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A REVIEW OF EMPIRICAL RESEARCH ON 
MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING1

Fei Pan,2 Yue Wang,3 and Hongbo Shen4

ABSTRACT
For nearly 30 years, since the end of the 1970s, Chinese scholars have been studying the 
Western knowledge system of management accounting. From the initial translation of 
foreign academic papers to contemporary case and survey studies incorporating Chinese 
company practices, the quality of management accounting research in China has improved 
dramatically. But when compared with the West, there is still a wide gap between the two. 
Based on management accounting papers published in the eight highest-ranking academic 
journals in China and overseas from 2001 to 2005, we compare the domestic management 
accounting papers with the overseas papers and analyse the differences between these 
studies, and the reasons for these differences, with a special focus on the application of 
empirical research methods. We fi nd that the gap between Chinese and Western manage-
ment accounting research lies in the application of empirical research methodology. In 
particular, the gap results from weaknesses in fi ve aspects including the data sources, 
theoretical bases of research, research topics, research methodology, and the use of ques-
tionnaire survey.
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I. INTRODUCTION
As China began its economic reforms at the end of the 1970s, the academic research 
environment was also undergoing various changes. Domestic scholars started to 
pay attention to the trend in research into Western economic theories.5 From the 
initial introduction and translation of foreign studies to current case and survey 
studies incorporating Chinese company practices, the methods used in management 
accounting research are no longer limited to the normative approach, and the fi elds 
of research continuously expand and refl ect Chinese concerns. Since in the West, 
research on management accounting is conducted against a background of the 
industrialisation of production and is concerned with the characteristics of enterprises 
and with human behaviour, this research always emphasises practical implementa-
tion and adopts the empirical approach. Management accounting research started 
fairly late in China, so practice and theory do not match properly. This mismatch 
casts a shadow on the application of empirical research. Compared with manage-
ment accounting papers published in top overseas journals, domestic management 
accounting papers are far from satisfactory in terms of quantity and quality. Cur-
rently, most studies on management accounting use empirical methods. To improve 
the quality of management accounting research, we should examine the status quo 
of empirical research on management accounting in China, the gap between domestic 
and overseas research, and the causes of this gap.

At present, there are few literature reviews about the status quo of domestic 
management accounting research. In addition, existing reviews simply describe the 
research topics and quantity of research but never discuss the status quo of manage-
ment accounting research in China from the perspective of research methodology. 
No paper has ever tried to fi nd out the difference and analyse the gap between 
domestic and overseas studies or to explain what lies behind the gap.

In order to understand the differences in management accounting research methods 
between China and the West, we adopt a method of literature review that compares 
management accounting research papers published in the top four domestic journals 
with those in the top four overseas journals from 2001 to 2005. According to the 
statistical analyses on the proportions of published management accounting papers 
and the research methods and topics, we fi nd that the absolute quantity and the 
relative proportion of overseas management accounting papers are both signifi cantly 
higher than those of domestic papers; non-empirical methods dominate in Chinese 
research, while abroad there are almost twice as many empirical studies as non-
empirical ones. Regarding research topics, both domestic and overseas management 
accounting research focuses on management accounting systems; the differences 
lie mainly in the research methods. We look at the differences in the application 

5 In the 1950s, China did adopt a certain kind of “responsibility accounting”, which at that 
time was not called management accounting. In the late 1970s, some scholars began to 
translate and introduce advanced methods of management accounting.
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of empirical studies between domestic and overseas management accounting research 
from fi ve angles: data sources, theoretical bases, research topics relating to manage-
ment control systems, the application of empirical methods, and how questionnaire 
surveys are carried out. We not only examine the differences in the application of 
empirical studies between domestic and overseas management accounting research, 
but we also investigate the causes of those differences, and we provide constructive 
suggestions for future domestic research on management accounting.

II. SAMPLE SELECTION AND DIFFERENCE ANALYSIS
In order to investigate the differences in the application of research methods between 
domestic and overseas studies on management accounting, we choose two samples 
of management accounting papers, representing domestic and overseas research 
respectively, and then analyse the differences between the two.

2.1 Sample Selection
We select samples based on the reputation of journals and the criteria for determin-
ing what can be defi ned as a management accounting paper.

