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opted, meaning that the loss is not dependent on 
objective evidence on deterioration of the credit 
quality, but on the mere anticipation of such a de-
velopment. 

This mirrors a development towards the view 
that regulators should take responsibility for devel-
oping rules that help banks reduce the impact of fu-
ture economic cycles, so that procyclicality (mean-
ing that the bank takes on more risks than it should 
in good times for example by excessive lending with 
lower standards, and suddenly changing its lend-
ing policies and reducing loans in bad times and 
thus worsening the recession) can be counterbal-
anced. Even though the aim of the changes in IFRS 
9 is to avoid overstated interest revenues and thus 
decrease risk, the new approach at the same time 
involves an increased amount of subjectivity since 
new judgments about future developments in cred-
it losses and estimations of future cash flows will be 
needed – actually making the accounting process 
more complex (and more procyclical) again. 

The question comes down to what the role of 
accounting is – what role we believe accounting 
can have, and what role we think it should have. In 
the previously mentioned interview with the IASB 
Chairman Sir David Tweedie from 2007 he also 
mentions that if accounting is to mirror the real 
economics, such as it does with fair values, compa-
nies need to change their communication and be-
come better at explaining the figures in the finan-
cial statements. Also, he says, they need to become 
better at explaining what effects accounting have. 
Given that accounting standards are becoming in-
creasingly complex and so are the activities of the 
banks themselves, both producers and consumers 
of accounting have to increase their level of under-
standing of the connection between the implemen-
tation of accounting standards and its effect on the 
business of the company. 

However, the connection between the change in 
accounting and regulation on the one side, and the 
change in operations on the other, must still be seen 
as partly vague and unexplored. Even though the 
bank claims the change in result is only caused by 
a change in accounting and regulation, it is difficult 
to really know its long-term effects. Just to give an 
example; a write down of goodwill stemming from 
a change in the input variables in calculating the re-
coverable amount could have real long-term internal 
effects on for example strategy and risk management 
in entities abroad. It appears that the connection be-
tween accounting standards and the management 
control system of a company is a research area that 
has not yet been satisfactorily explored and that 
needs considerable attention in the future. What we 
do know is that transparency through accounting is 
not an unambiguous thing. This is extraordinarily 
evident in the case of the banking sector.  
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other occupational groups in the 
company. Engineers, marketers, HR-
staff will very likely think that they can 
satisfy the information-needs that the 
accountants say they should provide. 
For example, who should design, 
develop and “own” the production 
control system? The engineers or the 
accountants? However, a related but 
much more challenging risk to handle 
is that accountants can become more 
of a generalist than a specialist. Such a 
development could lead to a situation 
in which the accountants have diluted 
their traditional role as the only expert 
in the organisation that really knows 
the “nuts and bolts” of accounting.

A severe problem with such a 
development is the increasing need 
for more and more accountants 
that really understand and focus on 
accounting. One illustrative example is 
accounting in banks, which has become 
much more complicated as a result 
of International Financial Reporting 
Standards (IFRS).  To be able to satisfy 
the bank’s reporting requirements there 
is a need for very advanced accounting 
knowledge. This development is 
especially challenging for banks, but can 
also be seen in other organisations and 
industries.

A development in which the 
knowledge of the accountant is in 
strong demand is of course something 
that is positive. I am myself a strong 
advocate for the importance of 
accounting information in formulating 
and implementing strategies. At the 
same time this cannot, and should 
not, be done by risking that the core 
competence of the accountant is 
diluted. My opinon is that this core 
competence is a prerequisite for the 
accountant to take on assignments 
of a more strategic nature. My 
conviction is therefore that our 
education as well as our research, 
must have a very strong focus on 
advanced accounting and control. 
That is the core competence of both 
the “old” and “new” accountants.

There have been accountants as long 
as trade and business have existed. 
Their role has always been to ensure 
the sound management of the 
organisation’s resources. For a long 
time that meant a strong focus on 
handling book-keeping and the financial 
reports. This was a well-defined role 
that in most cases was handled with 
both precision and diligence. The 
accountant was an expert with no real 
“competitors” and was treated with a 
lot of respect.

Today accountants exist everywhere 
and they have new labels such as: 
Accounting controller, business 
controller, environmental controller - 
just to name a few of them. There is a 
strong tendency to view the accountant 
as an expert on almost everything that 
is connected to financial reporting and 
management control in the broadest 
sense of the word.   

This is in many respects a 
development that has advantages and 
it also recognizes the important role of 
the accountant in today’s organisations: 
From the small association to the large 
multinational company - even the 
nation state. Considering this, it is not 
surprising that accounting is a very 
popular subject at universities.

Overall there are indications that 
the accountants are widening their 
area of responsibility to be more 
strategic - or at least - to come closer to 
the top management. Even the rather 
conservative auditors have a lively 
discussion about how their role can be 
widened to new areas of auditing and 
consulting - such as Corporate Social 
Responsibility. This is not a surprising 
development since the accountants, 
without doubt, is the organisation’s 
foremost expert at designing 
information-based routines, structures 
and processes for decision-making. In 
that respect there are many advantages 
with this development but let us look at 
some of the risks.

One obvious risk is that the 
accountants start to compete with 

Fredrik Nilsson
The Accounting Perspective
The Core Competence
of the Accountant

Fredrik Nilsson is Professor of Business Studies, especially Accounting, at the 
Department of Business Studies (Uppsala University). Scan the QR-code to the 
left with your smartphone to find out more about the author or contact him 
directly by sending an email to Fredrik.Nilsson@fek.uu.se.

5 5M   E   R   C   U   R   Y


