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Paradigms in Accounting Research: A View from North America
Abstract: The highest ranked U.S. business schools value, almost exclusively, publications in academic journals deemed to be “A-level” and high quantities of SSCI citations. But the so-called A-level journals, which typically are said to be five in number or less, publish predominantly empirical tests of economics-based models using large, archival data sets. Motivating researchers to publish papers that are situated only in these journals and that gather high quantities of SSCI citations, which are more likely if the publications are in mainstream topic areas, reduces topic, discipline, and research method diversity. The loss of diversity is costly to the schools themselves, the academy and, indeed, society. The narrow focus of the U.S. business schools provides a great opportunity for business schools in Europe and other parts of the world to take a leadership position in many important research areas. But that opportunity will be lost if those schools try to emulate the U.S. business school model.
The word “paradigm” can evoke different meanings. The Free Dictionary defines paradigm as “a set of assumptions, concepts, values, and practices that constitutes a way of viewing reality for the community that shares them, especially in an intellectual discipline.”
In this paper, I focus particularly on the word “values” in this definition. I discuss the kinds of research that are valued by most of the highest-ranked U.S. business schools (as well as those that aspire to be highly ranked) and the effects of those values on U.S. accounting researchers’ paradigm choices. The administrators at these top-ranked schools set constraints on what professors at these schools can do if they want to be evaluated favorably. These constraints affect research choices regarding topics studied and the theoretical disciplines, models, and research methods employed. In other words, they affect everything that one can think of when hearing the word “paradigm.”
At most of the highest ranked U.S. business schools, the kinds of research that are valued have two distinguishing characteristics: (1) publication in an “A-level” academic journal and (2) a high quantity of SSCI citations.
 In this paper I argue that these values are essentially closing the door on many potentially important research undertakings using paradigms considered outside the norm. They are squeezing out topic, discipline, and research method diversity, at great cost to the schools themselves, the academy and, indeed, society.
To illustrate the point, compare the research that is being done, as reflected by counts of SSRN working paper postings, with that being published in the major accounting research journals.
 Table 1 provides an indication of what accounting researchers have been working on in recent years. This table illustrates the SSRN postings for some illustrative examples, including some “hot” topics (governance and compensation), some popular financial accounting topics (earnings management and conservatism), and some word indicators of management accounting topics (management accounting, performance measurement, cost allocation, and budgeting).
 These data suggest that researchers are working in all of these areas. More papers are being written in the “hot” areas. The financial and management accounting areas show approximately equal activity.
----- Insert Table 1 Here -----

Table 2 shows the total numbers of publications in each of these same areas over the life of each of the six accounting journals generally considered to be the highest ranked. These data show significant numbers of publications in each of the sample topic areas. They also show that journals tend to specialize by topic area. Accounting, Organizations and Society (AOS) has published very little financial accounting research, but it publishes more in the management accounting field than any other journal. Some of the other journals are exactly the opposite. They publish more financial accounting research than management accounting research. From these data, the journal that publishes the broadest set of research is, not surprisingly, The Accounting Review (TAR), the primary research journal of the American Accounting Association.
----- Insert Table 2 Here -----

Table 3 shows these journals’ publishing activity for some of these topic areas more recently—in the last decade. The journal specialization is even more obvious here. AOS is the outlier in this group of journals.
----- Insert Table 3 Here -----

What do the highest ranked U.S. business schools consider as the “A-level” journals in which they most want their faculty to publish? I have learned through conversations with many colleagues that most of the top schools count only three journals as A-level: Journal of Accounting and Economics (JAE), Journal of Accounting Research (JAR) and the aforementioned TAR. Some other schools consider five journals as A-level, adding Contemporary Accounting Research (CAR) and Research on Accounting Studies (RAST) to the short list.
Table 4 shows the publication picture in the last decade of the expanded list of five A-level journals. This table shows how rare it is for someone to publish management accounting research in one of these five journals.

