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a b s t r a c t
he essay raises the question whether industry matters for management accounting practice and, if so, how this type of context can be accounted for
n empirical work. To this end, I first explain what I mean by ‘industry context’ and in which sense organizational practice can be regarded as industry
pecific. In a second step, I discuss how the extant management accounting literature has incorporated industry effects. In particular, I highlight variation
ithin these studies with respect to (1) the kind of industry specifics they have focused on; (2) the effects on management accounting they have identified;

portu
nd (3) the empirical approach they have taken. In each case, I suggest op

reface

The motivation for this essay originates from a panel presen-
ation that I was invited to give in March 2015 on the occasion of
he 25th anniversary event of the journal Management Accounting
esearch. I chose to focus my talk on the question of whether indus-
ry mattered in management accounting research. My conclusion
as that it mattered only to a limited extent and that there would

e quite some scope for improving our understanding of how dif-
erent industry contexts shape management accounting practice. In
his essay, I consolidate and further develop these thoughts. I pro-
ide examples for how industry effects have been discussed in the
iterature and I theorize on different ways in which industry con-
ext may matter for management accounting practice. I also provide
ome avenues for future research.

. Introduction

A key development in accounting research in the last couple of
ecades has been the acknowledgement that accounting practice is
losely related to the broader organizational and institutional envi-
Please cite this article in press as: Messner, M., Does industry matter?
Manage. Account. Res. (2015), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.0

onment in which it is situated (e.g., Hopwood, 1983; Hopwood
Miller, 1994; Chapman et al., 2009). Why accounting is prac-

iced in a particular way, and how it influences behavior, cannot be
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nities for further research.
© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

understood by focusing only on the technical characteristics of the
practice. Rather, such understanding requires seeing accounting as
part of a bigger context in which it attains a specific meaning and
significance. Accordingly, many scholars from the 1970s onwards
started to “study accounting in the contexts in which it operates”
(Hopwood, 1983) and, over time, created a rich body of literature
that considerably influenced our understanding of how accounting
is shaped by its context (and, in turn, shapes that context).

In the management accounting literature, this concern with
a context-sensitive understanding of accounting has been pur-
sued along different theoretical paths. For instance, in research
drawing upon contingency theory, context is conceptualized as a
set of factors that determine whether a particular accounting or
control system is more or less appropriate for an organization
(e.g., Otley, 1978; Hirst, 1981; Ezzamel, 1990; Gerdin and Greve,
2008). The context factors that have been examined in this line of
research include characteristics of the external environment, such
as environmental uncertainty or competition intensity, the type
of strategy pursued by the organization, the culture of the orga-
nization, or certain characteristics of the firm’s technology, such
as its task complexity (cf. Chenhall, 2003). A different understand-
ing of context emanates from studies drawing upon institutional
theory (e.g., Brignall and Modell, 2000; Modell, 2003; Ezzamel
et al., 2012). They associate context with the set of beliefs and
norms that prevail in the particular institutional field to which the
organization belongs. Within this field, it is ‘rational’ for an orga-
nization to adopt particular accounting and control systems, not
least because of a concern to maintain its legitimacy within the field
(Meyer and Rowan, 1977). A somewhat related way to conceptu-
How industry context shapes management accounting practice.
9.001

alize context is offered by governmentality studies. Here, context
is operationalized in terms of (economy-wide or society-wide)
programs and discourses that translate into particular technolo-
gies of governance, such as accounting systems (e.g., Miller and
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’Leary, 1987; Miller, 1992; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2011). Practice
heories conceptualize context as a nexus of practices and mate-
ial arrangements, of which accounting practices and technologies
orm one part (Schatzki, 1996, 2002; Ahrens and Chapman, 2007).
ccounting studies drawing upon practice theories have mostly

ocused on the immediate organizational context of accounting,
ut practice theory can potentially inform also analyses of practice
omogeneity or variation across organizations (Lounsbury, 2008).
ctor-network theory conceptualizes context in a nominalist way, in
erms of all the entities that are connected to the particular entity in
uestion (Latour, 1987, 1993, 2005). The context of an accounting
bject is therefore the network of actants to which the accounting
bject is connected and through which it attains its significance and
trength (e.g., Briers and Chua, 2001; Andon et al., 2007; Justesen
nd Mouritsen, 2011).

Extant literature has hence adopted different ways to theorize
he context of management accounting.1 But what sort of empirical
ontexts have featured in the management accounting literature,
.e., ‘where’ has management accounting been studied? Clearly,
here is an infinite number of context characteristics that could be
dentified in any study of accounting. Consider the case in which

anagement accounting practice is examined in a single organi-
ation. The context here would be composed of factors such as
he size of the organization (small vs. large), its purpose (profit vs.
on-profit), its ownership type (private vs. public), its geograph-

cal location, the industry to which the organization belongs, or
he time period in which the study is carried out. Studies would
outinely mention many of these context factors when explaining
he empirical setting, not only to help the reader better imagine
he organization(s) under study, but also, and importantly, because
uch context factors may  matter for interpreting the findings of the
tudy. Indeed, we can find studies that explicitly focus on particular
mpirical contexts and the accounting practices that are common
o these contexts. There is, for instance, research that considers the
pecifics of management accounting in small firms and start-ups
e.g., Davila and Foster, 2005, 2007). Other studies focus on ethnic or
ultural context factors and their relevance for accounting practice
e.g., Efferin and Hopper, 2007). There is a large body of studies that
ooks at accounting in the public sector, in governmental and non-
rofit organizations (e.g., Lapsley and Wright, 2004; Samuel et al.,
009). Finally, there is research that explores forms of accounting at
articular historical periods (e.g., Quattrone, 2004; Ezzamel, 2009;
alker, 2014).
Interestingly, one type of empirical context that has received

