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Abstract
Purpose – Academic interest in role changes of management accountants (MAs) has increased during the
past two decades. Role changes imply identity reconstructions as they do not only require an external
legitimacy, but professionals have to internalize a new role script. Thus, this paper aims to contribute to a
comprehensive understanding of the ongoing changes concerningMAs by providing an identity perspective.
Design/methodology/approach – This paper systematically reviews the literature on the changing role
of MAs from an identity perspective, based on a conclusive sample of 64 articles.
Findings – This review identified several external factors such as professional associations and educational
institutions as well as organizational and individual factors that impact MAs’ identity and act as change
drivers. MAs’ identity is linked with their image in the public and within the organization and is challenged
by increasing demands, conflicting expectations and technological progress. Hence, the literature sample
illustrates a fragmented and contradictory picture regarding the changes of MAs’ identities and roles and
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displays that the idea of a simple movement from one identity to another is misleading. Furthermore, the
identity perspective offers new issues for management accounting research, practice and education such as
nested identity, multiple or desired identities.
Originality/value – To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this study is the first to review the literature of
MAs’ changing identities and roles from an identity perspective. This perspective enables a novel focus on
internal views, perceptions and internalized meanings of MAs connected with their role instead of exclusively
debating changed external behavior expectations.

Keywords Change, Identity, Management accounting, Role, Management accountant

Paper type Literature review

1. Introduction
Various developments, such as advancing globalization, increasing worldwide business
networking, novelties in information technology (IT), the growing influence of professional
organizations, the academization of the profession and, above all, the intensive use of
management accounting in business practice are responsible for continuous changes of
management accounting. However, these developments affect not only management accounting
but also its task carrier, the management accountant (MA). Nowadays, there is a lively scientific
discourse about theMA; for instance, an extensive number of publications deal with the changing
role of MAs from the so-called bean counter to the business partner (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009;
Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Järvenpää, 2007). When role changes are propagated, there is not only an
external legitimacy needed, but the professionals have to internalize a new role script (Goretzki
et al., 2013; Järvenpää, 2001; Windeck et al., 2015; Yazdifar and Tsamenyi, 2005), which refers to
the identity concept. Identities and roles can be considered as two sides of the same coin: identity
looks inward to one’s self-definition and encompasses the internalized meanings and internal
expectations connected with a role, whereas role looks outward to the interaction arrangement in
an organizational setting and focuses on external behavior expectations related to a social
position (Barley, 1989; Chreim et al., 2007; Goretzki et al., 2013; Stryker and Burke, 2000).

Just a few articles directly mention the identity concept, thereby covering heterogeneous
topics. Ahrens and Chapman (2000) compare the identities of MAs in Britain and Germany,
whereas Järvinen (2009) focuses on identities of MAs in the public sector in Finland. Case
studies explicate the link between role changes and reconstruction of identities as described
by Goretzki et al. (2013) or discuss the tensions between existing and idealized identities as
presented by Morales and Lambert (2013). Taylor and Scapens (2016) as well as Hiller et al.
(2014) link identity with the image of MAs. Heinzelmann (2018) investigates the impact of IT
systems on the identities of MAs, whereas Horton and de Araujo Wanderley (2018) examine
multiple identities and identity conflicts. Goretzki and Messner (2019) explain the identity
project of MAs as business partners in a broader interaction context, whereasMorales (2019)
describes the shaping of a common identity of MAs by symbolic categorizations. Further
articles explain that changes in the roles came along with changes in the perceptions of MAs
themselves. Therefore, they indirectly consider identity, although they do not directly
mention this concept (Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Endenich et al., 2017; Hopper, 1980).

Particularly in change situations, identities of MAs are to be continuously reformed
(Ahrens and Chapman, 2000; Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Giddens, 1991; Järvinen, 2009).
Therefore, this paper aims to contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the ongoing
changes concerning MAs by focusing on their identities, to deliver a structured overview of
the current state of research, to identify research gaps, to provide new perspectives on
identity and role changes of MAs, to show possible implications for research, practice as
well as education and thus to motivate scholars to contribute to this field of research. For
this reason, the paper analyzes and synthesizes the extant literature on MAs by conducting
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a systematic literature review following the methodology proposed by Tranfield et al. (2003)
and Massaro et al. (2016). The search was guided by the research question “What is known
about changing identities and roles of management accountants?” Scrutinizing the papers
from an identity perspective implies that we concentrate on internal, cognitive processes of
MAs, their characteristics, experiences, motivations, goals, values, beliefs, norms and
interaction styles (Ashforth, 2001; Oyserman et al., 2012). Focus areas of the literature are
aggregated into a conceptual framework, which provides a comprehensive overview of the
existing knowledge in the literature as well as a foundation for synthesis and further
discussion. Acknowledging that identity is only partially formed in workplaces (Ashforth
et al., 2008; Brewer and Gardner, 1996; Järvinen, 2009; Postmes and Jetten, 2006), this
systematic literature review focuses on professional identities.

Our paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we discuss management accounting and
MAs, the theoretical bases of identity, the main differences and relations between identity and
role as well as our conceptual framework. Section 3 explains the methodology, followed by
characteristics of the reviewed articles in Section 4. Section 5 provides a profound discussion of
the findings of our literature review. The conclusion summarizes the findings and presents
implications for research, practice and education as well as the limitations of the paper.

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Management accounting and management accountants
A broad and commonly used definition of management accounting is stated by the Institute
of Management Accountants (IMA) (2008, p. 1), arguing that management accounting:

[. . .] involves partnering in management decision making, devising planning and performance
management systems, and providing expertise in financial reporting and control to assist
management in the formulation and implementation of an organization’s strategy.

AnMA is understood as the task carrier of management accounting practices and, especially in
the past two decades, it is propagated that MAs have developed from traditional bean counters
to business partners (Granlund and Lukka, 1997; Järvenpää, 2007; Sorensen, 2009).

Our literature sample presents country-specific differences in the historical and theoretical
development ofmanagement accounting concepts, which is displayed in diverse terms, approaches
and institutional contexts. In some European countries, the MA is labeled as “controller” and the
interchangeable use of these two terms is commonly found in the analyzed literature (Ahrens and
Chapman, 2000; de Loo et al., 2011; Oesterreich and Teuteberg, 2019; Verstegen et al., 2007). A
further noteworthy difference is the separation of financial and management accounting in several
European countries, which results in processes organized into two separate cycles. Anglo-Saxon
countries refer to a more integrated approach, and thus in the English-speaking literature, the
explicit differentiation between financial accountants and MAs is often lacking. In studies from
Germany, France or Italy, management accounting focuses more on supporting decision-making,
whereasfinancial accounting is primarily responsible formeeting the statutory requirements (Albu
et al., 2011; Caglio, 2003). Regarding the institutional context, there are strong professional bodies in
the UK and the USA, whereas in countries such as Germany or France, there is a low degree of
professionalization. In these countries, an MA does not require a certificate by a professional
association and thus the recognition as a profession is relatively low (Ahrens and Chapman, 2000;
Goretzki et al., 2013; Goretzki andMessner, 2019; Lambert and Pezet, 2011).

2.2 Identity and role
As role theory is elaborated in many management accounting papers (Byrne and Pierce,
2007; Byrne and Pierce, 2018; Goretzki et al., 2013), we concentrate on identity theory but
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aim to explain the differences and relations between identity and role. Different disciplines,
such as psychology, anthropology, sociology and other social sciences, are discussing these
two concepts. Additionally, within each of these disciplines, different research streams have
developed and there is a wide range of how identity can be conceptualized (Biddle, 2013;
Kreiner et al., 2006; Stryker and Burke, 2000; Schwartz et al., 2011; Vignoles et al., 2011).