2.1.1 Journal Selection
Chinese academics generally accept that Accounting Research is one of the best 
domestic accounting journals, and one that can anticipate trends in domestic account-
ing research. Since the 1980s, Accounting Research has published many papers 
describing achievements of overseas accounting research. These papers introduce 
the reader not only to advanced research methods but also to inspiring research 
topics. Another two journals, Management World and Economic Research Journal, 
mainly publish papers relating to management and economics. Although they are 
not exclusively dedicated to accounting, they publish high-quality papers on account-
ing issues as well.6 Relevant papers from both journals have therefore been sampled. 
China Accounting and Finance Review is also a very important journal in fi nance 
and accounting, and one which prefers empirical research and always keeps up with 
mainstream Western accounting and fi nance research. We believe that these four 
journals lead the way in domestic accounting research in terms of research methods 
and topics. Although there are many other domestic accounting journals, their 
papers are not of a high standard. If we select papers from accounting journals 
only, such as Accounting Research, it is not possible to compare the domestic sample 
with the overseas one in terms of quality. Moreover, we are interested in trends in 
the development of management accounting research, and these can be more accu-

6 Management World prefers papers related to enterprise management or economics. The 
Economic Research Journal attaches most importance to economic papers. As far as the 
research methodology is concerned, both journals prefer empirical research. Such prefer-
ence leads to the fact that accounting papers only occupy a small portion of total published 
papers.
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rately demonstrated by these authoritative journals; we therefore choose management 
accounting papers from these four journals as the domestic sample.

The scope for sampling is broader for overseas papers. In view of representative-
ness and authoritativeness, we select three leading accounting journals that are 
recognised internationally to have a solid infl uence on accounting research. They 
are The Accounting Review (AR), the Journal of Accounting and Economics (JAE),  
and Accounting, Organizations and Society (AOS).7 In addition, another renowned 
journal specialising in management accounting, the Journal of Management Account-
ing Research (JMAR), is also selected. These four journals have good international 
reputations.8 We therefore choose management accounting papers published in these 
four journals as the overseas sample.

2.1.2 Management Accounting Paper Selection
To select the sample papers, we should fi rst determine the contents and topics 
of management accounting research. Based on the classifi cation of Shields 1997  
and Scapens and Bromwich 2001 , we classify management accounting papers 
into seven categories, namely management control systems, cost accounting, cost 
management, management accounting theory system, capital budgeting and invest-
ment decisions, strategic management accounting, and others, of which the category 
management control systems is further divided into incentives, budgeting, perfor-
mance measurement, transfer pricing, and integrated control systems. According 
to the essential principle that management accounting should create value for 
enterprises, we select papers within the seven categories. If the papers are related 
to fi nancial accounting issues, such as incentive mechanisms, we will determine 
whether they are relevant by considering whether the theory and perspective applied 
are within the scope of management accounting.9 If the research involves account-
ing recognition, measurement, reporting, or disclosure, we will exclude the paper 
from the sample.

The fi nal statistical results are shown in Table 1.

7 In the paper “Does managerial accounting research contribute to related disciplines? An 
examination using citation analysis”, Mensah et al. 2004  took the three journals as the 
research sample, too. They considered that these journals are the most reputable in 
accounting.

8 In the paper “Research in Management Accounting by North Americans in the 1990s”, 
Shields 1997  adopted the above-mentioned journals to investigate the status of manage-
ment accounting research in North America from 1990 to 1996.

9 Take the following two papers published in Accounting Research for example: “Research 
on the Accounting Recognition of Manager Stock Options” Fang, 2003  and “Criteria 
for Performance Measurement and Manager Compensation Contracts” Pan, 2002 . The 
former discusses the recognition of an incentive mechanism and is classifi ed as a paper 
on fi nancial accounting; the latter introduces the design of performance measures of an 
incentive mechanism and is classifi ed as a paper on management accounting.
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2.2 Sample Difference Analysis
To understand the status quo of contemporary management accounting research 
methodology, we choose management accounting papers published in AR, JAE, 
AOS, and JMAR as well as in the four domestic journals from 2001 to 2005 to 
constitute our research sample.10 First, we compare domestic papers with those 
overseas in terms of the following two aspects.

2.2.1 Distribution by Proportion
Journals have their own historical backgrounds, styles, and preferences. For example, 
AR is a comprehensive journal and publishes papers on accounting, fi nance, and 
auditing, somewhat similar to the domestic journal Accounting Research. JAE is 
similar to the Economic Research Journal, which focuses exclusively on studies 
on economic theories. AOS covers not only management accounting but also fi nance, 
management, and economics, in a similar way to Management World. JMAR is an 
overseas journal specialising in management accounting; as there is no comparable 
journal in China, we choose CAFR as its peer in view of the latter’s reputation. 
The quantity of papers is inevitably different between the two samples.11 To avoid 
the mistake of using absolute values for comparison, we use relative percentages 
to compare the differences in various aspects in order to control for the infl uence 
caused by the difference in absolute quantity.