omparatively little attention is that of the industry (or sector)
o which an organization belongs. While studies would routinely

ention the industries which the organizations under study are
perating in, they would usually engage in little explicit discussion
f whether and how industry affiliation matters for management
ccounting practice. Even though all of the above outlined theo-
etical approaches allow for consideration of industry context, the

ajority of studies does not seem to regard industry as a particu-
arly relevant type of context and hence does not elaborate on how
ndustry specifics shape management accounting practice.

To be sure, some industries or sectors have featured quite promi-
ently in management accounting research and there is thus a
ense of ‘accumulated industry understanding’ emanating from
hese studies. For instance, there is now an important body of
esearch on accounting in the healthcare sector (e.g., Chua and
Please cite this article in press as: Messner, M.,  Does industry matter?
Manage. Account. Res. (2015), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.0

reston, 1994; Kurunmäki, 2004; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2011),
n non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (e.g., Chenhall et al.,
010, 2013) or in the public sector more generally (e.g., Lapsley and

1 The above list of theoretical approaches is illustrative rather than exhaustive.
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Wright, 2004). While many of these studies are conducted on the
organizational (rather than industry) level, they do allow for some
insight into the particular sector or industry more generally. For
instance, when a study in a hospital demonstrates the functioning
of the diagnosis-related group (DRG) system and its consequences
for medical practice, this clearly has relevance for more than just the
individual hospital under study, given that DRG systems are now
prevalent in hospitals all over the world. Similarly, when a study of
an NGO relates to the role of volunteers and their involvement in
accounting practice, we learn about an important characteristic of
such organizations in this sector more generally.

However, studies that explicitly discuss industry contexts are
exceptions rather than the rule. Especially for studies conducted
in for-profit industries, such as manufacturing firms or retail
firms, there is typically little discussion of how industry context
shapes management accounting practice. In quantitative studies,
‘industry’ is either translated into a set of other variables (such
as environmental uncertainty or competition intensity) or it is
controlled for by introducing industry dummy  variables in the sta-
tistical model (cf. Sharp et al., 2013). This industry effect is hardly
ever discussed in any depth, however, as the main goal of such
research is usually to identify relationships between phenomena
at the organizational or individual level that can be general-
ized across industries. Similarly, qualitative studies are typically
interested in theorizing the relationship between management
accounting and other phenomena, such as individual actors’ exper-
tise and interests, organizational politics, stakeholder demands,
or broader public discourses. Whether such phenomena manifest
differently in some industries than in others is usually of little
interest to the studies. And even if one looks at explicit (and most
welcome) efforts to synthesize the state of knowledge on man-
agement accounting in different sectors or industries, the picture
that emerges is somewhat sobering. While the three volumes of
the Handbook of Management Accounting Research feature several
interesting chapters on different ‘management accounting practice
contexts’, such as the health care sector, non-profit organizations,
or entrepreneurial companies, it is perhaps symptomatic for the
state of the field that there is only one chapter that summarizes
management accounting in the entire manufacturing sector (Davila
and Wouters, 2007).

The objective of this essay is therefore to address the question
of whether industry matters for management accounting practice
and, if so, how this particular context can be accounted for in empir-
ical work. To this end, I will first explain what I mean by ‘industry
context’ and in which sense organizational practice can be regarded
as industry specific. In a second step, I will discuss how the man-
agement accounting literature has approached industry effects. I
then look in more detail at selected studies to show how they have
examined industry specifics. In doing so, I identify opportunities
for future research.2

2. Industry specifics

There are different ways of defining what an industry is. Most
commonly, it is associated with a group of firms that offer similar
products or services (Sharp et al., 2013). Classification schemes such
as the Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) rely on this approach
to define industries. In some cases, such definition may be contested
 How industry context shapes management accounting practice.
9.001

objective fact. An alternative to using externally established cate-
gorizations is to follow actors’ own understanding of who is part of

2 Calls for research on particular industries have been made, for instance, by Van
der  Stede (2011) and Gooneratne and Hoque (2013) who both focus on the financial
sector.

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.09.001
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terize that industry.
ARTICLEMARE-559; No. of Pages 9

M. Messner / Management Acco

n industry and who is not (e.g., Porac and Thomas, 1990). Irrespec-
ive of how industries are eventually defined, the idea of a somehow
imilar or homogeneous group of organizations is likely to emerge in
ll such definitions. For the purpose of this essay, the question of
here exactly to draw the boundaries between different industries

s less relevant than the general idea that there are certain differ-
nces between organizations that are commonly framed in terms
f industry affiliation.

