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ABSTRACT 

Digitalization is considered one of the most significant and lasting changes in society and is 
therefore a highly relevant field for research. This dissertation addresses the interdisciplinary 
field of digitalization and management accounting from an institutional theoretical perspective. 
It unfolds a holistic institutional approach describing digitalization as the combined effect of 
utilizing (various) digital technologies in “bringing about novel actors (and actor constellations), 
structures, practices, values, and beliefs that change, threaten, replace, or complement existing 
rules of the game in organizations, ecosystems, and industries.” This dissertation presents three 
studies, each introducing knowledge in studying digitalization in accounting. Study 1 presents a 
literature review of artificial intelligence (AI) in accounting, focusing on empirical research. 
This study updates the current knowledge about research in AI and accounting since Sutton’s et 
al. review in 2016. Specifically, this study reviews published research and presents primary 
empirical data. Furthermore, it uses a broader definition of AI technologies than in previous 
literature, making this review more applicable to accounting research. Therefore, it contributes 
to a broader overview of the current state of research on AI and accounting and, based on the 
results of the review, conceptualizes how AI influences accounting. This study critically reviews 
the literature and determines the themes addressed, type of research conducted, results 
generated, and type of technology applied. This study contributes to the literature in three ways. 
First, the results show the role of AI in accounting and segregate empirical- and non-empirical-
based articles. Second, it bridges the focus between early AI and new technologies in accounting 
research. This provides a more nuanced picture of the current state of the literature published in 
accounting journals. Finally, it presents an agenda for future research by addressing current 
themes and describing potential research gaps. Study 2 is a single case study that investigates 
how management actively works to proliferate digitalization in the accounting function of the 
case company. This study explores how management accounting routines are influenced by 
digitalization in an accounting function, assessing the types of digitalization technologies used 
and the performance outcomes of digitalization. Study 3 is a comparative case study aimed at 
extending the literature on institutional change in the role of management accountants by 
exploring the contradictory institutional logics among management accounting professionals in 
the two investigated case companies. This study explores how digitalization constitutes 
institutional logic and changes the role of management accountants. It emphasizes the influence 
of digitalization logic and extends the current knowledge of management accountants’ role 
changes toward a functional consultant role involving more technical elements.  





 

 

Dansk Resumé 

Digitalisering er anset for at være et af samfundets mest signifikante og vedvarende 
problemstillinger og er derfor et meget relevant forskningsområde. Denne afhandling adresserer 
forskning i spændingsfeltet imellem digitalisering og økonomistyring, belyst ud fra en 
institutionel teorivinkel. Denne afhandling udfolder en holistisk tilgang til at beskrive 
digitalisering som værende de kombinerede effekter af udnyttelsen af forskellige teknologier 
som ”skaber nye sammenspil mellem individer, strukturer, praktiser, værdier og overbevisninger 
som ændrer, truer og komplementerer eksisterende måder at gøre tingene på i organisationer, 
økosystemer og industrier. Denne afhandling præsenterer 3 artikler som hver især belyser viden 
om digitalisering i regnskab. Den første artikel præsenterer et litteraturstudie om kunstig 
intelligens i regnskab med særlig fokus på empirisk forskning. Artiklen opdaterer nuværende 
viden om AI i regnskab og gennemgår specifikt den nye viden, der er publiceret på området 
siden seneste litteraturstudie af Sutton et al., 2016. Artiklen har et særligt fokus på artikler som 
anvender primære datakilder. Endvidere anvender artiklen en bredere definition af AI end 
tidligere litteratur-reviews. Derfor bidrager artiklen med en bredere gennemgang af litteraturen 
end tidligere reviews på området. Baseret på disse resultater forsøger artiklen at forklare 
forholdet mellem AI og regnskab. Til dette indtager artiklen en kritisk vinkel på de indeholdte 
artikler og rangerer dem efter temaer, metode, teori, forskningsresultater samt typen af teknologi 
anvendt for hvert enkelt artikel. Artiklen  bidrager til litteraturen på tre måder: Først og 
fremmest viser resultaterne, hvilken rolle AI spiller i forskningen indenfor regnskab ved at se på 
opdelingen af empiriske samt ikke-empiriske artikler. Dernæst kobler artiklen tidligere viden om 
AI-teknologi med nyere forskning på området. Slutteligt præsenterer artiklen en agenda for 
fremtidig forskning og beskriver områder for potentiel ny forskning. Den anden artikel er et 
enkeltstående casestudie som undersøger, hvordan ledelsen aktivt har arbejdet på at brede 
digitalisering ud i organisationen, særligt i virksomhedens Finansfunktion. Samtidig udforsker 
artiklen, hvordan digitalisering påvirker regnskab i virksomheden ved at vurdere, hvilke typer af 
digitaliseringsteknologier der er anvendt i casen samt, hvordan performance-outputtet er blevet 
påvirket ved brug af digitalisering. Artiklen trækker på det institutionelle perspektiv, nærmere 
bestemt den institutionelle arbejdsteori. Den tredje artikel er et komparativt casestudie, der søger 
at udvikle teorien omkring institutionelle ændringer i Management Accountants rolle, ved at 
udforske de modsatrettede institutionelle logikker iblandt Management Accounting 
professionelle i de to case-virksomheder. Artiklen udforsker, hvordan digitalisering stædfaster 
sig som en digitaliseringslogik og skaber ændringer i Management Accountants rolle. Artiklen 
undersøger digitaliseringslogikkens betydning og forlænger den nuværende viden på området. 
Artiklen bidrager til diskussionen og udlægningen af Management Accountants rolle som Bean-
counter og Businesspartner samt hvilke grænseflader og ansvarsområder Management 
Accoutnant har i en digital tidsalder. 
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1.0 Introduction 

Digitalization is one of the most significant and lasting changes in society. In the ever-evolving 
business and accounting landscape, the integration of digital technologies has emerged as a 
paradigm-shifting force reshaping industries, economies, and societies worldwide. Among the 
domains profoundly affected by this digital revolution, accounting stands at the forefront, 
undergoing a transformative journey that transcends traditional methodologies and boundaries. 
This journey forms the focus of this doctoral dissertation, as we examine the intricate interplay 
between digitalization and accounting practices. 

The 21st century has witnessed the proliferation of digital tools, data analytics, automation, and 
artificial intelligence (AI), altering the fundamental fabric of how businesses manage their 
financial affairs. Technological advancements have created new opportunities for automated 
bookkeeping, instant reporting, and AI-based analysis. These inventions have made the 
accounting function more far-reaching in terms of what services it can offer, how long it takes to 
do these things, and how much it costs. From cloud-based accounting software to AI-powered 
analysis, these technological innovations have not only streamlined accounting processes but 
have also opened new avenues for enhanced financial decision-making, transparency, and 
accountability. However, the integration of these technologies has brought forth myriad 
challenges and complexities, ranging from data security and privacy concerns to the need for a 
reimagined skill set within the accounting profession. 

Currently, this is a promising time to study digital development in accounting, as more 
companies are initiating digital initiatives. This area is highly relevant for further research to 
understand how digitalization impacts accounting. There are several reasons for studying 
digitalization in accounting. Most importantly, digitalization in accounting should be studied 
because of its widespread impact on society. Digitalization permeates all business and societal 
domains, and for accounting scholars, it is important to know how it influences the profession of 
accountants. Digitalization is a novel and influential phenomenon in societal contexts, similar to 
other groundbreaking technological innovations such as the wheel or the Internet. As accounting 
researchers, we need to know how this will influence the field of accounting, and much research 
is required to investigate this transformational phenomenon, whether from a system perspective 
(e.g., how digitalization impacts accounting tasks), human perspective (e.g., how digitalization 
impacts the role of accountants), or societal perspective (e.g., how digitalization transforms the 
accounting industry). 
 
In this dissertation, we focus on a comprehensive exploration of the multifaceted relationship 
between digitalization and accounting. We dissect the impact of digital technologies on 
traditional accounting practices by elucidating the opportunities they present and the challenges 
they pose. Therefore, we intend to contribute valuable insights into the academic discourse and 
practical realm of accounting and guide researchers, professionals, and educators to navigate 
this digital frontier. Our research encompasses a broad spectrum of topics, including the 
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adoption and integration of digital accounting systems in various organizational settings, the role 
of AI in accounting, and the evolving role of accountants in a digitally driven world. Moreover, 
we examine the impacts and outcomes of using digital technology and explore the implications 
of data-driven decision-making and its consequences for management accounting. 
 
This dissertation aims to develop an empirical and theoretical understanding of the relationship 
between digitalization and accounting by investigating how the advent of digitalization has 
transformed accounting practices and the roles of accountants. Three agendas were investigated: 
(i) the role of AI in accounting, (ii) digitalization’s influence on management accounting 
routines and performance, and (iii) digitalization’s influence on the role of management 
accountants. Institutional theory is used as the primary theoretical approach in the studies to 
design research questions, guide the selection of relevant data, interpret the collected data, and 
propose explanations for the causes and influences observed in the studied phenomenon. In 
pursuit of this intellectual journey, we aim to provide a comprehensive and timely understanding 
of subject studies.  

2.0 Digitalization in accounting 
 

Digitalization is a capacious concept, as it involves multiple technologies and influences 
multiple parts of the accounting domain, whether from an academic or a practitioner’s 
perspective. To make the concept more tangible, we divided accounting literature into three 
waves to describe the phenomenon. The first wave is referred to as digitization, while the second 
and third waves are both referred to as digitalization. 

The first wave, referred to as digitization, focuses on the evolution of computerized information 
systems, offering accountants detailed records of postings in the accounting system, an overview 
of accounts, and the extraction of trial balances (Kanellou & Spathis, 2013; Spraakman et al., 
2018). This wave focused on converting a physical or analog format into a digital format. The 
second wave, referred to as digitalization, refers to Internet-related technologies that allow 
accountants to share information more efficiently within and between organizations and 
systems. This wave is concerned with how tools, such as integration, RPA, and Workflow, can 
be used to improve and automate business processes (Cooper et al., 2019; Fernandez & Aman, 
2018; Kohornen, 2020). The third wave, referred to as digitalization, focuses on how emerging 
digital tools such as blockchain, IoT, AI, and predictive analytics can form strategy- and data-
driven decision-making (Bert et al., 2024; Rautiainen et al., 2024; Yigitbasioglu et al., 2022). In 
this regard, AI has been used to enhance other tools in a digital toolbox. The most recent 
innovation is generative AI, which enables unstructured data to be presented as structured, 
meaning that unstructured data are no longer dead ends for automation. Generative AI allows 
content creation and can potentially be used in accounting to generate financial reports, 
forecasting, and data analysis. 
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Outline of the study 

This dissertation consists of three studies that extend to each other and address different 
perspectives on digitalization in accounting. The first is a literature review that establishes the 
foundation of knowledge within the research area, focusing on AI in accounting. The second 
study takes a system perspective on digitalization and investigates how digitalization has 
influenced management accounting routines and performance in the case company. The third 
study focuses on the human aspect of digital change, particularly how the role of management 
accountants changed during the increased adoption of digital logic within the accounting 
function of the two case companies. 
 
 

Title Method Theory Focus in thesis Status Presentations 
Study 1: The 
role of AI in 
accounting: 
New 
perspectives on 
empirical 
research 

Literature 
review 

N/A Foundational 
knowledge of 
accounting and 
digitalization 

 

Not published Scancor Monday 
seminar, WIP 2 
CBS 

Study 2: An 
institutional 
work 
perspective on 
digitalization 
in the 
accounting 
function 

Single case 
study: 
Interviews 

Institutional 
work 

Investigating 
how management 
accounting 
routines and 
performance 
have been 
influenced by 
digitalization 

Second round 
in British 
accounting 
review 

British 
Accounting 
review - Special 
Issue conference: 
“At the Interface 
of Digital 
Technologies and 
Management 
Accounting” 

Study 3: The 
role and 
identity of 
management 
accountants in 
digitalization 

Comparative 
case study, 
interviews 

Institutional 
logics 

Investigating the 
changing role of 
management 
accountants 
caused by 
digitalization  

First round in 
Journal of 
Management 
Control 

SIGASYS ICIS: 
Workshop on 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Table 1. Overview of doctoral thesis 

Digitalization and accounting can be studied in many contexts. This dissertation consists of 
those presented in Table 1, as they are critical to understanding how accounting is performed, 
what happens to people performing accounting tasks, and what this development means for 
companies. The current literature stream is only a tip of the iceberg and relevant studies on 
digitalization and accounting will be conducted in the future. 

 

2.1 Study 1: The role of Artificial Intelligence in Accounting 
This study aimed to update the current knowledge on AI research and accounting until 2021. 
Specifically, it aimed to review the research that had been conducted since the latest reviews 
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were published, which focused on presenting evidence based on primary data. Furthermore, it 
uses a broader definition of AI technologies than previous reviews (Gray, 2014; Sutton, 2016). 

This study critically reviews the literature and determines the themes addressed, types of research 
conducted, results generated, and types of technology focused on. This classification of the current 
literature on AI in accounting contributes to the literature in three ways. First, the results reveal 
the role of AI in accounting research by separating empirical and non-empirical articles. This 
study empirically contributes to our understanding of AI in accounting. Second, it bridges the 
focus between early AI and new technologies in accounting research. This provides a more 
nuanced picture of the current state of literature published in different journals. Third, it presents 
an agenda for future research by addressing current themes and describing potential research gaps. 
The explored research gap paves the way for the two upcoming studies in this dissertation, as they 
aimed to fill this gap by providing empirical research that explored digitalization in accounting. 
Few empirical studies have investigated AI in accounting and that 114 studies have covered this 
relation to accounting between 2010 and 2021. 
 

 
Figure 1. AI technologies in accounting research 

Only nine articles used primary empirical observations in their studies. In terms of research in 
accounting and digitalization, thousands of studies are likely fit into the label. Using AI-based 
digital technologies is in its infancy; nevertheless, Leitner-Hanetseder et al. (2021) find that this 
development stepwise will proceed toward “A Fully Autonomous Accounting System.” 
Software robots (RPA) have already taken over routine tasks (Cooper et al., 2019) and are 
gradually providing increasing support for nonroutine tasks (Frey & Osbourne, 2017; Leitner-
Hanetseder et al., 2021).  

2.2 Study 2: An Institutional Work Perspective on Digitalization in the Accounting Function 
This study directly examines the core of digitalization and accounting by investigating how 
management has worked to integrate digitalization into the accounting function of the case 
company. Concurrently, this study explores how digitalization influences management accounting 
routines and impacts the performance of the case company.  
 
This study presents a discussion framework for the institutional process leading to digitalization 
in the accounting function and examines the relationship between digitalization, institutional 
work, and accounting. A novel insight originating from this study is the importance of top 
management actively addressing digitalization to facilitate digitalization in the accounting 
function. In this case, digitalization is strongly associated with how top management has engaged 

AI technologies 
in accounting 

research

Machine 
learning*

Knowledge-
based systems* Deep learning Robotic process 

automation
Natural language 

processing*
Physical robots 

and autonomous 
systems

General AI topics
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in institutional work practices. In addition, the importance of building the data foundation in the 
organization is emphasized. 
 
In the case company’s accounting system, digitalization mechanisms automate repetitive and 
time-consuming tasks, such as data entry and reconciliation. Additionally, it reduces manual 
errors and enables faster processing of financial transactions and reporting. Digital accounting 
systems have built-in checks and validations that reduce the risk of errors in calculations and 
data entry. Automation minimizes the potential for human mistakes and ensures accurate 
financial records.  

 

2.3 Study 3: Management Accountants’ Role and Identity Under Digitalization 
In this study, we explore how management accountants’ role and identity have been influenced 
by the digital logic that exists among them. We conducted a comparative case study of two large 
organizations with similar traits. 
 
Subsequently, the study contributes to institutional and accounting theory development by 
showing how management accountants collectively change boundaries and establish a new 
technically focused role as “functional consultants” by reinterpreting digitalization as an 
institutional logic. Management accountants’ collective professional role identity changes when 
they reinterpret multiple logics and their relationships. Through inductive analysis, we identified 
several mechanisms that occurred through interviews and rearranged the constellation of logics 
that guide management accountants: (1) revealing the influence of digitalization logic on the role 
of management accountants and (2) reframing the role, boundaries, and responsibilities of the 
management accountant, in  a digital context.  
 
The general consensus in the literature is that accounting systems, tasks, and procedures have 
become more automated and streamlined, allowing accountants to focus more on value-added 
activities, such as providing data analysis for management to support strategy and operations. The 
literature argues that because of this development, accountants have moved from bean counters 
to business partners (Tillema et al., 2022). From the perspective of business partners, management 
accounting is more than just delivering aggregated financial information to management. Rather, 
the business partner is characterized as a management-oriented and value-added internal 
consultant (Burns & Vaivio, 2001; Goretzki et al., 2013; Järvenpää, 2007). In this capacity, the 
business partner fulfills a valuable coordinating role between top management and operational 
actors in the organization (Karlsson et al., 2019).  
 
Digitalization has added an additional layer to accountants’ two roles (Andreassen, 2020). The 
functional consultant’s role bridges information technology (IT) and accounting using quantitative 
methods and tools to perform data analysis and maintain and develop the accounting system 
landscape. These employees often have accounting backgrounds but, owing to their extensive 
expertise, become experts in the more technical part of the accounting domain. These employees 
are often referred to as systems, application, and products (SAP) consultants, enterprise architects, 
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or process automation consultants. This role has mainly been formed due to increased 
digitalization in companies and is an example of how digitalization has influenced the roles of 
accountants.  

3.0 Methodological positioning 

To thoroughly introduce the scientific methodology and approach used in this dissertation, the 
following section is structured according to the research framework adopted by Saunders et al. 
(2018), as this framework explains the research approach in a simple, straightforward language 
and is comprehensive to cover all aspects of conducting qualitative research. We start by 
examining the framework from the outer layer and to the center. Each section summarizes the 
most important choices made in each layer.  

Figure 2. Adapted from Saunders et al. (2018, p. 130) 

3.1 Research philosophy 
The first layer describes the research philosophy of the study. While working on this research 
project, we identified three major paradigms that were primarily applied to studies on 
digitalization in accounting. We identified the use of positivism, constructivism, and 
functionalism in these studies.  

In the following section, we present an overview of the most critical concepts in institutional 
theory for a deeper understanding of the chosen theoretical perspective and how and why it is a 
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good fit for studying digitalization in accounting. Institutional theory is an approach for 
understanding organizations and management practices as products of social rather than 
economic pressure. It has been used to explain why managerial innovations are adopted by 
organizations or diffused across organizations, despite their inability to improve organizational 
efficiency and effectiveness (Suddaby, 2013). Institutional theory emerged as a distinct break 
from functionalist approaches such as contingency theory and the concomitant use of 
organizational design as a product of rational choice (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977). Institutional theory is firmly rooted in social constructivism (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1967) and the conception of institutions as objectified entities that imbue 
organizations and institutional fields with stability. 

Scholars in management refer to three waves of institutional theory and differentiate between 
“old,” “new,” and “current” institutionalism. Old institutional theory refers to qualitative case 
studies of organizations by organizational theorists in the late 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. 
Selznick’s study of the Tennessee Valley Authority is regarded as the beginning of old 
institutionalism. New institutionalism is marked by Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) study 
“Institutional Organizations: Formal Structures as Myth and Ceremony” and DiMaggio and 
Powell’s (1983) study “The Iron Cage revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective 
Rationality in Organizational Fields.  

In the new institutionalism, there has been a shift toward the view of institutions as collective 
cognitions or shared assumptions that, over time, acquire a degree of social concreteness 
(Suddaby, 2013), meaning that institutions become taken-for-granted, resulting in a constraining 
degree of organizational behavior. In addition, the analysis level changes from the old 
institutionalism to a focus on the internal perspective, and the new institutionalism focuses on 
the interchange between organizations, which is referred to as the organizational field level. By 
the early 1990s, organizational theorists began to raise concerns about the core premise of the 
new institutional theory. DiMaggio and Powell asked why organizations are similar. To answer 
this question, they suggested that organizations adopt similar practices and structures to conform 
to their institutional environments. Eventually, critics noted that not all companies within an 
institutional field are similar and that some companies tend to resist institutional pressure. 
Critics have highlighted that highly institutionalized organizational forms sometimes change. 
DiMaggio, one of the founders of the new institutional theory, presented the possibility that 
institutions might change because some actors, called institutional entrepreneurs, were able to 
resist the influence of collective social beliefs. The idea is that some actors have the agency to 
change things despite institutional pressure. This perspective created a whole new wave of 
institutional research with a particular focus on institutional change, often referred to as the 
“third wave” or “change and complexity.” This wave includes several current research 
perspectives, most notably institutional translation, logic, and work. Scandinavian researchers 
have challenged the notion that institutional ideas move in an intact form across organizations 
(Suddaby, 2013). They argued that ideas are often abstracted or manipulated to move from one 
place to another and then adapted to the local context by the individual organization, the so-
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called translation concept. An extension of these ideas has conceptualized the concept of 
institutional work and processes by which actors engage in creating, changing, and maintaining 
institutions; it has also given rise to institutional logics, which refers to the underlying systems 
of values, beliefs, and assumptions that guide behavior in a particular institutional field. 
 
This study uses institutional work and logic. Understanding the relationship between 
institutional work and logic can be useful. Institutional work involves shaping and challenging 
dominant institutional logic in a particular field. Actors engaged in institutional work may seek 
to introduce new logic or alter existing logic to better align with their goals, values, or interests. 
In our case, we observe that top management (institutional entrepreneurs) work toward 
(institutional work) promoting digitalization initiatives (institutional logics). Disruptive 
institutional work often involves challenging or contesting the dominant institutional logic. 
Actors engaging in disruptive work aim to question or subvert the existing logic, norms, and 
practices that they perceive as outdated, inefficient, or unjust. This type of institutional work can 
lead to significant institutional changes and new logic. The relationship between institutional 
work and logic depends on how the organization is situated. In addition, institutional work can 
align with existing institutional logic to gain legitimacy and support. Organizations may engage 
in mimetic behavior by adopting the prevailing logic and practices of their industries or sectors 
to signal conformity and legitimacy. By aligning with the dominant logic, organizations can 
enhance their reputations and chances of survival and success. However, institutional work 
occurs in contexts in which multiple logics coexist. In such cases, actors may engage in 
boundary work to navigate and bridge different logic, aiming to reconcile or integrate multiple 
institutional logics within their practices or organizational structures. This is the case in the third 
study, which examines the different coexisting logic that shape the roles of management 
accountants. 
 

Ultimately, the choice between paradigms depends on the research question, nature of the 
phenomenon being studied, and researcher’s epistemological and methodological preferences. 
All paradigms have strengths and limitations, and researchers select the one that aligns with 
their research objectives and philosophical stances. Research philosophy does not have to be 
strictly followed, and the approach can incorporate concepts from several perspectives, as long 
as they are not contradictory.  

Ontology is the starting point when discussing the research philosophy. Ontology refers to the 
nature of being and types of things that have existence” (Merriam-Webster, 2020). Ontology can 
be understood as a core belief in the nature and reality of a studied phenomenon. Epistemology 
is dependent on ontology and encapsulates the knowledge or understanding that can be 
generated about a specific ontological reality (Saunders et al., 2018). Finally, the methodology 
mediates these two processes and focuses on the steps that must be undertaken to generate a new 
understanding of the world.  
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3.2 Approach to theory development and methodological choice 
The two distinctive ways of using theory are theory testing (deduction) and building (induction), 
which are often acknowledged as two constraining approaches to reasoning. In the second study, 
we used the theory of institutional work and examined specifically the ways in which top 
management initiated institutional change toward digitalization in the organization. This 
approach was guided by Lawrence and Suddaby’s framework and is a concrete example of how 
the theory was applied to the data collection process in the case company. We examined places 
where advocacy, mythologizing, constructing normative associations, and constructing identities 
were applied in the case company. In these instances, we zoomed in and thoroughly investigated 
the circumstances leading to these events. This method of reasoning is referred to as theory 
testing (deduction), meaning that we obtained information from the theory of institutional work 
and used it for the observations we gathered in the case. 

In the third study, inductive approach was used. We gathered observations on how the role of 
management accountants has changed and used these observations to formulate a general theory 
or framework. An inductive method is applied when the research process begins by collecting 
data to explore a phenomenon and afterwards building a theory or framework.  

 

3.3 Methodological choice and Strategies 
Literature review 
The research strategy applied in the first study involved gathering evidence through a literature 
review. A literature review is an academic writing that demonstrates knowledge and an 
understanding of academic literature on a specific topic (Newton & Rudestam, 1992). The 
literature review also includes a critical evaluation of the materials. Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
argued that familiarity with the relevant literature could enhance sensitivity to nuances in data, 
generate concepts for making comparisons with new data, stimulate analytical and critical 
questions, and suggest areas for conceptual development. In this sense, the literature review on 
digitalization and accounting played an essential role in this study, as the intent of the following 
articles was to develop a theory through case studies. Therefore, the literature review adds 
possible sources of inspiration, ideas, “aha” experiences, creative connections, critical 
reflections, and multiple lenses to employ during the research process (Charmaz et al., 2018). In 
other words, the purpose of the literature review was to create the foundation for the knowledge 
needed to frame the relevant research in Studies 2 and 3. 
 
Case study 
Case studies were used in Studies 2 and 3 to investigate a phenomenon in depth in a real-world 
context. Yin (2012) define case study as an empirical inquiry that: (i) investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context, particularly 
when (ii) the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. This means 
that a case study should be conducted because the researcher wants to understand a real-world 
case and assume that such an understanding will likely involve necessary contextual conditions 
(Yin, 2012). However, phenomena and contexts are sometimes sharply distinguishable in real-
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world situations. Therefore, other methodological characteristics become important when 
applying a case study: a case study copes with a technically distinctive situation in which there 
are more variables of interest than data points and, as a result, benefits from the prior 
development of theoretical propositions to guide design, data collection, and analysis. 
Furthermore, it relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data requiring to converge in 
triangulation (Yin, 2012).  
 
According to Stake (2000), case selection is “perhaps the most unique aspect of case studies in 
social sciences and human services.” When conducting a case study, it is important to consider 
the epistemological orientation of the researcher and the case. In this study, the approach was 
clearly infused with interpretivism/constructivist paradigms because of the choice of 
institutional theory. Studies 2 and 3 are characterized as descriptive case studies whose objective 
is to develop a complete, detailed portrayal of the phenomenon for the benefit of practitioners 
and scholars (Weeden, 2010). Descriptive case studies often draw on document review methods, 
participant observations, and in-depth interviews to understand people’s experiences, 
perspectives, and worldviews in particular circumstances or cases. According to Flyvbjerg 
(2006), case selection can be performed in (1) extreme or deviant to obtain information on 
unusual cases that can be particularly problematic or good in a more closely defined sense, (2) 
maximum variation to obtain information on the significance of various circumstances in the 
case process and outcome, (3) critical cases: if this is (not) valid for this case, and then it applies 
to all (no) cases or (4) paradigmatic cases to develop a metaphor or establish a school for the 
domain concerned with the case.  
 
The case selection in Study 2 is characterized by an extreme case, as it investigates a case that 
undoubtedly has a maturity level in their digital technologies in their finance function because 
we wanted to investigate a state-of-the-art case to describe an emergent phenomenon. Case 
selection in Study 3 was conducted by seeking access to critical cases. We conducted interviews 
with two companies and aimed to show how digital logic influenced the functional consultant 
role; therefore, we investigated a similar company that was not at the same level in digital 
maturity to compare how the roles of management accountants were interpreted in a similar yet 
different case setting.  
 

3.4 Time horizon 
Time horizon refers to the period in which the researcher wants to study. Here, time orientation 
must align with the interview questions and additional data gathered. The researcher should 
assess whether the subject is underway. Therefore, it is important to carefully consider whether 
something is happening in the past or future when collecting data. In both case studies (Studies 2 
and 3), we carefully considered whether the interviewees were capable of answering the 
questions. We sought to acquire data relevant to how we framed our research questions and 
assessed which interviewees were relevant at the time. The time horizon in Study 1 must be 
considered in light of the fact that the literature review included studies from 2010 to 2021. 
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3.5 Techniques and procedures 
In Study 1, we conducted a meta-analysis by referring to other primary studies. We obtained 114 
studies and analyzed how they were classified according to the method, theory, and AI 
technology used. Additionally, we assessed whether the 114 studies used primary or secondary 
data. The selection of journals for the review was based on the Academic Journal Guide (AJG) 
and the Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC) journal ranking lists. All journals ranked 
4*, 4, 3, 2, and 1 in the AJG journal list and journals with A, B, C, and D rankings in the ABDC 
journal list. To identify relevant literature on the topic, we followed Webster and Watson’s 
(2002) recommendations. This includes the following steps: (i) a keyword search using the 
Business Source Complete database, Scopus, and Web of Science; (ii) review of journal articles; 
(iii) review the references to publications identified in Steps 1, 2, and 3; and (iv) identification 
of publications citing the key publications. 
 
Study 2 is a single, qualitative, and in-depth case study. Here, we obtained data from 25 semi-
structured qualitative interviews and company documents. The selection of participants was 
determined in coordination with a contact person at Transcorp. This person had the knowledge 
of relevant people to talk to. Nevertheless, we were allowed to contact those we found 
interesting about the project, aside from the C-level executives. We approached top managers 
below C-level executives and employees working directly with accounting and digitalization. In 
addition to the primary interview data, we were allowed access to secondary data that 
supplemented and supported the qualitative findings. Key performance indicator (KPI) data 
were gathered from three sources involved in accounting digitalization and were analyzed 
deductively by coding them in NVivo according to the themes that emerged from the research 
question. We started with a predefined set of codes and assigned them to qualitative datasets. 
The codes derived from our research questions, theory, previous research, and empirical data 
and the interplay among these elements (Anderson-Gough et al., 2005; Jørgensen & Messner, 
2010) provided a detailed overview of the available data units. During data analysis, we moved 
back and forth between the empirical data, theory, and previous research in an iterative process 
to determine our empirical material and understand what had occurred within the case company 
(Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Jørgensen & Messner, 2010). 
 
Study 3 is a comparative qualitative case study of the two companies and involves semi-
structured interviews. This study collected observations and interviews with two companies in 
the Danish industrial sector. An inductive method was applied to support the explorative nature 
of our research (Golubeva, 2022), seeking new themes in the discussion of the roles of 
management accountants. We follow Gioia et al. (2012) on how inductive researchers can apply 
systematic conceptual and analytical disciplines that lead to rigorous and credible interpretations 
of data. We obtained data from the case company Transcorp in both study 2 and 3. 
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4.0 Institutional theory in digitalization and accounting 

Accounting research in recent decades has leveraged institutional theory to conduct qualitative 
research, particularly on management accounting. Some of the largest theoretical perspectives in 
institutional theory focus on accounting and digitalization. In a study by Modell (2022), the 
following graph shows the streams of institutional theory applied to management accounting 
research in recent decades. 

Figure 3. Modell, 2022: Cumulative number of MA studies based on different variants of 
institutional theory (1980–2021) 

This study included papers published in 11 higher-ranked journals that frequently publish MA 
research based on institutional theory.1 The graph shows that the most published category is 
institutional isomorphism, a main topic in neo-institutional theory, or the second institutional 

1 
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wave. The second most published line of research in MA and institutional theory concerns the 
embedded agency paradox and institutional contradictions.  

The third most published variant in 2021 is institutional logic and complexity. This category has 
increased its publication rate in management accounting over the years, with more than 30 
studies published in 2021. This dissertation also presents the institutional logic used in Study 3. 
The fourth most published category is institutional entrepreneurship and strategic agency, which 
is associated with the institutional work category, which is the least published category. 
Nevertheless, it continues to rise in the last couple of years, with nine studies published in 2021. 

Modell (2022) asks whether management accounting research can be described as a 
degenerative or progressive research program. He concludes that research using institutional 
theory has evolved into a largely progressive research program by establishing institutional 
theory as a distinct alternative to functionalist approaches such as contingency theory, which has 
dominated research on how MA practices are adapted to organizational environments (Modell, 
2022). In the same study, Modell calls for “more research into reciprocal, multilevel dynamics 
that emerge across different levels of analysis to enhance our understanding of how accounting 
practices, evolving within individual organizations, are influenced not only by extant institutions 
at the field level but also by how such practices influence field-level dynamics, which can 
possibly enhance the opportunities for MA scholars to offer progressive extensions to that larger 
institutional research program in organizational studies” (Greenwood et al., 2014). Accurately, 
this call is addressed in this dissertation. In Studies 2 and 3, the goal is to deliver contributions 
not only within the management accounting domain but also to the broader organizational field 
by leveraging institutional research programs (institutional work and logic) in particular contexts 
that deliver additional value and novel contributions to institutional theory by investigating the 
multilevel dynamics that emerge from digitalization. Furthermore, Modell (2022) advises 
researchers to use comparative methods for theory development that contrast the relationship 
between specific institutions and accounting across contexts, which is the exact thinking behind 
why we choose to use comparative methods in Study 3, developing a theory on how the roles of 
management accountants have progressed into digital stewardship. 