The statistical results Table 1  show that JMAR publishes the highest propor-
tion of management accounting papers among the four overseas journals, reaching 
100 per cent. The proportion in AOS reaches 36.20 per cent. Although the propor-
tions of management accounting papers in AR and JAE are lower, they also reach 
about 10 per cent. In China, Accounting Research publishes the highest proportion 
of management accounting papers 10.22 per cent . The proportions in the other 
three journals are 0.89 per cent Economic Research Journal , 3.21 per cent 
Management World , and 3.17 per cent CAFR , respectively. Obviously, manage-

ment accounting papers account for a fairly low proportion in domestic journals. 
A possible reason for this is that domestic empirical studies on management 
accounting set out late and develop at a relatively slow pace. Meanwhile, the major 
domestic journals advocate convergence with international academic research 
standards and prefer papers adopting the empirical approach.12 As a result, both 
the absolute quantity and relative proportion of published papers are quite small. 
To control for the sample selection bias, we recalculate the published proportions 
of management accounting papers after excluding JMAR and ERJ Panel D, Table 

10 Finally, we exclude conference summaries and book reviews to obtain 256 sample 
papers.

11 This implies that the scale and quality of domestic management accounting research are 
generally lower than those of overseas research. The quantity of high-quality papers in 
China is relatively lower.

12 Except Accounting Research, which has published many non-empirical papers, the other 
three domestic journals almost publish empirical papers only.
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1 .13 The results show that the overseas proportion reaches 20.50 per cent, which 
is still much higher than the domestic average level of 6.3 per cent Panel D, Table 
1 . This shows that there is a big gap in the proportion of published management 
accounting papers between the domestic and overseas journals.

2.2.2 Distribution by Year
As shown in Table 2, the lowest proportion of management accounting papers 
published in overseas journals occurs in 2005 at 19.47 per cent, and the highest in 
2003 at 32.67 per cent. On the other hand, the domestic lowest proportion occurs 
in 2001 at 3.56 per cent, and the highest in 2004 at 6.55 per cent. Over the fi ve 
years, the proportion of management accounting papers published in overseas 
journals is much higher than that in domestic journals. The overseas proportion is 
27.01 per cent, while the domestic proportion is only 4.78 per cent. Similar results 
are obtained even after excluding JMAR and ERJ Panel D, Table 1 . The gap, 
though narrower, remains of a very large magnitude. These facts indicate that the 
level of and importance attached to management accounting research in China 
obviously lag behind those overseas. On the whole, the absolute quantity and pro-
portions of published management accounting papers are both evenly distributed 
over the years Panel A, Table 2 .14 The proportion fi gures for the overseas sample 
fl uctuate slightly and reach rock bottom at 19.47 per cent in 2005.15 While the 
domestic proportions are more stable and stay around 5 per cent, they reach a peak 
at 6.55 per cent in 2004. Therefore, as shown by the trend line of development in 
management accounting research, there is a big gap between the domestic and 
overseas samples.

2.3 Classifi cation and Comparison of Research Methods
Some domestic scholars believe that the current arguments about research meth-
odology derive from epistemology, which is a study of true knowledge and means 
of knowledge acquisition Li, 2006 . Modern philosophy is classifi ed as rationalism 
and empiricism based on the sources or rules of knowledge acquired from sense 

13 JMAR only publishes management accounting papers. ERJ publishes the least number of 
management accounting papers among the four domestic journals. To eliminate sample 
bias, we calculate the proportions of published management accounting papers after 
excluding JMAR and ERJ, and our conclusions still hold. However, we still use papers in 
all eight journals as our research sample to better demonstrate the differences in methodol-
ogy and topics between domestic and overseas management accounting research.

14 Both AR and CAFR are published quarterly. As AR expanded pages in 2002, the number 
of published papers increased in that year. AOS issues eight volumes each year. JMAR 
publishes one issue each year, but expanded pages in 2002. The domestic journal Account-
ing Research also expanded pages in 2004, so the number of published papers obviously 
increased. JAE increased its number of issues published each year from three to four in 
2004.

15 JAE has published more papers since 2004 but with fewer management accounting papers. 
As a result, the proportion of published management accounting papers is the lowest in 
2005.
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Table 2 Annual Proportions of Published Management Accounting Papers

Panel A: Including JMAR and ERJ
Year  Overseas   Domestic

 Total Management Proportion Total Management Proportion
 published accounting   published accounting 
 papers papers  papers papers

2001  85  25 29.41%  421  15 3.56%
2002 106  34 32.08%  470  19 4.04%
2003 101  33 32.67%  466  21 4.51%
2004 117  27 23.08%  534  35 6.55%
2005 113  22 19.47%  514  25 4.86%
Total 522 141 27.01% 2405 115 4.78%

Panel B: Excluding JMAR and ERJ
Year  Overseas   Domestic

 Total Management Proportion Total Management Proportion
 published accounting   published accounting 
 papers papers  papers papers

2001  79 19 24.05%  283  15 5.30%
2002  96 24 25.00%  340  19 5.59%
2003  91 23 25.27%  344  20 5.81%
2004 107 17 15.89%  383  34 8.88%
2005 106 15 14.15%  380  21 5.53%
Total 479 98 20.50% 1730 109 6.30%