The first way to conceptualize industry specifics is then rather
traightforward. Industry affiliation matters for organizational
ractice insofar as we commonly use the existence of particular
rganizational practices in order to define whether an organiza-
ion belongs to a certain industry or not. For instance, we  refer to
n organization as a ‘bank’ if the organization features practices
hat fit our definition of a bank, i.e., it engages in lending money,
acilitates financial transactions, accepts deposits, etc. Similarly, we
onsider an organization to be part of the automotive industry if it
roduces vehicles for road transport, which implies a set of rec-
gnizable organizational practices such as particular production
rocesses. Understood in this sense, industry context is nothing
lse than what transpires as part of a set of (core) organizational
ractices that are commonly associated with the particular industry

n question.
Such defining industry characteristics arguably account for the

iggest differences between organizations in different industries.
he practices that we commonly associate with a bank, for instance,
re quite different from those that we expect to find in an auto-
otive firm, which in turn differ rather considerably from those

ypically found in a hospital. This is simply due to the different
ypes of organizations at hand. At the same time, this conceptu-
lization of industry specifics may  not appear very attractive for
mpirical research, because we deal with defining characteristics
hich are not subject to explanation in the same way as empir-

cal observations are. It makes no sense, for instance, to ask why
 bank features different organizational practices as compared to
n automotive firm if the very same difference is used to define
hese industries in the first place. However, as I will show below,
n understanding of core organizational practices can be useful for
xplaining differences in management accounting practice.

A second way of conceptualizing industry context is by associ-
ting it with differences in organizational practices that correlate with
ndustry affiliation. Organizational practices are industry-specific in
his sense if they can be empirically traced to the firms within a
articular industry without however being part of the definition
f that industry. Consider the example of a new regulation that is

ntroduced in an industry. The absence of this regulation would
sually not question our sense of industry affiliation. For exam-
le, organizations were already recognizable as banks before the
asel regulations, and these regulations are applied to banks rather
han used to define what a bank is. Nevertheless, the regulations
ertainly shaped organizational practices in banking, such as risk
anagement, and are therefore an important component of indus-

ry context and a trigger of industry specifics. In a related vein,
rganizational practices may  be influenced by industry-specific

egislation, by consultants or software firms that offer solutions
or a particular industry, by industry conferences, think tanks and
imilar organizations who claim expertise for particular sectors of
he economy where they diffuse ideas, technologies, or practices
Levitt, 1983; Phillips, 1994).

Some of the commonalities that are created through these chan-
els are tangible in nature and can rather easily be traced to some

ndustry-level actor or point of origin. For instance, both industry-
Please cite this article in press as: Messner, M.,  Does industry matter?
Manage. Account. Res. (2015), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.0

pecific software solutions and organizational practices introduced
o as to comply with particular regulations have a tangible form
nd their origins probably need little explanation apart from iden-
ifying the software firm or regulation in question. Other industry
 PRESS
g Research xxx (2015) xxx–xxx 3

specifics, in contrast, are more difficult to pinpoint and explain.
They may  appear in the form of beliefs or norms that have devel-
oped over time through interaction among industry participants
and that shape practices in a rather indirect way (Berger and
Luckmann, 1967; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). To account for such
commonalities within industries, researchers in the field of orga-
nization studies have suggested concepts such as ‘industry recipes’
(Spender, 1989), ‘industry mindsets’ (Phillips, 1994) or ‘industry
identity’ (Dhalla and Oliver, 2013). These do not define the bound-
aries of an industry, but their existence can be shown to be related
to these boundaries.

This second conceptualization of industry specifics differs from
the first one insofar as it offers more scope for empirical questions
into why  certain industries function differently than others. For
instance, we may  ask why  the banking sector is more strongly reg-
ulated than other sectors, or why  the role of consultants is more
important in one industry than in another, or why and how a par-
ticular set of norms has developed in an industry as distinct from
another. Importantly, these questions can partly be answered by
recurring to the core organizational practices that we use to define
the industries in question, such as when we explain banking regu-
lation by the types of activities that banks engage in and the risks
associated with these. In other words, the first kind of industry
specifics (core organizational practices) can serve as an explanation
for the second kind of industry specifics. The distinction between
these two kinds of industry specifics is therefore helpful when
thinking about what it means to ‘explain’ what is particular for
a given industry. In the first case, explaining what is typical for
an industry means understanding the core organizational practices
that we  use to define the industry in question. In the second case, it
means identifying particular (non-definitional) factors of influence
that operate on the industry level and that shape how core and
other (more peripheral) organizational practices are carried out.3

Applying the above ideas to management accounting suggests
two ways in which management accounting practice can be consid-
ered industry specific. On the one hand, differences in management
accounting across industries may result from differences in core
organizational practices that are used to define industries in the
first place. For instance, it is apparent that cost accounting practices
will differ between manufacturing firms and service firms inso-
far as, for example, service firms do not have inventory. Similarly,
research and development practices are defining characteristics for
some industries (such as pharmaceuticals), while they are naturally
absent in others (such as retail firms). We  would thus expect to
find management accounting practices for research and develop-
ment activities (such as stage-gate decision models) in one industry
but not in the other. When industry specifics in management
accounting are inherently related to some defining characteris-
tic of an industry, the explanation for the observed management
accounting practice is mainly provided by the existence and form
of the core organizational practices in question. Of course, this does
not mean that management accounting is necessarily practiced
homogeneously within an industry. We  may  still observe practice
variation resulting from different strategies, business models, lead-
ership styles or other context factors that are not determined by
industry affiliation. However, within a given industry, some level of
homogeneity in management accounting can be expected due to
 How industry context shapes management accounting practice.
9.001

3 It is important to acknowledge that the distinction between core practices and
other industry-level factors of influence is not always clear-cut. To illustrate, what
is  considered a ‘core’ organizational practice may  change over time as industries
undergo technological change.

