reflect connections, networks and relationships with 

other key social actors.  In this aspect, ribbons are to be more carefully examined than 

flowers, as they indicate occasions and senders, thereby reflecting mutual networks and 

supports.  Therefore, the flowers and ribbons can be regarded as objectified forms of social 

capital that construct and represent connections between senders and receivers, and thus 

social actors arrange in symbolic struggles for recognition and legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1986). 

                                                           
3  We have obscured the faces, because we did not have explicit ethical permission to present these people or to 

publish their image in this paper. 

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
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This contextual knowledge explains why accounting actors associated with the formation and 

growth of KAGA were so keen on taking and archiving photographs which clearly featured 

prominent flower arrangements.  This practice is clearly illustrated by the flower 

arrangements photographed at the 2011 spring conference as shown in Figs. 2 and 3.  These 

photographs illustrate both the nature of the wreaths and the legibility of the ribbons, which 

indicate the senders of the flowers.  From the right, they were presented by the Vice 

Chancellor of the hosting University, the doctoral alumni association of the 

accounting/taxation department at the University and a publishing company in Fig. 2, and the 

Korean International Accounting Association and a government entity in Fig. 3.  The storage 

of these photographs of flowers and ribbons that do not feature human actors suggests that 

the construction and representation of the mutual relationship between KAGA and other 

social actors can be informed by a study of these flower arrangements. 

 

Fig. 2. 2011 spring conference (outside). 

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on September 1, 2014) 

 

Fig. 3. 2011 spring conference venue (inside). 

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on September 1, 2014) 

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
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Examining two wreaths and ribbons on them in Fig. 1, the one on the left was more legible 

and significant.  The ribbon informed the audience that the wreath was sent by Sungto to 

celebrate the official start of KAGA.  Sungto was a small accounting firm formed in 2000, 

consisting of only 17 CPAs when KAGA was established (KICPA, 2002).  The number of 

standing wreaths, one being sent by a small accounting firm, indicated KAGA’s weak 

position in the broader accounting field, despite the presence of the powerful panel members.  

The absence of wreaths from other significant mainstream actors in the accounting field, such 

as KICPA and big accounting firms, and the presence of Sungto’s wreath suggest that, while 

the major accounting actors took little interest in the formation of KAGA, both KAGA and 

Sungto were trying to construct and promote their mutual relationship.  KAGA’s initiators 

and Sungto’s accountants already had an established connection, as both had previously 

participated in an accrual accounting pilot project at a local council (Ahn et al., 2014).  While 

this connection was represented by sending, receiving and displaying the flowers, this 

practice further reinforced their mutual social capital, as an attendee to the inauguration 

would recognize Sungto’s endorsement of KAGA’s formation and KAGA’s appreciation of 

Sungto’s support. 

Sungto, despite its small size, was able to subsequently develop a reputation as a public 

sector accounting experts, and went on in 2012 to receive a South Korean Presidential 

citation in recognition of its contribution to public sector accounting.  While Sungto 

employed accountants who had a degree of public sector accounting expertise, and 

participated in accrual accounting projects in the central, provincial and local governments, it 

was their close partnership with KAGA and their careful development and deployment of 

symbolic capital (such as the wreath) that played a critical role in facilitating Sungto’s 

reputation.  From this perspective, the wreaths can be understood in this setting as an 

objectified form of social capital that accounting actors strategically deploy in symbolic 

struggles for recognition and legitimacy (Bourdieu 1985; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 

In contrast with the inauguration, 22 standing wreaths were sent to the 2012 autumn 

conference held to celebrate KAGA’s 10th anniversary.  KAGA’s president mentioned all the 

wreath senders in his thank-you letter.  This acknowledgement of the senders suggests that 

sending, receiving and arranging flowers was a symbolically crucial practice in the 

construction and representation of social capital in Korean culture and society.  Among the 

senders were KICPA, big accounting firms, such as PWC and KPMG4, in addition to Sungto.  

The contrast between presence and absence of flowers sent by powerful accounting actors in 

two occasions indicates that KAGA had grown over 10 years to be an institutional actor 

legitimate enough to be recognized by those key actors in the mainstream accounting field.  

Presumably, symbolic violence took place at this event, because KAGA’s legitimacy and 

power in the field would be taken for granted by attendees to the conference.  Therefore, we 

argue that the practice of sending, receiving and arranging the flowers, in addition to thanking 

the senders, represents and constructs the mutual social capital between key accounting actors 

in a Korean cultural context.   