Panel C: Including JMAR and ERJ

Comparison of the Proportions of Published Management Accounting
Papers
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or experience. According to rationalism, there is a certain relation between cause 
and effect. If we know the cause, we can determine the effect immediately by 
thinking and reasoning without any experience. Empiricism takes the view that 
the only purpose of science is to discover the rules of nature, and that this is 
achieved through observation and experience. Therefore, the methodology of 
research on modern management accounting can be divided into two categories:

a. General empirical research including positive experience
Empirical research is a general term used for describing specifi c research methods 

that explain and predict objective phenomena, including archival studies, surveys, 
experimentation, and fi eld studies Zhang and Xiong, 2006 .16 Empirical research 
differs from normative research in that it pays more attention to what the practice 
is rather than what the practice should be. Empirical research is neutral, without 
value judgement, and emphasises hypothesis testing.

b. Non-empirical research including theoretical research
This covers methods other than empirical research, including analytical research, 

normative research, and optimisation. Among these methods, normative research 
based on certain value judgements focuses on the consequences of economic poli-
cies to provide policy suggestions and establish behavioural criteria through logical 
reasoning. Normative research is also the predominant research method employed 
in China. As research methodology develops, much analytical research emerges 
overseas. Analytical research is almost exclusively based on the agency theory as 

Table 2 Continued

Panel D: Excluding JMAR and ERJ

Comparision of the Proportions of Published Management Accounting
Papers
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16 This classifi cation follows Shields 1997 .
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well as theories and models on production economics Shields, 1997 . It is founded 
on strict academic hypotheses and model deductions, and is the bridge connecting 
theory with positive research. We divide non-empirical research into analytical 
research and other research including normative research.

We therefore divide research methods into two groups: one adopting the empiri-
cal approach and the other adopting non-empirical approaches Table 3 .17

In terms of the quantity and proportion of management accounting papers pub-
lished domestically Table 3 , we fi nd that empirical research lags behind non-
empirical research in China. The former accounts for 53.04 per cent and the latter 
for 46.96 per cent. In contrast, overseas journals give priority to empirical research, 
which accounts for 63.12 per cent or is 1.7 times as great as the quantity of non-
empirical research. Compared with its mainstream status in overseas journals, 
empirical research in China is far from predominant.

As shown by the trend lines Panel D, Table 3 , the empirical approach is always 
preferred to the non-empirical approach by overseas researchers, while domestic 
empirical studies show no obvious predominance. In addition, we note the rise of 
analytical research Panel B, Table 3 , which accounts for 53.85 per cent of the 
overseas non-empirical research, and only 6.56 per cent in China. In other words, 
the application of the analytical method is in its infancy in China, and thus the 
quality of domestic analytical research cannot match the quality of that carried 
out overseas.18 Meanwhile, the number of empirical research papers is slightly 
higher than that of non-empirical research papers on management accounting in 
China from 2001 to 2003. The reason for this is that the domestic sample publishes 
more papers on case studies during this period.19 In 2005, the upsurge of empirical 
research in the economic and accounting academic world also affected management 
accounting research, leading to more surveys and archival studies during that year, 
and hence increasing the quantity and proportion of empirical research papers.20

17 This is different from the classifi cation by Shields 1997 , which includes the archival, 
case and experimental approaches. Domestic disputes over research methods are mainly 
concerned with philosophical bases. Such disputes refl ect differences in culture and ideol-
ogy between China and the West. The classifi cation of Shields 1997  is in fact one specifi c 
form of empirical research. Hence, we compare the domestic and overseas research 
approaches in terms of methodology. In latter sections, we will analyse the differences in 
the application of empirical research methods based on the classifi cation of Shields.

18 This may be due to the fact that accounting scholars in China are not good at advanced 
mathematics and statistics.

19 Typical examples may include the following: “Effi cient Means of Cost Control for Modern 
Enterprises” by Zhibin Chen in Management World in 2002; “Case Studies on the Applica-
tion of Activity-based Costing in China’s Railway Transport Firms” by Nanjing University 
in Accounting Research in 2001; and “The Operable Budgeting Management Systems in 
Chinese Business Groups” by Nanjing University in Accounting Research in 2001.

20 For example, “Empirical Research on the Correlation between Enterprises’ Strategic Cost 
Management and Continuous Development” by Ming Zhang and Changjun Yan in Account-
ing Research in 2005 adopts the approach of the questionnaire survey. “Investigation about 
Overseas Activity-Based Costing Applications” by Jiliang Yang in Accounting Research 
in 2005 uses archival research, where the data are taken from overseas databases.
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Table 3 Continued