4.1 Institutional logics 
In defining institutional logics, we draw on Thornton and Ocasio’s (2017) definition of socially 
constructed historical patterns of cultural symbols and material practices, including assumptions, 
values, and beliefs, by which individuals and organizations provide meaning to their daily 
activities, organize time and space, and reproduce their lives and experiences. The institutional 
logic perspective is a meta-theoretical framework for analyzing the interrelationships among 
institutions, individuals, and organizations in social systems. This raises questions regarding 
how institutions and individual actors are influenced by institutional change. In our case, we use 
this framework to describe how digitalization influences the role of management accountants. 
Certain institutional logics guide behavior; organize principles, practices, and symbols; and 
motivate actions. In our case, these logics are professional, corporate, and digital. The principles 
of each logic shape reasoning and how rationality is perceived and experienced. The 
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institutional logics perspective was first introduced by Friedland and Alford in 1991. More than 
20 years after the initial idea, the institutional logic perspective has turned into a vibrant 
community of scholars and is recognized as a core perspective in sociology and organization 
theory (Greenwood et al., 2017). Friedland and Alford (1991) criticized conventional 
institutional theory for not situating actors in a societal context. Their critiques were far-
reaching and expanded beyond the institutional field. They criticized network theory for not 
explaining why people are connected and criticized the rational-choice theory for arguing that 
the meaning of rationality varies by institutional order (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Their view 
of institutional orders helps us understand the broader array of organizations by actors and 
institutions. While actors reproduce behaviors consistent with their given institutional orders, 
they possess the ability to innovate and transform their institutional logics. 
 
A core premise of the institutional logic perspective is that the interests, identities, values, and 
assumptions of individuals and organizations are embedded within the prevailing institutional 
logics (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). This idea distinguishes institutional logics from neo-
institutional theory, arguing that macro-structural approaches form actors, proclaiming a 
structure over agency (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This battle took place in the history of the 
social sciences for a long time. On the one hand, researchers emphasized social structural 
constraints on action; on the other hand, researchers emphasized how individuals and 
organizations make a difference in creating, maintaining, and transforming institutions through 
their actions.  
 
Scott (2008) defined agency as an actor’s ability to affect the social world by altering the rules, 
relational ties, or distribution of resources. In developing an institutional logic perspective, 
several orienting strategies guided the theoretical development and framing of the dilemma 
between structure and agency. DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) theory of structural isomorphism 
is an orienting theory that integrates structure and agency dilemmas. Explaining that there exist 
three forms of isomorphism—mimetic, coercive, and normative—makes actors who are in 
structurally equivalent positions resemble one another. Why are organizations similar? The three 
isomorphic pressures comprise a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to 
resemble other units facing the same set of environmental conditions. Coercive pressures are 
forced by the state, regulators, and cultural expectations; mimetic pressures are forced upon the 
organization by responding to uncertainty and imitating successful role models because their 
actions are believed to be rational. Normative pressures stem from professionalization and 
education. Another orienting theory is provided by Giddens (1984), who developed his concept 
of structuration in which he coined the phrase “the duality of social structure and action,” 
arguing that individual actors are simultaneously constrained and enabled by existing social 
structures (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). According to Giddens (1984), social structures are 
formed by rules, resources, and practices, which are products and platforms for the enactment 
and reproduction of social life. Actors are knowledgeable, reflexive, and voluntary in enhancing 
and maintaining their power. 
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The lack of theory of agency in the neo-institutional perspective prompted scholars to developed 
a third orienting theory associating ideas and interests with the concept of “institutional 
entrepreneur” (DiMaggio, 1988; Fligstein, 1997; Lawrence et al., 2011). The core idea is that 
institutional entrepreneurs engage in competition to own and frame an idea in the hope that they 
can express their self-interest in shaping how the idea is institutionalized (Hardy & Maguire, 
2008). While the institutional logic perspective does not discount the structuralist view or 
concept of the institutional entrepreneur, it is not limited to these perspectives (Thornton & 
Ocasio, 2008). 
 

4.2 Institutional work 
Institutional work is “the purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, 
maintaining, and disrupting institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2011). Institutional work 
connects disparate ideas and, in doing so, points to new research questions. Traditionally, 
institutional research has focused on the relationship between organizations and the fields in 
which they operate, providing strong accounts of the processes through which institutions 
govern actions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Institutional work reorients and shifts its focus to 
understanding how actions affect institutions. Institutional work connects, bridges, and extends 
institutional entrepreneurship, change, and innovation (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). 
Institutional work is concerned with the practical actions through which institutions are created, 
maintained, and disrupted. It highlights the actions of actors in relation to institutions. These 
actions are often illustrated visually and are prominent in institutional research. However, many 
of these actions are nearly invisible and involve minimal day-to-day adjustments. One goal of 
institutional work as a research program is to establish a broader vision of agency in relation to 
institutions. 
 
Institutional work has had a significant impact on research but less on the practical world, which 
is a shame considering institutional works’ realistic presentation as more than a production 
machine or an economic actor (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Institutional work provides critical 
information to those working in an organization. For practitioners, the institutional work 
perspective contributes to a “sophisticated understanding of symbols and language, myths and 
ceremonies, decoupling, the interplay of social and cognitive processes, the impact of 
organizational fields, the potential for individuals and groups to shape their environments, and 
the processes through which those environments shape individual and collective behaviors and 
beliefs” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). It aims to shift the focus from the theoretical concepts in 
institutional theory to more practical concepts leading to easier adoption of institutional theory 
in non-academic discourses. One of the motivations for developing institutional work theory is 
to find a new balance between structure and agency so that we can hold both simultaneously. 
Institutional work occurs in different forms and is typically performed by certain groups: 
professionals and other actors associated with the profession, top managers (as we will see in 
Study 2), and a collection of weak actors. As with every theory, institutional work has also been 
criticized, mostly for its imprinting effects, meaning that institutional work classifies the type of 
work rather than examining the processes behind what was done. Additionally, institutional 
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work is criticized for taking retrospective accounts after the outcomes are known and for tending 
to bracket the role of either human agency or extant institutions in the process of (de-) 
institutionalization, thereby underplaying embedded agency (Modell, 2022). 

5.0 Contribution to knowledge 
 
Study 1 explores how AI has been rooted in accounting research and presents findings on the 
types of AI technologies relevant to accounting research, along with a presentation of data- and 
non-data-driven research in the field. This study extends previous literature reviews on the topic 
and presents findings on state-of-the-art research in AI and accounting, particularly highlighting 
nine studies that use data to explain how AI has influenced accounting in practice. This study 
presents a table highlighting the findings for each of the nine selected studies using primary 
empirical observations investigating AI in accounting. The findings show how AI has currently 
influenced accounting, summarizing and classifying them according to the journal, technology, 
accounting theme research method, and theory. 

Additionally, this study presents the findings on digitalization of the nine studies using primary 
empirical evidence to illustrate the development of digitalization in accounting. Contributions 
related to the application of AI in accounting have been significant and continue to evolve. This 
study presents a broad overview of the key contributions and trends in this field. Many 
interesting contributions have been made in this field despite relatively few studies exploring 
real-world phenomena. Researchers have developed and refined machine learning algorithms 
that can automate data entry, reconciliation, and categorization of financial transactions. 
Another important contribution is anomaly detection, which means that AI-based systems can 
identify unusual patterns or anomalies in financial data, helping detect potential fraud or errors. 
Studies in the literature review show that researchers have explored predictive models that use 
historical data to forecast financial risks and assist auditors and accountants in making informed 
decisions. Furthermore, AI-powered models can analyze historical financial data to make 
accurate forecasts for budgeting and financial planning. This is particularly useful for businesses 
for predicting cash flows and future financial performance. Researchers have worked on 
developing AI systems that can seamlessly integrate accounting software and systems, improve 
data flow, and reduce the need for manual data entry. These contributions demonstrate the 
transformative potential of AI in accounting, with ongoing research efforts aimed at further 
refining AI techniques, expanding their applications, and addressing the associated challenges. 
AI in accounting is dynamic, and scientific contributions continue to play a crucial role in 
shaping its future. 

Study 2 shows how digitalization unfolds in an accounting function. It focuses on how 
management has applied four different forms of institutional work to promote digitalization in 
the accounting function and what performance impact this transformation has had on accounting 
processes. All 25 respondents acknowledged the transformative nature of digitalization in the 
accounting function and its profound impact on organizations. To illustrate the case narrative, a 
figure is presented that guides the discussion and explains how each section has contributed to 
the study’s conclusions. Furthermore, this study presents a table showing how different types of 
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digital technology have influenced accounting tasks in the company. Finally, the study reveals 
the impact of digitalization on the accounting function, showing that 35,696 working hours were 
saved per month or 428.352 hours per year, equaling to 15.9% of the workforce or 219 full-time 
equivalents (FTEs). Furthermore, digitalization has influenced speed, transparency, costs, 
quality, and homogeneity in accounting processes. This study shows that digitalization has 
influenced management accounting routines, automated various accounting tasks, and reduced 
the need for manual data entry and reconciliation. Software applications and cloud-based 
platforms have made it possible to process transactions, generate financial statements, and 
perform audits with unprecedented speed and precision. This efficiency gain is a significant 
contribution of digitalization, enabling accountants to allocate more time to strategic analysis 
and value-added activities. Digitalization minimizes the risks associated with human error. 
Advanced algorithms and data validation checks embedded in the accounting software help 
maintain data accuracy and consistency. This contribution is paramount for ensuring financial 
data integrity, enhancing the reliability of financial statements, and bolstering stakeholder 
confidence in the accounting profession. One of the pivotal contributions of digitalization in the 
observed case is the ability to generate real-time financial reports. Businesses can now make 
informed decisions based on up-to-the-minute financial data, enabling agility in responding to 
market dynamics and opportunities. This capability empowers the case organizations to 
optimize resource allocation, risk management, and strategic planning. Theoretically, 
accountants can extract valuable insights from large datasets by leveraging big data analytics 
and machine learning algorithms, facilitating trend analysis, forecasting, and anomaly 
identification. However, this is not always the case in real-life situations, as we will discuss 
later.  

Study 3 explores the profound impact of digitalization on the role of management accountants in 
organizations. The digital revolution ushered in a new era of data-driven decision-making and 
automation, challenging traditional management accounting practices. This study examines the 
evolving areas of responsibility that management accountants must adopt to effectively navigate 
this digital landscape. By synthesizing the current research and case study insights, we provide a 
comprehensive overview of the transformative effects of digitalization on the role of 
management accountants by investigating how digital logic drives the institutionalization of a 
functional consultant role in one of the companies. 
 
The study’s empirical data consist of 31 interviews derived from two case companies and 
merged into 26 first-order concepts, then into seven second-order theoretical structures, and 
finally into three aggregated dimensions. The cases show how the roles of management 
accountants have changed because of the digitalization logic in the two companies. The role of 
management accountants is influenced by several coexisting logics (professional, corporate, and 
digitalization), and this study argues that the role of management accountants has shifted from 
the traditional bean counter/business partner perspective to a more functional consultant role. 
Functional consultants are responsible for tasks that require comprehensive IT and data 
knowledge regarding data modelling, configuring enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, 
and process mapping.  
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6.0 Limitations and future research 
 

This dissertation has certain limitations. In general, qualitative research has several limitations 
that researchers should be aware of. Qualitative research often involves a relatively small 
sample size compared with quantitative research. This limits the generalizability of our findings 
to larger populations. Qualitative research aims for in-depth exploration rather than statistical 
representation and relies heavily on the interpretation and judgment of researchers. Researchers’ 
perspectives, biases, and experiences may influence data collection, analysis, and interpretation. 
We attempted to take the necessary steps to mitigate bias and ensure transparency in our 
methods. 

Owing to the depth and complexity of qualitative research, exploring a wide range of topics 
within a single study is challenging. This can result in a narrow focus and limited coverage of 
various aspects of the research. Qualitative research focuses on contextual understanding and 
unique perspectives, making it difficult to replicate the exact findings in different settings. The 
contextual nature of qualitative research limits its ability to produce consistent and reproducible 
results. 

The researcher’s involvement in data collection and analysis introduced subjectivity and 
potential bias. Qualitative research often involves human participants who provide socially 
desirable or acceptable responses. This can lead to data bias, as participants may not have fully 
expressed their true thoughts, opinions, or experiences. Although qualitative research provides 
detailed insights into specific contexts, it may struggle to achieve generalizability. These 
findings are context dependent and may not apply to other settings or populations. 
Transferability and theoretical generalization are the most appropriate goals for qualitative 
research. It is crucial to be transparent about the limitations and acknowledge these factors when 
interpreting and presenting the findings. Applying institutional theory to both studies is 
associated with specific choices throughout the studies and to certain focus areas.  

Future research on digitalization and accounting should focus on key areas that reflect the 
ongoing evolution of technology and its impact on the accounting profession. There is a need for 
quantitative research on digitalization and accounting, particularly to investigate how far 
organizations are with the digitalization agenda.  

However, the current literature does not investigate small companies. The main issue with small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is that they do not possess the resources to allocate digital 
initiatives. However, many new software products are now cheaper and more accessible; 
therefore, digitalization is also relevant for SMEs. Combining qualitative research with other 
research methods, such as quantitative approaches, can help overcome some limitations and 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the research. Future research should continue to 
explore how generative AI can be leveraged to enhance accounting processes, reduce fraud, and 
streamline auditing. Another promising area for future research is the integration of AI and 
machine learning (ML) into accounting software and systems. Studies should examine how 
these technologies can automate routine tasks, such as data entry and reconciliation, and 
enhance forecasting and decision-making processes. With the increasing volume of data 
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available to businesses, research should examine how advanced data analytics techniques can 
provide valuable insights into financial reporting, risk assessment, and performance evaluations. 
This includes the exploration of predictive analytics and data visualization tools. As more 
financial data are digitized and stored online, the security of such data becomes essential. 
Research should focus on developing robust cybersecurity measures, understand the 
vulnerabilities of digital accounting systems, and ensure compliance with data privacy 
regulations (e.g., GDPR). The digitalization of accounting raises ethical and regulatory 
challenges. Future research may investigate the ethical implications of AI and automation in 
decision-making as well as the development of regulatory frameworks to govern emerging 
technologies in accounting. 

From a practitioner’s perspective, ensuring that different accounting systems and platforms 
communicate effectively is a key concern. Research may explore solutions to achieve 
interoperability and promote standardization in digital accounting. As the accounting profession 
evolves, research should examine the changing skill sets required of accountants. This includes 
investigating the most effective methods for educating and training professionals in digital 
accounting technology. In addition, environmental, social, and governance (ESG) reporting has 
become increasingly important. Future research should explore how digital tools facilitate 
collection, analysis, and reporting of sustainability-related data. With this introduction, the 
reader is now well equipped in terms of the methodological and theoretical approaches and the 
subject of digitization in accounting. The next section proceeds directly to Study 1 of the 
dissertation, addressing AI in accounting.  
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Abstract  

In this literature review, we explore how Artificial Intelligence changes accounting. The literature 
increases our understanding of specific aspects of AI. However, we lack a comprehensive 
overview of its nature and implications. Through a review of 114 papers, we address 7 sub-
technology themes particularly relevant for accounting, along with insights into the current state 
of research from 2010 to 2021. We present evidence regarding use of research methods, 
theoretical stance, and research themes addressed. In particular we focus on research papers 
presenting primary empirical evidence to assess the state of current empirically based knowledge 
in the field.    
 
Purpose  
The purpose of this paper is to update current knowledge about research in AI and accounting in 
general and specifically on research presenting primary empirical data. 
 
Design/methodology/approach 
A literature review based on AJG and ABDC journals with extended keyword search to broaden 
the scope from previous literature reviews on AI in accounting. 
 
Findings 
We show a lack of primary empirical research in AI and accounting. Most of current empirically 
based papers focus on robotic process automation and there is a lack of papers addressing other 
important areas of AI. Overall, there is an overweight of conceptual papers and limited empirical 
research informing us about what is happening in practice. 
 
Originality/value  
Several papers have investigated AI and accounting literature. Given the speed of development in 
AI technologies and its relevance for accounting, there is a need to frequently review current 
research into the applications of AI., Our paper establishes a bridge from these reviews to the 
current state of AI in accounting by including literature published after 2016.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has come a long way since its beginning in the 1950s and is undeniably 
an impactful technology due to its generic application potential (Rose, 2021). AI is defined as 
technologies that simulate human intelligence in applications that are programmed to mimic 
human thinking and actions (Brynjolfsson & Mcafee, 2019). Discussions about AI are 
complicated by the fact that AI is an umbrella term that covers a variety of technologies including 
machine learning, deep learning, robotic process automation, natural language processing and 
autonomous systems (Taulli, 2019). Today, organizations use AI for a wide range of purposes, 
including task automation, data analyzis, risk mitigation, and communication (Schwab, et al. 
2018).   

 
It is predicted that AI will radically change how accounting is performed (Agrawal, et al., 2019). 
This will impact finance functions and potentially lead to more efficient and effective use of 
accounting data in organizations for decision-making and control (Cooper et al. 2019; Acemoglu 
& Restrepo, 2019). Today, there are various examples of AI use in accounting including in fraud 
detection, data analysis, and control (Faggella, 2020).  
 
Academics have paid increasing attention to this subject as previous literature reviews indicate. 
An extensive literature review by Sutton et al. (2016) draws on Gray's (2014) work on expert 
systems and adds "AI" as a separate keyword in their search. Their review reports that AI research 
in accounting has grown over the years and calls for more research on the usability, and use, of 
artificial intelligence techniques in accounting. Moll & Yigitbasioglu (2019) conducted a more 
recent review and has focused on how four Internet-related technologies: cloud, big data, 
Blockchain, and AI impact accountants' work and accounting research. This paper has a vast scope 
focusing on all four technologies and their impact on management accounting, financial 
accounting, and auditing. There is therefore no detailed descriptions of the relations between 
accounting and AI, especially not the underpinning technologies. Their study emphasizes that 
scholars have not given sufficient attention to internet-related technologies and how they affect 
the accounting profession. A literature review by Knudsen (2020) gives an overview of 
digitalization research and how digitalization affects accounting using a modified version of an 
analytical framework initially proposed by Rom and Rohde (2007). Knudsen limits his search for 
digitalization articles by searching for automatization and artificial intelligence. Knudsen's article 
focuses on management accounting and claims that digitalization influences accounting practices 
in many new ways. Knudsen calls for more qualitative research studies on AI's effect on the 
accounting domain's managerial issues and highlights different digitalization implications for 
accounting. Two other literature reviews have focused on a specific subset of AI in accounting. 
In a paper by (Fisher et al., 2010), text analytics in accounting is examined. They found that the 
literature within this field is mainly focused on describing how to use text elements to draw 
inferences (e.g., regarding future performance, stock price) and the extraction of text elements 
embedded in accounting documents. Another paper by Fisher (et al., 2016) examines Natural 



27 

 

Language Processing (NLP) research in accounting, auditing, and finance journals. They found 
that more and more papers are using NLP and Machine learning as a tool for doing research. 
Other literature reviews have focused on broader aspects of how AI impacts data and information, 
decision-making, and the challenges AI brings to the debate (Dwivedi et al., 2021). One single 
literature review has explicitly focused on papers published in the Journal of Emerging 
Technologies in Accounting, which also includes a lot of papers involved with AI in accounting 
(Muehlmann et al., 2015).  
 
Although, these literature studies reveal that AI continues to gain traction in both accounting 
research and accounting practice they have some limitations. They have focused on narrow 
definitions of AI in terms of machine learning, NLP or knowledge-based systems (Sutton, 2016, 
and Gray, 2014) or included AI as one technology of many thus leaving little space for detailed 
analysis. Furthermore, AI technologies are constantly evolving. For example, technologies such 
Robotic Process Automation (RPA), autonomous systems, computer visualization and natural 
language processing have developed extensively and entered the general AI application domain 
(Abonamah et al., 2021; Berente et al., 2021). Given these limitations and the speed of 
development in AI technologies there is a need to frequently review current research into the 
applications of AI in fields such as accounting.  
 
Literature reviews in general are important for researchers to understand the state of theoretical 
and empirical research. This enables researchers to better formulate their research questions, 
critically evaluate their research approaches, and focus their attention on topics that are relevant 
to practice as well as academia.  
 
The objective of this paper is to update current knowledge about research in AI and accounting. 
Specifically, it aims to review the research that has been conducted since the last reviews were 
published with a specific focus on research presenting evidence based on primary data. 
Furthermore, it uses a broader definition of AI technologies than were used in previous reviews. 
It therefore contributes with a broader overview of the current state of research in AI and 
accounting and - based on the results of the review - conceptualizes how AI impacts accounting.  
 
Our focus is on papers presenting evidence based on primary data, where the researchers has 
collected the qualitative and/or quantitative data directly form the field. One reason is the calls for 
such research in accounting (Granlund & Lukka, 2016) and in AI and accounting (Sutton et al., 
2016). A second reason is the fast-evolving nature of AI as a technology and its potential to impact 
accounting as a practice. As these applications of AI spread and evolve, it becomes important to 
base our knowledge on actual real-life applications rather than secondary or anecdotal evidence.  
 
To achieve this objective, this review uses several of the same search terms as used in Sutton et 
al. (2016) to search for literature published since the previous reviews. However, search terms 
including newer AI technology developments were also added and searched for in the same period 
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covered by previous reviews. This was done to find any literature that could have been overlooked 
in previous reviews.  
 
This paper then critically reviews the literature and determines the themes addressed, the type of 
research conducted, the results generated and the type of technology focused on. This contributes 
to the literature in three ways. First, the results show what role AI plays in accounting research by 
segregating empirically and non-empirically based articles. This identifies the research that 
contributes empirically to our understanding of AI in accounting. Second, it bridges the focus on 
early AI technologies and newer technologies in accounting research. This gives a more nuanced 
picture of the current state of literature published in different journals. Third, it presents an agenda 
for future research in the field by addressing current themes and describing potential research 
gaps.  
 
The remainder of this paper includes three sections. The next section introduces the method used 
for the literature review. The third section discusses the findings in-depth, and section four 
discusses the current state of AI in accounting research as well as concluding the paper.  

2. The literature review method 
 

The selection of journals for the review is based on the AJG (Academic Journal Guide) and the 
ABDC (Australian Business Deans Council) journal ranking lists. That is to say all journals ranked 
4*,4,3,2,1 in the AJG journal list and journals with A,B,C,D ranking in the ABDC journal list.  
 
To identify relevant literature on the topic, the paper follows Webster and Watson's (2002) 
recommendations. This includes the following steps:  
 

1. A keyword search using Business Source Complete database, Scopus, and the Web of 
Science.  

2. Review of journal articles. 
3. Review of the references to the publications identified in steps 1, 2, and 3.  
4. Identification of publications citing the key publications. 

 
The keywords used to search these journals were: “Accounting” combined with “Artificial 
Intelligence”, “Machine Learning”, “Neural Networks”, “Knowledge systems”, “Robotic Process 
Automation”, “Natural Language Processing”, “Computer visualization”, “Deep Learning”, 
“Robots”, “Automation”, “Expert Systems”. We also included different abbreviations of these 
terms such as “NLP” and “RPA”.  
 
The period reviewed is 2010 to 2021. Earlier reviews that have focused solely on AI (Sutton, 
2016, Gray 2014; Fisher et al., 2010). Fisher et al., 2016 focused on narrower definitions of AI 
leading us to broaden the search to other AI technologies overlapping the period covered by 
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these reviews. This establishes a bridge from these reviews to the current state of AI in 
accounting.  

 
Our review also makes use of backward- and forward reference search to identify additional 
relevant publications that appeared in the reference lists of the papers found in the keyword search. 
It should be noted that although the main focus is on AI in accounting, the journals included were 
not only accounting journals but also included journals in fields such as operational finance, 
operational management, and computer science. Thus this literature review is concept-centric 
rather than author-centric or journal category centric (Webster and Watson, 2002).  
 
The initial search yielded 221 papers. Cockcroft and Russel (2018) recommend a comprehensive 
screen of results to ensure selecting only those papers with relevant research domains, through 
which papers covering unrelated topics are filtered out. Adopting this approach, all papers were 
reviewed by article abstracts, introductory sections, and conclusions. Following this approach, 
107 were excluded, which resulted in a total of 114 academic publications explicitly addressing 
AI that were included in our review.  
 
The theoretical perspectives in the 114 analysed papers are classified into theories from one of the 
three major social sciences – economics, psychology, sociology, and others are classified 
according to theories derived from them in compliance with the Shields (1997). Some articles rely 
on parings of these theories, and many papers did not use an explicit theory. 

3. Artificial Intelligence in Accounting research 
 
3.1. AI technologies addressed 
Reading through the literature it becomes apparent that the conceptualization of AI in accounting 
has evolved over time. Figure 1 gives an overview of the AI technologies addressed in the papers 
reviewed. Using a narrow definition of AI, Sutton (2016) identified literature that addressed 
machine learning and knowledge-based systems. In contrast, this study identifies in total seven 
technologies that accounting research has examined (see Figure 1). Five out of seven are new 
technologies and confirm the need for frequent updates of literature reviews in a rapidly evolving 
technology field of research. We have chosen to leave out knowledge-based systems in the review, 
since most published papers in this category are already being investigated in previous literature 
reviews, and few new papers are published in the time frame of this review. Physical robots and 
autonomous systems are merged into general AI topics in the following since only one paper that 
dealt with accounting in the context of physical robots and autonomous systems. 
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Figure 1  
AI technologies addressed in accounting research 

 
* Included in previous literature reviews (Fisher et al., 2016; Sutton, 2016; Gray, 2014; Fisher et 
al., 2010),  
 
3.2 Overview of studies 

The 114 articles identified were published in 51 different journals. The distribution of papers 
according to technology in Figure 1 showed that the largest number of papers focus on machine 
learning (41), the second largest number focus on General AI topics (34), and the third largest is 
Robotic Process Automation (27). These three streams of papers cover in total (89%) of the 
published papers included in this review. In all 9 papers then focused on Natural Language 
Processing and 3 papers on Deep Learning. Compared to earlier reviews (Fisher et al., 2016; 
Sutton, 2016; Gray, 2014; Fisher et al., 2010), research has increased in machine learning and 
RPA compared to the interest in different types of expert systems and knowledge-based systems 
in earlier years.  
 
A pattern exists when it comes to how the articles are distributed in journals of different ratings. 
On one hand, there is a tendency that papers centred around technical subjects are generally 
published in higher-ranked journals (AJG 3 and above). On the other hand, articles focusing on 
how RPA or NLP could help simple accounting processes are mostly published in lower-ranked 
journals (AJG 2 and below). A notable observation – and perhaps an explanation for this - is that 
only three articles out of the 36 articles addressing RPA and Natural Language processing were 
based on empirical observations. Note that in tables 1-4, the journals in which the 116 papers are 
published are primarely ranked according to the AJG list. If the journal in which the paper was 
published in was not ranked on the AJG list, the ABDC ranking is used. 
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Table 1 
Ranking of journals and AI technologies addressed 

Technology     
Number of 
papers Rating AJG Rating ABDC 

% of 
total 

papers 
      4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D    

Machine Learning   41  
6 4 14 8 9      

 35% 

Robotic Process Automation   27  
0 2 6 6 10    3  

 24% 

Natural Language Processing   9  
1 0 1 2 5      

 8% 

Deep Learning   3  0 1 1 1 0      3% 
 
General AI topics   34  

0 1 6 12 12  1 2  
 30% 

Total     114                       100% 
 
Figure 2 shows the number of publications per year in the period reviewed. Papers addressing 
machine learning and RPA have an increased publishing rate over the years from 2010 to 2021, 
the same is the case for papers focusing on General AI topics. This category also contains papers 
on more general aspects of AI such as how AI will affect the workforce or papers discussing 
ethical dilemmas of using AI in an accounting context. 
 
Figure 2 
Publications addressing different AI technologies per year 
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Table 2 shows the accounting fields to which the papers belonged. It shows that most papers (31) 
relates to multiple accounting disciplines, addressing how a particular AI technology influences 
accounting in a general way. An example is how RPA will change the role of accountants in 
general. A large part of these papers uses conceptual frameworks or theory to describe how 
different scenarios will unfold, for example, how RPA is changing the accounting industry. The 
second largest fields are auditing (26) and accounting education (25).  
 
Many accounting papers address how to use specific AI technologies to conduct accounting 
research such as using machine learning to identify fraud. Most of the accounting educational 
papers address which AI technologies that accounting syllabuses need to include to close the gap 
between education and practice (Keys & Zhang, 2020). It is interesting that auditing and financial 
accounting, articles focusing on AI are published in higher ranking journals. Notably, all 4* 
articles (6) included in this review either address auditing, financial accounting, or 
research/educational as its main subject. Comparatively, fewer papers focus on management 
accounting, and these are published in lower ranking journals.  
 

Table 2 
Accounting field and AI research 

Accounting field      
Number of 

papers   Rating AJG ABDC % of total 
      4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D    
Accounting (multiple disciplines)   31   5 7 6 9   1 3   28% 
Research/educational   25  1  5 8 11       22% 
Auditing   26  4  6 5 11       22% 
Financial accounting   20  2 3 7 3 3    2   17% 
Management Accounting   12    3 7 2      11% 
Total     114                       100% 

 

Table 3 shows the type of research published. The high number of conceptual papers (49) could 
indicate the emergent nature of AI in accounting. Here we defined conceptual papers as those 
theorizing about the potential impact of AI as well as development of research framework.   
Research applying quantitative research methods have the second-highest number of published 
articles (29) and are for example used in papers that address the use of AI in fraud detection and 
analysis of bankruptcy trends. Third is literature reviews (8) which contains papers reviewing 
research in the area. Relatively few papers use case studies, where qualitative research are applied 
(5) or mixed methods (2).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Accounting field
Number 

of papers  Rating AJG ABDC % of total
 4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D  
Accounting (multiple disciplines) 31 5 7 6 9  1 3 28%
Research/educational 25 1 5 8 11  22%
Auditing 26 4 6 5 11  22%
Financial accounting 20 2 3 7 3 3  2 17%
Management Accounting 12 3 7 2 11%
Total 114            100%
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Table. 3 
Type of research paper 
Type of research   Number of papers     Rating AJG ABDC % of total 
      4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D    
Conceptual   54    3 10 14 24    3   47% 
Quantitative methods 34   7 4 14 5 3    1   30% 
Literature review  8     2 4 4       8% 
Case study  7     2 2 2    1   6% 
Mixed methods  2       2     1    1% 
Other research methods 9    1 2 5 1       8% 
Total   114                         100% 

 
 
Table 4 shows the classification of papers according to the themes identified. The themes on how 
AI can improve financial accounting, management accounting and auditing, cover articles 
addressing how specific AI technologies can improve, facilitate or innovate current accounting 
practices. In total, these themes contain 38 papers. Papers addressing AI for accounting research 
(19) focus on how different branches of AI can be used to conduct accounting research for 
example how textual analysis can be used to analyse annual reports or how data mining can be 
applied in accounting. 
 
The papers on AI impact on the organization refer to papers focusing on how AI impacts the 
accounting industry, influences accounting discussions or broader aspects of accounting. Despite 
a relatively large number of papers, only a limited number of these studies present empirical 
evidence.  
 
Table. 4 
Research themes addressed  

Research themes     
Number of 

papers   Rating AJG ABDC % of total 
      4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D    
Fraud & bankruptcy 
detection/prediction   16  3 3 5 4 1       14% 
AI for accounting research   20  1  5 9 5       18% 
AI to improve financial accounting   12  1 2 2  6    1   11% 
AI to improve management accounting    19   1 6 8 3    1   17% 
AI to improve auditing   16  2  3 3 8       14% 
AI impact on the organization   18   1 4 3 7   1 2   15% 
Others   13   1 3 2 6   1    11% 
Total     114                       100% 

 
This trend becomes even clearer when looking at how many papers present original empirical 
research. Out of the 114 articles reviewed in this paper, 45 present empirical data, while 69 did 
not. Of those, only 9 papers presented primary empirical data about the application of AI in the 

Research themes
Number of 

papers  Rating AJG ABDC % of total
 4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D  
Fraud & bankruptcy detection/
prediction 16 3 3 5 4 1  14%
AI for accounting research 20 1 5 9 5  18%
AI to improve financial accounting 12 1 2 2 6  1 11%
AI to improve management accounting 19 1 6 8 3  1 17%
AI to improve auditing 16 2 3 3 8  14%
AI impact on the organization 18 1 4 3 7  1 2 15%
Others 13 1 3 2 6  1 11%
Total 114            100%

Type of research  Number of papers  Rating AJG ABDC % of total
 4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D  
Conceptual 54 3 10 14 24  3 47%
Quantitative methods 34 7 4 14 5 3  1 30%
Literature review 8 2 4 4  8%
Case study 7 2 2 2  1 6%
Mixed methods 2 2    1 1%
Other research methods 9 1 2 5 1  8%
Total  114            100%

Accounting field
Number 

of papers  Rating AJG ABDC % of total
 4* 4 3 2 1 A B C D  
Accounting (multiple disciplines) 31 5 7 6 9  1 3 28%
Research/educational 25 1 5 8 11  22%
Auditing 26 4 6 5 11  22%
Financial accounting 20 2 3 7 3 3  2 17%
Management Accounting 12 3 7 2 11%
Total 114            100%
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field. The other papers use secondary empirical evidence from older data sets or use empirical 
data in developing AI applications in e.g. fraud detection or bankruptcy predictions. These do not 
however investigate current developments in organizations applying AI in accounting. 
 