There are different bases of identity deriving from the membership of a social group
(Hogg and Abrams, 1988; Stryker and Burke, 2000; Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel and Turner, 1979) or
the occupation of a role (Burke and Tully, 1977; Stets and Burke, 2000; Stryker and Burke,
2000; Thoits, 1983, 1986). Furthermore, the concept can be defined at an individual,
collective or relational level. As identity basically encompasses one’s response to the
question “Who are you?” this “you” can be singular or plural and therefore identity can refer
to the self-definitions of individuals or groups (Ashforth et al., 2008; Vignoles et al., 2011). All
these different approaches are not necessarily incompatible. A complete theory considers the
group and the role bases of identity as well as the bases in the person itself (Stets and Burke,
2000). Consequently, Burke and Stets (2009) define identity as a set of meanings describing
an individual as an occupant of a role or as a member of a group, or claiming particular
characteristics to identify one as a unique person. Furthermore, identities are social products
as individuals exist within the context of social structures and they are shaped through
interactions with others (Burke and Reitzes, 1981; Burke and Stets, 2009). Identity is formed
during an individual’s lifespan through the interplay of processes of self-discovery and
personal interpretations as well as of social interactions. As the concept can be explained at
an individual, collective or relational level, identity consists of self-chosen personal
characteristics and beliefs about oneself, one’s membership in groups as well as roles in
relation to significant others (Vignoles et al., 2011).

The term “role” is discussed in modern science since the work of Linton (1936), who
defines role as a set of behaviors linked to the inhabited status. According to Biddle (1986,
2013), role theorists primarily refer to external norms, outward behavior expectations and
descriptions for explaining the term “role.” Thus, roles are induced by shared expectations
of other organization members. Management accounting literature discusses these outside
expectations (Byrne and Pierce, 2018); however, the term “role” mainly relates to different
functions and tasks of MAs (Rieg, 2018; Jack and Kholeif, 2008; Oesterreich and Teuteberg,
2019). Figure 1 displays the main differences between identity and role: identity is internal
and focuses on inner dynamics, internalized meanings and internal expectations, whereas a
role is external and linked to positions within social structures (Stryker and Burke, 2000).

Despite the differences between these two concepts, identity is closely interconnected
with the enactment of roles. Identity includes how the role occupant interprets and makes
sense of a role. The external description of a role is likely to affect the way people think
about the role, whereas a person’s identity influences the way one enacts this role.
Consequently, role and identity evolve interactively and thus the terms are often used
interchangeably in the literature (Ashforth, 2001; Barley, 1989; Chreim et al., 2007; Pratt
et al., 2006).

From a management perspective, identity is essential as it influences people’s attitudes
and behaviors (Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Haslam and Ellemers, 2011). Professional identity
is regarded as a major element of identity and means one’s perception of work-related
interests, abilities, goals and values (Kielhofner, 2002; Schwartz et al., 2011; Skorikov and
Vondracek, 2011). This systematic literature review focuses on professional identities of
MAs, including their characteristics, experiences, motivations, goals, values, beliefs, internal
norms and interaction styles (Ashforth, 2001; Ashforth et al., 2008; Chreim et al., 2007).
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2.3 Conceptual framework of identity changes
Our conceptual framework systematizes the focus areas of the literature for delivering a
comprehensive overview of the existing knowledge and a foundation for synthesis and
further discussion. The framework integrates previous studies about the identity of MAs,
thereby considering diverse research streams of identity theory. Thus, we concurrently take
into account the linkages of social structures with identities as well as the internal dynamics
of individuals (Stryker and Burke, 2000). External and organizational aspects represent the
influence of social structures and are closely linked. Furthermore, several organizational
aspects are intertwined with individual ones and classifying some factors as either
organizational or individual involves a certain level of arbitrariness (Chreim et al., 2007).

External aspects include professional associations and educational institutions,
legislation and compliance as well as the public image of MAs. Professional associations
and educational institutions can confine or support the understanding of identities. While
legislation specifies what a professional should accomplish, professional associations
reinforce changes by providing fundamental or alternative templates determining what
constitutes professionalism (Chreim et al., 2007; Cooper and Robson, 2006). Despite the
popular template of the business partner, there is still a discussion about the influence of
increased legislation and compliance regulation on MAs (Byrne and Pierce, 2007; de Loo
et al., 2011). Social identity theory indicates clear connections between the identity and
image of group members (Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Gioia and Thomas, 1996; Taylor and
Scapens, 2016).

Organizational arrangements, for instance, the decision whether management
accounting is centralized or decentralized, enable new constellations of interactions, and
identity changes require an organizational embeddedness (Chreim et al., 2007; Goretzki et al.,
2013; Wolf et al., 2015). Järvenpää (2007) describes necessary organizational processes for

Figure 1.
Differences between

identity and role
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the business orientation of MAs, among others image construction, introduction of new
information systems and decentralization. MAs’ perceived image within organizations
influences their self-concepts and identification with the profession and organization (Hiller
et al., 2014; Taylor and Scapens, 2016). Implications of information systems and
digitalization as decisive issues are intensively debated in the literature sample (Järvenpää,
2007; Oesterreich and Teuteberg, 2019). Furthermore, the literature sample focuses on
decentralization as crucial for the proximity of managers and MAs. This might result in a
nested identity, meaning that MAs identify more with their colleagues onsite than with their
profession in the organization (Granlund and Lukka, 1998; Horton and de Araujo
Wanderley, 2018; Vaivio, 2004). Considering identity as a relational phenomenon – because
individuals come to know who they are through their interactions with others – leads to
patterns of interaction (Ahrens and Chapman, 2000; Burke and Stets, 2009). Management
accounting is considered as inherently contextual, and thus contingency factors might have
an effect on the identity of MAs (Morales, 2019; Goretzki and Messner, 2019). Consequently,
organizational aspects comprise image within the organization, contingency factors,
information systems and digitalization, patterns of interaction as well as decentralization
and nested identity.

Especially in change situations, the continuous rethinking of identities by MAs is
necessary, and such processes depend on their competencies and characteristics (Ahrens
and Chapman, 2000; Alvesson andWillmott, 2002; Giddens, 1991; Järvinen, 2009). Bearing in
mind that individuals occupy as many identities as relationships in which they fulfil roles,
multiple identities and identity conflicts might evolve (Brewer, 1999; Burke and Stets, 2009;
Horton and de Araujo Wanderley, 2018). Regarding possible identity conflicts, individuals
do not passively follow social pressures, but rather actively position themselves within
conflicting identity options. Consequently, professionals might support those changes
which are consistent with their desired identity (Horton and de Araujo Wanderley, 2018;
Morales and Lambert, 2013; Oyserman and James, 2011). Thus, individual aspects
encompass multiple identities, identity conflicts, competencies and characteristics, as well as
desired and ideal identity. Figure 2 illustrates our conceptual framework.

3. Methodology
For conducting this systematic literature review, we followed the methodology suggested by
Tranfield et al. (2003) and Massaro et al. (2016), alongside other reviews within the research
field of management accounting (Ndemewah et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2018; Senftlechner
and Hiebl, 2015). Following Massaro et al. (2016, p. 767), systematic literature reviews are a

Figure 2.
Framework of
identity changes
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suitable “method for studying a corpus of scholarly literature, to develop insights, critical
reflections, future research paths and research questions.”