Panel C: Comparison of Empirical and Non-Empirical Research

Comparison of Domestic and Overseas Research Methods
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2.4 Comparison of Empirical Research Topics
By comparing the quantity and proportion of management accounting papers 
published in sample journals, we can fi nd out whether any difference exists in 
research topics between the domestic and overseas samples. Shields 1997  clas-
sifi es the topics of management accounting research into seven fi elds, including 
management control systems, cost accounting, cost management, systems of man-
agement accounting theories, capital budgeting and investment decisions, strategic 
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management accounting, and others. Among the seven fi elds, “others” covers the 
emerging fi elds of management accounting, such as environmental management 
accounting in China and behavioural management accounting in overseas research. 
However, considering that many strategic management accounting papers were 
published during the sample period in China, we separate strategic management 
accounting papers from the others. After classifi cation, we fi nd that overseas man-
agement accounting research emphasises the same topic as domestic research. Both 
focus on management control systems Panel B, Table 4 . Domestic scholars also 
carry out research in the other fi elds of management accounting. In conclusion, 
there is little difference between the topics of overseas and domestic management 
accounting research. The gap in research quality lies in the research methodology. 
Scientifi c research methods not only provide the source of innovation for manage-
ment accounting research but also enhance the effi ciency and validity of research. 
Therefore, the research methodology is of great signifi cance to the development of 
management accounting.

All in all, domestic management accounting studies are not dominated by empiri-
cal research, and there remains a long way to go to catch up with the overseas 
empirical studies. Given the special background of China, the application of empiri-
cal research implies to a great extent that management accounting research has 
benefi ted accounting practices and created value for corporations, because empirical 
research is relatively good at testing the effect of theory on practice and ultimately 
validating the theory. By comparing domestic empirical studies with those overseas 
and analysing the differences between the two, we can help to improve the meth-
odology and quality of domestic management accounting research.

I I I .  EXPLANATIONS OF DIFFERENCES IN EMPIRICAL 
MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING RESEARCH
Since management accounting emphasises practice, management accounting research 
requires a good few careful investigations, reviews and interviews, and the scientifi c 
design of experiments. The information refl ecting management accounting practices 
should be acquired and scientifi cally analysed. Proper methods like fi eld or case 
studies, surveys, or experimental studies should be applied in order to improve the 
guidance provided to practitioners. Therefore, empirical research has more academic 
value than normative research in terms of the interpretation and forecast of manage-
ment accounting practices. We fi nd that the differences between overseas and 
domestic empirical research on management accounting can be attributed to fi ve 
factors, as elaborated below.

3.1 Comparison of Data Sources
We divide the data sources into four categories. The results show that the data used 
in domestic as well as overseas management accounting research are mainly col-
lected through self-investigation. These data account for 41 per cent and 53.93 per 
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Table 4 Comparison of Research Topics

Panel A:
Topics Quantity

 Overseas Percentage Domestic Percentage

Management Control System:
 Incentives 16  17.98% 12  22.22%
 Budgeting or budgets  7   7.87%  5   9.26%
 Performance measurement 19  21.35%  7  12.96%
 Transfer pricing  1   1.12%  0   0%
 Integrated control system 23  25.84%  2   3.70%
Sub-total 66  74.16% 26  48.15%
Cost Accounting:
 Cost accounting theories  1   1.12%  0   0%
 Activity-based costing  4   4.49%  3   5.56%
Sub-total  5   5.62%  3   5.56%
Cost Management:
 JIT  1   1.12%  0   0%
 Quality management  0   0%  1   1.85%
 Standard cost  0   0%  0   0%
 Integrated cost management  2   2.25%  2   3.70%
Sub-total  3   3.37%  3   5.56%
Management Accounting Theories  2   2.25%  1   1.85%
Capital Budgeting and Investment  3   3.37%  3   5.56%
 Decisions
Strategic Management Accounting:
 Value chains  1   1.12%  2   3.70%
 Value management  1   1.12%  6  11.11%
 Strategic cost management theories  0   0%  1   1.85%
Sub-total  2   2.25%  9  16.67%
Others  8   8.99%  9  16.67%
Total 89 100% 54 100%
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cent of the overall domestic and overseas research data respectively, indicating that 
since management accounting research is usually conducted based on internal data, 
the researchers need to collect data via different channels. With the development 
of the Internet, increasingly, companies disclose their fi nancial and non-fi nancial 
information on the Web, which enables researchers to obtain the internal data of a 
company from a public channel. However, as shown in Panel B of Table 5, the 
percentage of data collected through self-investigation is lower in domestic research 
than in overseas research. The possible reasons for this are that collection of internal 
data requires more resources, and studies using questionnaire surveys are not popular 
in China.

In addition, using composite data can overcome the weaknesses resulting from 
a small sample size and data inconsistency. Although only a small fraction of 
overseas management accounting research uses composite data, the explorations 
in this area are worth our attention. For example, Ittner and Larcker 1998  test 
the relationship between customer satisfaction and future fi nancial performance 
based on the customer data of a telecommunications company, the data from a 
branch of a bank, and the public data of a listed company. Despite the differences 

Table 5 Comparison of Data Sources

Panel A:
Data Sources Overseas Percentage Domestic Percentage

Public Data 26  29.21% 21  38.89%
Investigated Data 48  53.93% 22  40.74%
Internal Data 13  14.61% 11  20.37%
Composite  2   2.25%  0   0%
Total 89 100% 54 100%
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between these three groups of data, the statistical tests reach the same conclusions, 
which implies that differences in samples do not affect the results, and thus the 
conclusions are more convincing. Meanwhile, the management accounting papers 
in China mainly rely on public data. Such a heavy dependency might constrain the 
research to certain special areas; for instance, research on integrated control systems 
or on cost management depends on internal data rather than public data. We there-
fore suggest that domestic scholars fi nd more channels for obtaining internal data 
to improve the research quality and to expand research topics.