----- Insert Table 4 Here -----

Table 5 provides a comparative benchmark by dividing the journal publications in the last decade in the various topic areas by the 2008 SSRN postings in those same areas. The magnitudes of the quotients do not mean anything because the time periods are not matched, but the comparisons across topic areas are informative. They indicate that a far lower proportion of the papers that are written in management accounting topic areas are published in one of these journals than the proportion of papers written in financial accounting topic areas. As compared to the financial accounting paper publication rates, the likelihood of publishing a management accounting paper in one of these six journals is lower by at least half and perhaps by over 90 percent depending on the specific topic focus. If only the five North American journals are considered (excluding AOS), which is what most of the top-ranked U.S. business schools are doing, then the contrasts are even more stark, as is shown in the rightmost column of Table 5.
----- Insert Table 5 Here -----

What is being published in the journals that the top-ranked U.S. business schools consider as A-level? It is predominantly empirical tests of economics-based models using large, archival data sets. 
The bias toward economics as a base theoretical discipline is consistent with an illustrative quote from a prominent U.S. economist (Lazear, 2000, pp. 99) that reflects the arrogance and narrow-mindedness of many academics who have an economics focus:
Economics is not only a social science, it is a genuine science. Like the physical sciences, economics uses a methodology that produces refutable implications and tests these implications using solid statistical techniques. … By almost any market test, economics is the premier social science. The field attracts the most students, enjoys the attention of policy makers and journalists, and gains notice, both positive and negative, from other scientists. In large part, the success of economics derives from its rigor and relevance as well as from its generality.
Later in that article, Lazear specifically discusses accounting research. “Accounting is a field that is a natural to be informed by economics …” (p. 124). Similar strong beliefs are held by many prominent U.S. accounting academics (e.g., see Zimmerman 2001).

The other valued research characteristic is a high quantity of SCCI citations. What types of research receives many SSCI citations? Citations are said to reflect the impact of published articles. But for that purpose, they are a crude proxy, at best (e.g., see Bornmann and Daniel 2008; Lindsey 1989; Thomas 1980). Perhaps the best single predictor of a citation count is the number of other researchers working in the topic area. Papers that are published in “mainstream” research areas get far more citations. In the United States, the mainstream is financial accounting.

So what are the effects of the values imposed on the accounting academy by the top-ranked U.S. business schools? The data show that all types of research other than empirical tests of economics-based models in mainstream areas using large, archival data sets are being starved out of the top-ranked journals. Within the so-called “top” U.S. schools, for those faculty members stubborn enough to continue to work in non-mainstream areas, the junior faculty members are not getting tenure and the senior faculty members are becoming marginalized. The proportion of faculty working in the non-mainstream areas is declining, so the mainstream is gaining political power. In most top U.S. business schools, they already constitute an overwhelming majority. Not surprisingly, non financial accounting courses are being squeezed out of the curricula, and doctoral students are not being attracted to non financial accounting areas. The goal of many accounting department administrators seems to be to teach financial accounting with a small, highly skilled group of “rigorous” researchers and to teach the other subjects as needed with inexpensive non-tenure-track instructors.
In the knowledge world, many important research issues are getting little or no attention from the top-ranked journals. To publish using the mainstream model, researchers need lots of data. For new and emerging issues (e.g., Sarbanes-Oxley, ERP, XBRL, balanced scorecards, measurement and incentive systems in China), the databases do not exist. By the time databases exist, if they ever do, the topic is old. Most accounting research being published in the top-ranked journals is a quantification of what is already known.
Some important research traditions (e.g., historical analysis, field research, survey research) are being starved out of the accounting academy. The study of these research methods is not even included in many U.S. doctoral programs, so new PhD students do not develop even an appreciation for the potential uses of these methods. These research methods used to have prominent places in the development of accounting knowledge, and they still do in some other fields. The lack of attention paid to these methods will have lasting scars because the young, ill-trained PhD students graduating today will become the accounting and business school administrators and journal editors of tomorrow.
One thing that is puzzling to me is why nearly all the top U.S. business schools are following the same strategy. Followership is not what we teach in our business school strategy courses. We warn managers to avoid serving only highly competitive commodity markets. We encourage them to differentiate their products, to find a market niche that allows them to exploit their organizations’ comparative advantages. But in business school academia, the managers seem like lemmings, all running in the same direction.