Table 5 shows how the papers in the review are distributed due to the theory used. Most 
quantitative papers use economic theory (24), while some (14) use different sociological theory 
forms (e.g., institutional, constructivist, task technology-fit, technology dominance, contingency, 
and grounded theory). Interestingly, 76 does not use explicit theory. 
 
 
Table. 5 
Theory used 
Theory used   Number of papers     % of total 
        
Economics  24   21% 
Sociology  14   12% 
N/A  76   67% 
Total   114     100% 

 
Finally, of the 51 different journals in which they are published, most articles are published in the 
Journal of Emerging Technologies in Accounting (26), second-most in International Journal of 
Accounting Information Systems (9), and thirdly in Expert Systems with Application (6). A more 
detailed overview is given in Appendix 1. 

4. Overview of research themes 
 
The following section will present and discuss the literature obtained in the literature review, 
emphasizing findings from the individual articles. This section is divided according to the themes 
in table 4. The thematization includes seven themes: (i) Fraud and bankruptcy detection or 
prediction; (ii) AI for accounting research; (iii) AI to improve financial accounting; (iv) AI to 
improve management accounting; (v) AI to improve auditing; (vi) AI influence on the 
organization; and (vii) Others. 
 
4.1 Fraud and bankruptcy detection or prediction 

With a total of sixteen studies this theme had a relatively high number of papers. Thirteen papers 
were based on quantitative empirical approaches, whereas the remaining were based on literature 
reviews, a single case study, and a couple of framework articles. 
 
Overall, the (13) quantitative studies aimed to apply different machine learning methods to detect 
or predict financial distress or bankruptcy. Multiple quantitative methods were applied under the 
domain of machine learning, namely (e.g., Bayesian models, algorithms, logistic regression, 

Theory used  Number of papers   % of total

  

Economics 24 21%

Sociology 14 12%

N/A 76 67%
Total  114   100%
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neural networks) along with data mining techniques. All papers were based on secondary 
empirical datasets, mainly from annual reports and audit engagements.  
 
In general, the purpose of these papers is to make more accurate models for detecting or predicting 
accounting fraud or bankruptcy. Therefore, the articles do not describe how AI is currently 
impacting organizations as such. These papers draw exclusively on the foundations of empirical 
economic theory. However, none of the papers explicitly describe their theoretical stance. Wang, 
Ma, and Yang (2014) suggest that there is no mature or definite theory for corporate failure 
literature and therefore argues for the use of exploratory efforts within this kind of 
research. Eleven of the sixteen papers addressed in this theme are published in highly rated 
journals according to AJG 3 and above and are without question the highest-rated streams of 
literature in this review. The last five papers came from journals that ranked two and below.  
 
Of the papers focusing on fraud, the aim is to develop models that predict or detect financial 
statement fraud. This involves several challenges concerning:  (i) The rarity of fraud observed, 
(ii) the abundance of explanatory variables identified in current literature, and (iii) the consensus 
regarding the definition of fraud (Perols, 2017). In this type of research, researchers strive to 
develop more refined models that surpass earlier versions to be the most accurate and credible.  
 
Brown et al. (2019) for example use machine learning techniques to assess whether the thematic 
content of financial statement disclosures is incrementally informative in predicting intentional 
misreporting, compared to standard financial and textual style measures by quantifying the 
thematic content of annual report filings and the attention devoted to each topic. The study finds 
that the constructed measure provides significant incremental predictive power over commonly 
used financial statement and textual style measures. In some cases, the measure used can improve 
prediction accuracy by up to 59% in detecting above normal and high-risk misreporting events. 
This contribution could stage machine learning as a powerful tool for auditors to detect 
misreporting in financial statements.  
 
Other authors build models to predict fraud using ensemble learning, which is a sub-branch of 
machine learning (Bao et al., 2019). By assessing the performance of other fraud prediction 
models, they introduce a performance evaluation metric that outperform earlier models based on 
logistic regression and support-vector. Instead of using financial ratios, this model uses raw 
financial data that are more applicable and easier to gather.  
 
Overall, this work contributes to an important area of accounting research by developing effective 
models for detecting and predicting corporate fraud. This stream has gained popularity in highly 
ranked accounting journals. Even though these models are designed to predict fraud and 
bankruptcy, some AI features may introduce bias and lead to suboptimal outcomes because of the 
abundance of explanatory variables. The models seem to be more accurate, but there seems to be 
little or no use of these models outside of academia. Thus, their relevance might be questioned, at 
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least from a practitioner’s viewpoint. The data used for the papers in this theme is, in all cases, 
secondary datasets like financial reports or audit documentation.  
 
4.1.2 AI for accounting research  

Twenty papers focused on general research within AI in accounting. Four papers were based on 
empirical observations, while the rest were not using any form of empirical evidence. Many 
different research methods were used, such as quantitative methods, literature reviews, 
conceptual- and qualitative methods, but relatively few papers used theory (3). 
 
More specifically, several studies focused on different branches of AI (data mining, natural 
language processing, RPA) and show how these technologies could be used to solve different 
accounting related challenges. A study by Loughran & Mcdonald (2015), published in Journal of 
Accounting Research, investigates textual analysis in accounting and finance and attributes textual 
analysis increased importance in analysing annual reports. The authors argue that information 
plays a central role in how accountants document a firm's operations and how financial markets 
assess value. The purpose of the paper is to highlight tripwires associated with these methods and 
examine how different methods can be used to absorb deeper insights into annual reports.  
 
A couple of articles conducted literature reviews and emphasized AIs importance for accounting 
(Grey, 2014; Sutton, 2016; Knudsen, 2020). Other articles focused on how AI technology could 
be used to conduct accounting research and overcome research related challenges. These include: 
Natural language processing in accounting research (Fisher et al. 2016), textual analysis in 
accounting research (Fisher, 2018), data mining in accounting research (Amani & Fadlalla, 2017), 
and machine learning in accounting research (Boegaerd & Aerts, 2011).  
 
Interestingly, one paper by Kokina & Blanchetta (2019) present original empirical evidence 
collected through interviews about how RPA is implemented in companies. It finds that securing 
technical capability is only a part of the RPA implementation process. Additionally, this study 
reveals that organizations only benefit from the automation of specific processes, those that are 
structured, repeated, rules-based, and with digital inputs. Organizations applying RPA have 
experienced positive effects such as improved process documentation, lower error rates, more 
accurate measurement of process performance, and better report quality. Kokina & Blanchetta 
(2019) draw on the theory of Task-Technology Fit and reveal several notable insights into the use 
of RPA in organizations. They show that organizations are challenged by RPA complexity 
associated with understanding processes at a key-stroke level and outline several possible failures 
that could occur during the process. These observations bring another level to the RPA debate, 
which is often proclaimed to be easy to handle and astoundingly effective. Kokina & Blanchette 
conclude that RPA implementations seem to require much greater IT involvement than 
organizations initially anticipate, which seems in line with the perception that process owners, 
including accountants, have not necessarily acquired the coding skills for handling tasks like 
these.  
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4.1.3 AI to improve financial accounting  

In all, twelve studies address how AI improves financial accounting. Six articles in this theme 
focus on how AI technologies (e.g., Bayesian models, machine learning, text mining, and 
language processing) can improve accounting related tasks (e.g., generating accounting estimates, 
creating forward-looking statements, disclosing financial information). Accounting research has 
historically been concerned with accounting issues that increase validity in financial information, 
and these articles use the advent of AI technologies to enhance current procedures and tasks in the 
accounting field. These papers apply economic theory, however without mentioning it 
specifically.  
 
The last six papers in this theme address AI potential for accounting. These are neither based on 
empirical findings nor specific theory and are thus classified as conceptual. These papers assess 
automation potentials for several accounting practices (e.g., management reporting, assurance 
procedures) and use language processing to evaluate IASB standards. None of these papers really 
manage to describe how AI impacts accounting empirically.  
 
In an article by Li (2010) published in Journal of Accounting Research, they examine the 
information content of the forward-looking statements (FLS) in the management discussion and 
analysis section (MD&A) of 10-K fillings. The article argues that the average tone of the FLS is 
positively associated with future earnings, and finds that with better current performance, lower 
accruals, smaller size, lower market-to-book ratio, less return volatility, lower MD&A (Fog 
index), and long history, the more positive FLSs the companies seem to have. This article seems 
to have the similar agenda and uses the same methodology as articles from the first theme although 
a different purpose. In an essay by Bertomeu (2020) there is a conceptual discussion of how 
machine learning improves accounting. A framework is developed with several implementation 
considerations, including various financial accounting topics such as earnings management, 
reporting, and valuation. 
 
Despite some new contributions with this theme, no papers present any  primary empirical 
evidence on how AI can or is improving financial accounting. 
 
4.1.4 AI to improve management accounting 

Nineteen papers – from various journals - address questions related to how AI improves 
management accounting. This theme differs from the previous themes in that the majority of 
papers uses qualitative research approaches including case studies. Another difference is that only 
four papers are based on using AI technology to analyse datasets, perhaps making room for more 
explorative research on how AI is applied in management accounting. Ten of the nineteen papers 
describe how different types of AI are applied in real-world management accounting settings. 
Only three of these ten papers present empirical evidence based on primary data. All of these 
papers also use specific theoretical frameworks to build their arguments, thus making them both 
empirically and theoretically interesting. 
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One paper is written by Korhonen et al. (2020). The purpose of this paper is to better understand 
management accounting automation potential by carrying out an interventionist case study in a 
machinery manufacturer “TechCo.” Several interesting findings are presented. First, it seems that 
practitioners often interpret expert's nonprogrammable work as programmable and seek to 
automate it; this does not lead to the desired outcomes of improved efficiency. Second, the 
findings imply that automation does not necessarily lead to cost efficiency, at least not when it 
comes to automating nonprogrammed decision-making and professional expertise. Automation 
might provide new possibilities for redefining business processes, but everything cannot be 
digitalized. This paper contradicts to the common perception of automation’s rewarding nature in 
accounting (Sutton et al., 2018; Kokina & Blanchette, 2019) and provides a solid groundwork for 
further studies in the field. Furthermore, the article calls for more research on how organizations 
construct factual possibilities regarding digitalization and automation and thus how actors 
together enact digitalization and automation. Moreover, the study suggests that practitioners need 
to analyse the entity they wish to automate very carefully before commencing with an automation 
project.  
 
Brown et al. (2019) conduct an explorative case study to empirically explore how management 
controls are designed and used to manage energy efficiency in service settings. The goal of the 
authors is to provide a better understanding of the relationship between automation and 
organizational efficiency. They examine how automation and related management control are 
used in a dynamic service-based organization, where organizational goal attainment and energy 
efficiency enhancement are critical. The findings reveal that system designers can manipulate the 
automation architecture by manual adjustments to suit their own preferences and could be biased. 
Despite unique findings, the article is rather context-specific and probably not easily translated 
into other settings other than service environments. Management control systems, therefore, still 
seem to be under investigated in other contexts. 
 
Andreassen (2020) conduct an exploratory case study of an insurance company to investigate the 
role of the management accountant during times of technological influence. The study identifies 
and describes competition between management accountants and other groups of employees, and 
a shift from divisional management accountants to narrower roles in their tasks.  
 
On one hand, some papers in this theme are focused on how AI can be used to solve technical 
tasks, such as cost estimation (Yeh & Deng, 2012), production optimization (Min et al. 2019), and 
prediction of cost development in manufacturing (Chou et al. 2010). On the other hand, papers 
also focus on how AI impacts organizational areas such as the access to labor (Acemoglu & 
Restrepo, 2019) and the role of the management accountant (Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 2019; 
Quattrone, 2016). This makes this theme the most diverse in terms of research approaches and 
topics.   
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4.1.5 AI to improve auditing  

Sixteen papers address how AI can improve auditing. Most papers were based on conceptual 
methods and presented ideas for how auditing can learn and adapt AI to improve current practice.  
  
Three papers apply quantitative methods. One of these is a paper by Pourheydari et al. (2012), 
where data mining methods are used to identify and predict auditor’s opinions on the annual report 
to assist auditors in their work. Their neural network model was able to predict the correct audit 
opinion in 87,7% of the cases. The other is a field study by Alles & Vasarhelyi (2014) that 
proposes a new analytical procedures methodology for auditors by using a process mining 
approach. They identify numerous instances of significant errors that standard audit procedures 
have overlooked by applying their process mining protocol. The third is a paper by Commerford 
et al., (2021) investigates algorithm aversion – the tendency to discount computer-based advice 
more heavily than human advice among big auditing firms and how it manifests in auditor 
jugdements. 
 
Another set of papers are more conceptual showing how different AI technologies could be used 
to improve audit engagements (Raschke et al., 2018), use AI to enhance audit inquiry (Moffitt et 
al., 2018), how Robotic Process Automation can be used in auditing (Li & Liu, 2020), how Natural 
Language Processing can be used in auditing (Burns & Igou, 2019) and how virtual assistants 
could support auditors in carrying out their tasks.  
 
Research like this could be particularly interesting to audit companies and there is some evidence 
that the Big 4s are heavily involved in enhancing audit practices and automating manual tasks 
using AI (Faggella, 2020).  
 
Two papers presents empirical evidence based on primary data that explains how AI is used in 
real life cases. One paper by Coopet et al. (2019) investigates the implementation of Robotic 
Process Automation (RPA) software in public accounting by interviewing RPA leaders at Big 4 
firms. This paper provides some interesting findings. For instance, tax services are furthest along 
in RPA adoption, followed by advisory and assurance services. Furthermore, fees have not been 
impacted by RPA, but there is concern that clients may desire fee reductions due to decreased 
employee hours. Finally, unlike other technology implementations, RPA adoption is driven 
primarily by lower-level employees. These findings describe experiences with RPA in larger 
accounting firms, but tell relatively about experiences with and impact of RPA in a broader 
context. In an paper by Bakarich & O’Brien (2021) they show that responses from 90 participants 
indicate that both RPA and machine learning are currently not being used extensively by public 
accountants.   
 
 
4.1.6 AI’s impact on the organization 

Eighteen papers were identified in this theme. This theme has the highest number of papers and, 
more importantly, the highest number of papers presenting primary empirical evidence. Only two 
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papers explicitly mention theory, while others are not using any theory at all. This theme covers 
a broad range of accounting categories as well as general AI topics and automation.  
 
Many of the papers focus on how AI impacts different organizational elements. Barro and 
Davenport (2019) explain how people and machines collaborates in innovation. Bughin (2018) 
explains why AI is not the death of jobs as feared by many – including accountants. Davenport 
and Kirby (2016) discuss what tasks AI could help humans within organizations. These papers 
contribute with overarching directions for the evolution of AI, which can be traced back to 
organizational and economic initiatives with relevance to the accounting domain. 
 
An in-depth case study by Fernandez & Aman (2018) showed that RPA technology has a 
significant impact on individuals and organizations. It resulted in the reduction of number of 
manual tasks, thus reducing the number of employees. Furthermore, it shows that unnecessary 
competition between humans and robots might occur when introducing new technology in an 
organization. Although RPA can solve some issues, robots cannot (yet) fully replace high-level 
workers.  
 
Brougham & Haar (2018) focusses on Smart technology, Artificial intelligence, Robotics, and 
Algorithms as “STRATA” and examine how employees perceive technological advancements 
regarding their jobs and careers. They create a measure called STRATA awareness to capture the 
extent to which employees perceive these types of technology could replace their job. Using mixed 
methods (online and paper-based surveys) they show that greater STRATA awareness is 
negatively related to organizational commitment and career satisfaction and positively related to 
turnover intentions, cynicism, and depression. Although, the generalisability of this study could 
be questioned due to its small sample size, the results are in line with other findings in this area 
of research (Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 2021). 
 
A Delphi study by Leitner-Hanetseder et al. (2021) found that accounting tasks and skills will be 
subject to significant changes in the next 10 years due to different AI technologies. Core 
accounting roles and tasks will continue to exist in the future, but some will not be performed by 
humans but by different AI technology. The article used expert workshops of 138 interviewees 
across six continents and contributes to the debate on the digital transformation of society and the 
accounting profession. 
 
4.1.7 Others 

There are few articles with this theme, and these present no empirical evidence of how AI is 
applied in accounting. Most were conceptual, except for a couple of papers on how AI, especially 
machine learning, could enhance trading strategies, estimate firm value, or detect relationships 
between banking operations. 
 
Pettersen’s (2019) article discusses different aspects of knowledge work that tend to be ignored 
in the debate about whether artificial intelligence systems threaten jobs. Pettersen claims that a 
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great deal of knowledge work concerns highly complex problem solving and must be understood 
in contextual, social, and relational terms and argues that these aspects have no generic nor 
universal rules and solutions and cannot be replaced by artificial intelligence. No papers in this 
theme explicitly mention the use of theory. 

5. Discussion 
 

The 114 articles included in this literature review focused on various themes including fraud and 
bankruptcy detection and prediction, AI use in accounting research, use of AI to improve financial 
and management accounting, use of AI to improve auditing and overall, and how AI impacts the 
organization. Including broader search terms than used by Sutton (2016) shows a greater variety 
in the development of AI technology  in the forms of e.g. Robotic Process Automation and NLP, 
which also are versions of AI technologies. These technologies have application potential in 
accounting and in accounting research and offer potential for valuable future research.  In 
particular, research within RPA is rather limited given its potential to reduce workload and 
capacity needs. There seems to be a number of unanswered questions regarding e.g. variations in 
applicability, long term potential, scalability and technological platforms. 
 
Despite the broad search terms and the inclusion of all journals on the AJG and ADBC list there 
were only 38 papers that focused on how AI can improve financial accounting, management 
accounting and auditing. Additionally of the 114 papers reviewed, only 9 were based on primary 
empirical observations where the researchers had collected quantitative or qualitative data, which 
seems to be very little given its potential.  
Table 6 presents an overview of the 9 papers included in this literature review that presented 
evidence based on primary data discussing AI in accounting.  
 
Table. 6 
Papers presenting evidence based on primary data 
 
Articles Yea

r 
Theme   Key findings Method Theory 

Bakarich & OBrien 2021 Auditing / 
Automation (RPA) 

· 
 
 
 
 
 
· 
 
 
 
· 
 
 
 
 

RPA and Machine learning are 
currently not being used extensively 
by public accountants nor by clients 
of public accounting firms. 
 
Firms are conducting some, but not 
extensive training on these 
technologies for employees. 
 
Respondents strongly indicate that 
AI will significantly impact their 
daily responsibilities in five years 
and that employees in the profession 
are very receptive to these changes. 
 

Survey N/A 
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· 

Firm size appears to be the most 
significant factor impacting 
differences in responses. Big 4 
employees report higher expertise 
and greater current utilization of 
RPA technology than their non-Big 
4 counterparts. 

Andreassen 2020 Management 
Accounting / 
Automation (RPA) 

· 
 
 
 
 
 
· 

The findings reveal that digital 
technology contributes to changes in 
the roles and identities of 
management accountants 
 
Organizations that implement digital 
technologies, might benefit from 
analysing how digital technology 
can influence expected behaviour 
patterns in organizations and 
potentially contribute to triggering 
competition between professions. 

Case study Sociology 

Fernandez & Aman 2018 Accounting/ 
Automation (RPA) 

· RPA reduce workload Case study Sociology 

  
  

· RPA reduce the number of 
employees 

  

  
  

· Unnecessary competition between 
humans and robots might occur 

  

  
  

· RPA cannot fully replace high-level 
works such as analytical aspects 

  

Brougham & Haar 2018 Accounting/ AI · STRATA-awareness is negatively 
related to organizational 
commitment 

Mixed 
methods 

N/A 

  
  

· STRATA-awareness is negatively 
related to career satisfaction 

  

  
  

· STRATA-awareness is positively 
related to turnover intentions 

  

  
  

· STRATA-awareness is positively 
related to turnover intentions 

  

  
  

· STRATA-awareness is positively 
related to Cynicism 

  

  
  

· STRATA-awareness is positively 
related to depression 

  

Brown et al. 2020 Management 
accounting/ 
Automation (RPA) 

· System designs in service-based 
organizations can manipulate RPA 
settings to their benefit 

Case study Sociology 

  
  

· This could lead to errors and biases   
Korhonen 2020 Management 

accounting/ 
Automation (RPA) 

· Practitioners often interpret 
nonprogrammable work as 
programmable and seek to automate 
it 

Case study Sociology 

  
  

· This does not lead to the desired 
outcome of improved efficiency 

  

  
  

· RPA does not necessarily lead to 
costs efficiency 

  

  
  

· RPA may have many possibilities, 
but everything can not be automated 

  

Cooper et al. 2019 Auditing/ Automation 
(RPA) 

· Tax services in the big 4 are furthest 
along in RPA adoption 

Interviews N/A 
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· Fees in companies have not been 
affected by the increased use of RPA 
yet 

  

  
  

· RPA adoption is driven primarily by 
lower-level employees 

  

Leitner-Hanetseder 
et al. 

2021 Accounting/ AI · Tasks and skills for accounts will be 
subject to significant changes in the 
next 10 years 

Delphi 
study 

N/A 

  
  

· Core roles will continue to exist, 
while robots might perform some 
tasks 

  

Kokina & Blanchetta 2019 Accounting/ 
Automation (RPA) 

· Organizations benefit from RPA in 
specific processes that are: 
"structured," "repeated," "Rules-
based," and with digital inputs 

Interviews Sociology 

  
  

· Organizations that applied RPA 
have experienced positive outcomes: 
improved documentation, lower 
error rates, more accurate 
measurement, better report quality 

  

  
  

· Organizations are challenged by 
RPA complexity 

  

 
 
There were no empirical papers examining the use of AI in financial accounting. These findings 
are a cause for concern as AI is arguable is one of the most important technological developments 
with a significant rise in applications, research funding, and impact on individuals, organizations, 
and societies. First, it is a surprise that accounting researchers do not focus more on its applications 
and impact on accounting. Second, there is an overweight of conceptual articles and papers 
developing framework and too few articles that report on the impact and applications of AI in 
accounting. This needs obviously to change if accounting academics are to be taken seriously in 
debates on applications and implications of AI in accounting. Examining actual implementations 
and applications of AI has to be a priority given the rapid development of this technology and its 
potential impact on accounting and accountants.  
 
The methodologies applied in the 9 papers include case studies, mixed methods, delphi study 
approach and interviews. There seems to be room for much more focus on contextual studies and 
case studies examining specific applications and impacts. This is in line with the conclusions of 
Granlund and Lukka (2016), where they call for more contextual research drawing on contingency 
theory. There also seems to be room for large scale cross-sectional surveys examining accounting 
applications of AI across industries, organizational size, strategies, organizational structures, 
accounting practices to name a few. It is quite remarkable -  that we still do not know much about 
cross-sectional applications of AI in accounting based on empirical studies.  
 
In all 20 papers report on how AI can be used in accounting research by accounting researchers. 
Some of this research points to new ways of developing AI applications that can support 
accountants and auditors. Some of this research is unrelated to accounting development as such 
as it merely uses accounting data and focuses mostly on developing innovative machine learning 
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algorithms or neural networks. Related to the above, a cause for concern here is that most of this 
research seems to be carried out in isolation from practice – i.e. the organizations that actually 
apply AI technologies in their work. There are no reports of implementations in practice, or how 
practice was involved in developing the AI applications used. Although applying AI in accounting 
research can generate novel insights per se, it is another cause for concern if this is not related to 
practice in any way. Accounting scholars seem not to engage in collaboration with practice in 
using AI for research nor do they focus on developing applications with practical application 
value. This is puzzling given the focus in many universities on interdisciplinary research. It would 
seem logical – given the potential importance of AI applications in accounting - that accounting 
scholars and AI scholars join forces either to develop new applications, test existing ones in the 
accounting domain or to examine the impact of AI in organizations.  
Yet another cause for concern is the low number of papers (38) that use any form of theoretical 
basis. Given the high number of conceptual papers and frameworks this is maybe not surprising 
as such. However, given the ability of theories to provide structure to interpretations, enable 
testability of conclusions and explain results one would expect future empirical studies to pay 
more attention to this. There are various theories in accounting that can be applied to the diffusion 
and application of AI technologies including information processing theory, technology fit theory, 
technological dominance theory, contingency theory and different versions of institutional theory 
to name a few. Advancing these theories and applying them to AI could provide valuable 
directions for future research and advance our knowledge about the application and impact of this 
technology in accounting. A good example of this is a study by Fernandez & Aman (2018) that 
uses institutional theory to describe shifts in global accounting services impacted by RPA.  
 
As for the research themes, the theme of education and research stands out as relatively 
overlooked. This is surprising given the potential impact of AI on accounting practice and thus on 
accounting education (Mckinsey, 2017). One important question is if there already exists a gap 
between what is taught in accounting classes and the potential of AI applications as well as the 
changes AI is creating. For example, if the applications of AI and drones is enabling instant 
valuation of the financial value of stocks at any given time as well as real time movement of stock 
in and out of warehouses, is it still relevant to teach the LIFO and FIFO evaluation in their current 
form? Or if AI enables total population testing of financial transactions, is it still relevant to teach 
auditing sampling strategies? Finally, if AI is enabling virtual reality teaching classrooms and 
exercises, how will that change accounting student interactions and engagement? Questions such 
as these have not been examined to any extent in the accounting education literature.  
 
Another overlooked theme is AI´s impact on decision-making and control. There are no papers 
addressing this empirically by collecting data in practice. This is surprising given the potential of 
AI to automate decision-making and control. In this context, there is a need to examine for 
example if accounting only improved with the application of AI or if are there unintended negative 
consequences in the application of this technology when decision-making is automated. Another 
question is if using AI to automate accounting decision making introduces any biases in the 
decision making process and outcomes.  
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Similarly, only one article  encompassed empirical evidence on RPA in auditing despite 
considerable anecdotal evidence of the Big 4 developing and applying this technology to make 
auditing work more effective and efficient. EY for example use RPA in timesheet administration, 
system maintenance, data analytics, procurement, payment, account opening and closure... 
Likewise, PwC reports that they use AI to detect fraudulent manual journal entries. Leading 
companies report of AI use to book and process invoices along with multiple uses of RPA. The 
use cases almost seem infinite, and many scenarios are already implemented by now, but 
academics have not yet have shown interest in investigating how these trends impact accounting. 
There is also scarce focus on how machine learning can be used for other purposes than prediction. 
Deloitte reports that they use ML in several client engagements to augment employee 
performance, automate increasingly complex workloads, and develop cognitive agents that 
simulate human thinking and engagement (Deloitte 16). None of these subjects is so far covered 
empirically in the current literature.  
 
Finally, one research theme is glaringly absent which is the often-toted impact of AI is on 
accounting jobs in general. Numerous sources predict that the jobs of accountants and auditors 
will be taken over by AI in the near future. However, no research has examined these questions. 
Questions such as what skills are needed to apply AI in accounting and what changes should be 
made to accounting syllabus and course structures remain unanswered. Until now, these questions 
have been left to technology researchers who might not have insights into what accounting and 
auditing jobs entail. If the jobs of accountants and auditors are on the verge of disappearing or 
changing substantially then this should be a critical research issue for accounting scholars. 
 

6. Conclusion 
 

The objective of this paper is to update current knowledge about research in AI and accounting. 
Specifically, it reviews the research that has been carried out since the last reviews were published. 
It extends the search terms based on developments in AI technology, and assesses the extent 
research presenting evidence based on primary data.  
 
The main conclusion of this paper is that despite some research on applications of AI in accounting 
has been published, we know relatively little about the impact of AI on accounting. There is a 
considerable number of conceptual papers speculating about AI impacts and developing 
frameworks, but there very little empirical research informing us about what is happening in 
practice. Although this might be acceptable in a new field, AI applications are not new and are 
currently having an impact on accounting and auditing. This has been relatively ignored by 
accounting researchers and needs to change.  
 
One reasons for this limited focus could be lack of knowledge of AI by accounting researchers. 
Attracting new talent to accounting research has always been a challenge. Limited number of 
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younger researchers might in this case pursue the traits of older researchers focusing on research 
themes that they are more classic research themes with and ignoring themes that are complicated 
and require substantial investment in knowledge. AI could fall into that category. If this is the 
case, universities and business schools would need to focus on hiring PhD students and assistant 
professors into accounting departments with technology related backgrounds to spur development 
and bridge the “generation research theme divide”. 
A second explanation for this lack of focus could be the silos in which academic research often 
takes place in universities. Accounting departments and computer science departments do not 
have much tradition for working together and often belongs to different faculties. This can hinder 
interdisciplinary research. If this is, the case universities and business schools need to motivate 
and enable accounting and computer science researchers to work together across departmental 
silos and organizational boundaries.  
 
A third explanation could be that research within the field is not so prestigious and therefor 
more difficult to publish in top journals.- If that’s the case it is a hindrance for carrying out 
research that has a huge relevance for public and private companies right now where 
digitalization is very high on the agenda.  
 
The method used for the review in this study has some limitations. The papers from different 
journals ranked from 4* to 1 and have been processed in the same way throughout the study. This 
means that findings from lower-ranked journals carry the same weight as papers from higher-
ranked journals in the findings sections. Another limitation relates to keywords used in the search, 
which were not exhaustive, although significant consideration was taken to include the most 
relevant keywords. Furthermore, the search was limited from 2010 to 2021. Nevertheless, with 
over 114 papers in AI and accounting domains, it is believed that the most influential literature is 
covered in the review.  
 