3.2 Comparison of Theoretical Bases
As far as theoretical bases are concerned Table 6 , Western empirical research on 
management accounting usually applies one or more theories of economics, organi-
sational behaviour, psychology, or sociology. Among these theories, those of eco-
nomics, organisational behaviour, and management are most widely applied; theories 
of economics are applied in 33 papers, theories of organisational behaviour in 12 
papers, and theories of management in 9 papers. Shields arrived at similar results 
in 1997. The proportion of economic theories applied in domestic research is almost 
the same as that in overseas research. This fi nding can be attributed to two factors. 
First, accounting research methods are derived from methodologies used in 
economics. Second, accounting theories are based on different branches of economic 
theory, such as institutional economics, information economics, and econometrics. 
In other words, economic theories have quite a deep impact on management 
accounting research. However, other management accounting theories should also 
be applied because it is diffi cult to reveal the nature of management accounting 
practice using economic theories alone.21 A solid study of management accounting 
requires a comprehensive theoretical basis.

As indicated by Table 6, Western studies apply a much higher proportion of 
theories of organisational behaviour, psychology, and management than does 
domestic research. Chinese research applies a higher proportion of strategic man-
agement theory than does overseas research. But little research in China applies 
theories of organisational behaviour or sociology. This refl ects the fact that the 
theoretical bases of domestic management accounting research are fairly weak. 
More efforts are needed to overcome this weakness for future management account-
ing research in China.

In addition, 38.89 per cent of domestic empirical research on management 
accounting is not based on any theory, which is more than double the proportion 
in overseas research 17.98 per cent . We realise that the weakness in the applica-
tion of technical methods contributes in part to the gap between domestic and 
overseas research. Therefore, domestic scholars should overcome their limitations 

21 For example, Covaleski et al. 2003  discuss the application of empirical research in 
budget management from the perspectives of economics, psychology, and sociology.
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in theoretical studies by broadening their knowledge in various theories apart from 
those of economics so as to strengthen the theoretical basis of their research in 
order to achieve international standards.

3.3 Comparison of Empirical Research Methods
The application of empirical research methods refl ects to some extent the change 
in research quality. Based on the classifi cation by Shields, we analyse the specifi c 
methods used in empirical research. The results show that there is no signifi cant 
difference in the proportion of questionnaire investigations between Chinese and 
overseas research, but domestic research mainly adopts the archival approach. In 
fact, management accounting research requires internal data rather than public 
data because research topics are limited if public data are used. Excessive utilisa-
tion of public data will prevent the research from exploring the internal problems 

Table 6 Comparison of Theoretical Bases

Panel A:
Theoretical Bases Overseas Percentage Domestic Percentage

Economics 33  37.08% 20  37.04%
Organisational Behaviour 12  13.48%  0   0%
Psychology  7   7.87%  1   1.85%
Management  9  10.11%  2   3.70%
Sociology  5   5.62%  0   0%
Composite  2   2.25%  1   1.85%
Strategic Management  5   5.62%  9  16.67%
No theory applied 16  17.98% 21  38.89%
Total 89 100% 54 100%
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of an organisation. As for fi eld or case studies, thanks to the encouragement given 
by the Ministry of Finance, which initiated typical case studies on the application 
and development of management accounting in 1999, 29.63 per cent of domestic 
research adopts the fi eld or case study approach, which is higher than the propor-
tion in overseas research 15.73 per cent . When the fi eld or case study approach 
is adopted in management accounting research, scholars need to look into the 
internal systems of an organisation. Consequently, the scholars may uncover the 
problems that will attract the attention of the practitioners. They may also raise 
creative assumptions or hypotheses and provide evidence for them Guo, 1999 . 
By using the data of their cases to expand the samples, scholars can prove the 
universality of the issues and enhance the signifi cance of their studies.22 Neverthe-
less, for domestic research, cases are mainly used in normative or descriptive 
papers, and are used neither to prove assumptions nor to make qualitative analyses. 
These papers just focus on “telling a story”.23 In contrast, overseas research papers 
are usually based on their own theoretical frameworks and then collect data from 
cases to prove the theories, while deeper research will also include tests of theo-
retical assumptions.24

In addition, there is a large gap between domestic and overseas experimentation 
research. Experimentation researchers will design experiments based on the essence 
of a problem and control changes in some environmental factors to simplify the 
experimental environment. By observing repeatable experimental results, research-
ers can discover disciplined research methods.25 For management accounting research, 
experimental methods are often used to examine budgets, incentive mechanisms, 
and transfer pricing. However, experimentation research faces more diffi culties than 
other empirical research does because the former needs not only knowledge of 
economics, management theory, accounting, and fi nance but also the application of 
psychological theories. Meanwhile, experimentation requires money, many partici-
pants, and a laboratory environment with a computer network. Unfortunately, it is 
usually hard to gain acceptance for the conclusions of experimentation research 

22 Professor Anne Wu from Taiwan has broadened the data source for future research after 
the successful activity-based costing ABC  case study on a hospital.