To identify relevant literature, we conducted a keyword search within seven databases
(EBSCO, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, Scopus, Springer Link, Web of Science and Wiley Online
Library). Our literature search was limited to journal articles in English-language on MAs’
identity or role. However, in line with Kubí�cek and Machek (2018, p. 967), we “did not limit
the results to any particular preselected class of journals” to include findings from journals,
which are not listed within a journal ranking (Academic Journal Guide (AJG), 2018). To be
considered within the sample, only a review-process within the journal was required.
Furthermore, we placed no restrictions concerning the time of publications. Consequently,
all matching articles were considered until the end of our literature search in August 2019.
We searched within title, abstract and keywords for two different groups of keywords
combined with an “AND” conjunction. The first group of keywords refers to management
accounting and synonyms (according to Chenhall (2003), terms such as management
accounting, management control and managerial accounting are often used
interchangeably) and the second keyword group contained identity and role: [(“management
account*” OR “managerial account*” OR “management control*” OR “cost account*”) AND
(“identity” OR “role”)]. Moreover, a spreadsheet was prepared to document the search and
data extraction process, to ensure the academic quality and reproducibility of this
systematic literature search.

The initial search process resulted in 2,829 hits. In the next step, we excluded all
duplicates (816) and publications (1,882) containing no information about MAs’ changing
identities and roles within the abstract. For the remaining 131 publications, full texts were
analyzed, whereby 48 publications remained for our systematic literature review.
Furthermore, we scanned the references of the 48 publications to identify additional studies
and used Google Scholar [1] to search for additional articles by the identified authors. We
identified 16 additional articles, resulting in a final sample of 64 peer-reviewed journal
articles (Figure 3 summarizes the search process).

After determining the final sample, we started to analyze the publications as
suggested by Massaro et al. (2016) and Tranfield et al. (2003). Similar to prior reviews in
the field of business and management (Senftlechner and Hiebl, 2015), studies that
contain “more” information regarding our research focus were regarded as “richer” and
are more often cited.

Figure 3.
Selection process
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4. Characteristics of the reviewed articles
4.1 Journals, rankings and timeline of the reviewed articles
Table 1 summarizes all journals, rankings and the timeline of publications. Sample
publications are spread over 30 different journals. Along their self-declared aims and
interests, the vast majority of the journals (19) are accounting journals. In total, 50 articles
were published in peer-reviewed accounting journals, and only 14 within journals of other
research fields (e.g. business and management journals), which may indicate a lack of
interdisciplinary studies within the research field and/or a lack of general interest in this
topic.

The majority (24) of the journals are ranked within the AJG 2018 [2] and/or VHB JQ3 [3]
and/or possess a JIF 2018 [4]. The number of sample articles within the journals counts
between one and four, except the European Accounting Review (10), Management
Accounting Research (7) and Accounting, Organizations and Society (7). Furthermore, the
vast majority of our sample publications were published since 2000 (51). The oldest
publication is by Hopper (1980) and is one of six publications published before 1996. From
2016 onwards, 15 publications about MAs’ identities or roles were published, which could
indicate an increasing interest within academia.

4.2 Descriptive information of the reviewed articles
Descriptive information of the 64 sample publications (e.g. article type, data collection, time
frame, sample information) is summarized in Table 2. In total, our sample involves 7
conceptual theoretical publications, 15 empirical-quantitative and 38 empirical-qualitative
studies. In the remaining four studies, a mixed-method research approach was applied.

Authors mainly collected data through interviews (38), surveys (17) or analyzed
secondary data (24), for instance, job advertisements (Azan and Bollecker, 2011). Secondary
data were often used to complement and enrich findings. Lambert and Sponem (2012), for
instance, used archival materials in addition to interviews within their study. Regarding the
time span of investigation, most of our empirical sample articles contain cross-sectional
studies (46), and only in 12 cases, a longitudinal investigation was carried out. Only Erhart
et al. (2017) conducted a cross-sectional and a longitudinal study.

Publications also show a great heterogeneity because of sample size as well as sample
choice. Authors investigated MAs in one company or more, with the greatest quantity being
up to several hundred companies of different size and industry, with strong focus on large
companies. Furthermore, in most cases, research was conducted within Europe; studies
from North America or Asia are sparse within our sample publications.

We also analyzed the sample publications in relation to how far a theoretical background
or theory explained the findings. Within the vast majority of the studies, no theory (34) was
explicitly mentioned, which could be an indicator for the missing theoretical substantiation
of the research field. However, most of the younger publications in high-ranked journals
refer to a theory (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Taylor and Scapens, 2016). Applied theories
show a broad range, for instance, institutional theory (Granlund and Lukka, 1997; Burns and
Baldvinsdottir, 2005), social identity theory (Horton and de Araujo Wanderley, 2018) and
role theory (Byrne and Pierce, 2007).

4.3 Temporal development of management accountants’ identities and roles
The first articles about roles from the 1980s start with role conflicts (Hopper, 1980; Sathe,
1983). Remarkably, role and identity conflicts are still discussed nearly 40 years later
(Amilin, 2017; Byrne and Pierce, 2018; Horton and de Araujo Wanderley, 2018). Already in
the 1980s, the active role of MAs in the development and implementation of IT is a topic
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(Kaye, 1988), a theme which is much more intensively discussed in the 2000s (Caglio, 2003;
Jack and Kholeif, 2008; Scapens and Jazayeri, 2003; Suhaimi et al., 2016). In the 1990s, there
are some historical considerations about MAs (Boyns and Edwards, 1997; Carmona et al.,
1997; Edwards et al., 1995). Furthermore, the discussion about stereotypes such as the bean
counter (Bougen, 1994; Friedman and Lyne, 1997) and the increasing business orientation of
MAs commences (Cooper, 1996; Granlund and Lukka, 1997, 1998). While the debates on
bean counter stereotypes are interestingly still a topic in the 2000s (Friedman and Lyne,
2001; Vaivio and Kokko, 2006), business partnering started to dominate the role discussion
within academic literature (Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Järvenpää, 2007; Lambert and Sponem,
2012; Rieg, 2018; Windeck et al., 2015). Furthermore, hybrid roles of MAs, who are
concomitantly involved in bean counting and business partnering activities, are discussed
(Karlsson et al., 2019a; Rieg, 2018; Yazdifar et al., 2008). While in small firms the traditional
role pictures prevail (Joshi and Bremser, 2004; de Loo et al., 2011; Mistry et al., 2014), new
role terms emerge in large firms, such as the “data scientist,” a management accounting
specialist for IT issues (Oesterreich and Teuteberg, 2019).

While roles are intensively discussed within academic literature, little is known about
identity. Ahrens and Chapman (2000) were the first to explicitly mention the identity of
MAs, followed by Järvinen (2009). In the following years, very diverse identity topics such
as the link between role changes and identity reconstructions (Goretzki et al., 2013) or the
tensions between existing and idealized identities (Morales and Lambert, 2013) were
examined. Furthermore, the links between identity and image (Hiller et al., 2014; Taylor and
Scapens, 2016) or the impact of IT systems on the identities of MAs (Heinzelmann, 2018)
were studied. In the past two years, more complex issues were scrutinized such as multiple
identities and identity conflicts (Horton and de Araujo Wanderley, 2018), and the discussion
was extended by introducing symbolic categorizations and narratives (Morales, 2019) or
clarifying the identity of MAs in a broader interaction context (Goretzki andMessner, 2019).

5. Findings of the reviewed articles
Only ten of the analyzed 64 publications explain the identity concept in detail (Ahrens and
Chapman, 2000; Goretzki et al., 2013; Goretzki and Messner, 2019; Heinzelmann, 2018; Hiller
et al., 2014; Horton and de Araujo Wanderley, 2018; Järvinen, 2009; Morales, 2019; Morales
and Lambert, 2013; Taylor and Scapens, 2016). As identities and roles evolve interactively
(Barley, 1989; Chreim et al., 2007), it is challenging to differentiate between these two
concepts. Many authors talk about role identities, self-perception or self-conceptualization of
MAs, and, consequently, they indirectly consider identity. Reflecting on the underlying
drivers of identity presented in the theoretical background, we refer to articles if they
discuss identity aspects such as characteristics, experiences, motivations, goals, values,
beliefs, internal norms and interaction styles of MAs. As outlined in the framework, we
concentrate on external, organizational and individual aspects of changing identities.