5.2. Summer conference 

The second significant event following the inaugural conference reflected in KAGA’s photo-

archive was the 2006 summer conference shown in Fig. 4.  Rather than discussing all the 

conferences (2002-2006), we selected this photograph, as it reflected a particular transition 

                                                           
4 KMPG’s sponsorship for the formal conference dinner was also thanked for in the letter.   
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and strategy to enhance the significance of KAGA’s leadership to dominate public sector 

accounting field.   

 

Fig. 4. 2006 summer conference. 

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on September 1, 2014) 

This photograph was also framed from the perspective of the audience, highlighting the 

significance of the banner and the Korean national flag and those seated on the stage.  The 

banner indicates that the conference was held at Chonbuk National University, located in 

Jeonju, its theme was the announcement of legislation of the accounting standards for local 

and provincial councils, and it was sponsored by both the Ministry of Public Administration 

and Security and Jeonju City Council.  As such, this information presented by the banner 

suggests that KAGA had grown to have its significant influence and institutional impact on 

provincial and local councils. 

However, while the issue of sponsorship was significant and clear information on this banner, 

it was absent from the banner of the 2002 inaugural conference.  Therefore, we explored the 

sponsorship information disclosed both in invitations and photographed banners, and 

discovered that Ministry of Public Administration and Security was the main sponsor of 

KAGA’s conferences held during its first five years (14 out of 17 conferences).  This ongoing 

support from the Ministry of Public Administration and Security enabled the new association 

to hold its conferences without much financial concern, and thus continuously grow in size.  

While there were 19 membership applications at the inauguration, it had 221 members by the 

time this conference was held in July 2006.  In addition, the ongoing support and sponsorship 

by the Ministry of Public Administration and Security demonstrated a form of symbolic 

capital because KAGA was able to promote its credibility and significance by publicizing the 

state’s endorsement via the banners5.  This examination of sponsorship, in relation to the 

symbolic elements, presented in Fig. 4 demonstrates a degree of insight that can be derived 

from combining photographic and documentary resources and how such data source might be 

deployed in the accounting research. 

                                                           
5 Bourdieu (1991, 1994) argued that the state is the ultimate source of symbolic capital. 

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/


12 
 

There are two other elements portrayed in the photograph.  One is that the panel members on 

the platform were in formal suits and ties in late July, the hottest and the most humid period 

in Korea, and the other is that the national flag is prominently displayed at the center of the 

conference.  Both elements emphasize the national significance of the conference.  In effect, 

accrual accounting was to be legally enforced in all the local and provincial councils from 

2007 onwards.  This move from cash to accrual accounting was considered a critical shift, 

and thus many public servants attended this conference as illustrated by the photograph.  

Therefore, the presence of the flag, which was not universally displayed at all KAGA’s 

conferences, can be interpreted as an attempt by KAGA to stress this significance and as a 

method of what Bourdieu (1991) called symbolic violence, as attendees to the conference 

would come to take the dominance of KAGA for granted in the public sector accounting field. 

5.3. International conference 

The third event represented in KAGA’s photo-archive which showed a significant and 

interesting change was the 2011 international conference.  The banner portrayed in Fig. 5 

indicates that this conference was held at Chungbuk National University and Ramada Plaza 

Cheongju Hotel, in celebration of the University’s 60th anniversary, on September 28-30.  

This photograph was framed from the perspective of the audience, but focused on a single 

speaker at the podium rather than a panel.  The speaker was KAGA’s incumbent president, 

who had been an accounting professor since 1982 at the hosting University located at 

Cheongju, the capital city of Chungbuk Province.  

The presentation and framing of this photograph suggests an effort to emphasize the 

significance of the president and his power in Chungbuk Province and Cheongju City.  One 

way of this reading is to explore the sponsorship information disclosed in the banner.  This 

conference was funded by 10 institutions, some of which were ongoing sponsors, such as the 

Ministry of Public Administration and Security, but others were one-off such as Chungbuk 

Provincial and Cheongju City Council.  The fact that the councils were not regular sponsors 

suggests that the president mobilized his social networks in those councils for this event 

(Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).   

 

Fig. 5. 2011 international conference (stage)  

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on June 17, 2017) 

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
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What is particularly interesting from a methodological perspective and the primary reason 

that we focused on this conference is that the visual gaze has turned from the stage towards 

the audience as shown in Fig. 6.  The shift of the focus from the stage to the audience is 

fascinating, but it still highlights powerful and significant actors in the conference.  The 

photograph portrays five men in the front row, all formally dressed and each with a corsage 

pinned on their suits.  This photograph suggests that flowers were not limited to the stage, but 

can be presented to conference attendees as a form of corsage.  A cultural reading of the 

symbolism of corsages highlights these five individuals as the most powerful social actors at 

the conference, because very important persons (VIPs) are normally distinguished by a 

corsage on their suits in Korean culture. 