Although the above is rather critical of the current state of research in this area, we are also 
optimistic as there are considerable opportunities for researcher. We are hopeful that with more 
interdisciplinary research, more research grants becoming available, more younger researchers 
entering the field and more popular press focus on AI in accounting, the future will see increasing 
research and more knowledge generation in this field.  
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Tables and Appendixes 
APPENDIX 1. LIST OF JOURNALS PUBLISHING RESEARCH ON AI AND 
ACCOUNTING 

1 Journal of Accounting Research 
2 The Accounting Review 
3 Corporate accounting & Finance 
4 Asian Journal of Accounting and Governance 
5 Journal of Management and Organization 
6 International Journal of Information Management 
7 Journal of Accounting and Finance 
8 Journal of Economics and Business 
9 The International journal of Digital Accounting Research 

10 Review of Accounting Studies 
11 The Journal of Economic Perspectives 
12 European Journal of Operational Research 
13 Work, Employment and Society 
14 Abacus 
15 The British Accounting Review 
16 Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 
17 Journal of Business Ethics 
18 Expert systems with applications 
19 MIT Sloan Management review 
20 Accounting Horizons 
21 Annals of Operations Research 
22 Management Accounting Research 
23 Decision Support System 
24 Auditing: A Journal of Practice & Theory 
25 European Accounting Review 
26 International Journal of Production Economics 
27 Journal of Applied Accounting Research 
28 Journal of Management Control 
29 Journal of Accounting Information Systems 
30 Journal of Accounting & Organizational Change 
31 International Journal of Accounting Information 
32 Information Science 
33 Business Horizons 
34 Review of International Economics 
35 Accounting and Finance 
36 Accounting and finance 
37 International Journal of Accounting and Information Management 
38 Accounting Education 
39 International Journal of Computer Integrated Manufacturing 
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40 Journal of Emerging Technologies in Accounting 
41 Meditari Accountancy Research 
42 Journal of Cleaner Production 
43 Industry and Higher Education 
44 Accounting and Management Information Systems 
45 Intelligent Systems in Accounting, Finance and Management 
46 Journal of Information Systems 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 

African Journal of Business Management 
Qualitative Research in Accounting & Management 
Managerial Auditing Journal 
Journal of Sustainable Finance and investment 
African Journal of Business  
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APPENDIX 2. LIST OF THE 114 PAPERS  

 
Num Year Author Article Journal Method Theory Theme 
1 2019 Brown et al., What Are You 

Saying Using Topic 
To Detect Financial 
Misreporting 

Journal of 
Accounting 
Research 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

2 2019 Bao et al., Detecting 
Accounting Fraud In 
Publicly Traded U.S. 
Firms using a 
Machine Learning 
Approach 

Journal of 
Accounting 
Research 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

3 2016 Perols et al., Finding Needles In a 
Haystack - Using 
Data Analytics To 
Improve Fraud 
Prediction 

The 
Accounting 
Review 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

4 2016 Loughran & 
Mcdonald 

Textual Analysis in 
Accounting and 
Finance: A Survey 

Journal of 
Accounting 
Research 

Quantitative N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

5 2014 Alles & 
Vasarhelyi 

A Field Study on 
The Use Of Process 
Mining Of Event 
Logs As An 
Analytical Procedure 
In Auditing 

The 
Accounting 
Review 

Quantitative Economics AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 

6 2010 Li The Information 
Content Of Forward-
Looking Statements 
In Corporate Fillings 
- A Naive Bayesian 
Machine Learning 
Approach 

Journal of 
Accounting 
Research 

Quantitative  Economics AI to 
Improve 
Financial 
Accounting 

7 2020 Harrast Robotic Process 
Automation In 
Accounting Systems 

Corporate 
Accounting & 
Finance 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

8 2018 Fernandez & 
Aman 

Impacts of Robotic 
Process Automation 
on Global 
Accounting Services 

Asian Journal 
of Accounting 
and 
Governance 

Case study Sociology AIs impact 
on the 
organization 

9 2018 Brougham & 
Haar 

Smart Technology, 
Artificial 
Intelligence, 
Robotics, And 
Algorithms 
(STARA): 
Employees’ 
Perceptions Of Our 
Future Workplace 

Journal of 
management 
and 
organization 

Mixed Methods N/A AIs impact 
on the 
organization 

10 2021 Dwivedi et 
al., 

Artificial 
Intelligence AI - 
Multidisciplinary 
Perspectives On 

International 
Journal of 
Information 
Management 

Literature 
review 

N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 
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Emerging 
Challenges, 
Opportunities, and 
Agenda for 
Research, Practice 

11 2019 Thiel & Raaji Artificial Intelligent 
Credit Risk 
Prediction an 
Empirical Study of 
Analytical Artificial 
Intelligence Tools 
for Credit Risk 
Prediction 

Journal of 
Accounting and 
Finance 

Quantitative N/A AI in the 
financial 
sector 

12 2018 Wall Some Financial 
Regulatory 
Implications of 
Artificial 
Intelligence 

Journal of 
Economics and 
Business 

Conceptual N/A AIs impact 
on the 
organization 

13 2020 Matthies Assesing the 
Automation 
Potentials of 
Management 
Reporting Processes 

The 
International 
Journal of 
Digital 
Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Financial 
Accounting 

14 2020 Bertomeu Machine Learning 
Improves 
Accounting 
Discussion, 

Review of 
Accounting 
Studies 

Conceptual 
(Essay) 

Economics AI to 
Improve 
Financial 
Accounting 

15 2020 Ding et al., Machine Learning 
Improves 
Accounting 
Estimates 

Review of 
Accounting 
Studies 

Quantitative Economics AI to 
Improve 
Financial 
Accounting 

16 2020 Bertomeu et 
al., 

Using Machine 
Learning to Detect 
Misstatements 

Review of 
accounting 
studies 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

17 2019 Acemoglu & 
Restrepo 

Automation and 
New tasks: How 
Technology 
Displaces and 
Reinstates Labor 

The Journal of 
Economic 
Perspectives 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

18 2019 Agrawal et 
al., 

Artificial 
Intelligence: The 
Ambiguous Labor 
Market Impact of 
Automating 
Prediction 

The Journal of 
Economic 
Perspectives 

Conceptual N/A AI impact on 
the 
organization 

19 2019 Mai et al., Deep Learning 
Models for 
Bankruptcy 
Prediction Using 
Textual Disclosures 

European 
journal of 
operational 
research 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

20 2018 Petttersen Why Artificial 
Intelligence Will 
Not Outsmart 
Complex 
Knowledge Work 

Work, 
Employment 
and Society 

Conceptual N/A Others 
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21 2015 Geng et al., Prediction of 
Financial Distress 
An Empirical Study 
Of Listed Chinese 
Companies Using 
Data Mining 

European 
Journal of 
operational 
research 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

22 2021 Zengul et al., Revealing Research 
Themes and Trends 
in 30 Top‐ranking 
Accounting Journals 
A Text‐mining 
Approach 

Abacus Quantitative N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

23 2020 Brown et al., Automation And 
Management 
Control in Dynamic 
Environments: 
Managing 
Organizational 
Flexibility and 
Energy Efficiency In 
Service Sectors 

The British 
Accounting 
Review 

Case study Sociology AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

24 2020 Korhonen Exploring The 
Programmability of 
Management 
Accounting Work 
For Increasing 
Automation - An 
Interventionist Case 
Study 

Accounting, 
Auditing & 
Accountability 
journal 

Case study Sociology AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

25 2020 Munoko et 
al., 

The Ethical 
Implications For 
Using Artificial 
Intelligence in 
Auditing 

Journal of 
Business Ethics 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A AIs impact 
on the 
organization 

26 2020 Sarmento & 
Horta 

Enhancing a Pairs 
Trading Strategy 
With The 
Application of 
Machine Learning 

Expert Systems 
with 
Applications 

Quantitative N/A Others 

27 2019 Barro & 
Davenport 

People and 
Machines: Partners 
in Innovation 

MITSloan 
Management 
Review 

Conceptual N/A AIs impact 
on the 
Organization 

28 2019 Cooper et al., Robotic Process 
Automation in 
Public Accounting 

Accounting 
Horizon 

Other research 
Methods 
(Interviews) 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 

29 2019 Moll & 
Yigitbasioglu 

The role of internet-
related Technologies 
In Shaping The 
Work of 
Accountants - New 
Directions for 
Accounting 
Research 

The British 
Accounting 
Review 

Literature 
review 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

30 2019 Sun Applying Deep 
Learning to Audit 
Procedures - An 

Accounting 
Horizons 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 
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illustrative 
Framework 

31 2019 Ding et al., A Machine 
Learning-Based Peer 
Selection Method 

Accounting 
Horizons 

Quantitative N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

32 2019 Cai et al., Machine Learning 
and Expert 
Judgement - 
Analyzing Emerging 
Topics in 
Accounting and 
Finance Research in 
the Asia Pacific 

Abacus Conceptual N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

33 2018 Bughin Why AI isn't the 
Death of Jobs 

MITSloan 
Management 
Review 

Conceptual N/A AIs impact 
on the 
Organization 

34 2017 Barboza et 
al., 

Machine Learning 
Models and 
Bankruptcy 
Prediction 

Expert Systems 
with 
Application 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

35 2017 Dutta et al., Detecting Financial 
Restatements Using 
Data Mining 
Techniques 

Expert Systems 
with 
Application 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

36 2017 Sariannidis et 
al., 

Default Avoidance 
on Credit Card 
Portfolios Using 
Accounting 

Annals of 
Operations 
Research 

Quantitative N/A AI in the 
Financial 
Sector 

37 2016 Davenport & 
Kirby 

Just How Smart Are 
Smart Machines? 

MITSloan 
Management 
Review 

Conceptual N/A AIs impact 
on the 
Organization 

38 2016 Quattrone Management 
accounting Goes 
Digital - Will The 
Move Make It Wiser 

Management 
Accounting 
Research 

Conceptual 
(Essay) 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

39 2015 Schneider et 
al., 

Infer, Predict, and 
Assure Accounting 
Opportunities In 
Data Analytics 

Accounting 
Horizons 

Conceptual N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

40 2014 Kuzey et al., The Impact of 
Multinationality on 
Firm Value a 
Comparative 
Analysis of Machine 
Learning 
Techniques”, 

Decision 
Support 
Systems 

Conceptual N/A Others 

41 2012 Omoteso The Application of 
Artificial 
Intelligence In 
Auditing: Looking 
Back To The Future 

Expert Systems 
with 
Applications 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 

42 2011 Perols Financial Statement 
Fraud Detection - 
An Analysis of 
Statistical And 

Auditing: A 
Jorunal of 
Practice & 
Theory 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 
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Machine Learning 
Algorithms 

43 2011 Ravisankar et 
al., 

Detection Of 
Financial Statement 
Fraud And Feature 
Selection Using 
Data Mining 
Techniques 

Decision 
Support 
Systems 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

44 2011 Boegaerd & 
Aerts 

Applying Machine 
Learning In 
Accounting 
Research 

Expert Systems 
with 
Applications 

Quantitative N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

45 2011 Grüning Artificial 
Intelligence 
Measurement of 
Disclosure AIMD 

European 
Accounting 
Review 

Quantitative Economics AI to 
Improve 
Financial 
Accounting 

46 2010 Kim & Kang Ensemble With 
Neural Networks 
For Bankruptcy 
Prediction 

Expert Systems 
with 
Applications 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

47 2010 Chou et al., Predicting the 
Development Cost 
of TFT-LCD 
Manufacturing 
Equipment with 
Artificial 
Intelligence Models 

Int. J. 
Production 
Economics 

Quantitative N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

48 2021 Leitner-
Hanetseder et 
al., 

A profession in 
Transition - Actors, 
Tasks and Roles in 
AI-based accounting 

Journal of 
Applied 
Accounting 
Research 

Other Research 
Methods 
(Delphi Study) 

N/A AIs Impact 
on the 
Organization 

49 2020 Möller et al., Digitalization in 
Management 
Accounting and 
Control 

Journal of 
Management 
Control 

Conceptual Sociology AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

50 2020 Knudsen Elusive Boundaries, 
Power Relations, 
and Knowledge 
Production - A 
Systematic Review 
Of The Literature 
On Digitalization In 
Accounting 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Literature 
review 

N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

51 2020 Roszkowska Fintech In Financial 
Reporting And 
Audit For Fraud 
Prevention And 
Safeguarding Equity 
Investments 

Journal of 
Accounting & 
Organizational 
change 

Case Study Sociology Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

52 2020 Losbicher & 
Lehner 

Limits Of Artificial 
Intelligence In 
Controlling And The 
Ways Forward - A 
Call For Future 
Accounting 
Research 

Journal of 
Applied 
Accounting 
Research 

Conceptual Sociology AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 
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53 2019 Oesterreich et 
al., 

The Controlling 
Profession In The 
Digital Age 
Understanding The 
Impact of 
Digitization On The 
Controller's Job 
Roles, Skills and 
Competences 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 

Other Research 
Methods 
(Bibliometric) 

Sociology AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

54 2019 Huang & 
Vasarhelyi 

Applying Robotic 
Process Automation 
(RPA) In Auditing - 
A Framework 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 

55 2019 Kokina & 
Blanchetta 

Early Evidence Of 
Digital Labor In 
Accounting - 
Innovation With 
Robotics 
Automation 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Other Research 
Methods 
(Interviews) 

Sociology AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

56 2019 Carrasco et 
al., 

Automatic Detection 
Of Relationships 
Between Banking 
Operations Using 
Machine Learning 

Information 
Science 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A Others 

57 2019 Min et al., Machine Learning 
based Digital Twin 
Framework for 
Production 
Optimization in 
Petrochemical 
Industry 

International 
Journal of 
Information 
Management 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

58 2018 Wright & 
Schultz 

The rising tide Of 
Artificial 
Intelligence and 
Business 
Automation: 
Developing An 
Ethical Framework 

Business 
Horizons 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

59 2018 Fujita  AI and The Future 
Of The Brain Power 
Society When The 
Descendants Of 
Athena And 
Prometheus Work 
Together 

Review of 
International 
Economics 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A AIs Impact 
on the 
Organization 

60 2018 Jarrahi Artificial 
Intelligence and The 
Future Of Work: 
Human-AI 
Symbiosis In 
Organizational 
Decision Making 

Business 
Horizons 

Conceptual N/A AIs Impact 
on the 
Organization 

61 2018 Arnold The Chancing 
Technological 
Environment And 

Accounting and 
Finance 

Other Research 
Methods 

Sociology AI for 
Accounting 
Research 
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The Future of 
Behavioural 
Research In 
Accounting 

(Behaviroul 
Research) 

62 2018 Jiang & Jones Corporate Distress 
Prediction In China 
A Machine Learning 
Approach 

Accounting and 
Finance 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

63 2017 Amani & 
Fadlalla 

Data mining 
Applications In 
Accounting - A 
Review Of The 
Literature And 
Organizing 
Framework 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Conceptual N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

64 2017 Kuzey et al., An Investigation Of 
The Factors 
Influencing Cost 
System 
Functionality Using 
Decision Trees, 
Support Vector 
Machines And 
Logistic Regression 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Quantitative Sociology AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

65 2017 Chen et al., Enhancement Of 
Fraud Detection For 
Narratives In Annual 
Reports 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

66 2016 Sutton et al., The Reports Of My 
Death Are Greatly 
Exaggerated - 
Artificial 
Intelligence 
Research In 
Accounting 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Literature 
review 

N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

67 2014 Gray et al., The Expert Systems 
Life Cycle In AIS 
Research - What 
Does It Mean For 
Future AIS Research 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Literature 
review 

N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

68 2013 Turner & 
Baskerville 

The Experience Of 
Deep Learning By 
Accounting Students 

Accouting 
Education 

Other Research 
Methods 
(Phenomenogra
phic approach) 

N/A Others 

69 2013 Guan et al., How AIS Can 
Progress Along With 
Ontology Research 
In IS 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 
Systems 

Conceptual N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

70 2012 Yeh & Deng Application Of 
Machine Learning 
Methods To Cost 
Estimation of 
Product Life Cycle 

International 
Journal of 
Computer 
Integrated 
Manufactoring 

Quantitative N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 
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71 2010 Debreceny & 
Gray 

Data mining Journal 
Entries For Fraud 
Detection - An 
Exploratory Study 

International 
Journal of 
Accounting 
Information 

Quantitative Economics Fraud & 
Bankruptcy 
detection/ 
prediction 

72 2020 Petkov Artificial 
Intelligence AI And 
The Accounting 
Function - A Revisit 
And A New 
Perspective For 
Developing 
Framework 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AI impact on 
the 
Organization 

73 2020 Elliot et al., Artificial 
Intelligence For 
Decisions-Makers 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 

74 2020 Cho et al., Learning From 
Machine Learning In 
Accounting And 
Assurance 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Financial 
Accounting 

75 2020 Villiers Seven Principles To 
Ensure Future-
Ready Accounting 
Graduates - A Model 
For Future Research 
And Practice 

Meditari 
Accountancy 
Research 

Mixed Methods N/A Others 

76 2020 Tiwari & 
Khan 

Sustainability 
Accounting And 
Reporting In The 
Industry 4.0 

Journal of 
Cleaner 
Production 

Mixed Methods Sociology AI to 
Improve 
Financial 
Accounting 

77 2020 Aldredge et 
al., 

The strategic 
Transformation Of 
Accounting Into a 
Learned Profession 

Industry of 
Higher 
Education 

Conceptual N/A Others 

78 2020 Li & Liu Development of An 
Intelligent NLP-
Based Audit Plan 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 

79 2020 Keys & 
Zhang 

Introducing RPA in 
an Undergraduate 
AIS Course - Three 
RPA Exercises On 
Process Automations 
In Accounting 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A Others 

80 2020 Vincen et al., Preparing For The 
Robots - A Proposed 
Course In Robotic 
Process Automation 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A Others 

81 2019 Burns & Igou Alexa, Write An 
Audit Opinion - 
Adopting Intelligent 
Virtual Assistants In 
Accounting 
Workplaces 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 
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82 2019 McGuigan & 
Ghio 

Art, Accounting and 
Technology - 
Unravelling The 
Paradoxical In 
Between 

Meditari 
Accountancy 
Research 

Conceptual N/A AIs Impact 
on the 
Organization 

83 2019 Cong et al., Technological 
Disruption In 
Accounting and 
Auditing 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AIs Impact 
on the 
Organization 

84 2019 Zhang et al., Text Data Sources in 
Archival Accounting 
Research: Insights 
and Strategies for 
Accounting 
Systems’ Scholars 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Other Research 
Mehtods 
(Archival 
research) 

N/A Others 

85 2019 Zhang Intelligent Process 
Automation In Audit 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual 
(Framework) 

N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 

86 2018 Fisher A Perspective on 
Textual Analysis In 
Accounting 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Literature 
review 

N/A AI for 
Accounting 
Research 

87 2018 Raschke et 
al., 

Ai-Enhanced Audit 
inquiry - A Research 
Note 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

None N/A AI to 
Improve 
Auditing 

88 2018 Marshall & 
Lambert 

Cloud-Based 
Intelligent 
Accounting 
Applications - 
Accounting Task 
Automation Using 
IBM Watson 
Cognitive 
Computing 

Journal of 
Emerging 
Technologies 
in Accounting 

Conceptual N/A AI to 
Improve 
Management 
Accounting 
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Abstract: 
This paper explores how digitalization has been integrated into the case company Transcorp, 
how new management accounting routines have been institutionalized, and how performance in 
the International Shared service center has been impacted by digitalization. The paper uses an 
institutional work lens to investigate the single case study. It covers how four types of 
institutional work are applied to enforce digitalization in the organization and explain why data 
prerequisites are crucial when utilizing digital technologies in the accounting function. 
Digitalization changes management accounting routines and offers opportunities to enhance 
management accounting procedures. The paper covers how four digital technologies, Big data & 
Data Analytics, Artificial Intelligence, Machine learning, and Robotic Process Automation, have 
become institutionalized in the management accounting routines and changed how management 
accountants are working, as digital technologies enable faster data preparation, operational 
accounting tasks, and assistance in analytical procedures. The findings suggest that while digital 
technologies may improve efficiency through decreased full-time equivalents and increased 
transparency, quality, and consistency, these technologies are also associated with significant 
investments and concerns about trust. In the discussion of the paper, the importance of research 
investigating digitalization and conducting primary empirical observations in the field is 
emphasized to understand the influence of digitalization in accounting. 
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1. Introduction: Understanding the rise of digitalization in accounting functions 
 
Researchers, governments, and organizations consider digitalization a significant societal 
change (Elding & Morris, 2018; OECD Publishing, 2021). Digitalization has changed 
organizations and industries, bringing societal and economic transformation (Berente & Seidel, 
2022). By Digitalization we mean “the combined effects of several digital innovations bringing 
about novel actors (and actor constellations), structures, practices, values and beliefs that 
change, threaten, replace, or complement existing rules of the game within organizations, 
ecosystems, industries or fields” (Gegenhuber et al., 2022). This important topic in accounting 
may affect the digital landscape surrounding organizational and business models, and 
accounting practices (Möller et al., 2020). Interest in digitalization and accounting comes both 
from academia and practice, focusing on multiple technologies (i.e., robotic process automation 
(RPA), cloud-based solutions, blockchain technology, artificial intelligence (AI), big data, the 
Internet of Things (IoT) and business intelligence and analytics (BI&A).2  
 
Studying digitalization is critical in the accounting field. First, as a novel and influential 
phenomenon in the societal context, digitalization permeates business and societal domains, 
from financial policy to employment and competition. Therefore, its impact on society and 
particular fields in society, such as accounting, must be investigated. In the accounting field, 
researchers predict that in the near future, digital technology could replace accounting 
professionals’ occupations (Frey & Osborne, 2017). Financial transaction costs and the 
trustworthiness of financial transactions are also expected to be influenced (Kfoury, 2021). 
Furthermore, product quality may improve, and organizational competitiveness may increase 
(Meraghin et al., 2021). Second, digitalization is important to accounting from an academic and 
a practitioner’s perspective, because it affects “the way things are done” (Burns & Scapens, 
2000). Researchers highlight that digital technologies are rendering accounting routines 
increasingly accurate with fewer errors (Kokina & Blanchette, 2019); reducing the number of 
accounting employees and workload (Fernandez & Aman, 2018); and changing the nature of 
accountants’ work (Kruskopf et al., 2020), the roles and tasks of management accountants 
(Andreasen, 2020), and accounting skills (Leitner-Hanetseder, 2021). Companies will improve 
transactional accounting processes, while accountants’ roles will evolve toward more technical 
and analytical aspects. Despite these critical development tendencies in the field, limited 
empirical studies have examined these from an academic perspective. Third, several studies 
have called for research examining the relationship between digitalization and accounting 
(Arnaboldi et al., 2017; Knudsen, 2019; Korhonen, 2020; Modell, 2022; Payne, 2014; 
Rikhardsson & Yigitbasioglu, 2018; Sutton et al., 2018). These researchers highlight directions 
for future research including the motives and driving forces underlying digitalization in 

 
2 Abbreviations: robotic process automation (RPA), cloud-based solutions, blockchain 
technology, artificial intelligence (AI), big data, the Internet of Things (IoT) and business 
intelligence and analytics (BI&A), International Shared Service Centers (ISSC), key 
performance indicators (KPIs), full-time equivalents (FTEs) 
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accounting, the impact of digitalization on management accountants’ routines, and the outcomes 
of digitalization in the accounting function. This paper addresses these research calls. 
Adopting an exploratory approach, this study investigates how agents in the case company 
integrated digitalization into the organization—specifically into the accounting function—and 
the impact thereof on management accounting routines. As such, it examines the impact of this 
digital wave on the performance output of the accounting function through an institutional 
theory framework, which can explain and theorize complex, large-scale change processes such 
as those brought by digitalization (Schildt, 2022). This study clarifies how socially constructed 
rules and norms, underpinned by cognitive understanding, can be taken for granted yet shape 
organizational and individual action and how organizational and individual action become 
institutionalized (Greenwood et al., 2008). Specifically, we elucidate the institutionalization of 
digitalization in the accounting function and of new management accounting routines. While the 
traditional institutional emphasis recognized digitalization as a historical and ongoing 
exogenous force of rationalization (Nassehi, 2021), in this study, institutional work focuses on 
“the purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining, and 
disrupting institutions” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Focusing on actions, institutional theory 
is suitable for our purposes because digitalization is connected to the actions of actors.  
 
Changes in accounting caused by digitalization could lead to fewer manual tasks for 
management accountants, narrowing the role of core accounting but broadening the overall role 
based on more involvement in business support and closer engagement with operations. More 
decision-making data will be provided, changing the task focus from data generation to data 
analysis. Management accountants will need to handle these large amounts of data and balance 
the accuracy and timeliness of information. This development is expected to incur job loss for 
some management accountants and auditors; however, the extent thereof remains uncertain, as 
predictions often overestimate the impact of digitalization on accounting (Gurses et al., 2022). 
Although digitalization in accounting has obtained considerable interest in practitioner journals 
(E&Y, 2021; IMA, 2020), empirical research is limited on how and why companies adopt 
digitalization, and how digitalization impacts accounting practices, especially management 
accounting routines. To fill this void, this study addresses the following research questions: 
“How has Transcorp initiated the integration of digitalization in the organization, and how has 
this shaped management accounting routines and impacted the performance outcomes of the 
ISSC accounting function?” The study makes the following three contributions to the literature. 
It (i) describes how the case company has implemented digitalization in their organization, (ii) 
clarifies how digitalization has shaped management accounting routines, (iii) and highlights the 
performance outcomes of digitalization in the accounting function. These contributions improve 
accounting researchers’ understanding of the influence of digitalization on accounting, an 
important objective in today’s research agenda (Korhonen et al., 2020; Möller et al., 2020; 
Quattrone, 2016). The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides an 
overview of digitalization in accounting research and management accounting routines, 
outlining the conceptualization of the domain and its relation to institutional theory. Section 3 
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describes the case study methodology and context, the results of which are analyzed in section 4, 
Finally, the results are discussed in section 5, and the conclusions are drawn in section 6. 

2. Conceptualization of digitalization in accounting and management accounting 
routines 
 
The relationship between management accounting and digitalization has been studied (Rom & 
Rohde, 2007) in three distinguishable research phases (Daniele et al., 2022). The first focuses on 
the evolution of computerized information systems, offering accountants detailed records of 
postings in the accounting system, an overview of accounts, and extraction of trial balances. 
Second, the emergence of internet-related technologies allowed accountants to share information 
more efficiently within and between organizations. Third, the focus was on the current wave of 
technological advancements (digitalization), namely the combined effects of using digital 
technologies in bringing about structures, practices, values, and beliefs that change, threaten, 
replace, or complement existing rules of the game. This wave centers on how to automate and 
analyze practices through technologies such as AI, blockchain, and IoT. In the rest of the paper, 
digitalization refers to the third wave of digital technologies. 
 
Two conceptual meanings of digitalization are linked and used interchangeably in the literature 
(Gorensek & Kohont, 2019). Herein lies a conscious choice to refer to digitization or 
digitalization. The meaning of digitization is narrower and indicates the process of digitizing via 
the conversion of analog data into digital formats (Gartner, 2020; Oxford Dictionary, 2019). 
Therefore, it refers to the first and second waves of digital development in accounting. The term 
digitalization is broader, referring to how the combined effects of digital technologies are 
changing organizations, ecosystems, industries, and fields. In management accounting practices, 
digitalization enables automating tasks and analytical procedures. For example, it addresses how 
to set up accounting practices so that no human involvement is required or how new analytical 
tools such as AI can help accountants become more efficient or better equipped in their current 
procedures. Another distinction is the difference between automation and augmentation: 
automation replaces human decision-making and actions with technology, while augmentation 
supports and improves human decision-making with technology.  
 
In addition, in management accounting, digitalization is often referred to as Internet-based 
Technologies (Sinha., 2024), digital transformation (Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 2021), 
technological disruption (Cong et al., 2018), and internet-related technologies (Moll & 
Yigitbasioglu, 2019). Note though that technological advancement is just one element of 
digitalization according to the definition used. Digitalization also entails changes in structures 
related to the design and use of these digital technologies (Daniele, 2022; Thorseng & Grisot, 
2017; Yoo et al., 2010). Furthermore, digitalization can lead to the introduction of novel 
decision-making practices (Quattrone, 2016), changes in management accountants’ role 
(Andreassen, 2020), and reconfiguration of power relations (Scott & Orilokiwski, 2012). Two 
research approaches have primarily been employed, namely structure- and actor-focused 
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methods. The structure-focused stream investigated how particular technologies impact 
accounting procedures (Kokina et al., 2019; Leiner-Hanetseder, 2021; Vial, 2019), and the 
actor-focused stream management accountants’ changing role owing to digitalization 
(Andreassen, 2020; Heinzelmann, 2018; Kokina et al., 2021).  
 
Academic interest in digitalization in a management accounting context is growing (Moll et al., 
2019), focusing on RPA (Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 2021), cloud-based solutions (Cooper et al., 
2019), blockchain technology (Ranta et al., 2019), AI (Agrawal et al., 2019), big data (Cockcroft 
& Russel, 2018), BI&A (Rikhardsson et al., 2018), and IoT (Karmanska, 2021). Research has 
investigated the impact of various information technologies on management accounting 
procedures, tasks, and techniques. Elmegaard et al.’s (2022) literature review highlighted 
technologies in AI and accounting (e.g., machine learning, AI, RPA, natural language 
processing, and knowledge-based systems). In another literature review, Moll et al. (2019) 
synthesized technologies relevant to accounting (e.g., cloud-based solutions, big data, 
blockchain, AI, and IoT). However, few empirical studies investigate the impact of 
digitalization on accounting. All we know is that digitalization changes the roles and identities 
of management accountants and might contribute to competition between professions 
(Andreassen, 2020). Furthermore, RPA reduces workload and the number of employees, but 
cannot fully replace analytical tasks (Fernandez et al., 2018). The RPA research notes that 
system designers can manipulate RPA to their own advantage, causing errors and biases (Brown 
et al., 2020). RPA practitioners often interpret non-programmable work as programmable and 
seek to automate it, which does not always lead to the desired outcome (Korhonen, 2020). 
Essentially, management accountants’ tasks and skills are subject to significant changes in the 
next 10 years. Core roles will be retained, and robots may perform some tasks (Leitner-
Hanetseder et al., 2021). Burns et al. (2000) first used institutional theory to investigate changes 
in management accounting. With Scapens (1994), they argued that management accounting 
systems and practices constitute a set of rules, which can be interpreted as a formalized 
statement of procedures (the formal management accounting system), and routines, namely how 
the procedures are used (management accounting practices). Empirical evidence and qualitative 
research are lacking on aspects of digitalization other than RPA. As such, this qualitative study 
extends the research to address these limitations. 
 
2.3 Theoretical background and approach 
 
2.3.1 Institutional theory 
Institutional theory is based on Berger and Luckmann’s (1967) social constructionism. To 
conceptualize institutional research, the institution investigated must be defined. Here, we 
examine accounting as an institution to delineate changing accounting practices owing to 
digitalization. The institutional approach is helpful because it focuses on changes in practice 
(Hinings et al., 2018). Institutional theory helps explain the antecedents of digitalization 
(Schildt, 2022), enabling a deeper exploration beyond mere description. Digitalization, per 
Gegenhuber’s (2022) definition, is a complex concept because of its broad impact on society, 
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professions, organizations, and individuals. Thus, institutional theory provides a rich body of 
literature that clarifies the phenomenon. The process of institutionalization is central to 
understanding institutional theory. In our study, we understand digitalization as something that 
becomes institutionalized in the accounting function when digital technologies are implemented 
and used by accountants. Likewise, we understand new management accounting routines as 
becoming institutionalized when digitalization shapes old routines and accountants get used to 
the new ways of using procedures. 
 
2.3.2 Institutional work 
Institutional work refers to “the purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at 
creating, maintaining, and disrupting institutions” (Lawrence et al., 2006). Essentially, 
institutions profoundly affect individual and collective actors’ thoughts, feelings, and behavior 
(Lawrence et al., 2006). Institutional work does not focus on accomplishments, but on the 
activities that lead to success, failure, or resistance (Lawrence et al., 2009). It encompasses 
different forms of purposive work or actions that address an institution’s normative, cultural, or 
regulatory pillars (Järvenpää, 2009; Scott, 2008). Furthermore, the institutional entrepreneurs 
conducting institutional work are considered equipped with particular social skills (Fligstein, 
1997), which they employ to motivate cooperation from others and use to “intentionally and 
purposefully work towards changing existing or creating novel institutions” (Perkmann & 
Spicer, 2008). 
 
Lawrence et al. (2006) developed a taxonomy of forms of institutional work classified under 
three categories: (i) creating, (ii) maintaining, and (iii) disrupting institutions. Creation work 
involves establishing rules, rewards, and sanctions, and enforcing these rules. This refers to 
political work in which actors reconstruct rules, property rights, and boundaries that define 
access to material resources (Lawrence et al., 2006). Maintenance work entails supporting, 
repairing, and recreating social mechanisms that ensure compliance with institutional norms. 
This often involves following rules and ensures the reproduction of norms and belief systems 
(Canning & O’Dwyer, 2016). Disruption work involves undermining the mechanisms that lead 
actors to comply with institutions. This work strives to disassociate practices, rules, or 
technologies from their assumed moral foundations and undermines the key assumptions and 
beliefs that stabilize institutions (Lawrence et al., 2006). Table 1 illustrates the three types of 
institutional work. 
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Table 1. Typology of forms of institutional work 
Typology of forms of institutional work 
Creating institutions 
Advocacy Mobilization of political and regulatory support 

through direct and deliberate techniques of 
social suasion 

Defining Construction of rule systems that confer status or 
identity, define boundaries of membership, or create 
status hierarchies within a field 

Vesting Creation of rule structures that confer property rights 
Constructing identities Defining the relationship between an actor and the field in 

which that actor operates 
Changing normative associations Re-making the connections between sets of practices and the 

moral and cultural foundations of those practices 
Constructing normative associations Construction of inter-organizational connections through 

which practices become normatively sanctioned and which 
form the relevant peer group for compliance, monitoring, and 
evaluation 

Mimicry Associating new practices with existing sets of 
taken-for-granted practice technologies and rules to ease 
adoption 

Theorizing Developing and specifying abstract categories and 
elaborating chains of cause and effect 

Educating Educating actors in the skills and knowledge 
necessary to support the new institution 

Maintaining institutions 
Enabling work Creation of rules that facilitate, supplement, and 

support institutions, such as the creation of authorizing 
agents or diverting resources 

Policing Ensuring compliance through enforcement, auditing, 
and monitoring 

Deterring Establishing coercive barriers to institutional change 
Valorizing and demonizing Providing for public consumption positive and negative 

examples that illustrate an institution’s normative 
foundations  

Mythologizing Preserving the normative underpinnings of an institution by 
creating and sustaining myths regarding its history 

Embedding and routinizing Building habitual behaviors to actively infuse the normative 
foundations of an institution into the participants’ daily 
routines and organizational practices 

Disrupting institutions 
Disconnecting sanctions Working through state apparatus to disconnect rewards and 

sanctions from some set of practices, technologies, or rules 
Disassociating moral foundations Disassociating the practice, rule, or technology from its 

moral foundation as appropriate in a specific 
cultural context 

Undermining assumptions and beliefs Decreasing the perceived risks of innovation and 
differentiation by undermining core assumptions 
and beliefs 

Source: Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) 
 
 
This three-stage categorization and its assumptions lack nuances to illustrate the inherent 
complexity embedded in individual actors’ efforts to instigate institutional change (Canning et 
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al., 2016). Several have criticized the model for being overly simplistic. For Empson et al. 
(2013), it fails to reflect the “far more complex and messy reality” of institutional change. 
Hayne and Free (2014) found that institutional work is conducted in a non-linear process in 
which “certain types of institutional work persisted, others disappeared, while others in turn re-
emerged.” They also observed that actors combine different forms of institutional work. In 
addition, we acknowledge recent criticism by Alvesson and Spicer (2018) that the numerous 
different notions of institutions pack so much into the term that it is too broad to use. We 
respond to this criticism by clarifying our meaning when saying that something becomes 
institutionalized, as explained. Alvesson and Spicer (2018) suggested that institutional theorists 
limit the range of concepts and sharpen their lens, which we regard as a valid argument 
considering the multiple purposes and research agendas of institutional theory. Thus, in this 
study, we specify the single branch of institutional theory we use—institutional work—to clarify 
how institutional theory adds to our structure, findings, and conclusions. 