5.1 External aspects of the changing identities
5.1.1 Professional associations and educational institutions. The literature regards
professionalization, university research and education as drivers of the change of MAs
(Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Granlund and Malmi, 2002; Vaivio and Kokko, 2006). The analyzed
literature displays country-specific differences regarding the institutional environment and
vocational training (Ahrens and Chapman, 2000; Brandau et al., 2014). In the UK and USA,
the institutional context of MAs is based on professional associations whose members pass
examinations and complete a minimum period of practical experience which qualify them as
professionals (Ahrens and Chapman, 2000). This Anglo-Saxon approach influences English-
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speaking countries, but there are European countries where no professional associations
exist, such as Germany or France. Consequently, there is a relatively low recognition of MAs
as a profession (Goretzki et al., 2013; Goretzki and Messner, 2019; Lambert and Pezet, 2011),
which results in a limited status and requires MAs to undergo a more complex process of
socialization and work on the self (Lambert and Pezet, 2011). In countries with a low degree
of professionalization, the education is dominated by a very diverging academic education
at universities or by private institutions with more practice-oriented training. As there is no
certificated training, the vocational training depends more on the managerial expectations
or the individual motivation of MAs (Ahrens and Chapman, 2000; Goretzki et al., 2013;
Goretzki andMessner, 2019).

Ahrens and Chapman (2000) scrutinize the identity of British and GermanMAs and state
that it is striking how their statements closely resemble the ideas that they received from
their institutional context – the CIMA in the UK and German organizations such as the
Controller Academy and the International Association of Controllers. Goretzki et al. (2013)
describe in their case study that for the reconstruction of identity, the link with an
institutional environment is necessary. They mention similar courses at the Controller
Academy supporting the adaption of identities, as professionals are encouraged there to act
as business partners.

Analyzing the institutional environment of MAs, it is recognizable that members of
professional associations, academics, consultants and influential professionals propagate
the role of an active business partner. Therefore, the business partner has developed into a
legitimate template for MAs (Goretzki et al., 2013). As a result of this external template, MAs
tend to perceive their identity in this propagated way, more or less independent from what
they really do (Rieg, 2018). Identities are products of purposive actions of professionals who
are keen to improve the status of a professional group (Goretzki et al., 2013), and are a clear
attempt to distance modernMAs from bean counters (Friedman and Lyne, 2001).

5.1.2 Legislation and compliance. Amendments to the legislation, such as the
implementation of the Sarbanes–Oxley act or the tightening of external reporting rules
through IFRS, lead to significant changes for MAs. Increased governance regulations
influence MAs as they produce more of a control orientation instead of supporting strategic
decision-making and business partnering (Byrne and Pierce, 2007; de Loo et al., 2011).
Research pays less attention to these control aspects (Emsley and Chung, 2010) but
reporting and compliance are gaining importance for MAs (Byrne and Pierce, 2007).
Furthermore, the introduction or adaption of risk management is mentioned. Requirements
for an efficient risk management increase not only because of legal changes but are also the
result of growing risks and external uncertainties. Risk management and compliance have
developed into fundamental aspects of the daily work of MAs (de Loo et al., 2011). Therefore,
it is questioned how the compliance model can work with the business partner model (Byrne
and Pierce, 2007) or how change is hindered by these conflicting priorities (Emsley and
Chung, 2010).

Interestingly, as early as the 1980s, Hopper (1980) and Sathe (1983) highlighted possible
conflicts caused, on the one hand, by the contribution to business decisions and
involvement, and, on the other hand, by control and independence. If MAs become too
involved in the business decision-making process, they lose independence, which is required
for internal control responsibilities. Byrne and Pierce (2018) still mention MAs’ conflict
between supporting management processes and maintaining loyalty to financial compliance
structures.

5.1.3 Public image. While identity describes how professionals define themselves, image
illustrates how professionals suppose that other people define them. Several authors
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(Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Morales and Lambert, 2013; Taylor and Scapens, 2016) discuss the
links between identity and image, and that a change in image can cause a change in identity.
Regarding these images, we have to be aware about the lacking differentiation between
financial accountants andMAs in the English-speaking literature.

Baldvinsdottir et al. (2009) scrutinize the images of MAs represented in advertisements in
the CIMA journal. They display that the image has changed from responsible, rational MAs
pictured in the 1970s and 1980s to a more adventurous, and powerful image created in the
1990s. For the 1990s, Granlund and Lukka (1997) likewise discovered an increasing business
orientation of MAs although the traditional bean counter model yet has a foothold in
Finland. Interestingly, Friedman and Lyne (2001) state that the bean counter stereotype is
not disappearing and still is a prevailing representation of MAs in the mind of the public.
The bean counter stereotype as boring, preoccupied with costs, and attentive to details is
often linked with a negative image (Bougen, 1994; Granlund and Lukka, 1998; Friedman and
Lyne, 2001), whereas the business partner is presented as an attractive position and ideal
among MAs themselves (Järvinen, 2009; Karlsson et al., 2019a). The existence of such
external images influences how a group of professionals is regarded within the organization
(Järvinen, 2009; Morales and Lambert, 2013).

5.1.4 Concluding remarks concerning external aspects. External aspects such as
professionalization, university education and research, legislation and compliance as well as
the public image drive identity change. The analyzed literature shows first indications of the
influence of professional associations and educational institutions promoting actively the
change to business partners. Concerning legislation and compliance, the question arises how
the business partner model can work for MAs in case of increased control orientation
because of legislation and compliance requirements. It is noteworthy that regardless of
propagating the change to business partners, the negative image of the MA is still a topic
within the sample publications. Table 3 summarizes the main findings of the sample
regarding external aspects of the changing identities.

5.2 Organizational aspects of the changing identities
5.2.1 Image within the organization. Public images, as described in the previous section,
influence how professionals are esteemed within the organization (Järvinen, 2009; Taylor
and Scapens, 2016). Because of criticisms concerning their presumable obsession with costs,
their low value-contribution to the organization and their suppression of innovation and
creativity, MAs sometimes struggle with a low image in comparison to other professional
groups in the organization (Emsley, 2005; Friedman and Lyne, 2001; Pierce and O’Dea,
2003). Thus, professional associations are not the only ones who should care about the
image of MAs, this is also a topic within the organizations.

According to Järvinen (2009), the identity of MAs in organizations is associated with
their image and perceived role change. Comparably, the case study of Taylor and Scapens
(2016) displays a clear relationship between group image, identity and the self-concepts of
group members. Positive image and group identity can support individual self-concepts,
whereas negative image and group identity can lead to low self-concepts. Hiller et al. (2014)
illustrate that MAs’ perceived image within organizations influences their identification
with the organization and the profession. MAs regard high image as a source of self-esteem
and think that they are more accepted by managers. Thus, because of a high image, they
may identify more intensely with the organization and its predominant values and norms.
Nevertheless, high image may concurrently engender MAs who identify more with their
profession, thereby emphasizing high professional standards, transparency and ethical
orientation (Hiller et al., 2014). Consequently, if MAs perceive the production of fair and
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truthful knowledge as constitutive of their identity (Lambert and Pezet, 2011) and if there
are incompatibilities between professional and organizational demands, they could become
unwilling to compromise for the sake of the organization (Hiller et al., 2014).