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.09.001
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On the other hand, differences in management accounting may
lso originate from the second kind of industry specifics. Legisla-
ion, regulation, consulting solutions or ‘best practices’ within an
ndustry do at times translate into distinct management account-
ng practices. The Basel regulations, for instance, had a significant
nfluence on management accounting and risk management prac-
ices in banks. A similar type of influence exists in the hospital
ector in many countries, where particular cost reimbursement sys-
ems (DRG systems) have been implemented as part of regulatory
eforms. Management accounting practice may  also be influenced
y factors that are less tangible or clear-cut in terms of their ori-
ins, such as the oft-cited ‘bonus culture’ in investment banking
hich goes along with particular performance measurement prac-

ices. In all these cases, we  would expect to find some homogeneity
n management accounting within an industry, not because of how
his industry operates in principle, but because of some (more or less
angible) context factors that shape organizational practice and, in
urn, management accounting practice in that industry.

Fig. 1 illustrates these two kinds of industry specifics in man-
gement accounting with the example of the banking industry.

hile the core organizational practice of ‘lending money’ (and the
isks associated with it) will serve as the main explanation for the
xistence of creditor assessment practices, a particular regulation
or credit risk may  explain why we find particular risk calculation

ethodologies in a bank. The core organizational practice in turn
an contribute to explain the emergence of the regulation.

The exact way in which management accounting practice will be
nfluenced by these kinds of industry specifics may  vary. In some
ases, industry specifics rather directly lead to distinct manage-
ent accounting practices while in other cases they will create

ertain challenges for management accounting to which organi-
ations can respond in different ways. Sometimes, what is industry
pecific in management accounting will be found at the level of
he individual organization while in other cases it will emerge as

 phenomenon between organizations. Before I come back to such
ariations, I first address the more general question of how the
xtant management accounting literature has dealt with industry
ffects.

. Approaches to studying industry effects

In principle, the question of industry specifics could be raised in
ny empirical management accounting study. In practice, however,
nly a small number of studies show explicit interest in industry
ffects. The degree to which studies engage with the specifics of
n industry obviously varies, from more peripheral discussions of
ndustry effects to central concerns with such effects (cf. Chiasson
nd Davidson, 2005). I focus here on studies which at least recog-
ize that industry specifics may  exist and I therefore exclude studies
hat do not mention this possibility at all. For the sake of simplicity, I
ill use a binary categorization of studies into those which, despite

ecognizing potential industry particularities, show no real interest
Please cite this article in press as: Messner, M.,  Does industry matter?
Manage. Account. Res. (2015), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.0

n examining such particularities, and a second group which does
ngage at least in some examination of industry effects. I further-
ore distinguish between two study designs, i.e., studies located
ithin one industry and those addressing two or more industries.
Fig. 2. Approaches to studying industry effects.

The first group can be said to follow an ‘idiosyncratic logic’, while
the second one follows a ‘comparative logic’ regarding industry
effects.

Fig. 2 combines these categories and distinguishes between four
kinds of studies and how they deal with industry specifics.

Let’s consider first those studies that follow a comparative logic,
i.e., which, due to their study design, consider several industries. A
first group of studies of this kind is located in the top right corner of
Fig. 2. These are (quantitative or qualitative) cross-sectional stud-
ies with data coming from different industries. They acknowledge
possible industry effects regarding the management accounting
phenomenon of interest, but do not show particular interest in
further examining such effects. In quantitative studies, this usu-
ally means that industry effects are ‘controlled for’, by introducing
either industry dummy  variables (e.g., Davila, 2005; Burkert and
Lueg, 2013) or other variables that are believed to capture industry
effects (e.g., Bisbe and Malagueño, 2012). Studies that use indus-
try control variables usually have little interest in industry effects
per se and rather seek to eliminate the possibility that industry
affiliation affects the internal validity of the study and thus the
theoretical conclusions drawn. In other words, these studies do not
substantially discuss differences between industries, even if such
differences are acknowledged in the statistical results. The most
likely reason for this is that the studies are primarily interested in
testing particular theoretical models in which industry affiliation
does not feature. For instance, when examining the relationship
between management accounting practices and CEO characteris-
tics (Burkert and Lueg, 2013), industry affiliation is of no theoretical
interest if it does not moderate or mediate this relationship. Hence,
if industry affiliation is controlled for by means of dummy variables,
this is usually done to capture some potential effects that cannot
be specified and measured in more detail.

In some studies within this cell, industry is indirectly controlled
 How industry context shapes management accounting practice.
9.001

for by using other variables that correlate with industry affilia-
tion. This is typical for contingency studies which examine the
appropriateness of management accounting systems in relation to
different context variables such as environmental uncertainty, task

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.09.001
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omplexity, or competition intensity (Chenhall, 2003). Some of the
bserved differences in the level of these variables may  indeed
elate to industry affiliation, in the sense that some industries will
eature a higher level of, say, competition intensity or task com-
lexity than others. However, contingency studies are usually not

nterested in such industry specifics, but rather in generating theory
hat is generalizable across industries. They therefore focus on the
ontingency variables and hardly feature discussion of how these
ariables, in turn, relate to industry affiliation.