3. Research method and case background 
 
We consider a single case study a valid methodological choice because to understand changes in 
accounting practices, an in-depth observational and participatory examination is needed (Yin, 
2014). This means that the researchers must actively engage in the case. The research approach 
enables understanding what was said, done, and understood in a particular circumstance. In this 
single case study, the researchers collaborated with a single company to gather empirical 
evidence. Our observations have strong interpretive validity (Maxwell, 1992) stemming from 
deep access to informants’ real-life experiences and triangulating the findings based on different 
forms of data (interviews, observation, data, models, and software). In section 4.1, the level of 
the phenomenon is the organization, while in sections 4.2 and 4.3, it is the group (International 
Shared Service Centers [ISSC]; Meyer & Zilber, 2022). 
 
3.1 The case setting: Transcorp 
To identify the case to investigate, our primary target was large companies with high data 
maturity. Therefore, we contacted the 20 companies with the highest market value in the 
OMXC25 (the 25 largest companies in Denmark). By doing so, we knew that a potential case 
would likely present a high maturity level in the digitalization of accounting processes and 
provide richer data than smaller companies with fewer resources. We gained access to two 
cases, but with knowledge acquired from an introductory interview, we choose Transcorp, 
which we considered a rich case to study the impact of digitalization on accounting. We were 
informed several times that the company had implemented digital technology in the accounting 
function. Furthermore, digitalization had long been attached to how the company operates, its 
key performance indicators (KPIs) to measure digital performance were already in place, and 
Transcorp seemed open to using new technologies. Furthermore, multiple roles in the company 
were devoted to employees with a focus on technologies such as AI, and a digitalization agenda 
was an integral aspect of the company’s strategy. Transcorp is a Danish transport and logistics 
company providing large-scale logistics services subject to global competition. Despite its 
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Scandinavian origin, Transcorp has expanded to markets worldwide and has more than 70,000 
employees. Within its global transportation and logistics industry niche, the company is a 
technology leader with an initiative to compete by offering customized, high-tech logistics 
services to customers. The ability to customize and extract data from operations combined with 
an aggressive acquisition strategy are the two primary differentiators and profitability drivers for 
Transcorp. Customized services are often preferred because end-users are businesses that 
integrate these services into unique value-creation processes. Transcorp has achieved rapid 
expansion through strategic competitor acquisitions. 
 
 
3.2 Data selection 
To investigate the institutionalization of digitalization in the accounting function, we conducted 
25 semi-structured interviews in 2 rounds of interviews. Interviews were conducted with top 
managers and management accountants from Transcorp’s headquarters in Denmark and its 
subsidiaries in Spain and Poland between June 2022 and February 2024. All except three 
interviews were held online. Furthermore, 21 interviews were recorded and 4 were not, because 
they were characterized as opening or follow-up interviews to introduce the organization. They 
did, however, provide empirical data; therefore, we took extensive notes in these four cases 
during and immediately following the interviews. Participants were selected in coordination 
with our contact person at Transcorp who had a clear perception of the relevant informants; 
however, we were allowed to contact those we found interesting for the project beyond C-level 
executives. We approached top managers below the C-level and employees working directly in 
accounting and digitalization. Accordingly, we interviewed 9 leaders and 12 functional 
accounting practitioners. This distribution afforded a rigorous representation of interviewees 
who imparted their knowledge of how top management initiated digitalization, the 
implementation of digital technology, and associated outcomes for the accounting function. 
Case access was extensive and generously provided. We obtained access to several digitalization 
cases within the company, particularly in the ISSC. The data were collected from interviews and 
actual digitalization cases. Interviewees’ details are presented in Appendix A. To participate, 
participants had to be directly involved with digitalization and accounting, which was 
determined independently of the case company. In collaboration with the Vice President Head 
of Finance Transformation, who knew employees’ current roles and responsibilities, we 
contacted employees and scheduled meetings. Prior to their participation, all interviewees were 
informed that information obtained from the interviews would only be used anonymously to 
safeguard their privacy. 
 
3.3 Developing the interview guide 
The interview questions were exploratory and open-ended, with keywords used when asking 
probing and follow-up questions (Brinkman & Kvale, 2014). The keywords were loosely 
organized around research themes (i.e., how has digitalization been integrated, how has it 
impacted management accounting routines, and what outcomes have resulted from this 
transformation). However, questions were used to guide the interviews, and respondents could 
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discuss other topics as long as the issues in the interview guide were addressed. Each interview 
lasted from 22 to 117 minutes. Our open-ended interview questions sought to retrospectively 
explore the institutionalization of digitalization at Transcorp.  
 
The contact person was offered the opportunity to read and discuss our preliminary findings and 
verify the correctness of the information at a follow-up meeting in January 2023. A small group 
of researchers developed the questionnaire for the semi-structured interviews, with consensus 
regarding the topic, method, and theories used. Multiple follow-up meetings were held with 
several interviewees to confirm observations and clarify our observed interpretations, and 
dozens of emails, meetings, and telephone calls took place during the communication period 
with Transcorp. After receiving feedback on the paper from reviewers, we adjusted the 
questionnaire to ask more direct questions on the impact of digitalization on management 
accounting routines. 
 
3.4 Secondary data 
In addition to the primary interview data, we were allowed access to secondary data, which 
supplements and supports the qualitative findings. We gathered data from three KPIs regarding 
digitalization in accounting: hours saved per month with automations implemented (Appendix 
B, Table 1) the number of operational optimizations implemented (Appendix B, Table 2), the 
percentage of standardization within main processes (Appendix B, Table 3),. All these data 
came from the ISSCs. The number of operational optimizations quantifies every time Transcorp 
implemented some kind of process optimization, ranging from small data inquiries to larger 
automation projects. Most optimizations are implemented in the ISSC, revealing the importance 
of optimization in this function. The percentage of the digital standardization of main processes 
indicates the proportion of the core accounting processes that run entirely the same way at each 
execution. Importantly, data were obtained from the ISSC, where mostly transactional 
accounting takes place. This KPI indicates how long Transcorp was engaged in the foundational 
work of aligning various data sources. Finally, hours saved provides an overview of the projects 
that used digital technology to automate accounting processes, and the number of hours thereby 
saved. The ISSC team presented KPI data in an online meeting. Another online meeting dealt 
with the functionalities of SAP during which our questions on accounting system practices were 
answered. We recorded our observational data by taking notes and observing accountants using 
the SAP accounting system. One accountant conducted a walk-through and explained how data 
came into the system, were processed, and reported. 
 
3.5 Data analysis 
All interviews were deductively coded in NVivo 14 (Corbin & Strauss, 2019). The institutional 
perspective adopted in this study gradually emerged as the data coding and analysis evolved 
based on the interview data. Interview data were interpreted from an institutional perspective.  
To ensure data validity and reliability we followed clearly defined set of methodological steps. 
The coding strategy deductively addressed the three research questions based on the interview 
data and excluded all material comments. We began with a predefined set of codes (e.g., 
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digitalization’s impact on management accounting tasks and procedures, digitalization’s impact 
on management accountants role, institutionalization of accounting routines, digitalization 
unfolding in the organization, digitalization’s outcomes) to code our qualitative data sets. The 
codes were derived from our research questions, theory, previous research and empirical data, 
and interplay among these elements (Anderson-Gough et al., 2005; Jørgensen & Messner, 
2010), resulting in a detailed overview of the units of data available. During the analysis, we 
moved between the empirical data, theory, and previous research in an iterative process to make 
sense of our empirical material and understand the case company (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; 
Jørgensen et al., 2010). 
 
With Transcorp, we created a map to illustrate the finance tasks impacted by digitalization. The 
map was reviewed by the Vice President Head of Finance Transformation who provided 
comments, which helped exemplify specific tasks and describe the accounting ecosystem. We 
had several meetings with the interviewees between interviews to verify observations. We spent 
time inspecting several software programs with them to better understand the observed 
phenomena. The data on the digitalization projects were analyzed, and if something did not 
make sense, explanatory questions were asked via email to the person delivering the data. Next, 
we present our findings. 

4. Findings 
 
At Transcorp, digitalization shaped the taken-for-granted beliefs about company practices on a 
strategic level, as it is considered a prerequisite for success in the current business model. The 
creation of institutions is a lengthy process rooted in the cultural and historical context in which 
diverse actors and mechanisms play a role (Berger et al., 1966). Actors can influence this 
process through their actions (Battilana et al., 2009). Digitalization has been evident at 
Transcorp for decades in multiple forms. It emerged in the 90s as a wave of computerized 
information systems, offering accountants detailed records of postings in the accounting system 
and enabling the easy extraction of accounting data. In its second wave beginning in the early 
2000s, the emergence of internet-related technologies allowed accountants to share information 
between corporate entities and between the company and public authorities. This led to the 
development of Transcorp’s current accounting, where data have been centralized and 
streamlined throughout the organization. Concerning the earlier definition, today’s third wave of 
digitalization manifests in the use of digital technologies to change existing structures, practices, 
and values.  
 
4.1 How has Transcorp integrated digitalization into the organization? 
From an institutional work theory perspective, four kinds of institutional work have been 
employed to institutionalize digitalization in Transcorp’s accounting function: advocacy, 
mytholigizing, constructing normative associations, and constructing identities. Next, we delve 
into the process through which this development unfolded. 
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4.1.1. Advocacy 
The first type of work involved in organizational digitalization is advocacy, meaning “the 
mobilization of political and regulatory support through direct and deliberate techniques of 
social persuasion” (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006). At Transcorp, the legitimacy of digitalization 
stemmed from management, among others. However, management was not the only source of 
the legitimacy of digital development. Transcorp employees with technical interests also 
contributed to establishing legitimacy. Similarly, the development of digitalization in society has 
also played a role, such as more user-friendly software like ChatGTP and ongoing development 
of enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems implementing digital solutions. Thus, advocacy 
emerged not from marginalized actors, but from the deliberate efforts of a small group of actors 
(top management) that introduced and legitimized digitalization through their organizational 
status:  
 
“It is crucial for the success of the company to have digitalized processes in place throughout 
the company’s value chain … Top management have focused on digitalization throughout the 
organization, from the bottom of the infrastructure to top-level management reporting.” Vice 
President Finance 
 
We understand advocacy as a form of institutional work associated with creating institutions 
because, through this process, actors acquire legitimacy to affect creation or changes through 
direct and deliberate social suasion techniques. Here, top management functioned as institutional 
entrepreneurs and initiated divergent changes toward a more digital organization (breaking with 
the dominant “market” logic) as they actively implemented these changes (Battilana, Leca, & 
Boxenbaum, 2009). Transcorp created an organizational entity responsible for change within the 
organization called Enterprise Development. This group is led by the company’s COO and is 
responsible for digital development in the accounting function. This is an example of mobilizing 
a group responsible for exercising regulatory support to achieve the goal of more digital 
processes. 
 
“We have a strong top-driven organization with a focus on digital development throughout the 
company… To survive, you must have automatic digitalized processes and use the initial 
resources in the best possible way.” Vice President – Head of Finance Transformation 
 
Transcorp mobilized political and regulatory power through several influential institutional 
entrepreneurs to emphasize the importance of integrating digitalization into their business 
model. These include the companies’ C-level executives (CEO, COO), the CFO, and leaders 
from departments including Finance, Finance Transformation, and Shared Services. 
 
There are close ties between overall corporate strategy and digital development within the 
organization. Digitalization is an integral aspect of what the company is doing and how it 
creates value in the market. Interviewees considered it a taken-for-granted assumption in the 



78 

 

organization that digitalization is decisive for Transcorp’s market position. Furthermore, they 
noted that digitalization is present throughout the company’s value chain.  
 
In the process of making Transcorp’s business model more digital, the accounting department 
underwent radical changes. In 2006, top management first tried to establish the foundation of 
digitalization in the company. To do so, it constructed a strategy of how different software 
packages should work together to meet a digitalized business model capable of smoothly 
merging new companies into the existing organization. This strategy included a system 
integration platform to distribute work among connected components, an overall SAP platform 
to handle master data and accounting, and a sales force to handle customer relationship 
management. While the model has evolved and been adjusted several times since, the ideas 
behind the current digitalization infrastructure originate therefrom. 
 
“We drew a Lego block at the bottom, dealt with Microsoft, and bought an Entreprise Service 
Bus [ESB] from them... We made it so that all these systems talk to each other, and we created 
master data. We spent four years cleaning up our data.” Vice President, Head of Group Digital 
and Technology 
 
4.1.2. Mythologizing 
Mythologizing means preserving the normative underpinnings of an institution by creating and 
sustaining myths regarding its history. The importance of digitalization is mythologized in 
Transcorp. It is said that Digitalization is necessary because of the increasing customer demands 
Transcorp faces in the market, as several interviewees stated. Nevertheless, it is also essential 
for advancing current organizational practices.  
 
“I think we are talking Shared Service Center in particular. Right. We are of course very curious 
to understand how the competitors are doing it, and again we cannot centralize Shared Service 
Centers without digitalization.” Manager Continuous Improvement 
 
Regarding Transcorp’s accounting function, interviewees noted that the ISSC cannot be steered 
without digitalization. Mythologizing regarding the importance of digitalization for business 
survival and success seems strong, especially from management.  
 
“Digitalization is central and we find colossal value in process automation” Vice President, 
Head of Group Digital and Technology 
 
There exists several myths in this narrative, as interviewees express that digitalization provides 
“colossal” value for the organization without even knowing the true value of digital initiatives. It 
seems like attendants are focused on cost savings without taking the investment associated with 
digitalization into consideration. 
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4.1.3. Constructing normative associations 
Constructing normative associations refers to constructing inter-organizational connections 
through which practices become normatively sanctioned and form the relevant peer group 
concerning compliance, monitoring, and evaluation.  
 
Transcorp started by establishing the foundation of a digital organization by aligning data across 
organizational entities. The data alignment task was considered a prerequisite for the 
development of digitalization at Transcorp. This meant aligning the accounts chart, ERP 
structures, and master data inter-organizationally to meet the standards set by headquarters. 
Each country had to comply with the new format or they were sanctioned and would “have to 
leave.” Each country was evaluated on success criteria regarding compliance with the new set of 
rules and expected behavior to become more digital. 
 
“We called it the ‘not invented here syndrome,’ because all people want to have their way of 
doing things. You simply have to take that responsibility in terms of management and say that 
now we establish good processes and get the business involved to a high degree. We then say 
that this is how we do it. We now run a model I can mention here in this closed forum. We 
called it the ‘FIFO model.’ When we roll out in some countries and it works, we run a model 
called ‘Fit in or F--- off.” Executive Vice President 
 
Normative associations were created in these inter-organizational connections when Transcorp 
set the agenda for how they wanted to develop the organization to be more aligned and 
formulated expectations and sanctions for each country. 
 
“The centralization exercise is behavior driven, and the more we centralized, the more we can 
automate… Things come in. They're very standardized ways, which is the key to success.” 
Head of Process Automation and Business Intelligence 
 
Actors representing headquarters became aware that one criterion of successfully adopting 
digitalization is to strictly align the master data. Thus, standardizing all kinds of data across 
entities became a key focus. Several interviewees emphasized:  
 
“It is impossible to automate without standardized processes and alignment of financial data 
across entities and countries.” Head of Process Automation and Business Intelligence 
 
Despite massive efforts to align and standardize data across entities, it took four years to achieve 
the level sought. 
 
“This automation has only been achieved because, going back to the standard 10 years ago, we 
first understood and consolidated the process, and centralized understanding of governance and 
behavior. Automation cannot happen without this preparation” Managing Director, Transcorp 
International Shared Service Centers 
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Before standardization, organizational entities used different ERP systems leading to different 
charts of accounts that could not be compared or consolidated. This was considered a critical 
issue that required clean up. To orchestrate this change process, every country was forced into 
SAP and standardizing all charts of accounts. Today, more than 98% of Transcorp’s transactions 
are contained in SAP. This change enhanced reporting but also raised issues around the people 
responsible for performing accounting in the entities at a local level. As several interviewees 
expressed, it was a people exercise to standardize accounting data in the company. 
 
“Today, there is a human aspect of all things. Change management is getting people to buy into 
and see the value of the new ways of working… The technical solution is always the easiest and 
it is there that you use a lot of time. We will have to teach 75,000 people to do new things… 
Yeah, I think it all starts with the basics. First, you have the master data, which are the crown 
jewels. You need your master data, which is centralized, controlled, and kept at a central level.” 
Managing Director, Transcorp International Shared Service Centers 
 
However, some argued that automation was a necessity. As the standardization process began, it 
became clear to the organization that considerable work had to be accomplished before they 
could automate. 
 
“This means that the more you automate or more of this standardized task you can automate, 
you are left with the exceptions or difficult cases where you need a specialist who can 
understand or decode something out of the ordinary…We thought we were standardized, and we 
were, but we were not standardized enough to automate.” Vice President 
 
Noteworthy is how important every interviewee claims this data alignment exercise has been in 
digitalization. This aspect is missing in most accounting literature regarding digitalization so far. 
 
4.1.4. Constructing identities 
Constructing identities is an aspect of institutional work related to defining the relationship 
between an actor and the field in which that actor operates. This means that new identities are 
constructed to fit the new purposes in the organization when new digital initiatives are 
implemented. These new identities can be seen as employees or organizational entities 
functioning as gatekeepers that provide stability and enforce the initial agenda of the 
organization. In Transcorp’s case, this is the digital agenda.  
 
When the foundation of data was in place and aligned, Transcorp started leveraging 
digitalization to enhance accounting routines and processes. New roles became necessary to 
carry out digitalization initiatives. In the accounting function, these were divided into roles 
responsible for digitalization inside and outside the ERP system. Tasks inside the ERP system 
required skills to reconfigure SAP to serve the desired functionality that accountants needed to 
accomplish their tasks and enhance accounting routines. Outside the ERP system, different 
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digital tools helped accountants in two ways: First, by analyzing and reporting business 
intelligence through analytical tools, and second, by automating manual accounting processes. 
For the roles inside the ERP, employees with extensive system knowledge, several years of 
expertise in accounting, and an interest in the more technical aspects of the ERP system were 
sometimes promoted to functional consultants. 

“If we have some who are skilled technically, we typically promote them and move them to the 
technical department in a functional consultant role.” Senior Director Head of Controlling 
Transcorp 
 
This is an example of how Transcorp defined new employee roles to support the digital agenda. 
These “promotions” support the organization’s digital initiatives and label the shift through 
positive storytelling, which signals that if you are good “digitally” you will be promoted. These 
roles are referred to as functional consultants working in the field of tension between accounting 
and digitalization. The SAP Hana 4.0 package was purchased with modules fitted to support the 
initial organizational type. These modules are typically implemented and set up by external 
consultants and SAP experts. However, each element, for example, the inventory or accounts 
receivable modules, can be configured differently by functional consultants to support the 
individual challenges experienced by a given accountant.  

“We have SAP, ERP, and BPC experts, who every time I cannot figure out something personal, 
are the ones I throw the ball to… It can be hands-on small things like how to do an extraction, or 
bigger things. It is an advantage to have good technical knowledge, but you do not have to sit 
with large technical tasks as a controller.” Financial Controller  
 

Regarding the digital roles concerned with digitalization outside the ERP system, most 
employees are either grouped as BI&A or Devop engineers and both are referred to as functional 
consultants. BI&A specialists are concerned with extracting and presenting data from ERP using 
on-top software such as PowerBi. Devop engineers are concerned with automating accounting 
routines and processes using RPA or scripts to build software robots that perform manual tasks 
accountants once performed. New technical roles are not set in stone as with more traditional 
accounting roles. The categorization process of newer technical roles in the accounting function 
has some fluidity, and employees can simultaneously belong to various groups, which are often 
organized in terms of projects, not staff functions.  

 

4.2 How have new management accounting routines been institutionalized owing to the 
implementation of digitalization in the accounting function? 
Next, the analysis narrows from the organizational level to the group level. This section focuses 
on the ISSC. The ISSC is considered a rich case for analyzing how management accounting 
practices have changed owing to digitalization because several routines occur in this department. 
Here, management accounting systems and practices constitute a formalized statement of 
procedures (the formal management accounting system) and routines, which are how the 
procedures are used (management accounting practices). We now explore how these routines 
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have changed because of digitalization. After interviews at the ISSC, we received an Excel data 
model covering all processes automated by digital technology in 2021 and 2022. We conducted 
a follow-up interview with the head of process automation and business intelligence to probe the 
impacts of the most influential projects on management accounting routines. Table 2 
summarizes the impact of digitalization on accounting routines. 
Table 2. Impact of digitalization on management accounting routines 
 

Changing 
management 

accounting routines 

Description of digital impact Accounting 
procedure  

Technology 

 
 

 
Data Preparation 

Financial data can be extracted through 
reports in PowerBi that are customized 
to serve management accountants’ needs 
and delivered in Excel. With the help of 
functional consultants, management 
accountants can reconfigure reports to 
meet their requirements for data 
overview. 
 

Data gathering and 
cleansing 
 

 
 
 
PowerBi 

 
 

 
Operational 

Accounting Tasks 

Software algorithm that learns by 
analyzing previous invoices on how to 
post future entries in SAP.  

Procure-to-Payment 
(P2P) 
 

ERP automation in 
SAP based on RPA 
and machine 
learning 

Received payments are matched without 
human involvement in more than 90% of 
cases. 

Order to Cash (O2C) 
 

ERP automation in 
SAP based on RPA 
 

PowerBi is used for management 
reporting of accounting data to different 
management teams in the organization. 

Record to report 
(R2R) 
 

PowerBi 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Analytical 
Procedures 

Customers’ behavior is analyzed to 
allocate time for employees. 

Analysis Machine learning 

Embedded analysis in CargoWRITE – 
Automatically validates serial and batch 
numbers and reports when any goods are 
out of stock, affecting ongoing inventory 
accounts. CargoWRITE can predict 
future inventory flows. 

Inventory system Artificial 
intelligence, 
machine learning, 
big data 

Red flagging when suspicious amounts 
occur in accounts that are controlled. 
 

Control and analysis Artificial 
Intelligence, 
Machine learning 

 
 
4.2.1. Data preparation 
To make decisions, management accountants must analyze data. This has become easier, as the 
data analytics tool PowerBi is applied to extract data from SAP to Excel. Previously when 
management accountants needed to extract data for analysis, the extraction came in bulks of 
data. With thousands of accounting lines, it could be difficult to find the data needed. 
Management accountants needed to manually edit the data to use it for the desired purposes. A 
key attribute of PowerBi is the connectivity to different data sources including ERP, 
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spreadsheets, cloud services, and big data. Another important functionality is visualization, 
which Transcorp uses in its management reporting.  
 
At Transcorp, management accountants use PowerBi to extract data and Excel pivots to create 
data tables including and excluding dimensions registered in journal entries. The data is sourced 
directly from SAP through PowerBi and into Excel. The accounting data can include various 
dimensions depending on the nature of the accounting system and company’s preferences. We 
noted the following dimensions at Transcorp: Geographic location, type, plant, banner, profit 
center, and cost center. In an observed example, a controller showed how we could extract data 
from revenue accountants for all profit centers. They then limited the geographic dimensions to 
only include profit centers from Europe. Easier ways of extracting and managing data benefit 
management accountants, as they decrease the error margin and provide a faster and more 
complete view of data: 
 
“With direct access to the BPC data warehouse, it has become much easier and more intuitive to 
work directly with data from the source.” Financial Controller Transcorp ISSC 
 
The user-friendly interface with drag-and-drop functionality allows users to connect to data 
sources and analyze data without extensive technical knowledge. Thus, management 
accountants can focus on the analytical aspects of the task. PowerBi allows real-time reporting 
so that management accountants can work with updated data. 
 
4.2.2. Operational accounting tasks 
Operational management accounting tasks are considered an extensive part of management 
accountants’ routines. The consensus in the interviews was that several routines had been 
automated, allowing more time to now be spent on analytical tasks.  
 
“We had many tasks that were not automated or done automatically. This was a heavy burden 
some years ago. Now, we can focus more on analytical aspects, which is good.” Financial 
Controller Transcorp ISSC 
 
The procure-to-payment process was digitalized through an RPA. Transcorp receives 500,000 
invoices per month. These are sent to the ISSC. Large portions of the journal entries are 
automated through RPA and APIs that retrieve information directly from the invoices received 
in PDF or XML formats and send them to SAP through a solution called Kofax Readsoft. This 
procedure has decreased the manual work of management accountants. This digitalization 
initiative has decreased the time spent on accounts payable and improved the error margin 
according to several interviewees. 
 
“The burden of the P2P process has been extensively decreased by the implementation of an 
automated process, giving us time for other tasks.” Financial Controller ISSC 
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An example of a routine replaced by digitalization is the order to cash process. When a payment 
is received, accounts payable is credited and the bank is debited. However, payments must be 
settled manually in the account payable register. This task has historically involved considerable 
hours of manual work and caused confusion, as manual payment settlements can be mixed up if 
the same amount occurs in multiple instances. After implementing the digital RPA, Transcorp 
now has a hit rate above 90% in matching payments with invoices without human involvement. 
The remainder of the invoices is matched manually.  
 
“Management reporting has become easier and more reliable.” Financial Controller 
Transcorp ISSC 
 
Management reporting has become an easier routine. In the record to report process, Powerbi is 
used for data analysis and data reporting internally between departments. PowerBI has rendered 
data reporting easier and with less manual errors owing to human involvement. At Transcorp, 
local controllers prepare a reporting package each month summarizing the financial performance 
of their entity and send this to ISSC reporting. ISSC-reporting then sends a PowerBi visual 
report to management summarizing the financial performance of all geographic regions.  
 
“We had to do it all manually before, from ERP to Excel to PowerPoint. If something was 
missing, we had to correct it all again.” Financial Controller Transcorp ISSC 
 
This innovation has changed management accounting routines by automating several steps in 
the reporting process, thereby saving time. 
 
4.2.3. Analytical procedures 
The analytical routines of management accountants were also in some instances replaced or 
augmented by digitalization. CargoWRITE (warehouses, resources, information, technology, 
execution) is a warehouse management system for managing the supply chain using digital 
technologies (machine learning, BI&A, and big data). When new goods are received in storage, 
a data validation process ensures that serial and batch numbers are matched with the inventory 
system in SAP. Moreover, the system reports when items in stock are limited.  
 
An example of using machine learning is when an adjacent algorithm to SAP learns from 
customers’ behaviors and ranks individual risk profiles. This helps Transcorp’s accountants 
determine potential losses by identifying customers with the highest risk profiles. This is useful 
when accruing for loss on accounts receivable.  
 

Furthermore, management accountants’ controlling routines are augmented by red flagging, 
namely when SAP highlights potentially suspicious accountants who management accountants 
must better control. These “red flags” are based on previous data for each account in the chart of 
accounts. For example, if an unusually large amount or an unusual text separate from what was 
previously entered into the account is now registered, a red flag pops up. This indicates that 
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something conspicuous has occurred and needs to be checked. This has made management 
accountants’ analytical work more efficient, provided that the “red flagged” accountants can be 
trusted. 
 
“The controlling tasks have improved. Now, most accountants search for particular items to 
check, which works as long we can trust the numbers.” Financial Controller 
 

This statement raises an interesting point, because while efficiency might have increased for 
analytical innovations, trust is important to achieve efficiency. Otherwise, management 
accountants could be distracted, with potentially devastating consequences.  
 
4.3 What are the performance outcomes of the integration of digitalization in the ISSC 
accounting function? 
Here, the analysis remains at the group level, focusing on what has been gained from the 
digitalization of the ISSC. We include all digital projects undertaken by the accounting function, 
not only those directly impacting management accounting routines. Note that some tasks 
belonging to the accounting function, but that do not directly impact management accountants’ 
routines, are included in this section, for example, master data. 
 
Table 3. Performance measures of digitalization initiatives in Transcorp’s accounting function 
(ISSC) 
Type Output Source 

Quantitative impact 

  
35,696 working hours saved per month in 18 months (2021 + half of 
2022)  

Archival data from 
various sources 
including data models 
and KPIs 

  Transparency 
 

Qualitative impact  Interviews 

 Quality  

  
Consistency 

 

 
Table 3 summarizes the performance impact of digitalization in the accounting function based on 
Appendix B, Tables 1–3. The ISSC has 1400 employees working in accounting for around 
2.693.600 working hours per year. In 2021 and the first half of 2022, 35,696 working hours 
were saved per month or 428.352 per year: 15,9% of the workforce or 219 full-time equivalents 
(FTEs). However, as the budgeting process considers the saved hours, while the FTEs will not 
immediately be fired, they will eventually be harder to justify. The calculation of saved hours is 
based on time registrations each employee is required to do every 15 minutes. 
 
4.3.1. Quantitative impacts of digitalization in the accounting function 
Table 1 in Appendix B provides an overview of the metrics extracted from the three KPIs. This 
section evaluates the impact of digitalization projects conducted during 2021 and the first half of 
2022. In 2021, four projects were undertaken: Mass Imports, AP Coding, Cost Match, and the 
Quality Management Tool. These initiatives collectively saved 23,157 working hours per 
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month, as indicated by the KPI measurements. During the first half of 2022, five projects were 
executed: Automated Volume Allocator, Follow-up Tracker, Invoice Coding, Error Tracker, and 
Error Reporting. Collectively, these initiatives resulted in time-savings of 7,331 hours per month 
in 2022. Appendix B describes how each digital project contributed to the time-savings. 
 
Optimizations and automatization  
Table 2 in Appendix B shows that the number of optimizations increased every year in the three 
years. The number of optimizations refers to the proportion of standardization in main processes 
to make these processes as effective and functional as possible. For example, optimizing an 
accounting process might involve reducing process time while maintaining or improving 
accounting quality. For accounting, the number of optimizations rose from 128 in 2020 to 338 in 
2021 to 372 (for the first six months) in 2022, totaling 838. Table 3 in Appendix B shows 
automatization in core processes, meaning the alignment of a process measured in percentages. 
If a process is 100% automated, it is automatically performed with no need for human 
involvement. The automatization rate in accounting services increased from 83% to 95% and in 
business support from 85% to 90% from 2021 to 2022. These relatively high percentages 
represent the automatization of a limited scope of accounting and business support tasks by 
Transcorp, labeled by interviewers as “low-hanging fruits.” Therefore, it is not representative of 
the total number of standardized processes within Transcorp’s overall accounting processes, but 
rather a selection of transactional tasks with potential for automation. 
 
Despite relatively high automatization rates among the selected tasks based on the KPI 
measurements, most accounting processes that have been automated are transactional 
accounting tasks. Accounting processes at an analytical level (e.g., analysis of discrepancies) are 
predominantly being augmented to assist management accountants rather than replace them as 
discussed previously.  
 
 
4.3.2 Qualitative impacts of digitalization on the ISSC 
Transparency, consistency, and quality were improving owing to digital initiatives. More 
interviewees emphasized that quality had increased: 
 
“With enhancements in accounting data, primarily through digital initiatives, we are now talking 
about one version of the truth.” Financial Controller 
 
Transparency has increased in the last decade, with several projects organized around data 
cleansing and data standardization between entities.  
 
“Now, it is more reliable to look at data, we do not even have to reconcile data extractions to 
ERP, because we are so sure we have the right data in place every time that we use different 
data sources.” Financial Controller 
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Interviewees highlighted that accounting processes were now performed more consistently. This 
is because machines accomplish some tasks that were previously executed by humans. One 
interviewee noted that when there were 10 bookkeepers with unique ways of doing things, one 
could not rely on invoice journal entries being done consistently, and quality in such matters is 
mainly related to consistency. Finally, some interviewees emphasized that quality had increased, 
because fewer systems were used to perform accounting tasks.  
 
“Fewer systems mean that the quality of the output has increased because the root of errors has 
been limited.” Financial Controller 
 
Interviewees also agreed that the speed of accounting processes has increased owing to digital 
initiatives, corresponding with previous findings. 
 
“Looking at the monthly closing process, we have cut five days, and it is not possible to cut 
anymore without redefining the whole system and process.” Vice President Head of Finance 
Transformation 
 
Several interviewees noted that efficiency gains owing to the increased speed of data processing 
and reporting are the most significant output from digitalization. One respondent indicated that 
it had become so much easier and faster to pull data on which management could base their 
decisions. Fifteen years ago, management expected finance to deliver such insights in three 
months. However:  
 
“Now, finance can deliver them in one day. As the finance process has become faster, it is 
possible to close periods faster to conduct financial reporting.” Financial Controller 
 
This observation is perhaps not a direct consequence of new digital innovations, but more a 
result of enhanced processing in newer ERP systems. 
 