5.2.2 Contingency factors. Structuring the literature sample regarding the analyzed
organizational contingency factors, it is apparent that the empirical studies within our
sample show great differences. Although company size (de Loo et al., 2011; Joshi and
Bremser, 2004), industry (Aver and Cadez, 2009), capital market orientation (de Loo et al.,
2011; Joshi and Bremser, 2004) and/or ownership structure (Yazdifar et al., 2008) are

Table 3.
External aspects of

the changing
identities

Subcluster Findings Author(s), year

Professional
associations and
educational institutions

. . . act as change drivers Byrne and Pierce (2007), Granlund and
Malmi (2002), Vaivio and Kokko (2006)

. . .occupy different positions in various
countries which results in low or high
recognition as a profession

Ahrens and Chapman (2000), Brandau
et al. (2014), Goretzki et al. (2013),
Goretzki and Messner (2019), Lambert
and Pezet (2011)

. . . influence identity and statements of
MAs

Ahrens and Chapman (2000)

. . . are essential for identity
reconstruction

Goretzki et al. (2013)

. . . support the diffusion of the
business partner which has developed
as a legitimate template for MAs

Goretzki et al. (2013), Rieg (2018)

. . . improve purposively the status of
professionals in order to distance
modern MAs from bean counters

Friedman and Lyne (2001), Goretzki
et al. (2013)

Legislation and
compliance

. . . influence MAs’ orientation and
daily work

Byrne and Pierce (2007), de Loo et al.
(2011)

. . . are less discussed but can hinder
change of MAs

Emsley and Chung (2010)

. . .may not work with the business
partner model

Byrne and Pierce (2007)

. . .may raise conflicts between
management support on the one hand
and compliance and control orientation
on the other hand

Byrne and Pierce (2018), Carmona
et al. (1997), Hopper (1980), Sathe
(1983)

Public image . . . is closely linked to identity Byrne and Pierce (2007), Morales and
Lambert (2013), Taylor and Scapens
(2016)

. . . is changing positively (from a
historical viewpoint)

Baldvinsdottir et al. (2009), Granlund
and Lukka (1997)

. . . focuses on the bean counter
stereotype as a dominant
representation of MAs

Friedman and Lyne, 2001

. . .is influenced by negative
descriptions of the bean counter image

Bougen (1994), Granlund and Lukka
(1997), Granlund and Lukka (1998),
Friedman and Lyne (2001), Morales
and Lambert (2013), Hiller et al. (2014)

. . . of the business partner appears
attractive

Järvinen (2009), Karlsson et al. (2019a)

. . . influences the image of MAs within
organizations

Järvinen (2009), Morales and Lambert
(2013)
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mentioned within the sample literature, just a few authors (Aver and Cadez, 2009; de Loo
et al., 2011; Yazdifar et al., 2008) discuss these factors more intensively. Most of the studies
examine large firms (Aver and Cadez, 2009; Joshi and Bremser, 2004) and suggest that
company size determines the scope of MAs’ profession. Several studies (de Loo et al., 2011;
Mistry et al., 2014; Oesterreich and Teuteberg, 2019) indicate that bean counting aspects are
still essential for MAs operating in smaller sized firms. Notwithstanding the influences of
contingency factors, it is remarkable that papers concerning identity emphasize that MAs
present in their statements a very coherent and homogeneous discourse about their
occupation, values and general orientation (Ahrens and Chapman, 2000; Goretzki and
Messner, 2019; Morales, 2019).

MAs can hold a pivotal position in helping organizations to overcome a company crisis;
thus, the financial status of an organization is regarded as a specific contingency factor (de
Loo et al., 2011; Endenich, 2014). A financial crisis of the company can increase the
importance of MAs, when critical situations result in intensified interactions with managers
and other departments, as well as in more participation within the decision-making
processes. Such critical situations might result in a more influential position and acceptance
of MAs (Cooper, 1996; Endenich, 2014). Nonetheless, these consequences have to be
considered carefully, as an increased focus on cost reductions in critical financial situations
also implies the risk of negative views onMAs (Endenich, 2014).

5.2.3 Information systems and digitalization. MAs are not only affected by IT, but have
taken an active part during introduction and development of information systems (Kaye,
1988). Horton and de Araujo Wanderley (2018) predict that changes in management
accounting practices will affect MAs’ identities. Several authors (Albu et al., 2011;
Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Suhaimi et al., 2016) regard especially IT systems as important
change drivers.

However, there are contradictory findings regarding IT systems. Byrne and Pierce (2007)
as well as Suhaimi et al. (2016) argue that developments in IT systems enable MAs to move
to a higher analytical level. The case study of Caglio (2003) claims that because of the new IT
system, MAs can use their time and expertise more for business management initiatives.
This is in contradiction to the studies of Jack and Kholeif (2008) and Heinzelmann (2018),
which reveal that the implementation of an IT system does not inevitably direct MAs
toward more business orientation. Jack and Kholeif (2008) display that MAs are reduced to
traditional information collector and provider. Likewise, Heinzelmann (2018) found that the
identities of MAs can be devaluated because of relying too strongly on a new IT system,
thus limiting their professional judgment, the choice of tools for analyses and their business
insight. Further studies (Granlund and Malmi, 2002; Järvenpää, 2007; Scapens and Jazayeri,
2003) claim that a new IT system can only offer an opportunity for change but is not solely
decisive for a role or identity change. Additional factors such as system complexity, time
and money (Granlund and Malmi, 2002) or system integration, standardization and
routinization (Scapens and Jazayeri, 2003) have to be considered.

The development of IT systems has changed interpersonal relations when
communication takes place through integrated tools with less face-to-face interaction (Azan
and Bollecker, 2011). Digitalization and the accompanying data increase will intensify these
changes. Big data and new data analysis techniques are available with consequences for
reporting, analysis and decision-making which will modify how MAs work. Interaction
styles of MAs will change because of real-time analyses and decisions (Oesterreich and
Teuteberg, 2019).

5.2.4 Patterns of interaction. The interaction with managers and other departments is
sharpening the occupational identity (Ahrens and Chapman, 2000; Goretzki and Messner,
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2019). The consequences of more business orientation might be far-reaching as it could
mean a conversion from a distant, critical and objective outsider toward an active MA
contributing to relations between organizational members (Baldvinsdottir, 2009). Many
studies (Byrne and Pierce, 2018; Lambert and Sponem, 2012; Windeck et al., 2015) regard the
relationship betweenmanagers andMAs as decisive.

Business partnering depends on intense interactions between MAs and managers.
However, these relationships are not inherently peaceful, stable and relaxed. Many findings
underline difficulties for MAs in interpreting the expectations of managers and coping with
tensions arising from situations where managers may not want such involvement (Amilin,
2017; Morales and Lambert, 2013; ten Rouwelaar et al., 2018). Greater involvement of MAs
requires a common perspective of MAs and managers, but the business partner model still
lacks this common understanding (Byrne and Pierce, 2007; Lambert and Sponem, 2012;
Karlsson et al., 2019b).

Accordingly, case field studies show contradictory understandings between MAs and
managers what business partnering means. While managers expect primarily support and
advice, MAs regard themselves as partners, who do not help managers, but challenge and
influence them (Goretzki and Messner, 2019; Morales, 2019). The understanding of MAs’
identity is not restricted to the relationships to managers. Moreover, their identity is shaped
in a broader context by different types of interactions and their perception of whether
people, who are important to MAs, appreciate or disapprove a certain behavior (Goretzki
andMessner, 2019).