Therefore, the fact that this photograph was taken and retained on KAGA’s archive 

illuminates that key KAGA’s members felt it was important to identify and highlight these 

people who attended and supported the conference.  From right to left in the photograph, they 

were KAGA’s incumbent president, the Vice-Chancellor of the Chungbuk National 

University, the Governor of Chungbuk Province, the Head of Local Finance Bureau at the 

Ministry of Public Administration and Security, and the Chairman of the Chungbuk 

Provincial Assembly.  The president started the conference with his opening speech as shown 

in Fig. 5, three VIPs from Chungbuk gave welcome speeches, and the Head of the Local 

Finance Bureau gave a presentation at the plenary session about strategies to improve 

accounting in local and provincial councils.  As such, these roles played by the men with 

corsages can be interpreted as an exchange of symbolic recognition.  The VIPs’ speeches and 

presentations enhanced the significance of this conference, while KAGA recognized the 

prestigious status of each man by pinning corsages on their suits.  This exchange reinforced 

the cultural significance of both VIPs and KAGA, which was further taken for granted by the 

attendees to the conference (Bourdieu, 1991). 

 

Fig. 6. 2011 international conference (audience). 

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on June 17, 2017) 

5.4. Autumn conference 

The fourth event we examined was the 2011 autumn conference held at Bucheon’s City Hall 

on October 27, which was portrayed in Fig. 7.  We took an interest in this photograph 

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
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because there was a subtle difference between the banner and the invitation written by the 

mayor of Bucheon and KAGA’s president.  It appeared to be a normal call for KAGA 

members to attend the conference, and its theme stated in the invitation letter was the 

achievements by accrual-based financial accounting and further development strategies.  

However, the banner in the photograph, which switches the framing focus from the audience 

to the stage, indicates in green letters across its top that the conference was held to celebrate 

the 10th anniversary of accrual accounting adoption at Bucheon.  The green color may be 

interpreted as reflecting the color of Bucheon’s logo in line with Courtis’ (2004) argument 

that font colors could be read as a form of visual rhetoric.  However, reading the significance 

of that rhetoric across culture can be complex and problematic.  In essence, from a 

methodological perspective, the photograph revealed elements and evidence which would 

have been missed if researchers had focused only on textual data source. 

 

Fig. 7. 2011 autumn conference. 

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on June 17, 2017) 

The prominent placement of the flag visible in Fig. 7 symbolically emphasizes the national 

significance of the 10th anniversary of Bucheon’s adoption of accrual accounting.  Bucheon 

was the first local council to voluntarily adopt accrual accounting in 2001, when there was no 

legal enforcement.  KAGA’s key members participated in the pilot projects at Bucheon prior 

to KAGA’s formation, and its success expedited the nationwide accrual accounting adoption 

in local and provincial councils (Ahn et al., 2014).  Therefore, an attendee would understand 

from the arrangement of the national flag and the banner how much value KAGA placed on 

this anniversary of the successful voluntary adoption of accrual accounting at Bucheon.  

5.5. Joint conference 

Finally, it was another mismatch between written documents and photographs which 

encouraged us to explore the 2012 joint conference.  The photograph shown in Fig. 8 was 

framed from the perspective of the audience, highlighting the stage-party, the banner and the 

Korean flag on the left side.  The banner indicates that the conference was held on December 

28, and its focus was on public sector financial integrity.  However, although all other 

information from the written documents matched the banner, the nameplates of the presenters 

and the discussants photographed were not the same as those in the schedule.  On this 

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
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occasion, a reasonable reading would be that those portrayed in the photograph were the ones 

who ran the session as the presenters and the discussants.  This mismatch suggests that a 

simple reliance of documentary data source could easily miss this gap between what was 

proposed and what occurred.  Therefore, we argue that a photograph can provide a degree of 

validation of what occurred that documentary evidence does not.  As such, there is truth in 

the classic idiom that a picture is worth a thousand words as a tool of triangulation that 

enables us to check the veracity of written documents. 

 

Fig. 8. 2012 joint conference. 