4.3.3 Organizational impact of digitalization in the ISSC 
Interestingly, a financial controller noted that despite the ISSC having fewer accountants than 
before, headquarters continuously hire more management accountants for analytical tasks. 
 
“We noticed that ISSC employed double the number of people 10 years ago, while headquarters 
seems to progressively hire more people for accounting roles.” Financial Controller 
 
Thus, despite fewer manual tasks in the transactional accounting division (ISSC), more 
accountants were hired to do analytical tasks at headquarters. This indicates that accountants’ 
roles are changing to more analytical tasks, corresponding with the findings in section 4.2 
regarding the changing routines of management accountants.  
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Despite a general excitement about digital initiatives in the accounting function, some 
interviewees added their critical comments to the debate. One noticed that large investments 
associated with ERP often have few real benefits for local controllers. 
 
“What we have gained from real digitalization is limited. The real advantage is SAP’s 
processing power.” Financial Controller - Local 
 
The debate regarding digitalization in accounting is multi-faceted. On one hand, it contains 
small gains from optimizations in simple accounting routines, as discussed in the previous 
section, and on the other, large investments in ERP of hundreds of millions can potentially drive 
larger advancements. 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Discussion 

Our findings demonstrated how digitalization unfolded and new management accounting 
practices were institutionalized and impacted the performance outcomes of the finance function 
at Transcorp. Figure 1 guides the discussion on the case narrative. 
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Figure 1. Institutionalization of digitalization through institutional work 

5.1.1 Institutional work 
 
Digitalization is disseminated across organizations through the institutional work. An example 
of advocacy was when management legitimated digitalization in the organization. Management 
mobilized political and regulatory power through their positions and previous experiences to 
legitimize the narrative that digitalization will benefit the company if integrated into its core 
strategy. In close connection mythologizing is building up as interviewees proclaim their 
excitement about digital initiatives without considering the costs related to them. These efforts 
were mobilized through a small group of actors, not marginalized actors, exemplifying the 
importance of top management’s position in establishing this legitimacy. If work toward 
digitalization came from a marginalized group of actors without power in the organization, the 
type of work and results might have differed.  
 
Transcorp constructed normative associations by establishing the foundation of a digital 
organization through aligning data across organizational entities. Changing normative 
associations involves work that manipulates the relationships between norms and the 
institutional field in which they are produced (Lawrence et al., 2006). Top management forced 
specific procedures upon each country, thereby changing the norms and institutionalized 
routines in each and making the country’s management either leave or adapt to new procedures. 
At Transcorp, several new roles were created, such as technical specialist roles in the accounting 
function. Some tasks were automated (e.g., journal entries), resulting in less human involvement 
in repetitive and rule-based tasks, and others were augmented in human–robot collaboration 
(e.g., accounting analysis). Some tasks can still only be performed by humans. This form of 
institutional work is not unproblematic. According to Oakes et al. (1998), “Some people try to 
remake themselves, while others may stop contributing.” Different goals, motives, expectations, 
and emphases in groups can cause identity confusion in the accountant’s role at Transcorp. The 
role is divided into technical and non-technical accounting aspects. The technical role focuses 
on innovation and system development, and the non-technical role on core accounting tasks.  
 
5.1.3 Digitalization changing management accountants’ routines 
 
At Transcorp, we observed the extensive use of RPA, macros, and scripts in automating manual 
rule-based accounting tasks. We found RPA beneficial in several instances but under particular 
circumstances. The more rule-based and repetitive a task is, the more suitable it is for RPA, 
which is also why it is primarily used to automate simple accounting tasks at ISSC. We found 
that RPA cannot fully replace high-level tasks such as analytical aspects of controllers’ work, as 
per the findings of Fernandez et al. (2018). However, more advanced forms of digital 
technology based on machine learning helped management accountants in their analytical 
routines by flagging suspicious accountants for further control.  
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Owing to the large workload, Transcorp has standardized its master and financial data across 
entities; for example, by gathering all data in SAP and ensuring all entities use the same charts 
for accounts. Transcorp has advanced transparency by initiating what employees perceive as 
“one version of the truth.” This transformation is not direct digitalization, but represents an 
important prerequisite for leveraging it; hence, it is not possible to implement digital technology 
before data is under control. This data maturity prerequisite is sometimes disregarded by 
practitioners selling the idea that new digital technologies can overcome every obstacle. These 
findings complement Korhonen et al.’s (2020) findings noting the need to understand 
digitalization as a context-dependent phenomenon. Management accountants’ routines have 
become more analytical, and their role has become more tech-driven. However, thanks to easy-
to-use tools like PowerBi, they do not need specialized technology skills. This supports 
Andreassen’s (2020) work, which revealed that digital technology changes the roles and 
identities of management accountants and opens opportunities for further research on how their 
role is affected when digital technology replaces numerous traditional tasks in the domain.  
 
5.1.4 Performance impact of digitalization 
 
The findings imply that automation decreased the time Transcorp employees spent on work, 
which is measured in hours saved. This is similar to Kokina et al.’s (2019) findings on RPA 
decreasing time and processing costs in accounting tasks. We also found that digitalization 
increased the perception of accounting quality based on consistency and transparency in the 
performed accounting tasks. Consistency can be attributed to implementing systems that can 
more accurately post journal entries than humans. More efficient accounting processes 
(decreased working hours and higher quality) have decreased the costs of accounting at the 
group level. We were not able to compare investments in digitalization and assess ROI. 
However, in the ISSC, cost savings amounted to 15,9% or 219 FTEs in one and a half years.  
 
The reliability of the results must be considered from the perspective that the way digitalization 
was framed in this article is relatively new in accounting and will differ for every use case. 
Regarding the validity of the results, because of its exploratory nature, the study has a broad 
scope, as the purpose was to examine how actors initiated institutional work to enforce 
digitalization in the organization and assess which management accounting routines were 
impacted and the associated performance outcome. When obtaining evidence, we were aware of 
the risk associated with our contact person introducing us to the organization. This risk of bias 
was purposefully limited, as we selected interviewees with no influence of the contact person 
but based on the inclusion criteria described in section 3. 

6. Conclusion 
 
We analyzed how actors initiated the institutionalization of digitalization in the organization. To 
answer the research questions, we drew on an institutional work perspective (Lawrence et al., 
2006) and conducted a single case study of a Danish logistics company that underwent a change 
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process in which the accounting function became more digital. Complementing previous studies 
on digitalization in accounting (Brougham & Haar, 2018; Brown et al., 2020; Cooper et al., 
2019; Fernandez et al., 2018; Kokina et al., 2019; Korhornen, 2020; Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 
2021), and deploying an actor-focused institutional approach, we showed that the 
institutionalization of digitalization can be understood as a product of institutional work that is 
deliberately exercised by management in creating institutions.  
 
This study makes several contributions to the literature regarding digitalization in accounting. 
We found that management purposefully disseminates digitalization across the organization by 
applying four types of institutional work. We also emphasized the importance of institutional 
work in aligning and organizing data infrastructure before implementing digital solutions. 
 
We clarified how digitalization was institutionalized in management accounting routines and 
changed routines from transactional accounting to more analytical tasks because transactional 
accounting were automated. We presented several examples of how routines have changed, 
including data preparation, operational accounting tasks, and analytical procedures, which have 
not been covered in previous literature. We found that while manual tasks were in most cases 
replaced or fully automated by RPA or simpler forms of digital technology, analytical tasks 
were augmented by more advanced forms of digital technology such as machine learning. 
Accountants did have to adjust their current role to a more data-driven reality, where technology 
skills are becoming increasingly valuable. However, management accountants could still 
navigate systems owing to user-friendly interfaces, such as that in PowerBi.  
 
In alignment with other accounting scholars (Korhornen, 2020; Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 2021), 
we note the positive contribution of digitalization to performance outcomes in the finance 
function based on individual perceptions and quantitative KPI measurements. The data from 
KPI measurements showed the multiple ways in which digitalization influenced accounting 
processes. Moreover, an increased degree of operational optimization led to the digital 
automation of more accounting and business tasks, meaning that more processes could be 
handled without human involvement. Furthermore, digitalization increased the speed of 
accounting tasks and enhanced transparency and consistency. Finally, it decreased costs, which 
is also an outcome of the hourly savings recorded. We also found that digitalization increased 
quality and homogeneity in accounting tasks and processes. Despite several benefits from 
digitalization in accounting, we also learned that digitalization comes with large investments 
that has to be taken into accounting, when assessing the return on investment, in addition some 
questioned trust issues related to digital initiatives in accounting. 
 
Finally, this study contributes to the evolving literature regarding institutional work practices in 
accounting research. Modell (2022) called for “more research into reciprocal, multilevel 
dynamics that emerge across different levels of analysis to enhance our understanding of how 
accounting practices, evolving within individual organizations, are influenced not only by extant 
institutions at the field level but also how such practices influence field-level dynamics.” This 
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study answers this call by showing that digitalization emerges as a multilevel dynamic 
influencing multiple parts of the organization and how this development impacts accounting 
practices. The literature on institutional work and accounting has increased in recent years, 
primarily because it highlights important issues and constructs narratives around how events 
unfold in organizations. We hope our research will inspire more future research on digitalization 
and accounting. Finally, we would like to thank the participating case company.  
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Tables and Appendixes 
 
Appendix A 
Interview No Interviewee Min. Date 
1 
 

CFO 00.24.10 25 March 2022 

2 
 

Vice President Head of Finance Transformation 01.57.14 28 March 2022 

3 Executive Vice President 01.04.41 11 May 2022 

4 Managing Director at Transcorp International Shared Service Centers 01.04.23 12 May 2022 

5 Head of Process Automation and Business Intelligence 00.59.07 20 June 2022 

6 Executive Vice President Group Finance 01.00.37 23 June 2022 

7 Vice President, Head of Group Digital and Technology 00.31.05 16 August 2022 

8 Follow-up Interview Vice President Head of Finance Transformation 00:25:02: 18 August 2022 

9 Financial Controller - ISSC 00:35:37 19 August 2022 

10 Manager, Continuous Improvement 01.06.56 11 October 2022 

11 Senior Financial Controller – ISSC 01.11.23 17 October 2022 

12 Controller - ISSC 00:50:41 3 January 2023 

13 Senior Director, Head of Controlling 01:01:47 5 January 2023 

14 Follow-up interview - Head of Process Automation and Business Intelligence 00:29:02 6 January 2023 

15 Group Chief Data and Analytics Officer 00:59:23 12 January 2023 

16 Financial controller - HQ 01:07:58 02 February 
2023 

17 Senior Controller - ISSC 01:01:52 13 March 2023 

18 Follow-up interview Group Chief Data and Analytics Officer 00:25:39 14 March 2023 

19 Senior Manager – SAP Functional Architect  00:57:58 17 March 2023 

20 Vice President, Finance 01:07:42 21 March 2023 

21 Follow up Vice President, Finance 00:39:35 06 June 2023 

22  Financial Controlling Senior Manager 00:57:02 18 January 2024 



94 

 

23 Financial Controller  01:03:33 23 January 2024 

24 SAP Functional Consultant 00:57:32 09. February 
2024 

25 Financial Controller - Local 00:22:35 12 February 
2024 
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Appendix B – Quantitative measures of key performance indicators: Hourly savings, 
number of operational optimizations implemented, and percentage of digital 
standardization in main processes 
 

Table 1. Quantitative results of digitalization projects: Hours saved 

Project Description 
Actual Savings 
(Hours) Automation  

Year 

Mass Import 
Mass Import –  
 11,532 

RPA/ 
PowerShell 
Script 

 
 
 

2021 

Accounts Payable AP Coding –  
 

5,760 RPA 
 
 

2021 

Cost Match 

Quality management tool for multi-shipment invoices 
 
 
 
Cost Match Tool – 3.276 hours 
 
 
 
Dispute/Follow-up Tracker – 1.601 hours 
 
 

1,149 
 
 
3,276 
 
 
 
 
 
1,601 

RPA 

2021 
 
 
 

2021 
 
 

2022 

Vendor Portal Vendor Portal for customers –  
 

6,773 Macro 
 

2022 
 

Inter-company 
Macro for F9K3 Statement 
 1,440 Macro 

 
2021 

General ledger 
Automating journal entries 
 
IFRS 16 journal 

1,392+540 RPA 
 

2022 

Verification 

Error Tracker Improvement 
 
Standard Error Reporting 
 

1,360 + 873 SQL + VBA 

 
2022 

 

Total     35.696 hours saved per month 

 

Table 2. Quantitative results of digitalization projects: Number of operational 
optimizations implemented 

Type Year/division Number of 
implementations 

Number of optimizations 
implemented per year 

2020 
2021 
2022 

175 
799 
905 

 Total 1,897 

Number of optimizations 
Accounting 838 
Business Support 751 

implemented per division Others 290 

Project Description
Actual Savings 
(Hours)

Automation 
Year

Mass Import
Mass Import – 

11,532
RPA/ 
PowerShell 
Script

2021

Accounts Payable
AP Coding – 

5,760 RPA
2021

Cost Match

Quality management tool for multi-shipment invoices

Cost Match Tool – 3.276 hours

Dispute/Follow-up Tracker – 1.601 hours

1,149

3,276

1,601

RPA

2021

2021

2022

Vendor Portal
Vendor Portal for customers – 

6,773 Macro 2022

Inter-company
Macro for F9K3 Statement

1,440 Macro
2021

General ledger
Automating journal entries

IFRS 16 journal
1,392+540 RPA 2022

Verification

Error Tracker Improvement

Standard Error Reporting
1,360 + 873 SQL + VBA

2022
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 Total 1,897 

 

 

Table 3. Quantitative results of digitalization projects: Percentage of digital 
standardization in core processes 

Divisions Year 
Digital standardization 
in core processes 

Accounting Services 
 
2021 
2022 

 
83% 
95%  

 
Business Support 

2021 85% 

 2022 90% 
 
Digitalization projects in 2021 
The Mass Import project used PowerShell scripts for the mass creation/modification of Active 
Directory accounts, which store information about users on the company network. Given the 
frequent need to alter user parameters, the team opted for PowerShell scripts over manual labor. 
This approach resulted in saving 1,149 working hours. The AP Coding project employed RPA to 
automate accounts payable journal transactions. Instead of manually entering journal entries 
related to various costs, automatic entries are now inputted into SAP via a scanner. This project, 
discussed in the procure-to-payment section, saved accountants 3,276 working hours. The 
Quality Management Tool for the multi-shipment invoices project originated from the necessity 
to meticulously check and compare detailed invoices manually. This project automates the 
extraction of information from PDF files and uploads it into the Webcost software for 
comparison with SAP records. This has rendered the manual process of cross-referencing 
different data sources by accountants obsolete, saving 1,601 working hours. The Cost Match 
Tool project introduced a web application to convert PDFs from email attachments into 
electronic files for integration with CargoWise 1 logistics software. The Cost Match team 
populates data in the Transport Management System (TMS) based on information extracted 
from PDF files, replacing the time-consuming manual copying and pasting process, saving 
accountants 3,276 working hours. 
 
Digitalization projects in the first half of 2022 
The Dispute/Follow-up Tracker project identifies discrepancies between invoice records and 
financial system entries, prompting communication with the relevant parties for clarification. By 
automating this process and centralizing responses, the need for manual follow-up calls has been 
eliminated, saving 1,601 working hours. The Vendor Portal project, focusing on master data 
management, automates the creation and modification of customer and vendor accounts. This 
initiative saved 6,773 working hours. The Macro for F9K3 Statement project addresses the 
challenge of extracting bank statement data from SAP in a user-friendly format. By creating a 
macro to sanitize .txt files and generate Excel spreadsheets, this project saved 1,440 working 
hours. The Automating Journal Entries project transitioned a significant portion of manual 
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invoices into automatic journal entries, saving 1,392 working hours. The IFRS 16 Journal 
project streamlined the process of uploading journals into SAP by consolidating multiple 
journals into two files, reducing local team workload and saving 540 working hours. The Error 
Tracker Improvement project enhanced efficiency by creating a macro with SQL to establish a 
repository of error trackers used by the verification team, eliminating the need to open a large 
Excel file and saving 1,360 working hours. Finally, the Standard Error Reporting project 
introduced an Excel macro for error reporting by the verification team, which validates 
duplicates and generates email drafts, saving 873 working hours.  
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Abstract 
Purpose: This study explores the contradictory institutional logics under which management 
accountants (MAs) operate and how digitalization constitutes an institutional logic fostering 
changes in MAs’ roles. 
Design: We conducted a comparative case study of two industry companies. We collected data 
from semi-structured interviews and supplementary sources pertaining to MAs’ experiences 
with digitalization and how it has affected their roles.  
Findings: A firm’s digital logic is a critical trigger of institutional change. MAs do not replace 
each other but coexist in a digital world where data and automation are the new aims of 
accounting functions. Functional consultants provide support and guidance on technical aspects. 
Meanwhile, despite engaging in fewer transactional accounting tasks, MAs must consider the 
non-financial aspects of their roles. 
Originality: This study builds on recent theoretical insights and contributes to research on 
MAs’ role change by answering the following question: “How does the emergence of a digital 
logic influence MAs’ professional role identity?” We draw on the concept of institutional logic 
to understand how professional roles and identities change within the highly institutional context 
of management accounting practices. 
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1. Introduction  
 

Digital technology is changing accountants’ roles (Kruskopf et al., 2020). Accordingly, research 
on changes in management accountants’ (MAs) roles has increased over the past two decades 
(Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Granlund and Lukka, 1998; Rieg, 
2018). Numerous studies have argued that technology contributes to the increasing business 
orientation and broadening of accountants’ roles (Caglio, 2003; Chapman and Kihn, 2009; 
Dechow and Mouritsen, 2005). Changes in MAs’ roles have been attributed to globalization, 
technological shifts, accounting scandals, corporate trends (Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2007), and 
digitalization (Bert et al., 2024).  
 
Currently, accounting processes are undergoing transformation through digitalization (Waden et 
al., 2019). Technical developments in artificial intelligence (AI), robotics process automation 
(RPA), analytics, process mining, and machine learning have changed the occupational 
landscape. It is expected that the accounting profession will be automated by up to 80% through 
RPA (Mckinsey, 2018) or 94% through digital technologies (Frey and Osborne, 2017). Recent 
developments in digital technology have revitalized interest in the relationship between 
technology and the role of MAs (Andreassen, 2020; Kokina et al., 2019; Rautiainen et al., 2024; 
Saiful and Hossain, 2021; Yigitbasioglu, 2022). 
 
Therefore, this study explores how digitalization affects MAs’ roles. Studying this topic is 
important for several reasons. First, digitalization has a widespread impact on society. 
Itpermeates all business and societal domains, while it is important for accounting scholars to 
know how it influences MAs’ profession. Second, given digitalization’s effects on MAs’ roles, 
the literature has highlighted many internal factors (e.g., identity work, job crafting, business 
involvement, and job discretion); however, exogenous factors (e.g., institutional logic) have 
been overlooked. Third, digitalization reorients the organizational boundaries between 
information technologies (IT) and accounting. Practitioners must understand the challenges 
involved in financial functions during the initial wave of digitalization. Changes in MAs’ 
roles—which have received considerable scholarly attention (Chapman and Kihn, 2009; 
Dechow and Mouritsen, 2005; Goretzki and Messner, 2019) in the literature—could threaten 
this profession as we know it.  
 
Although a few studies have investigated digitalization’s impact on MAs’ roles (Bert et al., 
2024; Henizelmann, 2018; Kokina et al., 2019; Korhonen et al., 2020; Möller et al., 2019; 
Rautiainen et al., 2024; Saiful and Hussain, 2021; Yigitbasioglu et al., 2022), their scope has 
been limited. The impact of several technologies (e.g., AI, blockchain, the Internet of Things, 
and business intelligence and analytics) on MAs’ work (Leiner-Hanetseder, 2021; Moll and 
Yigitbasioglu, 2019) has been neglected in favor of a focus on agentic factors, thereby excluding 
exogenous factors and organizational placement. Only two studies (Andreassen, 2020; 
Rautiainen et al., 2024) have investigated how digitalization impacts MAs’ roles. Andreasen 
(2020) finds that digital technologies (i.e., integrated information systems, big data, and machine 
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learning) contribute to changes in MAs’ roles (which have broadened), identities, and 
jurisdiction. Rautiainen (2024) coincidingly finds that MAs’ roles become fluid due to 
constantly changing role expectations. These findings imply that digitalization has a significant 
impact on MAs’ roles. However, these studies are context-specific and fail to explain the 
attributes of MAs’ digital identity (Korhonen et al., 2020). Arguably, the labeling of 
management accountants as either controllers or business partners should be questioned, as these 
roles have changed significantly because of digitalization. These tendencies must be clarified 
and seen in a new context, emphasizing the current use of digital technologies within the 
management accounting field. Traces of a new IT-related specialist role have already begun to 
emerge in the literature (Rautiainen et al., 2024); however, further explanation on how this new 
role fits the controller and business partner archetypes is needed. 
 
The literature has made significant strides in explaining technology’s impact on accountants’ 
roles. However, more research is needed to conceptualize and empirically investigate how MAs’ 
role is changing due to digitalization. This is important because misunderstandings regarding 
this development can cause identity conflicts, as the boundaries between IT and accounting are 
changing. Employees must acquire new technical skills to navigate their roles, while business 
schools must reconsider how to educate future managers. Andreassen (2020) posits that 
digitalization is most influential in large companies because they have the resources to enforce 
this process throughout the organization. Meanwhile, MAs are primarily employed in larger 
organizations and are therefore directly targeted by the changes initiated by digitalization. We 
argue that there is a need for an inductive analysis of when, why, and how accountants’ roles are 
changing within organizations, which we intend to conduct in this study. We explore how 
digitalization has impacted MAs’ tasks, roles, and identities, conducting a comparative case 
study of two large organizations.  
 
This study contributes to institutional logic theory by showing how MAs traverse boundaries 
and establish a new digitally focused role by reinterpreting digitalization as an institutional 
logic. We show that MAs’ professional role identity changes when they reinterpret multiple 
logics and their relationships. Through interviews and inductive analysis, we identify several 
mechanisms and the rationale guiding MAs. Specifically, we (1) reveal institutional logics’ 
influence on MAs’ roles and (2) explain how a dominant digital logic in one of the studied 
companies is changing the perception of MAs’ roles, thereby reframing the context of the 
controller/business partner archetype. This way, we answer our research question: “How does 
the emergence of a digital logic influence MAs’ professional role identity?” The remainder of 
this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 conceptualizes MAs’ role changes and 
digitalization, while outlining this paper’s theoretical framework. Section 3 describes our 
research methodology. Section 4 presents the findings. Section 5 presents a discussion of the 
findings and concludes this paper. 
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2. Conceptualization of MAs’ role 
 

2.1 MAs’ role 
MAs’ roles have traditionally been categorized into two archetypes, namely, controllers and 
business partners (Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Friedman and Lyne, 2001; Järvenpää, 2007). While 
controllers, also referred to as “bean counters,” focus on practical tasks related to financial 
reporting and internal control activities and require objectivity and independence in working 
with management (Steens et al., 2024), business partners are intrinsically more involved in 
supporting business decision-making, recommending courses of action, and challenging 
executives’ strategies and actions (Steens et al., 2024).  
 
Multiple factors influence changes in MAs’ roles (Heikkilä and Jarvenpää, 2022). At the 
individual level, managers’ expectations (Byrne and Pierce, 2018; Goretzki and Messner, 2019), 
company type (Yazdifar and Tsamenyi, 2005), organizational setup (Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 
2005), and elements of enterprise resource planning (ERP) configuration (Caglio, 2003; 
Goretzki et al., 2013) influence said changes. At the structural level, there has been an extensive 
debate on how cultural changes (Byrne and Pierce, 2007) and economic crises (Becker and 
Mahlendorf, 2018) influence the role of business partners (Heikkilä and Jarvenpää, 2022). 
Researchers have argued that technology contributes to an increasing business orientation and a 
broadening of accountants’ roles (Caglio, 2003; Chapman and Kihn, 2009; Dechow and 
Mouritsen, 2005; Korhonen et al., 2020). Changes in accountants’ roles have also been 
attributed to globalization, technological shifts, accounting scandals, and corporate trends 
(Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2007). Recently, the emergence of big data has been cited as one of 
the main drivers of role changes (Bhimani and Willcocks, 2014; Payne, 2014), along with 
digitalization (Bert et al., 2024; Rautiainen et al., 2024; Yigitbasioglu et al., 2022). 
 
Several studies on changes in MAs’ roles have conceptualized accounting as a social practice 
that provides legitimacy and supports rational claims. Research on MAs’ roles has focused on 
their tasks. For example, Goretzki et al. (2013), Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005), and Rieg 
(2018) illustrate the close connection between tasks and the theorization of MAs’ roles. In 
management and organizational studies on technology, research has adopted a positivistic slant, 
focusing on conceptualizing technology as having generalizable and unidirectional effects at the 
macro level and as an “external force with (relatively) deterministic impacts on organizational 
properties and structures” (Orikowski, 1992). Similarly, studies on management accounting 
have adopted positivistic approaches to technology (Rikhardsson and Yigitbasioglu, 2018; Rom 
and Rohde, 2007). Consequently, several studies have sought to establish the causal impact of 
introducing technology into management accounting (Kallunki et al., 2011). Despite the 
dominance of this view, other theoretical perspectives have been adopted to analyze the role of 
technology and MAs. Such alternative perspectives have included contingency approaches 
(Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Chapman and Kihn, 2009; Chenhall, 2003), structuration theory 
(Caglio, 2003), actor-network theory (Dechow and Mouritsen, 2005; Goretzki and Messner, 
2019), a resource-based view (Yigitbasioglu et al., 2022), role theory (Andreassen, 2020; 
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Rautiainen et al., 2024), task-technology fit (Kokina and Blanchetta, 2019), a constructivist 
approach (Korhonen et al., 2020), and institutional theory (Bevört and Suddaby, 2015; Burns 
and Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Goretzki et al., 2013; Siti-Nabiha and Scapens, 2005; Suddaby et al., 
2015). 
  
2.2 MA's role and digitalization 
The introduction of digitalization has produced exciting shifts in the literature on MAs’ role 
changes. Consequently, researchers must understand its role in organizational life and 
management accounting (Quattrone, 2016). Recently, studies have examined how digitalization 
contributes to changes in MAs’ roles. For instance, Heinzelmann (2018) finds that the IT system 
presents the central means of establishing appropriate behavior and simultaneously acts as a 
sense-making device. Therefore, ITs are described as key reference points for MAs to make 
sense of their work. Further, Heinzelmann finds that IT systems comprise an important driver of 
MAs’ work, shaping the latter’s occupational identity and producing dissonance between the 
business partner role and the organizational reality. Moreover, Andreasen (2020) finds that 
digital technology contributes to specialized and narrower roles for MAs who oversee system 
integration and information flows between systems, which spawns new specialist roles within 
customer relationship management and analytics. These findings contradict earlier work 
predicting that technology would broaden and expand MAs’ roles (Caglio, 2003; Järvenpää, 
2007; Suddaby et al., 2015). The aforementioned studies distinguish between the roles of 
divisional and group-level MAs, indicating that both roles have narrowed. While some group-
level MAs have become more specialized in information systems, the role of divisional MAs has 
also become stricter by adhering to analyses from higher organizational levels. Andreasen 
(2020) finds that digital technology impacts not only tasks but also broader social contexts in 
which MAs either evolve into a freer role, pursuing their own topic of interest, or, conversely, 
disconnecting themselves from their identity as accountants. According to Kokina et al. (2021), 
the gap in current MAs’ competencies makes it difficult to exploit current technological 
innovations, including RPA. Thus, accountants must acquire new technical skills to prepare for 
new roles in financial organizations. Kokina et al. suggest that accountants must better 
understand data structure, programming, and security practices to capitalize on automation 
opportunities. Rautiainen et al. (2024) find that management accountants’ role identity has 
become fluid by constantly adjusting to accommodate shifting role expectations and changing 
context-specific demands, and that digitalization is a key driver of this phenomenon. Moreover, 
Steens et al. (2024) found that senior controllers perceived their current knowledge and 
competency levels regarding digital technologies to be lower than required.  
 
Thus, although MAs are increasingly focusing on technology, they are still perceived as either 
controllers or business partners. We argue that the literature requires a more profound 
description of how a novel technology-focused MA role is perceived and how it differs from the 
traditional controller and business partner archetypes. As we will show in this paper, a clear 
distinction lies between the traditional roles of the controller and business partner, while what 
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we see in today’s companies is the functional consultant role. Each of these three MA roles is 
guided by its own values, beliefs, and logic.  
 
2.3 MAs’ role and institutional theory 
Various researchers have leveraged institutional theory in various contexts to develop concepts 
to understand MAs’ roles. These studies aim to address the embedded agency paradox by 
examining MAs’ agentic change behaviors. Several studies have used different aspects of 
institutional theory to explain changes in MAs’ roles (Goretzki et al., 2013), institutional work 
(Burns and Baldvinsdottir 2005), institutional embeddedness (Siti-Nabiha and Scapens 2005), 
and decoupling. Goretzki et al. (2013) theorize how a new actor in a firm can drive the 
institutionalization of a new MA role, focusing on the micro processes and institutional work 
that the CFO carried out to promote the business partner’s role. Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2007) 
describe the emergence of new team/process-oriented roles for “hybrid” accountants in a 
multinational manufacturing company and highlight the institutional contradictions that create 
potential openings for change by drawing on Seo and Creeds’ (2002) framework. Further, Siti-
Nabiha and Scapens (2005) explore the relationship between stability and change within the 
accounting change process, focusing on the ceremonial way in which a value-based 
management system is implemented and how key performance indicators become decoupled 
from a firm’s day-to-day activities. Furthermore, they suggest that stability and change are not 
necessarily contradictory forces, but rather intertwined. Despite great contributions in explaining 
the role of different institutional approaches, none of the abovementioned studies explain the 
influence of digitalization. 
 
2.4 Institutional theory 
Institutional theory is necessary to move beyond the descriptions of phenomena—i.e., to explain 
why MAs’ roles have changed due to digitalization. Complex phenomena such as digitalization 
cannot always be explained in simple terms; by using an institutional logic lens, researchers can 
increase their understanding of the phenomenon. Thus, institutional theory can provide a more 
fundamental explanation for the antecedents of digitalization (Schildt, 2022) by analyzing the 
logic underpinning MAs’ identity. 
 
2.4.1 Institutional logic 
The study of institutional logic has become crucial in organizational institutionalism (Thorton et 
al., 2012). The institutional logic perspective has advanced considerably since its inception. 
Institutional logic retains a cultural emphasis on neo-institutionalism (DiMaggio and Powell, 
1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Zucker, 1977). Today, one of the most cited definitions of 
institutional logic is provided by Thorton and Ocasio (1999): “the socially constructed, historical 
patterns of cultural symbols and material practices, assumptions, values and beliefs by which 
individuals produce and reproduce their material subsistence, organize time and space and 
provide meaning to their daily activity.” This definition provides a theoretical understanding of 
the relationships among institutions, individuals, and organizations in social systems (Thorton et 
al., 2012). To further explain the concept of institutional logic, we draw on Ocasio et al.’s 
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research (2019). Institutional logic is both symbolic and material (Friedland and Alford, 1991); 
thus, it is embodied through symbolic representations, material practices, and artifacts. 
Institutional logic can be observed through communication, language, and other semiotic signs, 
which indicates that institutional logic is more than just a theory and is made durable through 
practice (Thorton et al., 2012). The organizational principles of institutional logic are 
multidimensional but related. Institutional logic comprises a specific set of beliefs, values, role 
identities, and sources of legitimacy that guide individual and organizational actions in 
institutions (Friedland and Alford, 1991). Multiple logics may operate in various settings; 
consequently, these logical constellations create complex and pluralistic environments 
(Greenwood et al., 2011). Thorton et al. (2012) provide a framework for the seven ideal 
institutional logics (Appendix 1). 
 
To understand how digitalization changes accounting, we must first understand its components. 
One way to achieve this is by examining digitalization as an institutional logic. This allows us to 
understand key principles within digitalization, its organizing principles, root metaphors, 
sources of authority and legitimacy, evaluations of criteria, iconic practices, employee roles, and 
uncertainty (Schildt, 2022). Applying institutional logics to digitalization offers two areas of 
conceptual purchase: (i) understanding the complexities of the environment in which digital 
technologies are embedded and (ii) understanding how institutional logics shape technological 
affordance (Gegenhuber, 2022). We emphasize the ontological claim that institutional logic is a 
real phenomenon, in the same way as bureaucracy, social networks, and culture. We assume that 
institutional logic exists independently of researchers’ analyses and has casual power over 
individuals, groups, and organizations (Radoynovska et al., 2020). Ideal types (family, religion, 
etc.) are only intended to provide examples and are not the only possible models. Other forms of 
representing and measuring logic, besides the ideal, are both possible and desirable (Thorton et 
al., 2012). 
  