For the most part, I do not fault the journal editors for the current sad state of U.S. accounting academia. Non association-wide journals can, and probably should, develop a narrowly focused niche, for the same reasons that business schools should develop a niche. I blame business school and accounting department administrators. They should not design evaluation and reward systems that value publications only in journals that have chosen essentially the same narrowly defined niche.

Given the current state of affairs, what should researchers whose interests fall in non-mainstream areas do? I suggest there are three options. One is to go mainstream. Use economic theories and models and find large databases on which to test them. For the most part, that is the option that I have chosen. Most of my research now starts with the acquisition of an archival database. I try to use the databases to test and refine models that are at least partly economics-based. My days as a survey and field researcher seem to be largely over. A second option is to go to a lower-ranked school, one that does not value solely publications in “top-3” journals. With the passing of time, most non mainstream professors will actually have to take this option, as they will not be getting tenure at the top-ranked business schools. A third possibility is to make an academic career outside the United States. If I were starting my career now, that is probably what I would do. Many European universities are among those that seem to be much more broad-minded about research contributions and programs.
What will happen in the future? The pendulum will undoubtedly swing back. At some point, some enlightened U.S. business school deans will remember the basic principles of strategy. They will boldly lead their schools down a different path, and their schools will be recognized for doing something valuable and different. But recognition comes slowly, and rankings change even more slowly. In the short-run, the problem looks like it will get worse before it gets better.

In the meantime, business schools in other parts of the world will assume leadership in many areas of accounting research. Already some European universities can be said to have taken the leadership role in many areas of management accounting research. Management accounting faculties are thriving in those locales, and they are now providing thought leadership. The potential trap for them to avoid, however, will be to do so by not just merely trying to emulate the North American research model. Although I am less knowledgeable about the other areas of accounting research, I suspect that the same dynamics are happening in those areas too.
While I am sanguine about the future of accounting research in Europe and other areas outside the United States, even there a dark cloud sits on the horizon, in the form of rankings and “league tables.” Their use seems to be becoming more prevalent. Some of rankings and ratings are even directly tied to funding, so they will certainly get the attention of school and department administrators. What criteria will be used to determine these rankings? There are early indications that they will be greatly affected by publications in A-level journals, and the A-level journal list being considered is not greatly different from that used in the United States. If I were a non mainstream researcher in a university based in Europe that would worry me a lot.
Table 1

What people are working on: SSRN working paper postings

	Topic areas:
	2008
	2007-08

	Some hot topics:
	
	

	Governance in title
	660
	>1,000

	Compensation title
	234
	364

	Governance in abstract
	>1,000
	>1,000

	Compensation in abstract
	937
	>1,000

	Some financial accounting topics:
	
	

	Earnings management in abstract
	261
	464

	Conservatism in abstract
	99
	185

	Some indicators of management accounting topics:
	
	

	Management accounting in abstract
	265
	492

	Performance measurement in abstract
	212
	357

	Cost allocation in abstract
	129
	240

	Budgeting in abstract
	169
	271


Source: R. Krishnan
Table 2

Published papers in top accounting journals over the life of each journal
	Topic areas:
	AOS
	CAR
	JAE
	JAR
	RAST
	TAR
	Total

	Some hot topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Governance in title
	5
	4
	10
	9
	6
	6
	40

	Compensation title
	1
	16
	34
	34
	7
	27
	119

	Governance in abstract
	18
	15
	18
	26
	2
	10
	89

	Compensation in abstract
	6
	32
	74
	90
	14
	77
	293

	Some financial accounting topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Earnings management in abstract
	0
	25
	30
	33
	12
	37
	137

	Conservatism in abstract
	3
	11
	16
	12
	13
	18
	73

	Some indicators of management accounting topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Management accounting in abstract
	86
	2
	1
	2
	0
	17
	108