5.2.5 Decentralization and nested identity. Decentralization of MAs is regarded as a key
element for business orientation, because increased proximity changes the values, attitudes
and interactions of MAs (Järvenpää, 2007; Pierce and O’Dea, 2003; Vaivio, 2004). The closer
cooperation and proximity to managers and other departments influence MAs’ identities,
because MAs work within organizations with a distinguishable identity and, at the same
time, within workgroups with a certain understanding of their identities. Thus, members of
professional groups may identify stronger with their workgroup than with similar
professional groups. Therefore, workplace identities are regarded as nested identities
(Horton and de AraujoWanderley, 2018).

The case study of Taylor and Scapens (2016) shows different identities of accountants
“inside” and “outside” an accounting department. The term “management accountant” does
not necessarily signify a common mind-set. Recognizing that workgroups can be distinct
entities with their own separate identity, the ways of acting of MAs in different parts of an
organization or in different locations might be closer to their local managerial colleagues
than to other MAs in the organization (Lambert and Sponem, 2012; Taylor and Scapens,
2016).

5.2.6 Concluding remarks concerning organizational aspects. Identity is linked with
image and perceived role changes; furthermore, the image of MAs within the organization
influences their identification with the organization and profession. A closer analysis of the
contingency factors in the literature sample displays that we rely mainly on findings of large
organizations concerning the changing roles and identities of MAs. Moreover, the
consequences of the financial situation of an organization for MAs are to be assessed
carefully. Ambiguous results are accessible concerning IT systems, which can provide more
time for business partnering, but MAs can concurrently feel restricted by IT systems. In
addition, digitalization and the accompanying data increase influence MAs and their
interaction styles. Concerning patterns of interaction, there is a focus on the relationship to
managers but a broader interaction context is relevant for the changing identity of MAs.
Decentralization is proposed as the most promising way to change values, attitudes and

Management
accountants’

changing identities
and roles

333



interactions of MAs. Their location in different departments leads to a nested identity
implying that MAs rather identify with their workgroup than with their professional groups
in the organization. Table 4 offers a synthesis of findings from the identified articles on
organizational aspects of the changing identities.

5.3 Individual aspects of the changing identities
5.3.1 Multiple identities. Multiple identities imply that MAs refer to a variety of different
identities at their workplaces. Diverse foci, interests and time dimensions represent these
multiple identities. Different identities may stand for different levels of analysis; for
instance, an individual’s perception as an MA compared with the organization’s collective
consideration of MAs. Organizations are the general context, but subgroups such as
financial managers specify the platform for career ambitions. Identities of MAs are
recurrently interconnected with managers’ or external institutions’ ideas of MAs.
Furthermore, individuals may embrace different notions of identities which they desire for
the future (Horton and de AraujoWanderley, 2018).

The literature illustrates a fragmented and contradictory picture of the MA. Despite the
popular template of the business partner, there are hybrid MAs who are concurrently
involved in bean counting and business partnering (Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2005; Vaivio
and Kokko, 2006), indicating multiple identities. Main drivers for hybrid MAs are among
others accounting regulations, internal performance monitoring policies, financial control
systems as well as MAs’ individual preferences, personality and initiative (Byrne and Pierce,
2007; Karlsson et al., 2019a).

5.3.2 Identity conflicts. Nowadays, MAs are esteemed because of their participation in
decision-making processes, although they have concurrently internal control
responsibilities. Thus, possible conflicts – already discussed in the 1980s – are still
emphasized, in particular the independence-involvement problem (Byrne and Pierce, 2007;
Lambert and Sponem, 2012; Pierce and O’Dea, 2003). However, recent findings of Byrne and
Pierce (2018) extend the work on conflicts beyond the independence–involvement dilemma
and display a broad range of conflicts caused by conflicting, ambiguous, over- and
underloaded expectations of managers perceived by MAs. Likewise, Goretzki and Messner
(2019) display that regardless of the rather positive discussion about business partnering,
such changes are not free of conflicts. Despite the creation of job profiles or organizational
units to provide possibilities for MAs to become business partners, this aspirational identity
remains fragile and leaves MAswith a continuing insecure feeling of “still not being there.”

On the one hand, identity conflicts are important because they show the need for change.
Horton and de Araujo Wanderley (2018) provide a process model of identity conflicts by
beginning with exploring multiple identities characterizing MAs, explaining the potential
conflicts between these different identities and displaying behavioral responses of MAs to
conflicts to diminish the perceived discrepancies. On the other hand, conflicts indicate that
the idea of business partnering is still ambiguous and uncertain (Byrne and Pierce, 2007)
because some MAs might shape themselves with the business partner model, a more
exciting identity to fulfil their personal interests. Other MAs might have valid reasons to
evade positioning themselves as business partners (Burns and Baldvinsdottir, 2005;
Granlund and Lukka, 1998).

5.3.3 Competencies and characteristics. Business orientation leads to an increasing
emphasis on new competencies without a reduction of the old ones. Social competencies are
gaining significance, as MAs depend on functioning networks to communicate their
information and to convey their ideas. Cooperation, intuitions and understanding the
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Subcluster Findings Author(s), year

Image within the
organization

. . .and stereotypes influence identity,
role change and self-concept

Friedman and Lyne (2001), Järvinen
(2009), Pierce and O’Dea (2003), Sathe
(1983), Taylor and Scapens (2016)

. . . is low when MAs are compared to
other professionals

Emsley (2005), Friedman and Lyne
(2001), Pierce and O’Dea (2003)

. . . influences MAs’ identification with
the organization and the profession

Hiller et al. (2014)

. . . is constitutive of MAs’ identity Lambert and Pezet (2011)
Contingency factors Company size determines the scope of

MAs’ profession
de Loo et al. (2011), Joshi and Bremser
(2004), Mistry et al. (2014), Oesterreich
and Teuteberg (2019)

Other factors such as capital market
orientation, ownership, industries,
organizational level of MA function,
contextual uncertainty and the use of
the budgetary system

Aver and Cadez (2009), de Loo et al.
(2011), Hartmann and Maas (2011),
Joshi and Bremser (2004), Yazdifar
et al. (2008)

. . . do not preclude very homogeneous
discourse of MAs about their
occupation, values and general
orientation

Ahrens and Chapman (2000), Goretzki
and Messner (2019), Morales (2019)

Financial distress of organizations can
increase importance of MAs

Cooper (1996), de Loo et al. (2011),
Endenich (2014)

Information
systems and
digitalization

. . . are actively developed and
implemented by MAs

Kaye (1988)

. . . effect changes in MAs’ roles,
identities and interactions styles

Albu et al. (2011), Azan and Bollecker
(2011), Baldvinsdottir et al. (2009),
Byrne and Pierce (2007), Järvenpää
(2007), Jack and Kholeif (2008), Caglio
(2003), Granlund and Malmi (2002),
Horton and de Araujo Wanderley
(2018), Kaye (1988), Oesterreich and
Teuteberg (2019), Scapens and
Jazayeri (2003), Suhaimi et al. (2016),
Yazdifar and Tsamenyi (2005),
Yazdifar et al. (2008)

. . . can lead to devaluation of MAs if
relied on too intensively

Heinzelmann (2018), Jack and Kholeif
(2008)

. . . are solely an opportunity for
changes

Granlund and Malmi (2002), Järvenpää
(2007), Scapens and Jazayeri (2003)

Patterns of
interaction

. . . influence identities and roles Ahrens and Chapman (2000),
Baldvinsdottir (2009), Goretzki and
Messner (2019)

. . . between MAs and managers are
especially decisive

Byrne and Pierce (2018), Mouritsen
(1996), Lambert and Sponem (2012),
Windeck et al. (2015)

. . . result in tensions and difficulties Amilin (2017), Byrne and Pierce (2007),
Byrne and Pierce (2018), Edwards
et al. (1995), Morales and Lambert
(2013), ten Rouwelaar et al. (2018)

(continued )
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business are essential for the future development of MAs (Endenich et al., 2017; Järvenpää,
2001; Pierce and O’Dea, 2003).