We may, however, find studies that follow the same compara-
ive logic and that address industry effects in some more detail.
hese studies are located in the bottom right corner of Fig. 2.
hey either have an explicit interest in comparing management
ccounting practice between different industries or at least com-
ent on industry-related differences that inductively emerge in

heir empirical findings. Generally speaking, such studies are not
ery widespread, however. The reason behind this is probably
gain related to the quest for generalization. To the extent that

 study tries to generate theoretical insights that are generaliz-
ble across industries, a comparison of management accounting
ractice between industries may  appear a-theoretical and thus
ot sufficiently worthwhile to engage in. If cross-sectional studies
evertheless comment on observed differences between indus-
ries, this tends to be an empirically-descriptive ‘by-product’ of

 more theoretical point that they make. An example here is the
tudy by Lambert and Sponem (2012) on the roles of management
ccountants. Arguing from a contingency perspective, the authors
istinguish between four ‘styles’ of the management accounting

unction, i.e., discrete, safeguarding, partner, and omnipotent. They
ssociate each of these styles with the dominance of a particu-
ar task, i.e., discrete control of managerial behavior, socialization
f managers, facilitation of decision-making, and centralization of
ower, and they theorize on the benefits and risks of each of the
tyles. Their data come from twelve firms in different industries
nd while they are not primarily interested in comparing these
ndustries, they do explain why particular industries may  corre-
ate with particular styles of the management accounting function.
or instance, they write:

“A discrete management accounting function serves local man-
agement and its authority appears limited. It is associated with
a dominant marketing logic and its flexible, barely formalised,
structures enable the organisation to ‘stick closely’ to market
trends. These firms gravitate towards high-potential growth
markets such as luxury products, pharmaceuticals and adver-
tising. Their success relies on innovation, differentiation, and
also promotion.” (ibid., p. 572)

At the same time, it becomes clear from reading the conclusion
hat such commentary on industry-specifics is more a by-product
han a main finding of the research. Indeed, the authors seem to

ove towards the top right cell of Fig. 2 when acknowledging that
generalising [the] findings to alternate contexts and organisations,
n particular in the service industry, requires more exploration”
ibid., p. 587).

Moving to the left hand side of Fig. 2, a third group of studies are
hose that are located in one particular industry but choose not to
iscuss in any significant depth the potential specifics that emerge
ithin that industry with respect to management accounting. The

redominant rationale is again likely to be similar to the one for the
tudies mentioned before. What is of interest is a theoretical rela-
ionship and the industry in question is simply one possible context
n which this relationship is examined. Studies of this kind include
Please cite this article in press as: Messner, M.,  Does industry matter?
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ingle case studies but also survey or archival work that draws upon
ata from one particular industry. Consider, for example, the case
tudy by Cobb et al. (1995) on management accounting change in a
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bank. While the authors explain the general context of the banking
sector in the 1980s and early 1990s, their main interest is not with
the particularities of this sector. The purpose of the paper is rather
to explain how change in management accounting practice comes
about. The authors present an ‘accounting change model’ that takes
into consideration factors inside and outside the focal organization.
Clearly, this theoretical ambition could have been pursued by look-
ing at other industry contexts and there is nothing industry-specific
within the findings of the paper. A similar observation holds for
archival or survey studies which are located in a particular industry,
without however being particularly interested in that industry (e.g.,
Gibbs et al., 2004). Where this usually becomes visible is when these
studies acknowledge the characteristics of their sample (i.e., com-
ing from one industry only) as a ‘limitation’ to the generalizability
of their findings.

Finally, in the bottom left corner of Fig. 2, we  find studies that
address the specifics of one particular industry in more detail.
These studies explicitly focus on a particular industry and con-
textualize their findings with respect to the characteristics of that
industry. They may  apply either quantitative or qualitative meth-
ods. An example for a quantitative study that is rooted in one
industry context is offered by Eldenburg and Kallapur (1997) who
examine the effects of a change in healthcare regulation on hos-
pital practice. They find that hospitals react to regulatory changes
both by recalibrating their patient-mix and by changing cost allo-
cations. Qualitative studies of this kind typically rely on a detailed
description of organizational practices and thereby highlight those
dimensions of this practice that are industry specific. The man-
agement accounting literature features some fine examples of
this type of research. Mikes (2009, 2011), for instance, describes
risk management and performance management practices in the
banking industry, using a comparative case approach. Nama and
Lowe (2014) examine accounting practices in the private equity
industry, using a single case study approach. Dambrin and Robson
(2011) highlight specifics of performance measurement in the
pharmaceutical industry, where regulatory constraints condition
the possibilities for monitoring sales performance. And Miller and
O’Leary (2007) discuss how the ‘technology roadmap’ that is based
upon Moore’s Law serves as a control tool to coordinate the activi-
ties of different players within the semiconductor industry.

The studies in this cell do not simply control for industry effects.
Neither do they seek to translate industry into other variables that
supposedly capture the ‘theoretically relevant’ aspects of industry.
Rather, they are interested in the way in which a particular industry
context shapes accounting practice. Clearly, the studies in this cell
pursue theoretical ambitions. Part of their appeal, however, stems
from the fact that they do not only seek to theoretically generalize
across industries, but to contribute to our understanding of the par-
ticular industry as such. In fact, theory and empirical context are
not as much separable (and separated) in these studies as they are
in the studies found in the other cells of Fig. 2. Explanation is tightly
linked to the acknowledgement of industry context and too strong
an abstraction from this context would likely limit the appeal of
these studies.