	Performance measurement in abstract
	18
	9
	3
	4
	5
	6
	45

	Cost allocation in abstract
	2
	2
	1
	8
	2
	23
	38

	Budgeting in abstract
	42
	5
	0
	11
	0
	19
	77


Code: AOS = Accounting, Organizations and Society; CAR = Contemporary Accounting Research; JAE = Journal of Accounting and Economics; JAR = Journal of Accounting Research; RAST = Research of Accounting Studies; TAR = The Accounting Review
Source: R. Krishnan
Table 3
Published papers in top accounting journals—1999-2009

	Topic areas:
	AOS
	CAR
	JAE
	JAR
	RAST
	TAR
	Total

	Some hot topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Compensation in abstract
	4
	28
	31
	34
	14
	39
	150

	Some financial accounting topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Earnings management in abstract
	0
	19
	20
	20
	12
	31
	114

	Conservatism in abstract
	3
	10
	15
	7
	13
	11
	59

	Some indicators of management accounting topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Management accounting in abstract
	46
	2
	0
	0
	0
	7
	55

	Performance measurement in abstract
	14
	9
	0
	2
	5
	3
	33

	Cost allocation in abstract
	1
	1
	0
	1
	2
	0
	5

	Budgeting in abstract
	11
	1
	0
	1
	0
	3
	16


Code: AOS = Accounting, Organizations and Society; CAR = Contemporary Accounting Research; JAE = Journal of Accounting and Economics; JAR = Journal of Accounting Research; RAST = Research of Accounting Studies;
TAR = The Accounting Review
Source: R. Krishnan

Table 4

Published papers in top North American-based accounting journals—1999-2009

	Topic areas:
	CAR
	JAE
	JAR
	RAST
	TAR
	Total

	Some hot topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Compensation in abstract
	28
	31
	34
	14
	39
	146

	Some financial accounting topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Earnings management in abstract
	19
	20
	20
	12
	31
	102

	Conservatism in abstract
	10
	15
	7
	13
	11
	56

	Some indicators of management accounting topics:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Management accounting in abstract
	2
	0
	0
	0
	7
	9

	Performance measurement in abstract
	9
	0
	2
	5
	3
	19

	Cost allocation in abstract
	1
	0
	1
	2
	0
	4

	Budgeting in abstract
	1
	0
	1
	0
	3
	5


Code: AOS = Accounting, Organizations and Society; CAR = Contemporary Accounting Research; JAE = Journal of Accounting and Economics; JAR = Journal of Accounting Research; RAST = Research of Accounting Studies; TAR = The Accounting Review
Source: R. Krishnan

Table 5

Published papers in top accounting journals (1999-2009) divided by SSRN postings (2008)
	
	 -- Publications divided by SSRN postings --

	Topic areas:
	All 6 journals
	The 5 North American
journals only

	Some hot topics:
	
	

	Compensation in abstract
	.16
	.16

	Some financial accounting topics:
	
	

	Earnings management in abstract
	.44
	.39

	Conservatism in abstract
	.60
	.57

	Some indicators of management accounting topics:
	
	

	Management accounting in abstract
	.21
	.03

	Performance measurement in abstract
	.16
	.09

	Cost allocation in abstract
	.04
	.03

	Budgeting in abstract
	.09
	.03
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� SSCI stands for Social Science Citation Index, a database maintained by Thomson Reuters. As of the time of the writing of this article, the index tracked citations to articles in 2,474 “leading” social science journals across 50 disciplines, of which accounting is one. Number of citations is thought to reflect the impact or influence of an article.


� All data reported in this paper were compiled by Ranjani Krishnan, one of the editors of The Accounting Review. I reformatted some of the data to highlight the points made here.


� Management accounting is just used as an example. It is my primary interest area, and that of Ranjani Krishnan who compiled the data. The same points could be illustrated using many other fields in accounting, including auditing, taxation, and accounting information systems.
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