Regarding IT-competencies, Azan and Bollecker (2011) demonstrate the need for MAs to
be able to use IT-systems competently. Technological progress broadens their competencies,
as it demands, for instance, programming and algorithmic skills. Oesterreich and Teuteberg
(2019) show that digitalization requests further new competencies concerning business
analytics and IT. They refer to professional associations such as IMA, which try to
incorporate these new competencies by updating their competence frameworks. However,
they clearly state that the current competence profiles of MAs do not comply with the latest
requirements concerning business analytics competencies. Regarding all the requested
competencies, MAs might perceive some of these as incompatible. Ahrens and Chapman
(2000) have already presented in their comparison of MAs that the persons interviewed
experienced incompatible characteristics, such as being assertive and co-operative,
theoretical and commercially minded, objective and intuitive.

5.3.4 Desired and ideal identity. Besides the current identity, also the desired future
identity frames the interpretations of MAs (Taylor and Scapens, 2016; Morales, 2019).
Business orientation is presented as increasing MAs’ value and standing in organizations,
and thus it can be regarded as a desired or ideal identity (Goretzki and Messner, 2019;
Graham et al., 2012). MAs aspire an identity in line with their values and standards, but
frequently recognize some misalignment between what the profession currently stands for
and how it should be in the future. Differences between current and desired identities
indicate a threat of self-esteem, when the ideals of a desired identity seem too incompatible
with the real identity. These incompatibilities are connected with negative conclusions, but
concurrently represent a stimulus for change, as professionals try to increase self-esteem by
pursuing more consistent and esteemed identities (Heinzelmann, 2018; Horton and de Araujo
Wanderley, 2018).

The case study of Taylor and Scapens (2016) shows, for instance, that an unsatisfying
identity can motivate individuals to promote changes toward a desired future identity.
Morales (2019) emphasizes the importance of symbolic categorizations and narratives
through which MAs build a bridge between what they do, who they are and an ideal
identity. By using more prestigious titles for the work of MAs, it is possible to disguise those
activities which are perceived by MAs as low-prestige and thus demonstrate their added
value. Morales and Lambert (2013) illustrate discrepancies between existing and ideal

Subcluster Findings Author(s), year

. . . would benefit from a mutual
understanding of business partnering
but is impaired by different attributed
meanings

Byrne and Pierce (2007), Goretzki and
Messner (2019), Karlsson et al. (2019b),
Lambert and Sponem (2012), Morales
(2019)

Decentralization
and nested identity

. . . influence values and interactions,
thus identity or role

Goretzki et al. (2013), Granlund and
Lukka (1998), Järvenpää (2007),
Lambert and Sponem (2012), Pierce
and O’Dea (2003), Vaivio (2004),
Järvenpää (2007), ten Rouwelaar et al.
(2018)

. . .make MAs identify stronger with
their workgroups than with
occupational group

Horton and de Araujo Wanderley
(2018), Lambert and Sponem (2012),
Taylor and Scapens (2016)Table 4.
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identities in a French organization where they scrutinize MAs who could not become “fully”
business-oriented, which generates tensions in their self-identity. MAs acting more as
bookkeepers may judge this as a personal failure undermining their self. The identity of
professionals depends on their situation vis-à-vis other occupations, and professionals
consequently strive for the most prestigious occupation. An identity may be destabilized or
continue to be vulnerable when the self-view is obviously incompatible with the desired
identity. This is interpreted by the MAs as demeaning and diminishing the construction of a
valuable identity as business partners.

5.3.5 Concluding remarks concerning individual aspects. Because of different foci,
interests and time dimensions, multiple identities can evolve during change processes and
the debate about the hybrid MA refers directly to multiple identities. Most of the literature
implicitly suggests that the change to business orientation is a positive development, but the
commitment of MAs to meet such requirements can cause identity conflicts when they are
not able to fulfil the perceived expectations. Our literature sample displays that business
orientation requires changes in competencies, and thus MAs sometimes perceive all the
requested competencies as incompatible. MAs do not only reflect about their current identity
but also about desired and ideal identities, thereby recognizing the divergences and striving
for more concordance between these identities. Table 5 presents findings on individual
aspects of the changing identities within the sample articles.

6. Summary, conclusion, implications and limitations
6.1 Summary and conclusion
Our literature sample illustrates a fragmented and contradictory picture regarding the
changing identities and roles of MAs. Furthermore, the review displays how identity is
closely interconnected with the enactment of roles; thus, it is challenging to separate these
two concepts in the analysis as the papers use these terms interchangeably. Although we
analyze the changes of MAs, some topics have remained the same for several years or
decades. The sample starts with conflicts between independence and involvement of MAs
(Hopper, 1980) and conflicts are still being discussed 40 years later (Amilin, 2017; Byrne and
Pierce, 2018; Horton and de Araujo Wanderley, 2018). Hybrid MAs are mentioned first by
Caglio (2003) and are still themed by Karlsson et al. (2019b). A possible reason for this
hybrid picture can be that management accounting itself can be regarded as a hybrid as it
was formed at themargins and out of a range of practices from other disciplines (Miller et al.,
2008).

This paper contributes to the existing literature by providing the first systematic
overview from an identity perspective based on a sample of 64 publications. Although
identity is closely connected with the implementation of new roles (Chreim et al., 2007;
Goretzki et al., 2013), the review displays that only a few publications explain the identity
concept in detail. At an early stage of research, identity of MAs has emerged as a separate
research field (Morales, 2019) with very diverse topics and concepts of identity. Given the
wide range of articles and variety of themes, it is challenging to draw overall conclusions.
However, reflecting on the research question and the conceptual framework, various fresh
insights can be gained.

Change and its prospects are likely to initiate concerns about identity (Jenkins, 2014).
Therefore, the paper aims, at first, to provide a comprehensive understanding of the ongoing
changes concerning MAs by focusing on an identity perspective. It clearly displays that the
idea of a simple movement from one optimal identity to another is ambiguous and
misleading (Burns and Scapens, 2000; Karlsson et al., 2019a). Second, the review contributes
to existing research by displaying first indications of the influence of professional
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associations and educational institutions on change processes of MAs by providing
prevalent templates. Moreover, findings indicate that the promoted business partner model
challenges MAs if legislation and compliance require a higher level of control orientation. It
is remarkable that regardless of propagating the change to business partners, the negative
public image of the MA is still a topic. Concerning organizational aspects, the close link
between perceived image, identity and role changes is emphasized. The analysis of
organizational contingency factors reveals that we rely mainly on findings of large firms,
which accounts for a very small selection of the variety of organizations. The review

Table 5.
Individual aspects of
the changing
identities

Subcluster Findings Author(s), year

Multiple identities . . . are represented by diverse foci,
interests, and time dimensions

Horton and de Araujo Wanderley
(2018)

. . . are exemplified by hybrid MAs Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005),
Byrne and Pierce (2007), Caglio (2003),
Horton and de Araujo Wanderley
(2018), Karlsson et al. (2019a), Rieg
(2018), Vaivio and Kokko (2006),
Yazdifar et al. (2008)

Identity conflicts . . . as manifestation of the
involvement-independence dilemma

Byrne and Pierce (2007), Goretzki and
Messner (2019), Hopper (1980), Horton
and de Araujo Wanderley (2018),
Lambert and Sponem (2012), Pierce
and O’Dea (2003), Sathe (1983)

. . . caused by conflicting, ambiguous,
over- and underloaded expectations of
managers

Byrne and Pierce (2018)

. . . despite or as a result of the idea of
business partnering

Burns and Baldvinsdottir (2005),
Byrne and Pierce (2007), Goretzki and
Messner (2019), Granlund and Lukka
(1998), Horton and de Araujo
Wanderley (2018)