In what follows, I will take a closer look at some of the stud-
ies that feature a genuine interest in industry context, in order to
illustrate how they have considered industry specifics. In so doing,
I shall both acknowledge the insights that these studies have gen-
erated and identify some opportunities for future research.

4. Making industry matter: examples and research
 How industry context shapes management accounting practice.
9.001

opportunities

Studies that have taken industry context seriously differ along
several dimensions. I want to focus on three such dimensions that I

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.09.001
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nd particularly relevant. These are (1) the kind of industry specifics
hat these studies have focused on; (2) the effects on management
ccounting they have identified; and (3) the empirical approach
hey have taken.

.1. Kinds of industry specifics

The literature features both kinds of industry specifics dis-
inguished earlier. That is, while some studies examine how
ccounting practice is shaped by the core organizational practices
hat are characteristic for firms within an industry, others focus
n the impact of more distinct factors of influence that emerge in

 given industry. Consider, for instance, Nama and Lowe (2014)
ho focus on the private equity (PE) industry. As they write in

he introduction of their paper, their objective “is to provide a bet-
er understanding of practices within PE firms and to explore the
situated functionality’ of accounting (and associated calculative
ractices in their various forms) in the PE setting” (ibid., p. 285). This

s clearly indicative of a concern with the core organizational prac-
ices that characterize private equity firms. Accordingly, the authors
edicate the main part of their paper to describe the different prac-
ices that constitute the typical value chain of a private equity
rm, i.e., fund raising, sourcing and making investments, manag-

ng investments, realizing capital gains, and client service. In each
ase, they highlight the calculative practices that are carried out as
art of these private equity practices. What thus emerges is a sense
f how core practices in a typical private equity firm bring about
ertain forms of accounting whose functionality is tightly linked to
he organizational practices within which they are embedded.

Other studies provide similar insights into the context-
ependence of accounting in other industries, such as the
estaurant business (Ahrens and Chapman, 2007), bank ing (Mikes,
009), or the semiconductor industry (Miller and O’Leary, 2007). In
ll these studies, we learn something about the way  in which firms
n a particular industry typically operate and about the account-
ng practices that support such operations. Note that this does
ot necessarily imply examining the whole value chain of an
rganization—which, in many cases, would clearly go beyond the
cope of a single paper. Studies may  well focus on a particular part of

 firm’s operations, such as their research and development efforts
e.g., Miller and O’Leary, 2007) or their risk management practices
e.g., Mikes, 2009) and demonstrate how the functioning of this part
f operations brings about particular forms of accounting.

A second approach to industry specifics is to focus on identi-
ying distinct factors of influence that operate at the industry level
nd that shape management accounting practice in this industry.
tudies of this kind do not explain accounting in terms of the prac-
ices that make up the value chain of a firm, but with relation
o more distinct determinants such as regulations, industry-level
ctors, industry standards, consultants, industry-specific software
olutions or the like. Dambrin and Robson’s (2011) study of perfor-
ance measurement in the pharmaceutical industry exemplifies

his type of approach to industry specifics. They focus on the work
f drug representatives in French pharmaceutical firms and on
he problem of measuring drug reps’ sales performance. Regula-
ory limitations prevent French pharmaceutical firms from having
ccess to the medical prescriptions that would allow them to trace
heir drug reps’ efforts to sales numbers. The authors discuss how
his affects performance measurement practice in the firms and
hy drug reps accept a reward system that features an opaque link

etween efforts and compensation. By focusing on the impact of
egulation, Dambrin and Robson (2011) identify a particular fac-
Please cite this article in press as: Messner, M.,  Does industry matter?
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or of influence that could, in similar form, also be present in other
ndustries where private and public interests intersect. The study
elies of course on some description of the typical sales process
n a pharmaceutical firm. But its findings regarding performance
 PRESS
g Research xxx (2015) xxx–xxx

measurement relate mostly to the particular influence of reg-
ulation, rather than to a more generic understanding of how
pharmaceutical firms operate.

The two approaches to industry specifics are complementary.
Research that looks at core organizational practices in an industry
provide for a foundational understanding of how industry con-
text shapes management accounting. Theoretical perspectives that
would seem particularly fruitful in this respect are those that
focus on ‘practices’ as the main building blocks of organizations
and that provide a vocabulary to systematically capture the var-
ious components of such practices (e.g., Giddens, 1984; Schatzki,
2002; Nicolini, 2009). Studies that approach industry context by
looking at specific factors of influence, such as regulations or par-
ticular industry-level actors, can complement this foundational
understanding of industry specifics. They suggest a more focused
empirical analysis that zooms in on how distinct parts of the indus-
try environment shape management accounting practice.