23 The paper entitled “Case Study on the Application of Activity-Based Costing in Chinese 
Railway Transport Firms” Accounting Research 2001  describes the application of ABC 
in the railway industry. The paper entitled “The Operable Budgeting Management Systems 
in Chinese Business Groups” Accounting Research 2001  explains the characteristics of 
budgeting management systems in corporations. They are both descriptive case studies.

24 The paper entitled “Factors infl uencing the performance of activity-based costing teams: 
a fi eld study of ABC model development time in the automobile industry” AOS 2002  
fi rst constructs an ABC framework and puts forward the theoretical hypotheses. The 
authors confi rm that the framework is reasonable. But this type of case study is not found 
in the domestic sample.

25 Experimentation is widely used in studies in the natural sciences such as physics, chem-
istry, and biology. In the middle of the twentieth century, economists introduced the 
experimental methodology into economic research to establish experimental economics.
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because rigorous standards are required when the experiments are carried out, and 
the data are “virtually” obtained from experiments designed by the researchers. 
Moreover, experimentation is an emerging method in China; it is inevitable that 
Chinese research lags behind overseas research in this respect. As a result, domestic 
management accounting research mainly employs questionnaire surveys, archival 
research, and fi eld or case studies. The experimentation approach is seldom adopted. 
In the future, domestic researchers are advised to strengthen their knowledge in 
experimentation in order to master this research method.26

3.4 Comparison of Empirical Research on Management Control 
Systems
According to the above comparisons, we fi nd that both domestic research and 
overseas research lay the most stress on management control systems. After further 

Table 7 Comparison of Empirical Research Methods

Panel A:
Empirical Research Methods Overseas Percentage Domestic Percentage

Questionnaire Survey 26  29.21% 14  25.93%
Archival Research 28  31.46% 23  42.59%
Field/Case Study 14  15.73% 16  29.63%
Experimentation 18  20.22%  1   1.85%
Composite  3   3.37%  0   0%
Total 89 100% 54 100%
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26 The paper entitled “On Experimental Methods in Accounting Research” Accounting 
Research 2001  introduces the experimental methods and indicates that domestic scholars 
have noticed the popular empirical approach at the beginning of this century.
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sub-dividing this topic Panel B, Table 8 , we fi nd that domestic scholars mainly 
focus on the incentive mechanism and budgeting research. Thanks to data avail-
ability, as much as 46.5 per cent of domestic research relates to these two areas, 
because empirical data about incentive mechanisms can be collected via public 
channels. As for performance measurement, the gap between domestic and overseas 
research is quite small—less than 2 per cent. But domestic research is fairly weak 
in the area of transfer pricing. No papers related to this area have been published 
in the top four domestic journals during the fi ve-year period.27 The gap in respect 
of integrated control systems is big. Overseas scholars attach much importance to 
research on the validity of an integrated control system while domestic research 
in this area is far from adequate. A possible reason for this is that it is diffi cult for 

Table 8 Comparison of Empirical Research on Management Control Systems

Panel A:
Management Control System: Quantity

 Overseas Percentage Domestic Percentage

Incentives 16  24.24% 12  46.15%
Budgeting or budgets  7  10.61%  5  19.23%
Performance measurement 19  28.79%  7  26.92%
Transfer pricing  1   1.52%  0   0%
Integrated control system 23  34.85%  2   7.69%
Total 66 100% 26 100%
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27 There is little empirical research on transfer pricing in China, and traditional normative 
research is hardly found in the four leading journals. As a result, few papers in this fi eld 
are published.
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researchers to access internal data, but this is necessary for studying integrated 
control systems. In addition, research on integrated control systems is based on 
other theories apart from theories of economics, making such research more diffi cult 
to carry out. All these are hurdles that domestic research on integrated control 
systems has to overcome.28