Competencies and
characteristics

. . . getting more important (especially
social competencies)

Endenich et al. (2017), Järvenpää
(2001), Newman et al. (1989), Pierce
and O’Dea (2003), Sathe (1983), ten
Rouwelaar et al. (2018)

. . . of MAs are influenced by
technological progress

Azan and Bollecker (2011)

. . . of MAs reflect skill gaps (e.g.,
business analytics)

Oesterreich and Teuteberg (2019)

. . . that are requested are perceived as
incompatible by MAs

Ahrens and Chapman (2000)

Desired and ideal
identity

. . . frames the interpretation of MAs Taylor and Scapens (2016), Morales
(2019)

. . .manifests itself in business
partnering

Byrne and Pierce (2007), Graham et al.
(2012), Goretzki and Messner (2019),
Järvinen (2009), Lambert and Sponem
(2012), Morales and Lambert (2013)

. . .may conflict with current and day-
to-day identity

Heinzelmann (2018), Horton and de
Araujo Wanderley (2018)

. . .may promote change Taylor and Scapens (2016)

. . . is threatened by perceived low-
prestige activities

Morales (2019), Morales and Lambert
(2013)
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identifies ambiguous results regarding the impacts of the financial situation of an
organization, contradictory findings regarding the change driver “IT systems” and
uncertainties how digitalization will affect MAs’ identities and roles. The patterns of
interaction illustrate that managers can be simultaneously a source of stability and fragility
for MAs’ changing identities. Additionally, to managers as their focal audience, there is the
relevance of a broader interaction context for MAs’ identities. Decentralization is regarded
as a key element for business orientation but may lead to a nested identity, implying that
MAs identify more with their workgroups than with similar professional groups within the
organization. We comprehend that different foci and interests in organizations cause
multiple identities. Most of the literature implicitly indicates that the change to business
orientation is positive and that MAs wish to be business-oriented, but their commitment to
fulfil such normative demands can cause tensions. Thus, identity conflicts show the need for
change, but indicate concurrently that the idea of business partnering is still not
straightforward. Concerning the changing competencies of MAs, our sample shows that
business orientation leads to increasing new competencies without reducing the old ones.
Therefore, the description of the business partner becomes more a narrative of an
omnipotent thought leader who is able to combine incompatible requirements. Not only the
current identity, but also the desired identity frames the interpretations of MAs and they
may support those changes, which are consistent with their desired identities.

What is especially novel because of the identity perspective is the focus onMAs and their
internal views, perceptions and internalized meanings connected with their role instead of
debating exclusively external behavior expectations. These perceptions are particularly
recognizable within the discussion of the individual aspects, for instance, their struggle with
multiple identities, inner conflicts, incompatible competencies, multiple and desired
identities.

6.2 Implications for research, practice and education
As there are just a few studies about identity in detail, numerous implications for future
research exist. Clear identities and a transition from one identity to another may be too
simplistic, and thus future research should avoid simple classifications and concentrate
more on the complexity. It would be interesting to explore how some professionals succeed
in creating a picture of homogeneity, which in practice might be a fragile compromise but
one that allows emphasizing a legitimate picture of a profession (Morales and Lambert,
2013).

As we have only a few preliminary suggestions about the influence of professional and
educational institutions (Goretzki et al., 2013), scholars might scrutinize this institutional
influence more intensely. Regarding legislation and compliance, more studies are needed to
explain how business partnering can work with compliance and control requirements. As
most of the analyses concentrate on larger companies, more studies could focus on small and
middle-sized companies to comply with the variety of organizations. Furthermore, more
research about additional contingency factors would broaden our knowledge.

Because of contradictory findings regarding IT systems, we agree completely with
Caglio (2003) and propose that more interpretive case studies about IT systems are required
to identify their complex impacts. Our sample included just one paper discussing
digitalization as a new challenge (Oesterreich and Teuteberg, 2019) and this calls for further
research regarding the impacts of digitalization on the identities of MAs, e.g. concerning the
impacts on interaction styles of MAs or their orientation toward the challenge of
transforming data to knowledge (Bhimani and Willcocks, 2014). The subjects of
decentralization and nested identities need more research to illustrate under which
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conditions MAs might identify more with their workgroups than with similar professional
groups within the organization.

In addition to nested identity, the identity perspective delivers new subjects for
management accounting research such as multiple or desired identities. Little is still known
about the individual aspects of MAs’ identities; thus, we follow Horton and de Araujo
Wanderley (2018) and call for more efforts to understand multiple identities and identity
conflicts. The hybridization of MAs would need further research. Burns and Baldvinsdottir
(2005) describe the hybridization of MAs in their case study as relatively unproblematic, but
call for case studies that allow investigating possible tensions and conflicts more in-depth.
Finally, more research would be interesting regarding the desired identities of MAs. Not
much research has been accomplished on the challenge that MAs as business partners
expand their profession, which may be regarded as threatening by management and other
departments (Burns et al., 2014; Lambert and Sponem, 2012; Rieg, 2018).

The results of this review are of high practical relevance for daily interactions in
companies. As business partners, MAs develop intensive relationships with managers and
members of other departments which might be easier if MAs are aware of their identities.
Business partnering goes along with a more prestigious perception and a higher level of
involvement by MAs, which may not be welcomed by all organizational members and thus
cause tensions. There are implications especially for the working relationships in
multinational companies where MAs work together and are influenced by different
professional associations and educational institutions. Nested identity may be a concern
within companies, because of the possibility that MAs identify more with their close work
colleagues than with their profession in the organization. Moreover, findings may also
change recruitment practices. In addition to external role expectations, internal self-views
and internalized beliefs might be discussed with applicants during the staffing process in
management accounting.

Furthermore, there are implications for education as management accounting students
can be encouraged to occupy themselves with their identity, self-view, characteristics and
values instead of exclusively discussing external expectations of their potential future
profession. Regarding the new generation Z with its focus on personal fulfillment,
the identity perspective enables students to reflect their personal and possible appropriate
professional identities. In addition, management accounting students should become aware
how developments in legislation and compliance, IT and digitalization or organizational and
personal characteristics shape MAs’ work, orientation and interaction styles and thus their
identities. The identity concept offers a broad range of novel topics for courses at
educational institutions such as nested identity, multiple or desired identities.

6.3 Limitations
Finally, we have to mention the limitations of our systematic literature review. Our sample
is restricted to English-language journal publications. However, other languages, non-peer-
reviewed and/or practitioner journals as well as other publication modes (e.g. books,
conference papers, working papers) could also provide useful findings about MAs’ changing
identities. Moreover, the nature of the search process, the choice of the specific keywords
and the exclusion process, which is based on subjective valuations, involve the risk of
having not identified all relevant publications. Although we conducted all stages of the
search process with great care and accuracy, the search process could be criticized.
Furthermore, we are aware that the identity concept is generated out of diverse disciplines
such as psychology, anthropology, sociology and other social sciences and that our
explanations show just a small selection of this comprehensive research area.
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Notes

1. Google Scholar is a search engine mainly for scholarly publications, and available online at
https://scholar.google.com

2. The Academic Journal Guide (AJG) 2018 published by the Chartered Association of Business
Schools (CABS) can be found at https://charteredabs.org/academic-journal-guide-2018/

3. The JOURQUAL3 (JQ3) ranking from the German Academic Association for Business Research
(VHB) is available at https://vhbonline.org/vhb4you/jourqual/vhb-jourqual-3/gesamtliste/

4. We refer to Journal Impact Factors (JIF) found in InCites Journal Citation Reports from Thomson
Reuters, located at https://jcr.incites.thomsonreuters.com/
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