(Source: http://www.kaga21.or.kr/, © KAGA. Used with permission. Accessed on June 17, 2017) 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to build on the sociological tradition and the emergent accounting 

research in using photographs as a methodology to better understand building of meaning in 

everyday life (Hopwood, 1994; Davie, 2000; Jeacle, 2009).  We illustrated practical 

approaches to using photographs as a research methodology by exploring the archived 

photographs of KAGA’s conferences.  We focused on how photographs were framed and 

how the physical artefacts were portrayed in them to build and sustain institutional, and 

sometimes individual, credibility and legitimacy.  We drew on Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of 

objectified forms of capital, and theorized how both individual and institutional actors used 

this capital to distinguish themselves and their activities from others, thereby enhancing their 

legitimacy, power and status within a field (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986, 1991, 1994).  From this 

theoretical perspective, we explored how we can interpret physical artefacts, such as banners, 

the national flag and flowers photographed at KAGA’s conferences.  By following Parker’s 

(2009) recommendation to approach and organize these photographs chronologically, we 

were able to detect a degree of growth in the legitimacy and credibility of KAGA as an 

association. 

By adopting a reading informed by a Korean cultural sensitivity, we were able to identify the 

symbolic elements within the photographs that can be interpreted as significant to the 

audience who participated in the conferences.  We highlighted the cultural significance of the 

national flag and flowers, particularly how they can be used and interpreted from a Korean 

cultural perspective.  We found that KAGA’s leadership used the national flag to highlight 

http://www.kaga21.or.kr/
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the nation-wide legitimacy and significance of some of its own events.  As such, the national 

flag is an objectified form of symbolic capital that reflects the authority and power of the 

state.   

Sending and displaying wreaths is a particular everyday Korean social behavior.  However, 

the transition from the inauguration, where there were only two wreaths with one being sent 

by a relatively small and obscure accounting firm (which was to later build its reputation as 

an expert in public sector accounting), to the 10th anniversary, to which 22 wreaths were sent 

by key institutional accounting actors, such as KICPA, KPMG and PWC, indicates that 

KAGA has been highly successful in building its reputation and associated social/symbolic 

capital in the accounting field.  The other interesting floral artefact that functioned at the 

individual rather than the institutional level was a corsage.  Corsages were used to distinguish 

external VIPs attending KAGA’s events.  Therefore, the dynamic and significant visual 

elements associated with symbolic and social struggles can be effectively presented only with 

the use of the photographic imagery, but are easy to miss with methodologies dominated by 

documentary or oral data sources.   

In this paper, we illustrated both the possibility and the value of the use of photographs as a 

research methodology as recommended by Bourdieu et al. (1990).  From this perspective, the 

function of physical artefacts and their arrangement as a device of communication or kind of 

language were understood through the lens of Korean culture that revealed social and cultural 

codes.  Therefore, the presence (or absence) of certain physical artefacts within a photograph 

can be read as revealing new and interesting insights into the strategies of accounting actors 

in a given social space, which could have been missed with the use of other methodologies. 

There were significant insights into the practical issues associated with the use of the 

photographs.  There were challenges related to ethical issues regarding confidentiality and 

copyright.  A key ethical issue we faced was the requirement to protect the privacy of the 

individuals in the photographs, and we did not have a specific permission to publish the 

images of these people.  While it was possible to rely on the permission to access KAGA’s 

archive, we decided to adopt a strong commitment to individual anonymity within this paper, 

despite these photographs being publicly available.  Therefore, we did not disclose key actors’ 

names, and obscured the faces of those whom we were able to recognize in the photographs 

used in this paper.  This decision led to the requirement to modify some photographs.   

Another major challenge was the issue of copyright.  While KAGA granted us permission to 

use photographs from its website, another association, Korean Association for Local Finance, 

where key KAGA members were also active, did not give us permission to use relevant 

photographs in which we were interested.  However, although copyright may remain a 

challenge for researchers, the notion of “fair use exception,” which allows researchers to use 

photographs “for fair dealing for certain purposes such as research or study” (Australian 

Copyright Council, 2012), may justify the use of publicly available photographs for research 

purposes. 

On a broader level, we recognize that the visual, as with any language, is not open to one 

single interpretation but to multiple readings (Saussure, 1960; Barthes, 1977), and that the 

relationship between the signifier (the artefacts) and the signified (message delivered) are 

neither linear nor fixed (Saussure, 1960).  Within this paper, we have brought a reading 

strongly informed by a Korean cultural perspective.  As such, we sought to place ourselves in 

the position of the Korean audience or viewer seeing the conferences portrayed in these 
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photographs.  However, a feature of the visual is that it invites readers to make their own 

interpretation of the image from their own cultural or intellectual perspective.  Therefore, 

there is a degree of openness, which is present in a given text but even more evident in a 

photograph, thereby highlighting processes of the creation and anchoring of meaning 

(Barthes, 1970).  From this perspective, the greater use of visual methodologies in general 

and of photographs in particular has the potential to open our literature to greater debate and 

dialogue. 
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