This allows the reinterpretation of digitalization as an individual institutional logic, similar to 
the remaining ideal types. Schildt (2022) proposed digitalization as an individual logic, and our 
study contributes to this conception by providing empirical evidence from two specific cases, 
showing how digitalization logic exists in cohesion with other logics (i.e., corporation and 
professional logic). While defining institutional logic, it is useful to understand what it is not. 
Theories, frames, narratives, practices, and categories are all building blocks of institutional 
logic, but are not themselves institutional logics (Thorton et al., 2012). In our study cases, we 
find that individuals collectively identify with digitalization logic—some more than others, 
depending on their organizational placement. Institutional logics define the “rules of the game” 
and direct the attention of the individual, group, and organization to specific concerns, problems, 
and solutions. While earlier studies on institutional logics focused on understanding one 
dominant logic that guides actors in a certain field (Goodrick and Reay, 2011; Lounsbury, 
2002), the present study recognizes that multiple logics can coexist (Greenwood et al., 2010; 
Reay and Hinnings, 2009). Notably, Goodrick and Reay (2011) developed the term 
“constellations of logics” to refer to the arrangement where multiple logics coexist. We 
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observed this arrangement unfold throughout the two case studies investigated. Thus, different 
logics shape the identity of MAs. 
 
2.5 Digitalization as an independent institutional logic  
Institutional theory can explain complex, large-scale changes such as those caused by 
digitalization (Schildt, 2022). However, institutional theory has only recently addressed the 
business impacts of digitalization, algorithms, and digital platforms (Faik et al., 2020; 
Hennings et al., 2018). In early studies, digitalization was perceived as an exogenous shock to 
institutionalized structures, caused by novel digital products and services (Berente and Seidel, 
2022; Hennings et al., 2018). This depicts digitalization as an outcome rather than a process. 
However, framing digitalization as an exogenous shock fails to explain how managerial thinking 
changes due to technologies’ development and application (Schildt, 2022; Zuboff, 2019). In our 
study, we acknowledge Schildt’s (2022) attempt to conceptualize digitalization as a broader 
change in an organization, involving interconnected changes in technologies, cognition, and 
structures, which explain the emergence and triumph of a new institutional logic. 
 
Researchers have leveraged institutional theory in various digital contexts to understand how 
institutions embedded in digital technologies constrain and enable human behavior (e.g., Faik et 
al., 2020; Leonardi and Vaast, 2016) and recognize the relationship between digital technologies 
and institutional change (Mignerat and Rivard, 2009). Digitalization involves not only new 
technologies but also new organizational practices, institutional infrastructures, and managerial 
norms and beliefs (Schildt, 2022). When we acknowledge digitalization as an institutional logic 
(Hinnings et al., 2018), it becomes clear that it is not just a trigger for institutional changes but a 
complex change process in diverse institutional structures (Schildt, 2022). These developments 
enable institutional theorists to understand how digitalization shapes institutional processes. 
Schildt (2022) created a table for comparing institutional logics. This table contains categories 
to highlight the digital logic and will be used in the findings section to illustrate how 
digitalization has constituted a strong/weak institutional logic in the two studied firms, 
Transcorp and FacilityCorp.  
  
Institutional theory has been criticized for being too broad and having less explanatory power. 
Alvesson and Spicer (2018) argued that conceptions of institutions are often too broad. They 
suggest that institutional theorists should narrow their conceptual scope. More particularly, the 
institutional logic approach has been criticized as a dominant theoretical perspective that crowds 
out alternative explanations while simultaneously not offering insights into key concepts 
(Alvesson et al., 2019; Alvesson and Spicer, 2018). Despite digitalization being interpreted as 
an institutional logic in the present study, there is an ongoing discussion about whether 
digitalization can be interpreted as independent institutional logic (Gegenhuber, 2022). Some 
argue that digitalization lacks the coherence at the societal level; thus, we should view it as a 
method to automate existing processes. This narrower definition poses digitalization as the use 
of technology to change current business models (Gartner, 2019); however, it does not 
acknowledge its broader transformational capabilities. We try to overcome these challenges by 
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applying the theory objectively throughout this paper, explaining why we are using the concept 
of institutional logic, how we understand its application in our research setting, showing its 
relevance to our research questions and findings, and discussing its limitations. 

3. Research method and case setting  
 

3.1 Approach 
We conducted a comparative case study to understand how digitalization is changing MAs’ 
identity and role by examining the constellation of institutional logics, focusing on 
digitalization. As case studies, we selected a company with high maturity in its digital processes 
in its accounting function (TransCorp) and a company similar in size and industry but with 
lower maturity in its digital processes (FacilityCorp). This strategy was applied to compare how 
variations in digital maturity, reflected by strong/weak digital logics, impact MAs’ role in each 
company. We obtain data from more than one case, following novel management accounting 
studies (Kokina and Blanchetta, 2019; Kokina et al., 2021; Morales, 2019). Moreover, we 
conduct a comparative case study, following prominent publications in the institutional logic 
field (Järvinen, 2016; Waldorff et al., 2013), which strengthens the validity of our approach.  
  
3.2 Case selection 
We conducted interviews and collected data from two companies in the Danish industrial sector. 
These international companies are among the 25 largest companies in Denmark. To enable 
comparison, some efforts have been made to secure a meaningful case selection. These two 
companies were selected for two reasons: First, a preliminary study showed that Transcorp 
exhibited high maturity in its digitalization journey. We also learned from interviews with 
FacilityCorp that they were in an earlier stage of digitalization. This enabled us to analyze how 
variations (e.g., digital maturity) influence MAs’ roles. Second, management accounting has a 
long tradition in Denmark’s industry sector (Israelsen et al., 1996). This is important, as we 
wanted to investigate MAs’ roles, preferably in a highly institutionalized environment. We 
sought to study two cases with similarities, as comparing two contextually different companies 
would give rise to too many variables to explain why MAs’ roles differed. The names of the 
organizations were changed to ensure confidentiality. 
 
3.3 Case setting 
3.3.1 FacilityCorp 
FacilityCorp is a large international facility management provider founded in Denmark with 
over 400,000 employees worldwide, many of whom are low-skilled workers. FacilityCorp rolled 
out a new corporate strategy in connection with the appointment of its new CEO in 2020. This 
was FacilityCorp’s first attempt to make digitalization an integral part of the company’s DNA, 
according to spokespersons. This strategy’s main objective was to strengthen the company’s 
position in the market through three objectives: (i) focusing on key segments, (ii) accelerating 
technology investments, and (iii) introducing a new operating model. One key element was the 
alignment and standardization of data across all entities; this aimed to solve an ongoing issue, as 



118 

 

unorganized data hinder the organization’s development of digital initiatives. Before the strategy 
was implemented, its international subsidiaries had their own tools, structures, and business 
principles, along with different ERP systems. Currently, 50% of them use Navision, 25% use 
SAP, 12% use JD Edwards, and the remaining 13% use other ERPs. All entities report to the 
Denmark headquarters (HQ) and all accountants are consolidated via OneStream software. 
Moreover, Tableau is used as a data cube on top of one stream to extract relevant financial 
information for decision-making. The accounting function is organized into three hierarchical 
units: First, local accounting is located in each country of operation; its main tasks are to send 
invoices to the international shared services center (ISSC), maintain simple bookkeeping, and 
payments. Second, the ISSC is located in Poland, where all transactional accounting is carried 
out. Finally, HQ is responsible for analysis, control, consolidation, and financial reporting. 
During the interviews, several interviewees pointed out that FacilityCorp has a scattered 
application landscape, with several applications overlapping, not only in accounting but also 
throughout the organization, thus creating confusion. FacilityCorp faces challenges in 
streamlining its data models across countries. 
 
3.3.2 TransCorp 
TransCorp is a Danish transportation and logistics company that provides large-scale logistics 
services subject to global competition. Despite its Scandinavian origin, TransCorp has expanded 
worldwide, with more than 70,000 employees. TransCorp is a forefront and competitive 
technology company offering high-technology logistical services tailored to its customers. 
Digitalization has been an integral part of TransCorp’s strategy for several years. TransCorp 
sees itself as digitally driven, which is reflected throughout the organization. TransCorp uses 
SAP ERP Hanna 4.0 software as its main ERP system, covering more than 98% of the total 
company transactions. Additionally, SAP BPC software serves as a data warehouse in which 
controllers conduct financial reporting and control. Bookkeeping is mostly restricted to the ISSC 
and its divisions. The accounting function consists of smaller accounting teams in each country, 
each with a head of control who reports to Denmark. TransCorp has two large ISSCs, one in the 
Philippines and one in Poland. Only a few controllers have been employed in ISSC. However, 
several bookkeepers and technical staff members work for the ISSC. There are various 
accounting positions at the group level. Group accounting is responsible for reporting, financial 
analysis, recommendations to support countries, and governance, along with the consolidation 
and assembly of annual reports. TransCorp has been embracing digitalization for a long time 
and has already implemented numerous digital initiatives within the organization. 
  
3.4 Data collection 
Data collection consisted mainly of gathering archival data (company reports, presentations, 
internal documents, and observations) and conducting semi-structured interviews with 
employees from the accounting department. We focus on the companies’ accounting function 
and digital logic, as we aim to investigate how such digital logic affects MAs’ role. A case study 
was conducted from December 2021 to March 2024. All except three interviews were held 
online and lasted between 22 minutes and two hours. The interviews were semi-structured and 
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the main topics were set prior to the interviews. However, there were some differences in the 
questions, depending on the role and position of the respondent. An example of the interview 
structure is provided in Appendix 2. Furthermore, 27 interviews were recorded, and four were 
not. However, the latter provided empirical data; therefore, we took extensive notes on these 
four cases during and immediately after the interviews. The interviewees were free to withdraw 
from the interviews or retract any statement. None of the respondents declined to participate in 
the interviews or withdrew from the study.  
 
Participants were selected in coordination with each company. In TransCorp, we were allowed 
to contact employees we found suited for the project, besides C-level executives. In 
FacilityCorp, we conducted an opening interview with the director/digital enterprise architect 
who referred other relevant interviewees. In both cases, we decided to approach employees 
working in three groups: (i) accounting (controllers, finance transformation, and business 
partners); (ii) employees working in IT and finance (SAP consultants, enterprise architects, and 
process automation experts); and (iii) developers (software developers, data officers, and heads 
of digital innovation). This sample was determined because we wanted to investigate how MAs’ 
roles were becoming more digitally enabled; therefore, we considered these three groups, 
containing people who possessed knowledge of this development.  
 
We interviewed 16 and 15 employees from TransCorp and Facility Corp, respectively. At 
Transcorp, we interviewed eight employees from HQ, four from the ISSC, and four from its 
subsidiaries. In FacilityCorp, we interviewed nine from HQ, three from the ISSC, and three 
from its subsidiaries. This distribution enabled a rigorous representation of interviewees capable 
of collaborating and imparting knowledge to the project. Appendix 3 lists the interviewees. The 
questions were open-ended and exploratory. They were loosely organized around our research 
question. The questions guided the interviews, but interviewees were allowed to discuss other 
topics. The questionnaire was developed by a small group of researchers with knowledge in the 
field. We obtained access to supplementary data from both companies, which supported some of 
the points discussed in the interviews. 
 
3.5 Data analysis 
An inductive method was applied to support the explorative nature of our study (Golubeva, 
2021), seeking new themes within the discussion on MAs’ role. We follow Gioia et al. (2012) 
on how inductive researchers can apply systematic conceptual and analytical disciplines that 
lead to rigorous and credible interpretations of data. We inductively coded the interviews using 
Nvivo 14 software. We analyzed the interview data in parallel with the archival data. First, we 
compiled raw data (interview transcripts) and entered them into Nvivo. We conducted open 
coding, which drew our attention to changes in MAs’ roles. Particularly, we noted how 
digitalization was involved in these changes and how different institutional logics emerged, and 
refined the coding schemes as we identified patterns. In developing categories, we read and re-
read the transcripts vis-à-vis the extant literature, engaging in constant comparison (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967). In Appendix 4, we present the coding tree with 1st, 2nd, and 3rd-order codes. We 
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conducted a 1st-order analysis to identify the major themes in the data and expressions 
describing the roles of digitalization and MAs. In the initial stage of data analysis, we adhered 
closely to the informants’ language. In the first step, the initial coding of the transcript files was 
developed into 26 1st-order concepts. Next, we developed the 2nd-order themes via constant 
comparison techniques, ensuring that what we were told by informants aligned with the 
literature on MAs’ roles. Subsequently, a search was conducted utilizing a cross-case pattern 
comparison to identify similar codes per theme and reduce instances of double coding. This 
study aimed to capture all meaningful expressions without further repetition. As an example, 
numerous quotes regarding how digitalization impacted accounting tasks (changes in ERP, 
changing procedures, Business Intelligence’s influence) were assembled into the broader 
category of “digitalization impacting accounting tasks” whenever the above-mentioned terms 
emerged and pointed to the same pattern. Finally, we combined order themes into overarching 
concepts relevant to how digitalization impacted MAs’ roles. 

4. Findings 
 

In the following section, we analyze the empirical data derived from the 31 interviews. The data 
of the interviews were classified into 26 1st-order concepts, seven 2nd-order themes, and three 
aggregate dimensions (indicating our interpretation of the essence of the interviews): 
“Institutional logics shaping MAs role,” “Digitalization shaping MAs’ role,” and “MAs’ roles as 
controller, business partner, and functional consultant.” These aggregate dimensions are 
presented in the following section. Figure 1 explains how the constellation of institutional logic 
impacts MAs’ roles in the two case companies. 
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Figure 1. Conceptualization of how a strong digital logic compounds MAs’ role as that of a functional consultant 
 
 

Our findings show that MAs’ identity changed through the process of interpreting multiple 
logics—professional, corporate, and digital—and their relationships.  
 
The study cases illustrate how differences in the constellations of institutional logic shaped the 
development of MAs’ roles in each company differently. While TransCorp’s stronger emphasis 
on digital logic led to a more distinct and fixed role identity for functional consultants, 
FacilityCorp’s weaker emphasis led to a more fluid interpretation of the functional consultant 
and MA roles. In FacilityCorp, some employees worked in IT-related areas of accounting, such 
as ERP implementation; however, these were perceived as either accountants or IT personnel. 
Thus, a strict dichotomy was established, while the intermediate role between accounting and IT 
was not recognized as a distinct role but under the paradigm of a fluid role, acknowledging that 
some employees were more tech-savvy than others. Based on our observations, we explain the 
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core tasks of the new functional consultant role and how it separates and delimits itself from the 
traditional controller and business partner roles (Van der Stede and Malone, 2010). On the left 
side, Figure 1 is divided into three aggregate dimensions, using the inductive analyses presented 
in Appendix 4. On the right side, said dimensions are presented. Section 4.1, presents our 
findings on how the constellation of institutional logics is changing MAs’ role, along with how 
digitalization constitutes an institutional logic differently in each company. It explains how a 
stronger digital logic is connected to the more fixed role of the functional consultant, while a 
weaker digital logic is connected to a more fluid role. Section 4.2 presents the findings on how 
the controller and business partner roles change due to digitalization. Further, it presents an 
explanation of how the functional consultant’s role differs from that of controllers and business 
partners, while remaining under management accounting’s purview.  
 
4.1 Institutional logics influencing MAs’ roles 
Our first analytical task was to determine MAs’ role identities and whether they changed due to 
digitalization. We drew on seven societal-level institutional logics (professional, market, 
corporate, community, state, family, and religion; see Appendix 1). Determining the “ideal type” 
identity for each institutional logic relies on an abstraction of concepts from the literature to 
infer the role identity an MA would have if a single logic were guiding how MAs see 
themselves (Reay et al., 2016). For example, if guided only by a professional logic, MAs would 
rely solely on their own expert knowledge to conduct their work, thus holding complete 
professional autonomy and control over the organization of work (Thornthon et al., 2012). In 
contrast, if guided only by a corporate logic, MAs would see themselves as members of an 
organization, where their position of authority and ability to make decisions about financial 
records would be controlled by established organizational rules (Reay et al., 2014). Meanwhile, 
if they were guided solely by a digital logic, MAs would focus only on how to automate 
processes and input data into systems, without paying attention to underlying accounting 
knowledge in the field. 
 
We focused our attention on MAs’ explanation of their roles and the traits linked to each of the 
aforementioned logics. We weighted stories about factors that shaped MAs’ role, motivated by 
an established theory about professional role identity and institutional logic, which pointed to 
the importance of interactions (Reay et al., 2016). Most importantly, we noticed that the digital 
logic fostered awareness of the functional consultant’s role. Judging from the interviews, it 
seemed that more attention was paid to MAs’ distinct responsibilities, recognizing fixed 
objectives related to the IT aspect of MAs’ tasks, when a stronger digital logic was applied. A 
stronger sense of a functional consultant role emerged in TransCorp due to its stronger digital 
logic, while the weaker digital logic of FacilityCorp fostered a more fluid role for MAs. The 
digital focus in TransCorp established a fine-grained set of responsibilities for functional 
consultants, thereby conceptualizing them as separate from regular MAs. However, the 
functional consultant role remains within the purview of MAs’ work, coexisting with the 
controller and business partner roles. 
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4.1.1 Professional logic 
In both companies, MAs focused strongly on their professional logic. Management accounting 
is a highly institutionalized field that can be traced back to classical accounting. In Denmark, 
MAs are not regulated by a monitoring body—as is the case in the UK (Chartered Institute of 
MAs). However, professional expertise in the field comes from best practices, combined with 
local and international accounting standards. Professional logic reflects an accountant’s values 
and nature. MAs strive to deliver work following accounting standards to ensure validity and 
reperformativity in the tasks they handle. MAs usually possess strong analytical and technical 
skills, and they see themselves as experts with unique knowledge that enables them to make 
data-driven decisions. At TransCorp, MAs’ professional logic was strong, as one controller 
recognized:  
 

We want to keep things as simple as possible and use the right methodologies 
approaching any accounting obstacles. The tasks and processes we work on follow all 
relevant laws and regulations. Controller, FacilityCorp 

 
MAs used their skillsets from previous jobs during the transition to accountants. This was the 
case for several current MAs at both companies. They either joined experienced hires from 
auditing or competing companies in similar positions; otherwise, they joined directly from a 
business school and entered the graduate program facilitated by both companies. In many cases, 
MAs came from the same educational background, while they formed relational networks 
through formal education, as people knew each other from business school or prior jobs. Several 
MAs in both companies were hired from Big Four auditing firms, which are associated with 
quality and status. 
 

My basic skillset came from working as an auditor, for several years, for a Big Four firm. 
Many accounting employees in the company come from similar backgrounds and have 
brought in knowledge from other relevant contexts. Controller, FacilityCorp 

 
We noticed multiple practices and assumptions embedded in the language used by MAs from 
both companies when discussing important areas of their work; this underscores that the field is 
highly institutionalized. For example, they referred to the “yearly wheel”—the accounting 
procedures that have to be performed throughout the financial year. Another example is 
“monthly closing,” which refers to the accounting procedures that have to be performed before 
financial reporting can be completed at the end of the month. In the controlling environment we 
found an object of particular importance, the “controlling checklist,” which is a guide to ensure 
that controlling tasks have been performed properly to avoid pitfalls and ensure consistency 
across the financial reporting process. We determined MAs’ professional logic to be strong 
because they saw themselves as holding unique knowledge based on prior experience, thereby 
holding an expert role in their field. Professional logic clearly influenced the roles of MAs in 
both companies, as objectives and values from their backgrounds were brought into their role as 
MAs, enabling them to make decisions. 
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4.1.2 Corporate logic 
Through the interviews, we noticed that a corporate logic was strongly rooted in the identity of 
MAs in both companies. Management accounting largely involves interpreting numbers and 
understanding what lies behind them, as well as acquiring knowledge about what has happened 
and could happen to the organization (Rautiainen et al., 2024). In neither company MAs were 
officially defined by name. However, both companies have multiple roles within management 
accounting’s purview. Both organizations’ hierarchy is strict and follows widespread practices. 
Roles included controller, senior controller, manager, director, vice president, and CFO.  
 

The rank obtained in the hierarchy defines our responsibilities. The ladder is a proven 
concept used by many companies. Controller, FacilityCorp 

 
Bureaucratic rules are enforced by MAs through governance. A clear hierarchical decision-
making structure exists among MAs in organizations; in both firms, subsidiaries report to the 
group. Each rank is clearly defined in both firms. Further, among MAs, their rank carries 
prestige and adds meaning to their role; for example, when someone becomes a manager, it is 
expected that they will assume the supervisor role and manage other employees. Both 
organizations have a similar role distribution among employees. At TransCorp, one interviewee 
explained: 
 

There tends to be a direct hierarchical order that defines the types of tasks that you are 
working on. Sometimes, it can differ; however, it is unusual that, for example, an analyst 
makes decisions that impact the system landscape. That is something that a CFO usually 
does. Controller, TransCorp 

 
This sort of corporate logic was echoed by a controller from FacilityCorp who stated the 
following: 
 

Your formal role (as manager, director, or whatever) defines where you are in the chain of 
command. Controller, FacilityCorp 

 
Based on the statements obtained, our general impression is that corporate logic is strong among 
MAs in both companies. Corporate logic defines the role and boundaries of MAs in their day-to-
day activities and their self-image and role in the organization.  
 
4.1.3 Digitalization logic 
Building on Schildt’s (2022) conceptual framework, we acknowledge the existence of digital 
logic and show how it is decisive in how MAs’ roles have evolved in the two case companies. In 
Appendix 5, we briefly recap our observations regarding digital logic in the two companies, 
following Schildt’s framework.  
 



125 

 

MAs in both companies adhered to the organizing principles of digital logic and what Schildt 
(2022) refers to as omnipotence—the effort to bring activities inside and outside the 
organization under control in information systems—and omniscience—the effort to represent 
and conceive the world through digital data. Both ideas are, to some extent, central to every 
large corporation. However, this is only to a certain extent. For TransCorp, bringing its activities 
under control in information systems has long been a top priority. TransCorp streamlined its 
master data and ERP system to SAP and demanded that every entity within the organization 
apply to it. Today, over 98% of TransCorp’s transactions occur in the SAP. Conversely, 
FacilityCorp has a much more scattered system landscape, with multiple ERP systems: 50% of 
the organization uses Navision, 25% uses SAP, 12% uses JD Edwards, and the remaining 13% 
uses other ERPs. This reveals that FacilityCorp has a less conformed digital logic. On the 
operational side, omniscience is crucial for both companies. At FacilityCorp, the new CEO 
initiated a strategy that integrates digitalization as a core element of the organization’s value 
creation for customers. This strategy should work as a combination of financial and operational 
data to achieve “open book” reporting for customers, meaning that there is full transparency in 
FacilityCorp’s costs and the price per unit. FacilityCorp is in a low-margin market and is 
therefore especially attentive to maximizing profit in every client engagement. TransCorp is a 
data-driven organization that uses multiple instances of digital technology to track its operations. 
Digitalization has been a top-priority for FacilityCorp for several years. 
 
In Schildt’s (2022) framework, the term “simulacrum” refers to the event in which machines 
replace humans in their work and is a central idea in digital logic. Replacement is a natural 
outcome of digitalization and is found in multiple instances in both companies. In TransCorp, 
we gained access to the international shared service center, which is a hub for all transactional 
accounting tasks. In the ISSC, numerous tasks and processes have been automated, while 
accountants work daily by automating new tasks that amplify digital logic.  
 

Digitalization is central, and we find colossal value in process automation. Vice 
President, Head of Group Digital and Technology, TransCorp 

 
In TransCorp, digitalization is present in each controller task: data gathering, operational 
accounting, and analysis. Finance operations: Financial data are extracted through reports in 
Power BI, customized to serve MAs’ needs and be delivered in Excel format. Financial control: 
One example is that the software algorithm learns by analyzing previous invoices on how to post 
future entries in SAP software. Another example is how payments are received and matched 
without human involvement in more than 90% of cases. Financial planning and analysis: An 
example is red flagging applied by machine learning when suspicious movements occur in ERP 
accounts. TransCorp has automated accounting processes, whether we look into group finance, 
ISSC, or divisional country subsidiaries. More commonly, tasks such as posting journal entries 
and reconciliations are mostly delegated to robots, while analytical and judgmental tasks such as 
ensuring that a compliance framework is being handled correctly are carried out by MAs.  
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Similarly, a digitalization logic is present in FacilityCorp; however, it is not as evident. We were 
unable to obtain comparable data from FacilityCorp. When looking at the controller tasks, we 
found that digitalization was used to a lesser extent. In the finance operations process, Tableau 
is used as a data warehouse, in addition to Navision, to extract data reports for management 
accountants. However, certain limitations exist because not all transactions are registered in 
Navision and are only compiled in the consolidation software OneStream. Regarding financial 
control, Tableau has taken over much of management reporting, which was one of the MAs’ 
prior tasks. Much of accounting is conducted manually in countries with digitalization 
processes. 
 

We are some way, but we were not first movers when it comes to the digital 
transformation. Global Head of Digital Innovation, FacilityCorp 

 
FacilityCorp has not incorporated digitalization into their financial planning and analysis 
because it has focused on standardizing its data model throughout the organization. FacilityCorp 
is currently working on the fundamentals of digitalization and is not at the same maturity level 
as TransCorp. However, the company’s intentions cannot be mistaken. One key component of 
its current strategy is leveraging its digital capabilities to enhance its business model.  
 
In FacilityCorp, the work of aligning the data model and securing comparability has not yet 
been accomplished. Therefore, the legitimacy of its financial data is not at the same level as that 
of TransCorp. Interviewees from FacilityCorp mentioned that there is not a single version of the 
truth because the charts of accounts are not comparable in all countries. In TransCorp, the 
situation is different. Controllers and accounting employees fully trust the data on which they 
operate and find it useful to know that every country’s financial data are homogenous across 
entities. In both cases, legitimacy comes from the top management and is part of their core 
strategy. However, the authority of digital initiatives comes from two different locations in the 
case organization. In TransCorp, there is a strong presence of top management that rolls out 
digital initiatives across the entire organization. Previously, when a new data model was 
introduced and rolled out in other countries, top management had the approach of fitting in or 
leaving the organization, as one interviewee mentioned: 
 

We now run a model I can mention here in this closed forum. We called it the “FIFO” 
model—short for fit in or f--- off. When we roll out in some countries and it works, we run 
this model. Executive Vice President, TransCorp 

 
FacilityCorp adopted a different approach. Top management has integrated digitalization 
into the firm’s corporate strategy; however, the power of the organization is not solely in 
the hands of management. There are “country kings” who do not participate 
wholeheartedly but are actively engaged in the organization’s digital transition. Finance 
Director, Head of Operational Services, FacilityCorp 
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In larger operational entities, considerable power is held by the aforementioned country kings, 
who are not always willing to engage in management’s plans. Notably, if these country kings’ 
countries contribute a considerably to the overall revenue, it is difficult for management to force 
them into doing things differently. These circumstances have contributed to the weaker and 
delayed digital development of FacilityCorp. 
  
Judging from the supplementary documentation we received, a digital logic is clearly visible in 
the strategic key performance indicators (KPIs) conforming to the functional consultant’s role in 
the ISSC of TransCorp, measuring the “number of operational optimizations implemented,” the 
“percentage of standardization within processes,” and “hourly savings.” All three KPIs are 
directly related to how well digitalization is implemented. In FacilityCorp, we found that KPIs 
mostly measure more traditional accounting tasks, while performance reviews are based on how 
well MAs deliver analysis and receive proper documentation. Evaluation criteria for tracking 
digital development have not been established in FacilityCorp, which is important because 
different measurements and responsibilities are directly linked to how individuals define their 
roles within the organization. A weaker digital logic with no KPIs related to digital 
achievements indicates a more flexible role for MAs, allowing them to remain linked to their 
roles as controllers or business partners. Both companies have an entire system landscape 
encompassing digitalization in the finance function. The difference lies in how much the two 
firms matured during early digitalization. The concept of employee roles is especially relevant 
to our study because we investigate the extent to which digital logic influences MAs’ roles. An 
interesting observation came from MAs discussing their colleagues’ roles and how they have 
developed. Interviewees were compared at the group level for each company. FacilityCorp’s 
MAs were much more reluctant to digitize. 
 

For us, not much has changed now that we are utilizing new digital technologies. When 
implementing the new ERP system, we mostly gained processing power, although some 
parts could not keep up. We are still, in most cases, carrying out reporting, reconciliations, 
etc., by extracting data from the ERP and adding it into Excel sheets. The entire system 
landscape outside the ERP is based on Excel. Controller, FacilityCorp 

 
TransCorp referred to some MAs as functional consultants with specific responsibilities, skills, 
and experience. 
 

There are clear differences between what management would expect from a functional 
consultant and someone working as a controller... Functional consultants usually bridge IT 
and accounting so that developers and system designers can get through with their ideas 
and vice versa. Controller, Transcorp 

 
Functional consultants work as a link between accounting and digitalization. Further, they are 
responsible for tasks that support traditional MAs’ work. Emphasizing the connection between 
digital logic and MAs’ roles, one interviewee said: 
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Because of the digital focus and its importance, we need people who are responsible for 
how well we are doing digitally. Vice President, Head of Finance Transformation, 
TransCorp 

 
TransCorp seems to be more aware of MAs’ potential to become functional consultants. When 
talking to interviewees from TransCorp, it became clear that functional consultants’ values 
differed from those of controllers and business partners. Functional consultants embraced digital 
initiatives much more openly. 
 

Digitalization opens doors for many opportunities. We have already implemented multiple 
time-saving enhancements and expect add more in the near future. Head of Process 
Automation and Business Intelligence, TransCorp 

 
Functional consultants were aware of how digitalization impacted their roles. Business partners 
have also recognized the advantages of digitalization.  
 

Several aspects of our roles are supported digitally. When working in a business control 
environment, we use red flagging as a pre-identification method to identify unusual 
patterns in our analysis Business Partner, TransCorp 

 
Business partners benefit from faster data analysis with recommended suggestions for potential 
threats. Appendix 6 illustrates these three logics and their attributes. 
 
4.2 Conceptualization of MAs’ role in the digital era 
A stronger digital logic fostered consciousness about the fixed role of a functional accountant in 
TransCorp. Conversely, a weaker digital logic in FacilityCorp led to the perception of a more 
fluid role; the digital aspect of the MA’s role was embedded in the controller and business 
partner roles and was not understood as a separate role. All three roles—controller, business 
partner, and functional consultant—coexisted and supported each other. In the next section, we 
explain how each of these roles is affected by digital logic. 
  
4.2.1 Controller and business partners roles 
The MAs participating in our study perceived their current roles as more analytical because of 
the reduction of manual tasks caused by digitalization.  
  

In the role of a controller, there is much less data production and much more data analysis 
because of the automation of tasks. Senior Director, Head of Controlling, TransCorp 

  
MAs saw their roles as having broadened because new tasks involved expertise beyond 
traditional accounting. Controllers and business partners were faced with the need to scale up 
their data management competencies to catch up with current developments in the field.  
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What I would say is that the controlling role has become like multi-tasking. We are like 
the policemen and firefighters of the company. Our skill level has broadened not only to 
accounting but to problem-solving in other domains. Controller, TransCorp 

 
Multiple employees emphasize the importance of data understanding in the MAs’ area of work, 
whether we saw it from the perspective of controllers, business partners, or functional 
consultants. 
  

We are now involved in several things: volumes, sustainability, ESG, Co2 reporting by 
our company... In this regard, we work together with experts and engineers daily; where 
something does not involve finance, we are taken out of our comfort zone. So, what kind 
of competencies do we need? An end-to-end understanding of data—all data—whether it 
is financial or otherwise. Senior Director, Head of Controlling, TransCorp 

  
However, to succeed in the MA role, certain aspects of business partners are vital. The value-
adding elements in this role were frequently highlighted by interviewees. This corresponds with 
the conceptual understanding of the business partner’s role in the literature, which involves 
supporting business decision-making, recommending actions, and challenging executives’ plans 
(Steens et al., 2024).  
  

It counts if one can translate numbers into valuable insights. There are fewer financial 
tasks and more analytical tasks due to digitalization Finance Business Controller, 
FacilityCorp 

  
MAs now have a much broader view of the organization despite having fewer pure accounting 
tasks. Similarly, the requirements for MAs have also increased. An analysis that previously took 
weeks now takes minutes to perform. Additionally, the number of reporting tasks has increased 
in recent years, resulting in MAs becoming occupied with financial, management, non-financial, 
and ESG reporting activities. According to interviewees, it is because of this additional 
workload that it is crucial to save time through digitalization. 
  