There is scope for further research in both directions. On the
one hand, there are plenty of opportunities to further examine
how the defining (core) organizational practices in an industry
shape management accounting practice. This would seem worth-
while in particular for industries with rather distinctive sets of
practices that entail potentially interesting variations in how man-
agement accounting is practiced. Such distinctive practices exist,
for instance, in insurance firms where, somewhat similar to banking
(Mikes, 2009) or private equity (Nama and Lowe, 2014), operational
practices are highly calculative in nature and driven by actuar-
ial considerations. This could raise interesting questions regarding
the interplay between management accounting knowledge and
actuarial knowledge, for instance. How strongly are accounting
practices, such as budgeting, cost accounting, or reporting shaped
by actuarial considerations and how do the different professional
groups interact? Similarly, firms operating in the transportation
sector, such as airlines, feature operational practices that dif-
fer quite markedly from those found in manufacturing or retail
companies. For instance, their overriding concern with capacity uti-
lization implies that such firms often take a very active approach
to ‘revenue management’. How is revenue management organized
and what importance does it have under different circumstances?
Media companies offer another interesting setting, where program
decisions have to be made and royalty arrangements established.
Accounting practices will likely play an important role in these
respects. More generally, there are several new business models
within the internet economy which would offer interesting oppor-
tunities for accounting research.

On the other hand, there is also space for a more focused exam-
ination of distinct factors of influence, such as industry-specific
regulations, industry standards, or software services for particular
industries. In the pharmaceutical industry, for instance, regulation
does not just exist for access to prescription data as explored by
Dambrin and Robson (2011), but also in the form of patent protec-
tion rules which strongly affect the economics of pharmaceutical
firms. How is this regulation reflected in firms’ investment calcu-
lations and the relative importance of particular objectives, such
as development costs versus time-to-market? In the retail sector,
regulation concerning anti-competitive behavior prevents retail
firms from exchanging certain types of information (i.e., prices)
with manufacturers. This creates interesting tensions between
adherence to regulation, on the one hand, and commitment to col-
laborative forms of planning, on the other (cf. Free, 2007). As far
as the impact of software is concerned, one can observe that firms
such as SAP offer industry-specific solutions for some industries but
 How industry context shapes management accounting practice.
9.001

not for others. This could motivate examination of the extent of iso-
morphism among the firms using these systems, but also of the way
in which firms that do not fall within these industry categories go
through processes of customization.

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.09.001
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.2. Effects on management accounting

The above examples also illustrate that there are different types
f effects that industry context can have on management account-

ng. A first way in which industry specifics may  materialize in
anagement accounting is in terms of particular systems or tools

hat are used in an industry. This may  range from nuances in the
esign of accounting systems to more considerable idiosyncrasies
hat emerge in an industry.

It is quite obvious, for instance, that different types of opera-
ions across industries will imply some differences in the types
f performance measures that firms use. This is particularly true
or operational performance measures. Airlines, for instance, use
vailable Seat Mile as a measure for their capacity, which obviously
as little meaning in other industries where capacity is measured
ifferently. Manufacturing firms will measure the quality of their
roducts at least partly by resorting to objective quality standards,
hile such standards are often not available for the evaluation

f quality in service industries (such as consulting), where more
ubjective assessments of quality prevail. But even financial mea-
ures, which are appealing because of their ability to be used across
ontexts (Fligstein, 1990), may  sometimes carry an index of the
articular industry in question. Insurance firms, for instance, use
he ‘combined ratio’ to represent actuarial gains or losses. Banks
ometimes use risk-adjusted return measures such as risk-adjusted
eturn on capital (RAROC), which are absent in other industries.
uch particularities are not per se that interesting, but they do open
p questions that may  be well worth exploring. For instance, how
nd why did particular performance measures emerge in an indus-
ry? Why  have some firms adopted them while others stick to more
raditional accounting measures?

An example for a more elaborate tool that emerged within a
articular industry is provided by Miller and O’Leary (2007) in
heir study of ‘technology roadmaps’ used to coordinate investment
ecisions within the semiconductor industry. The economics of the
emiconductor industry have been shaped for the last 50 years by
hat has become known as ‘Moore’s Law’. Originally formulated by
ordon Moore in 1965 and then revised in 1975, Moore’s Law sug-
ests that the number of electronic components on an integrated
ircuit would double every two years, while the cost of produc-
ion would at the same time considerably decline. The law thus
nvisaged a clear connection between the technological and the
conomic dimension of semiconductor production, a connection
hich would only materialize however if different players within

he industry developed their products at a similar speed. This is
ecause the firms producing semiconductors relied on develop-
ents in raw materials, production systems and manufacturing

quipment, without which they could not realize the improve-
ents in the end product. For Moore’s Law to become reality, it was

hus crucial to coordinate R&D activities within the industry. Miller
nd O’Leary show that this was achieved by means of a ‘technology
oadmap’, first published in 1992 and subsequently updated. The
echnology roadmap was the result of a consensus building process
mong the industry participants. Based on each firm’s individual
orecasts for technological progress and cost reduction possibili-
ies, the industry agreed on industry-wide rates of progress and
ost reduction which created a vision for the future of the industry
nd acted as a ‘mediating instrument’ for the investment decisions
f the individual industry participants.

Miller and O’Leary’s (2007) study thus provides an example
or a management accounting tool that emerges at the level of
he industry where it orchestrates the behavior of different indus-
Please cite this article in press as: Messner, M.,  Does industry matter?
Manage. Account. Res. (2015), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.0

ry participants. As the authors themselves say, there is scope for
studies of other industries that use similar or related instruments
or linking medium and long-term strategic objectives to shorter-
erm capital budgeting decisions” (p. 731). How do the particular
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scientific and technological foundations of an industry shape the
functioning of such instruments? And how do different firms col-
laborate to develop such tools?

