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tion of accounting and a general shift in 
research towards the periphery of the 
subject.

There is also a tendency to put the con-
text of accounting in the foreground, 
with the consequence of accounting 
being treated in a more sweeping way 
instead of really digging into the details 
of the accounting system; i.e. detailed 
descriptions of the context rather than 
focusing on accounting itself. This 
development, in combination with ac-
counting becoming extremely complex, 
has led to a situation in which it has 
become increasingly difficult to keep 
up pace with the fast development of 
accounting practice. This contributes to 
the risk of accounting research losing 
its impact. 

To ward off this development I think it 
is important, in line with the reason-
ing of Kaplan, to increase cooperation 
with the best managed organizations. 
To study - but also to challenge - their 
accounting practices. In this way we 
can better assure that our research is 
focusing on the core of the accounting 
subject, in other words, accounting as 
an economic information system and 
its use for decision-making.

By engaging in this type of endeavor 
we would not only increase the likeli-
hood of the research already done, 
having a larger impact, but foremost, to 
ensure that future accounting research 
will focus on areas of importance for 
practitioners. I am sure such research 
would also strive to fulfill the highest 
scientific standards existing today. So 
let us take advantage of the fact that 
we are living in exciting and challenging 
times, and let us discuss how account-
ing should continue to prosper as 
well as being considered an academic 
subject with a relevant research agenda 
that has a concrete impact.

Recommended further reading 
Kaplan, R. S. (2011) The Hollow Science, 
Harvard Business Review, 89(5), p. 46 and 
Scapens, R. W. (2006) Understanding 
Management Accounting Practices: A 
Personal Journey, The British Accounting 
Review, 38(1), pp. 1-30.

Lately I have often thought: What 
exciting and challenging times to be a 
teacher and a researcher in account-
ing! Never before has accounting had 
such large effects on the evaluation 
and development of organizations. At 
the same time accounting is steadily be-
coming more complex. We only have to 
think of the demise of HQ Bank to real-
ize the importance of accounting. Some 
researchers even claim that accounting 
is the root cause of the financial crisis. 

The interest in accounting matters is 
also very visible at the universities. Ac-
counting courses are among the most 
popular choices and never fail to attract 
students. The number of faculty mem-
bers of accounting departments have 
probably never been higher and the 
number of books and articles published 
by accounting researchers is increasing 
steadily. Moreover, the number of prac-
ticing accountants in society is huge 
and increasing, thus, all factors added 
together, I would claim that accounting 
has never been stronger. At the same 
time there are challenges that must be 
addressed. 

Perhaps the most difficult and impor-
tant challenge is the lack of impact 
of accounting research. Two inter-
nationally recognized and influential 
accounting researchers - Robert 
Kaplan at Harvard Business School 
and Robert Scapens at Manchester 
Business School, have both expressed 
their concerns. Even though they have 
different ways of arguing, they both 
come to the conclusion that accounting 
research must increase its impact on 
practice. This is a disturbing conclusion 
which most accounting researchers 
would agree with Kaplan and Scapens 
on. So what should we do to address 
this challenge?  

For a start I think we must ask our-
selves: is the research we are conduct-
ing relevant and interesting for both 
practitioners and researchers? Without 
doubt accounting has become a very 
diverse subject area in which scarce 
research resources are spread over 
myriads of sub-disciplines. In my view 
this has led to a delusion of the defini-
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The discussion about whether ifrs and “fair value 
accounting” is good or bad deserves to continue. But 
let us not bring the mirror metaphor back. Let us 
instead take a page from the iasb. If they can con-
struct a user, so can we. Because, accounting does not 
correspond to truths, it is a tool we construct to cre-
ate correspondence and “truths”. The question we 
should address is therefore whom this tool should 
serve: company management, investors, the mar-
ket? Or perhaps all of them? Or someone else? And 
first thereafter should we decide upon the proper 
techniques and principles of accounting. In order to 
facilitate this discussion, a research project in col-
laboration between the Universities of Gothenburg, 
Stockholm and Uppsala, funded by Handelsbankens 
forskningsstiftelser, has analyzed the attitudes to-
wards, and the impact of ifrs on a number of differ-
ent actors. Among other things ceos, board members 
and auditors of companies listed on the Stockholm 
stock exchange have been interviewed and financial 
reports and related market data have been analyzed.

The results of the project, which will be sum-
marized in a book that is going to be published next 
year by Liber, are many and varied. But they gener-
ally support the broad-stroke picture painted above. 
It does for instance seem like accounting quality (in 
the stock market sense) has increased with ifrs. Yet, 
as we have already seen, many auditors and board 
members, who in the Swedish context often repre-
sent the investors in the company, are very critical 
of the changes ifrs has introduced. Interestingly 
though, it is difficult to find a pattern that describes 
which board members and auditors are positive to 
ifrs and who are against it, as opponents and pro-
ponents are apparently (more analysis is needed) 
non-systematically spread across types of industry, 
specialist/generalist and other categories.

In the social sciences, identity is often under-
stood as a characteristic given meaning in relation 
to significant others. Understanding how various ac-
tors work with, or around, ifrs and their attitudes 
towards the new accounting paradigm are therefore 
important. How can we otherwise evaluate ifrs 
through any other lens than the identity given ac-
counting by the financial economics program? We 
must however also consider that in accounting, iden-
tity has a special meaning. An accounting identity is 
an equality. Assets are always equal to liabilities plus 
equity. What is at stake are the values of the variables, 
not the variables themselves. This reminds us that 
how accounting’s significant others perceive ifrs, 
probably won’t make ifrs go away or guarantee its 
future as the dominant accounting standard through-
out the world. But they may change its values. 
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