Part of the manual work is gone, but we have to conduct deeper financial analyses and 
reporting tasks that we were not required to perform several years ago. Digitalization helps 
us do things on time Controller, TransCorp 

  
Accounting systems and processes have become more efficient; thus, MAs spend less time on 
accounting tasks. However, the degree of freedom to operate systems has decreased in both 
companies because they centralized their accounting structures and aligned their data and 
systems across countries. 
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If we go all the way down to the operational level, the degrees of freedom have been 
smaller for the people who sit and do accounting. There is less transactional work, and 
there is less repetitive work, with the degrees of freedom being reduced because it must be 
introduced in a way so that the robot can run in the same way. Finance Director, Head of 
Operational Services, FacilityCorp  

 
Both companies agree that, from a transactional accounting perspective, there is less repetitive 
work and less freedom for subsidiaries’ MAs. Additionally, accounting processes’ speed has 
increased. 
  

The speed of accounting processes has increased. Engines have become faster. Senior 
Financial Controller, TransCorp 

  
Increased efficiency implies that fewer accountants are required to handle large amounts of data. 
This explains why few new controllers have been hired but more functional consultants have 
been employed. Financial controllers and bookkeepers have been replaced by functional 
consultants. 
  

If I think back to when I was here the last time, in 2009, there were many tasks where, for 
example, you copied things from one system to another and created an Excel formula. 
However, these tasks are no longer available. What do we do instead? In terms of volume, 
we have grown 10 times since then; we only have 1.5 times more controllers. Senior 
Director, Head of Controlling, TransCorp 

  
Excess time is spent on getting closer to the business side of the company and delivering 
business partnerships to support the market strategy.  
  

Well, we make acquisitions in Germany, so I often find that they are where we were 15 
years ago. I do not know if it is because smaller firms do not hurt so much if they are not 
digitalized. TransCorp could not function today if it was not digitalized. If something does 
not proceed quickly, we are not interested in it. Finance has come closer to business, and if 
we look at how much time we spend with our operational management, that time has 
increased. Senior Director, Head of Controlling, TransCorp 

  
Digitalization also affects MAs’ responsibilities within the organization and enables 
centralization. 
  

Digitization enables a greater degree of centralization[, following the paradigm of] “local 
accountability, local responsibility.” If we come from HQ and say how things should be 
done, then we remove some of the responsibility. Functional Consultant, GPO Record 
to Report and Controlling to Report, TransCorp 
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Even if new digital tools are introduced to the organization, MAs must adopt them in their 
practices; otherwise, digitalization will only be a tool for faster processing. Before the 
implementation of new digital tools, it is important to plan the new system landscape and know 
exactly which type of application will be automated. One controller added: 
 

If you do not know what you are doing, you end up with the same result as before the 
implementation. Controller, FacilityCorp 

 
Next, we summarize how digitalization influences the controller and business partner roles. 
First, we found that in both companies, the controllers worked less in finance operations (e.g., 
processing transactions and producing reports) because numerous tasks had been automated. 
Second, we found that in TransCorp, digitalization made it easier for controllers to conduct 
financial control (e.g., consolidating, financial accounting and reporting, and safeguarding 
compliance) because less data needed to be extracted from systems. Third, we found that in 
TransCorp, AI tools such as red-flagging made it easier to conduct financial planning and 
analysis (e.g., controlling budgets and plans and analyzing differences between budgets and 
actuals) because less time was spent on identifying unusual items in the accounts. Fourth, we 
found that in both companies, business control (e.g., evaluating business performance and 
serving management in improving business performance and strategies) has become easier 
because the operational side of their businesses produces much more relevant data to steer 
companies. Additionally, by using faster and easier digital reporting tools, it has become much 
easier to gain data insights for decision-making. However, we found that digitalization 
demanded much higher competencies in IT, while development has caused controllers and 
business partners to be aware of more than non-financial data due to more comprehensive 
reporting requirements, and data overload can occur. 
 
4.2.2 The functional consultant 
Functional consultants play roles as solution architects and process automation specialists, 
engaging in data and analytics, SAP, and business intelligence. However, all technical aspects 
belong to the field of MAs. By interviewing MAs working along the boundary between 
accounting and digitalization, we found that TransCorp had a clearly defined organizational 
division between functional MAs, controllers, and business partners, while FacilityCorp had a 
more fluid perception of the digital aspect of MAs’ role.  
 
Both companies had a department for ERP specialists; they fielded questions from MAs and 
helped set up customized system applications. TransCorp has an entire solution architecture 
team devoted to this task. Moreover, it has an AI/data science team of 20+ people helping the 
company implement AI throughout the organization. The team has been responsible for several 
accounting projects. In one instance, the team trained a learning algorithm to make entries into 
the correct accounts.  
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TransCorp is so focused on utilizing digital technology in its industry that it is considering 
selling some of its solutions in the market, according to one spokesperson, emphasizing the 
existence of a strong digital logic within the company. FacilityCorp also had resources allocated 
for exploring how digital technology could benefit them, but not to the same extent. 
  

If we have someone who is technically skilled, we typically move them over to the 
technical department in a functional consultant role. Senior Director, Head of 
Controlling, TransCorp 

  
MAs who fail to develop the required digital competencies are expected to lose relevance. The 
role is completely different from what it was 10 years ago, according to the interviewees:  
 

“You cannot be just an accountant; you must be system-oriented and experienced and you 
can no longer separate yourself from digitalization. You must actively decide the extent to 
which you need to go down the digital pathway. SAP Functional Architect, TransCorp 

  
From our observations, functional consultants’ role did not replace the existing controller or 
business partner roles; in fact, it reinforced them, supporting them with technical knowledge, 
allowing business partners to focus on the key elements of their role, while supporting 
controllers in their tasks. A functional consultant is distinguished by their greater emphasis on 
digitalization and automation. While business partners typically use accounting software to 
support business decision-making, functional consultants are more concerned with how 
accounting software can be designed to automate accounting processes and support business 
partners in their work. While controllers are mostly concerned with financial reporting and 
control frameworks, functional consultants help controllers by securing accurate reporting 
models.  
 
Some MAs were appointed to functional consultant roles because they possessed technical 
competencies that allowed them to simultaneously use the system and program it. Functional 
consultants bridge the gap between IT and accounting. Even though FacilityCorp did not refer to 
a certain group as functional consultants, they recognized the limits of specific roles when we 
introduced them in our conversations. 
  

I think this is a very good example of a controller, business partner, and functional 
consultant. It is a bit of all three, for sure. Controller, FacilityCorp 

  
While speaking to the interviewees, we started developing our understanding and 
conceptualization of how digitalization has influenced MAs’ roles. We then shared our 
understanding with the interviewees. Subsequently, together with the interviewees, we discussed 
the new functional consultant role and how it differs from current MA roles.  
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Functional consultants separate themselves from regular accountants by being more data-
oriented than regular controllers, who are more task-oriented. Controller, TransCorp 

 
Although TransCorp controllers clearly separated themselves from functional consultants, this 
was not as clear in FacilityCorp. 
 

I recognize both the controller, business partner, and functional consultant aspects of my 
role, which to me are all necessary. Controller, FacilityCorp  

 
Despite agreeing with the fact that MAs’ role evolved toward becoming more digital in both 
cases. MAs from FacilityCorp recognized elements from all roles in their current work:  
 

The more data we gather, the more reliant we become on the people working with them. 
Functional consultants often have a data-driven mindset that sets them apart from regular 
finance people. Senior Director, Head of Controlling, TransCorp 

 
As organizations begin to gather increasing amounts of data, the demand for people who know 
how to work with such data is growing. 
  

I think that every time there are 10 controllers and bookkeepers, there are five technical 
people concerned with the digital aspects of accounting. GPO Record to Report and 
Controlling to Report, TransCorp 

  
One controller provides a concrete example of a regular MA supported by functional 
consultants:  
  

Yes, we have SAP ERP and BPC experts. Whenever I cannot figure out something 
technical, they are the ones I go to… It can be hands-on small things, such as how to do 
this and this extraction, and then there are bigger things. It is certainly an advantage to 
have extensive technical knowledge, but you do not have to work with large technical 
tasks here as a controller. Controller, TransCorp 

  
An interesting observation is that functional consultants identified themselves as belonging to 
the accounting department. This was mainly because most of them had backgrounds in finance 
and accounting. However, functional consultants who came from the IT field identified more as 
IT employees.  
  

While most of us working with IT in accounting have accounting backgrounds, I would 
say that we identify as accountants; however, on the organizational chart, we belong 
mostly to IT. SAP Specialist, TransCorp 
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The functional consultant role is primarily involved with ERP and data science; thus, it typically 
requires IT and technical competencies. This digitally oriented MA role contrasts with the 
controller role but overlaps with the business partner role in certain areas. 
 

The role differs from regular business partners by being much more hands-on with ERP; I 
believe that I spend around 80% of my time working toward optimizing accounting 
flows. GPO Record to Report and Controlling to Report, TransCorp  

  
The functional consultants who participated in the interviews appreciated the previous work 
experience they gained from traditional accounting roles (by working on auditing and financial 
control) before assuming functional consulting roles. Their prior experience enabled them to 
think strategically and translate accounting needs and requirements to the developers of software 
solutions. The competencies developed in other roles served as a preliminary step in their roles 
as functional consultants. 
  

In my ideal world, this should be a combination because we are confronted with many 
technical requirements. I think people who have a combination of skills are worth their 
weight in gold. Everyone is looking for some combination… Group controllers need 
system knowledge to be handled to help subsidiaries, how the system forms, why it works 
the way it does, and where things come from. Thus, for them to be able to analyze data 
properly and improve the processes or even reconcile different things, they actually need 
to have this understanding. Whether it is delving into very technical aspects, which I do 
not think but be more familiar with the system, that is the trend. SAP Functional 
Architect, TransCorp 

  
A functional consultant does not require a strict set of skills. However, some have accounting 
backgrounds and a genuine interest in IT, supplemented by IT-focused continuing education. An 
ecosystem of courses, internal roles, certificates, and ranks exists within the SAP environment. 
Often, functional consultants use certification as proof of their abilities because there is no 
official way to master the role. 
  

I assumed an IT-focused accounting role because I have an interest in the application 
landscape and spend time taking courses and learning what lies behind the interface that 
we see in SAP. Director, Digital Enterprise Architect, FacilityCorp 

  
Developers from the IT department clearly understood the need for functional consultants 
without referring to them directly as functional consultants.  
  

The people working in the technical landscape aspect of accounting are categorized as IT 
employees but mostly work in accounting. They often provide us with process maps, 
which trace accounting processes. Head of Group Digital Technology, TransCorp 
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Functional consultants use change management skills to encourage accounting employees to use 
their initial digital solutions. This process can be challenging. According to one interviewee, 
functional consultants essentially connect accounting personnel to technology. 
 

The roles are opposite; one of the most challenging parts of our jobs is to convince 
businesses to change. Accountants, by nature, are conservative people, so usually their 
approach is like, if it is not broken, do not fix it. Further, they do not always trust that the 
system is doing the right things, especially if they have been doing certain things manually 
for many years. However, there are two types of accountant. One is based more on 
efficiency and focuses on analyzing the data produced by the system rather than producing 
data themselves. The other prefers to produce data manually, convinced that they are 
reliable. Indeed, it is one aspect coming from the IT side that drives automation. However, 
businesses are sometimes reluctant to do this. Changing people’s minds is challenging. 
This is part of the solution architect’s work to highlight a change’s pros, convince people, 
and guide them in the right direction. Sometimes the organization is not ready; in that 
case, we offer something less aggressive, less automated; after they begin to trusting the 
solution, then we begin talks regarding the next steps. SAP Functional Architect, 
TransCorp 

 
To sum, firstly, functional consultants assess the quality of controllers’ data models. For 
example, if a regular MA has an Excel sheet with an overwhelming number of lookups and 
macros and needs help to verify that the numbers are correct, they may contact functional 
consultants who possess superior skills in data modeling to determine the quality of the MA’s 
spreadsheets. This is not limited to Excel; if the MA has problems setting up or verifying Power 
BI, Tableau, or other digital software, functional consultants can be helpful. Second, functional 
consultants bridge the gap between regular controllers, business partners, and developers. 
Developers typically come from an IT background and are responsible for developing 
customized solutions on top of the system landscape in both companies. For example, SAP is a 
package that includes standardized modules; if MAs need a customized solution, they contact 
developers. 
  

Most of the guys in my team actually have a finance background. Most of us, including 
myself, actually started in finance departments but transitioned into more digital areas. 
That is why we understand the requirements so well, and that is why it is not so difficult to 
speak the lingo of this field. People who come into SAP, if they are pure IT consultants, 
face many challenges, compared with people who actually started in finance and then 
moved to IT. When you understand the processes, terminology, and what to expect from 
the system, and then you learn how to configure the system, you can link these two aspects 
much easier than if you only know the system… If you go into meetings with firms and 
use SAP terminology, it may not make sense to them; maybe they have heard of it but it 
does not mean anything to them. Thus, that is where the knowledge of accounting helps 
you bridge these gaps and use terminology familiar to them, which allows you to translate 
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the SAP language. In this sense, I think this mixed background is much more 
beneficial. SAP Functional Architect, TransCorp 

 
Third, functional consultants are involved in implementing and testing new releases in the ERP 
system, where they check whether things are working properly before releasing them to the 
whole organization. Additionally, they work by setting up a digital infrastructure in the 
accounting function, assisting in the implementation of reporting tools such as Power BI and 
Tableau. Functional consultants work inside and outside the ERP system and perform ad-hoc 
tasks, as instructed by the developers. Fourth, functional consultants work mapping the 
processes of the financial system landscape and develop ideas for automating and optimizing 
certain areas. Functional consultants assist business partners in providing recommendations and 
challenging assumptions. While business partners are most concerned with the connection 
between accounting and the business, functional consultants are mostly concerned with the 
connection between accounting and IT. 
 

From a technical standpoint, we have different skillsets. There are people who are more 
technical; they are developers, they physically code the system, and they do not know 
accounting jargon. Further, they do not care about the processes. If they need anything to 
be described to them in SAP terms, referring to specific tables, how the system should do 
certain things, etc., they need a functional consultant. Therefore, for functional 
consultants, it is highly beneficial to have a financial background because this allows them 
to serve as the bridge between the technical and business aspects of the job. A functional 
consultant can configure the system. SAP has two large tools. Box one we call a standard 
configuration; there is a place where you can customize the system to your needs, but you 
still use the main standard product of SAP. If you say that the standard logic is fine, but it 
does not work for us, then it needs modification. That is where the developers come in, 
modifying behavior by coding it. Those employees have, of course, a very specific set of 
skills. SAP Functional Architect, TransCorp 

 
Despite having technical skills, it is preferable for functional consultants to come from an 
accounting background because they need accounting knowledge to make adjustments in the 
systems. Overall, we suggest that an understanding of MAs’ role change will be incomplete 
unless we consider the institutional context of digital logic. This is particularly true in highly 
institutionalized environments hosting a constellation of logics. There is clear evidence that 
MAs’ role has become more technical, which must be addressed in the literature. Therefore, the 
present study offers an important contribution to the accounting literature. 
 

5. Discussion and conclusion 
 

Our first endeavor was to illustrate how the constellation of institutional logics impacted MAs’ 
role. We investigated the relationship between multiple institutional logics in each case, as well 
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as the perception of MAs’ role vis-à-vis digitalization. Whereas the literature has focused on 
fields with two coexisting logics and assumed that they are inherently incompatible, our study 
compared two cases characterized by different constellations of logics.  
 
Both firms exhibited similarities; MAs showed a strong focus on a professional logic and saw 
themselves as experts holding unique knowledge, which enabled them to make decisions. 
Similarly, MAs from both companies had a strong corporate logic, which was amplified through 
the hierarchical decision-making structure among MAs within the organizations. However, the 
digital logic differed between both companies, being much stronger in FacilityCorp, even 
though both firms had similar approaches to digitalization and faced similar problems. 
Differences in digital logic imply that MAs’ roles were shaped differently in each case. By 
comparing the constellation of logics in the two firms, we shed light on interesting patterns. 
When we compared the definitions of institutional logic with these observations, it is evident 
that digitalization encompasses the qualities of institutional logic, while a stronger logic 
facilitates changes in MAs’ role oriented toward becoming more technology-focused MAs—i.e., 
functional consultants. 
 
We suggest that digital logic is a critical trigger of institutional change. MAs do not replace each 
other but coexist in a digital world where data and automation are the new aims of accounting 
functions. Functional consultants provide support and guidance on technical aspects. 
Meanwhile, despite engaging in fewer transactional accounting tasks, MAs must consider the 
non-financial aspects of their roles. The recent climate crisis has led to emergence of regulatory 
requirements for large companies concerning their disclosure of environmental, social, and 
corporate governance data to shed light on their environmental impact. MAs primarily manage 
non-financial concerns related to financial reporting. However, MAs must work with metrics 
other than numbers to find ways to calculate and report their firms’ CO2 emissions and other 
non-financial measures. Because of this development, MAs’ roles have broadened and are now 
more closely connected to the rest of the organization. Despite strong market growth and 
increased market capitalization in both companies, the number of regular controllers and 
business partners has been steadily increasing due to the increased efficiency of existing 
accountants; fewer accountants can now process and handle larger quantities of data, which is 
related to the increased degree of automatization in accounting processes and tasks. 
Accordingly, the profile that the two companies look for when hiring MAs has changed 
recently, which relates to one interviewee’s statement, positing that old bookkeepers require 
help understanding contemporary requirements for MAs. During the hiring process, both 
companies primarily looked for candidates from the Big Four accounting firms, competitors, or 
business schools. These employees have knowledge of data structures, and both companies have 
tailored their graduate programs to educate employees as MAs. In both cases, we found 
additional evidence suggesting that MAs’ roles are impacted differently under different 
circumstances. If MAs are employed in smaller local teams, the requirement for their technical 
knowledge will be higher because they will not have access to functional consultants. 
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Additionally, we found a value clash between traditional controllers, business partners, and 
functional consultants. This is an interesting avenue for future research. 
 
While the greatest emphasis in this study was on how institutional logic shapes MAs’ roles, we 
acknowledge that the MA’s role is also influenced by internal factors, such as behavioral and 
agentic processes, which have been well documented. For instance, Horton and Wanderley 
(2016) highlighted the underlying mechanisms by which conflicts in multiple identities lead to 
institutional change through the processes of identity work and job crafting. They found that 
changes in management accounting practices are likely to affect MAs’ identities and create new 
identity conflicts if they diverge from their institutionalized identities. Meanwhile, Seo and 
Creed (2002) provided a framework for understanding institutional change that captures 
totalistic, historical, and dynamic factors through two institutional byproducts: institutional 
contradictions and human praxis. The framework aims “to identify concrete mechanisms that 
delineate how institutional arrangements create various inconsistencies and tensions within and 
between social systems (contradictions) and how those contradictions foster change processes.” 
Burns and Scapens (2000) proposed an institutional framework for the conceptualization of 
management accounting practices. Their framework explores the complex and ongoing 
relationship between actions and institutions and demonstrates the importance of organizational 
routines and institutions in shaping the process of management accounting changes. Despite 
these studies’ notable contributions promoting internal influences, they are embedded in the 
institutional logic guiding management accounting. Previous studies on management accounting 
changes (Goretzki and Mesner, 2019; Goretzki, Strauss, and Weber, 2013; Horton and 
Wanderley, 2016; Morales and Lambert, 2013) conclude that MAs’ changing roles are mainly 
caused by agentic changes. However, our case setting resembles that of Andreasen (2020), in 
which structural changes due to digital technology contribute to changes in MAs’ roles and 
identities. We argue that various reactions to institutional pressures exist in such environments. 
Thus, our study contributes to the institutional literature on MAs’ changing role (Burns and 
Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Seo and Creed, 2002; Siti-Nabiha and Scapens, 2005) by demonstrating 
the importance of institutional logic in this phenomenon. Our findings also correspond with 
those of Rautiainen et al. (2024), who found that MAs’ role became fluid due to digitalization 
under a weaker digital logic. 
 

Further discussion on the institutional logic underpinning MAs’ role is necessary because the 
theory is good at explaining what causes changes in the role and is based on a solid theoretical 
foundation from similar contexts. Our findings provide an essential contribution by outlining the 
processes by which MAs’ role has changed into a more technical role—i.e., the functional 
consultant. Prior accounting research has identified the constellation of institutional logics as a 
potential explanation for differences in the institutionalization process of new accounting 
practices (Hyvönen et al., 2009; Kantola and Järvinen, 2012; Rautiainen and Järvenpää, 2012). 
We argue that the constellation of different logics in the two firms studied can be used to explain 
the differences in MAs’ role. Consistent with other research in the field of accounting and 
digitalization, we found that digitalization has a direct impact on MAs’ roles (Heinzelmann, 
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2018; Korhonen et al., 2020; Rautiainen et al., 2024), and that digitalization’s impact differs 
across organizational entities. Previous research has called for broadening MAs’ roles 
(Järvenpää, 2007; Suddaby et al., 2015). However, our findings suggest that this role has been 
extended to that of the functional consultant. Consistent with other researchers, we found that 
exogenous factors—such as the prevailing institutional logic and structures in which 
organizations operate (Chreim et al., 2007; Lok, 2010)—shape employees’ institutional 
identities. This study underscores the intersection between inter-organizational structures, 
logics, and micro-identities. MAs might be influenced by multiple identities and logics at both 
the intra- and inter-organizational levels. Specifically, firms’ digital logic is a significant 
impacting factor, as witnessed in both cases. 
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Tables and Appendixes 
Appendix 1 

Revised Interinstitutional System Ideal Types 
Y-Axis: X-Axis: Institutional Orders 
Categories Family 1 Community 2 Religion 3 State 4 Market 5 Profession 6 Corporation 

7 
Root Metaphor 
1 

Family as firm Common 
boundary 

Temple as 
bank 

State as 
redistribution 
mechanism 

Transaction Profession as 
relation 
network 

Corporation as 
hierarchy 

Sources of 
Legitimacy 2 

Unconditional 
loyalty 

Unity of Will 
Belief in trust 
& reciprocity 

Importance 
of faith & 
sacredness in 
economy & 
society 

Democratic 
participation 

Share price Personal 
expertise 

Market 
position of 
firm 

Sources of 
Authority 3 

Patriarchal 
domination 

Commitment 
to community 
values & 
ideology 

Priesthood 
charisma 

Bureaucratic 
domination 

Shareholder 
activism 

Professional 
association 

Board of 
directors, top 
management 

Sources of 
Identity 4 

Family 
reputation 

Emotional 
connection 
Ego-
satisfaction & 
reputation 

Association 
with deleties 

Social & 
Economic 
class 

Faceless Association 
with quality 
of craft 
personal 
reputation 

Bureaucratic 
roles 

Basis of Norms 
5 

Membership in 
household 

Group 
membership 

Membership 
in 
congregation 

Citizenship 
in nation 

Self-interest Membership 
in guild & 
association 

Employment 
in firm 

Bases of 
Attention 6 

Status in 
household 

Personal 
investment in 
group 

Relation to 
supernatural 

Status of 
interest 
group 

Status in the 
market 

Status in 
profession 

Status in 
hierarchy  

Bases of 
strategy 7 

Increase family 
honor 

Increase status 
& honor of 
membership 
& Practice 

Increase 
religious 
symbolism of 
natural events 

Increase 
community 
good 

Increase 
efficiency 
profit 

Increase 
personal 
reputation 

Increase size 
& 
diversification 
of firm 

Informal 
Control 
Mechanisms 8 

Family Politics Visibility of 
actions 

Worship of 
calling 

Backroom 
politics 

Industry 
analyst 

Celebrity 
professionals 

Organization 
culture 

Economic 
System 9 

Family 
Capitalism 

Cooperative 
capitalism 

Occidental 
capitalism 

Welfare 
capitalism 

Market 
capitalism 

Personal 
capitalism 

Managerial 
capitalism 
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Appendix 2 

Exemplary interview questions 

Interviews with management accountants 

• Please tell us something about your role at the company.
• What do you do in the organization?
• How do you experience digital development in your area of work?
• Where do you belong in the organizational structure of the company?
• Which persons/departments/units are you usually in contact with? Please describe the interaction.
• Since joining the company, what were the most important changes within the accounting department that you

experienced so far? What were the reasons for these changes?
• How many people are working on the technical side of accounting and what do they do?
• Which values defines your identity in your job?
• Is there a conflict between how people from more technical backgrounds work with people from more core-

accounting backgrounds?
• How has digitalization influenced the organization?
• What kinds of things have you seen change in accountants’ roles: tasks, responsibilities, any particular

examples?
• Is there a difference between how Group and subsidiary accountants are exposed?
• What is guiding your work: rules and regulations, procedures, guidelines and templates; or digital

development?
• From a broader perspective: how do you see digitalization has impacted accounting?

o Any specific technologies?
o Any specific areas of accounting?
o Any specific tendencies?

• Has your work changed because of digitalization?
• Which actions, tasks, or processes have changed?
• What is the performance impact of using technology in accounting?
• Has the implementation of technology in accounting or other parts of the business resulted in any measurable

outcomes?

Presenting our ideas on Controller, Business Partner, and Functional in a slide: 

• From your point of view, how have management accountants’ roles developed?
• What distinguishes people working as management accountants: controller and business partner vs. functional

consultants?
• From your perspective, how do you feel about the role progression from Controller, to business partner, to

digital steward?
• How would you define the business partner role?
• How would you define the digital steward role?
• Have you noticed any conflicts between these two roles?
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Appendix 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Interview No Company  Role Time Area Date 
1 Company 1 - 

Transcorp 
Controller 00:50.41 Group 03. January 2023 

2 Company 1 Senior Director, Head of Controlling 01.01.47 Group 5 January 2023 
3 Company 1 Senior Financial Controller 01.11.23 Divisional 17. October 2022 
4 Company 1 Controller 01:07:58 Divisional 3. January 2023 
5 Company 1 Group Chief Data and Analytics Officer 00:59:23 ISSC 12. January 2023 
6 Company 1 SAP functional architect 01:03:01 Group 28 April 2023 
7 Company 1 Head of Process Automation and Business 

Intelligence 
00:59:07 ISSC 20. June 2022 

8 Company 1 Functional Consultant - GPO Record to Report 
(RTR) & Controlling to Report (CTR) 

00:52:23 Group 13 March 2023 

9 Company 1 Vice President – Head of Finance Transformation 01:57:14 Group 21. June 2022 

10 Company 1 Executive Vice President 01:04:41 Group 11. May 2022 

11 Company 1 Vice President - Head of Group Digital and 
Technology 

00:31:05 ISSC 6. July 2022 

12 Company 1 Business Partner 00:52:23 ISSC 6. February 2023 

13 Company 1 Controller 01:03:33 Divisional 23. January 2024 

14 Company 1 Controller 00:22:35 Divisional 12 February 2024 

15 Company 1 SAP Functional Architect 00:57:32 Group 09. February 2024 

16 Company 1 SAP Specialist 00:35:42 Group 04. Martch 2024 

17 Company 2 - 
FacilityCorp 

 
Director Digital Enterprise Architect 

01:17:36 Group 24. March 2023 

18 Company 2 Finance Director – Head of Operational Services 00:59:54 Group 22. December 2022 
19 Company 2 Finance Transformation Director 01:08:22 Group 12. February 2023 
20 Company 2 Controller 00:52:43 Divisional 5. May 2022 
21 Company 2 Global Head of Digital Innovation 00:58:13 Group 10. June 2022 
22 Company 2 Finance Business Controller 00:59:03 Divisional 12. January 2023 

23 Company 2 Controller 01:01:23 Group 15. July 2023 
24 Company 2 Controller 00:25:30 Group 7. August 2022 
25 Company 2 Enterprise architect 01:13:28 Group 3. May 2023 
26 Company 2 Enterprise architect 00:56:15 Group 12. May 2023 

27 Company 2 Business Partner 00:25:31 Group 01. February 2024 

28 Company 2 Financial Controller 00:54:23 ISSC 23. February 2024 
29 Company 2 Financial Controller 00:29:30 ISSC 01. March 2024 
30 Company 2 SAP specialist 00:42:32 ISSC 03. March 2024 
31 Company 2 ERP configuration manager 00:51:26 Divisional 09.March 2024 
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Appendix 4
1st order concepts 2nd order themes Aggregate dimensions

2. Digitalization shaping
management accountants’

role

1. Institutional logics shaping
management accountants’

role

Digitalization inside and
outside of ERP

AI’s impact on management decisions

Digitalization and organization
(Outsourcing, Insourcing)

Digitalization impacting
accounting tasks

Digitalization’s impact on accounting

Application landscape

Automation

Budgetting and forecasting

Data gathering

Data quality

Digitalization’s impact on accounting

Diverse local accounting setups

Drivers of digitalization

Educational background

ERP

Insourcing

KPIs and operations

Machine learning

Management accountants’ role

Maturity of digitalization

Missing labor and skills

New CEO supports digital strategy

New strategy includes digitalization

Operational and business digitalization

Changes in ERP

RPA

Digitalization in KPIs and
measurement

Digitalization prerequisites

Digitalization as an inherent 
part of the strategy

Digitalization’s changing role

BI’s influence

Changing procedures

3. Management accountants’
role as: Controller, business

partner, and functional
consultant

Digitalization in the organizaiton
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Appendix 5 

3 an image without the substance or qualities of the original – Oxford English Dictionary 

Categories Digitalization logic Transcorp FacilityCorp 

Central ideals or 
organizing principles 

Pursuit of digital omniscience 
and omnipotence 

Omniscience – “Transcorp is an IT 
company in the logistics industry.”  
And is digitally driven. 

Omnipotence – “Main achievement in 
finance is to absorb data from acquired 
companies into ERP.” 

Omniscience – “FacilityCorp has 
digitalization as a part of their core 
strategy.” 

Omnipotence – “Core strategic goal in the 
organization is to develop a data model that 
unifies data in the organization.”  

Root metaphor for 
organizations Simulacrum3 

Automation of human work in multiple 
instances (i.e. robots making invoices, 
automatic data processing, automatic 
transfer of data, automatic match of 
payments). 

Besides usage of standard software to 
facilitate the accounting system, only a few 
digital technologies have gained traction. 
Tableau is used to do “Open Book” 
reporting to the customers. 
Automation of human work is mainly 
restricted to operations in the company and 
not applicable to the accounting function 
(i.e. data models predict costs of new work 
assigments). 

Sources of authority 
and legitimacy Analysis of real-time data 

Real-time data is reported from ERP 
“SAP” to management through “SAP 
BPC” and to operations through 
“PowerBI”. No time delay on numbers 
due to SAP Hana 4.0. Variance analysis 
and internal control environment 
constitute legitimacy. 

Data is reported from ERP: Navision, SAP 
& JDedwards, and reported in PowerBI. 
Several hours’ time delay, and each country 
of operations has their own tools, strucutres 
and business principles. Legitimacy is 
gained through controlling and inspection 
of subsiduaries.  

Key evaluation criteria 
 

 
Real-time metrics 

The accounting function is managed by 
real-time metrics through reporting tools 
and KPIs, multiple measurements are 
setup to achievement digital achviements. 

The key evaluation criterias in the 
accounting function is based on 
performance reviews and more traiditional 
measurements related to accounting. 

Iconic practices  Modelling, optimization, 
software delveopment 

Many instances of modelling, 
optimization and software development in 
the accounting function. 
In the ISSC, many modelling optimization 
and software development practices take 
place, likewise in Group. 

Financial analysts in Group perform data-
heavy assignments, using a combination of 
accounting data and operational data to 
make bets on new customers’ contracts. 
Software development and optimatization is 
mostly restricted to the operational side of 
the business. 

Employee roles Supervising and developing 
automated processes 

Analytical automation team in the ISSC 
develop automated accounting processes 
and collect several measures on this 
matter. Mostly accounting tasks are to 
some extend digiatlized and automated. 

Pilot project of automation of R2R and P2P 
automazation are rolled out in two 
countries.  

Coping with 
uncertainty 

Agility in perceiving changes  
and reacting to them 

The accounting function is working 
agilely and reacting quickly to changes. 

Limited agility in changes. “The Company 
should have done more to pursue 
digitalization”. Interviewees mention the 
current ERP as a critical matter along with 
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Appendix 6 

 

Coexisting 
institutional 
logics 

Key aspects of the ideal type Ideal professional role identity MAs’ roles 

Professional • Expert knowledge 
• Autonomous decision-

making 
• Recognized status and 

responsibility 
• Quality controlled by 

accounting standards 
(IFRS, COSO, etc.) 

• MAs see themselves as 
experts who have unique 
knowledge and make 
decisions about accounting 
based on their evaluation 
of the situation and 
rules/legislation 

• Controller 
• Business partner 

Corporate • Bureaucratic rules  
• Hierarchical decision-

making 
• Quality and tasks 

determined by 
organizational rules and 
procedures 

• MAs see themselves as 
holding positions of 
authority within the 
company and making 
decisions based on 
established organizational 
rules 

• Controller 
• Business partner 

 

Digitalization • Pursuit of digital 
omniscience and 
omnipotence 

• Automation is the target 
of the work  

• Accounting does not 
provide value in itself 
but is a task to be 
completed 

• MAs see themselves as 
innovators employing 
digital technology to 
automate or augment the 
existing accounting 
infrastructure and 
processes 

• Functional 
consultant 
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