Not always does the focus of a study have to be on industry-
specific accounting and control systems, however. Industry context
may  shape management accounting practice also in less visible
ways, for instance, by creating particular challenges that firms have
to deal with. Dambrin and Robson’s (2011) study of sales perfor-
mance measurement in the pharmaceutical industry is a case in
point. What they find is not that pharmaceutical firms would use
different kinds of performance measures for measuring sales per-
formance compared to other firms in industries, but that they face a
particular challenge in linking revenues to the employees who  are
made accountable for them, i.e., drug reps. What kind of challenges
do different industry contexts place on management accounting
practice, such as planning and budgeting, performance measure-
ment, or cost accounting?

A final question that has been given little attention so far is how
industry context matters for staff professionals, i.e., management
accountants or financial managers. It is often stated that manage-
ment accountants should act as ‘business partners’ for operational
managers and that this requires them to understand the underly-
ing business processes (e.g., Burns et al. 1996; Siegel et al., 2003;
Sorensen and Richtermeyer, 2003). Little is known, however, about
the extent to which ‘relevant’ business knowledge really differs
across industries. When Denise Ramos took over as CFO of KFC,
the fast-food company, one of the things she felt she needed to
do was to work at a restaurant (Karaian, 2014, p. 17). To what
extent would management accountants in different industries say
the same? How well do they need to understand the particularities
of an industry in order to do their job well? And what challenges
do they face when trying to find out how their industry works?

In this respect, it may  also be interesting to examine what
happens when management accountants switch industries. On
the one hand, this can highlight job-related challenges that man-
agement accountants face when they move between industries.
On the other hand, it may  also help explain barriers to their job
mobility. Different operational processes, business cultures, reg-
ulations, or technologies can make a difference to the way in
which management accounting systems are used in firms and may
require management accountants to adapt their practice when
they switch jobs. Where these differences are particularly strong,
we may  observe less job mobility on the part of management
accountants—either because they anticipate not being comfortable
working in a very different industry context or because firms pay
particular attention to industry expertise when hiring management
accountants.

4.3. Empirical approaches

I have earlier distinguished between an idiosyncratic and a
comparative approach to studying the effects of industry context.
Studies following an idiosyncratic approach focus on one indus-
try. This may  range from single case studies in one organization
to cross-sectional studies within an industry. Studies following a
comparative logic feature two  or more industries. Among the stud-
ies that show a genuine interest in industry specifics (rather than,
for instance, just controlling for them), the idiosyncratic approach
clearly dominates. The studies of Miller and O’Leary (2007), Mikes
(2009), Ahrens and Chapman (2007) or Nama and Lowe (2014) all
follow an idiosyncratic approach. This approach seems particularly
useful for studying the first kind of industry specifics, i.e., those
 How industry context shapes management accounting practice.
9.001

linked to core organizational practices, since such a study requires
in-depth engagement with the characteristics of an industry, which
is arguably best achieved by focusing on one industry only. A com-
parative logic is of less avail in such a case, as this kind of industry

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2015.09.001
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pecifics does not easily lend itself to a comparative analysis. For
nstance, when examining how management accounting supports
ending practices in a bank, not much will be gained from compar-
ng this with the role of management accounting in the research
epartment of a pharmaceutical firm. Only if the same type of core
ractices are in focus (e.g., research activities in different industries)
ould a comparative approach seem fruitful.

Both types of empirical approaches however can be helpful
hen the interest is with the second kind of industry specifics, i.e.,

hose related to distinct factors of influence such as regulations,
tandards, consulting services, or software solutions. An idiosyn-
ratic approach would again allow for an in-depth examination
f the factors that influence the particular industry in question
nd how they translate into management accounting practice (e.g.,
ambrin and Robson, 2011). A comparative approach, in contrast,
an shed light on how one and the same type of factor oper-
tes in different industries. One could, for instance, compare the
elative impact of regulation on management accounting across dif-
erent industries, so as to get a sense of how strongly management
ccounting practice is regulated in different sectors. Similarly, it
ould be worthwhile to examine how software vendors customize
or not) their products for different industries.

. Conclusion

The essay has raised the question whether industry matters for
anagement accounting practice and, if so, how this particular con-

ext can be accounted for in empirical work. I have highlighted that
xisting studies vary in terms of how strongly they take indus-
ry context into consideration. Moreover, those studies that take
ndustry context seriously differ with respect to the kind of indus-
ry specifics they focus on; the effects on management accounting
hey identify; and the empirical approach they take. For each of
hese dimensions, I have suggested some research opportunities
hat future studies could exploit.

It is of course important to emphasize that not every empirical
tudy needs to comment on industry specifics. There are good rea-
ons for aiming to produce findings that hold across industries and
or examining how accounting is shaped by other components of
he empirical context in which it is practiced, such as societal dis-
ourses (e.g., Miller, 1991), national culture (e.g., Jansen et al. 2009;
erchant et al. 2011) or corporate strategy (e.g., Roberts, 1990). Yet,

 more explicit consideration of industry specifics would appear
o be worthwhile, not only from an empirical point of view, i.e.,
o as to highlight how different industries work, but also in theo-
etical terms, i.e., to offer better explanations for why accounting
s practiced in the way it is. Tracing the scientific, technological,

aterial and social dimensions of industry-specific practices can
mprove our understanding of commonalities and differences in

anagement accounting practice across organizations.
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