3.5 Further Analysis of Questionnaire Surveys
The questionnaire survey is one of the predominant methods used in empirical 
management accounting research in the West. The questionnaire approach is useful 
for organisational research. With a normative questionnaire design, it is possible 
to measure some abstract concepts that cannot be refl ected in the public databases, 
such as strategies and incentives, in order to understand the internal decision-making 
processes and control behaviours of an organisation. The quantitative methods, 
including factor analyses, correlation analyses, and linear regressions, can be used 
to test the theoretical assumptions in relation to organisation variables and their 
causes. As shown by Table 9, most of the existing domestic questionnaire surveys 
still use the descriptive statistical approach. As much as 57.14 per cent of the ques-
tionnaire surveys simply describe the percentages of the data, and no advanced 
statistical technology like hypothesis testing is adopted.29 Although complex 
statistical technologies may not be necessary, they can help to explore information 
hidden in the data and explain the essence of a problem. Questionnaire surveys 
can be conducted at two levels: objective phenomena are described and enumerated 
at the preliminary level, while various rules and theories of management account-
ing are explained and explored at the advanced level. The questionnaires used at 
the advanced level should be designed on the basis of theoretical analysis. Thus, 
the questionnaire becomes an effi cient tool for testing the assumptions and hypoth-
eses Zhang and Xiong, 2006 . Despite the fact that there is no big gap between 
domestic and overseas questionnaire surveys in terms of proportions, we fi nd that 

28 Research on the usefulness of internal information provided by management accounting 
systems is scarce in China. For example, there is little domestic research on management 
accounting information systems. In contrast, research on the usefulness of fi nancial 
accounting information is very common.

29 For example, the four papers published in Accounting Research in 2001 use the descriptive 
statistical approach, including “Accountability Units and Evaluation: Exploration in the 
Chinese Enterprises and their Issues”, “The Application and Review of Cost Behavioural 
Management in Chinese Enterprises”, “Evaluation of the Current Situation of Budget 
Management in Chinese Enterprises”, and “Investigations and Analyses of Cost Manage-
ment Methods and Their Effects on Chinese Enterprises”. The questionnaires used in this 
type of research always directly ask what the authors want to know. But questionnaires 
used in advanced studies should be designed more elaborately. For example, the paper 
entitled “Empirical Research on the Correlation between Enterprises’ Strategic Cost Man-
agement and Continuous Development” Accounting Research 2005  tests the data with 
complex statistical technologies. But such questionnaire surveys account for only a minor-
ity of the papers published in China.
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almost all of the overseas papers using questionnaire surveys have attached the 
main body of the questionnaire and described in detail the questionnaire design 
and measurement of variables.30 As far as domestic questionnaire studies are con-
cerned, neither the depth of research nor the questionnaire design reach professional 
standards, and these studies do not explain either the rationale of the questionnaire 
design or the measurement methods for the variables. All of these might be the 
root cause of the gap between domestic and overseas questionnaire research. The 
design of a questionnaire should follow two rules. First, the original questionnaire 
should be cited if the research follows previous studies so that the readers can 
compare the questionnaire used with the original. Second, the authors should report 
the questionnaire design, the methods of measurement, the validity of concepts, 
and the measurement of reliability in detail if they themselves have designed the 

Table 9 Methods Used in Questionnaire Survey Research

Panel A:
Methods Overseas Percentage Domestic Percentage

Descriptive Statistics  0  0%  8  57.14%
Statistical Tests 26 100%  6  42.86%
Total 26 100% 14 100%
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30 Research methodology occupies a very important part of overseas empirical research 
papers. For example, four papers explain in detail the principles of questionnaire design, 
including “The adoption of total cost of ownership for sourcing decisions: a structural 
equations analysis” AOS 2005 , “Power, organization design and managerial behaviour” 
AOS 2004 , “The adoption of ‘Western’ management accounting/controls in China’s 

state-owned enterprises during economic transition” AOS 2004 . The measurement of 
variables should be adapted to different environments though it would be better to derive 
it from previous studies.
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questionnaire or upgraded it from previous questionnaires Zhang and Xiong, 
2006 . Therefore, Chinese scholars should pay more attention to the professional-
ism of questionnaire design and the application of data, and increase the use of 
statistical tests.

On the whole, empirical research on management accounting remains at an early 
stage of development in China. Current empirical research mainly focuses on 
descriptive statistics and case studies, and lags behind Western research. The lack 
of understanding in research methodology and poor application are the obstacles 
hindering the development of domestic empirical research on management account-
ing. To overcome these obstacles, domestic scholars should strengthen their knowl-
edge of management accounting research methodology.

IV. SUGGESTIONS TO IMPROVE DOMESTIC EMPIRICAL 
RESEARCH ON MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING
Based on the above comparisons between methods used in domestic and overseas 
empirical management accounting research, we believe that innovation in research 
methodology is a mandatory prerequisite for domestic management accounting 
research to play a more important role in the international academic community. 
A research method that is really suitable for Chinese research on management 
accounting would look into the practices of enterprises and combine normative 
studies with empirical research. The validity and reliability of normative studies 
should be tested through empirical analyses. Normative studies should also be used 
to explain the results of empirical research. Such a combination will not only over-
come the weakness in traditional domestic normative research, namely that the 
results are of low applicability due to the lack of empirical tests, but will also deal 
with the shortcomings of Western research that emphasises empirical rather than 
normative studies, resulting in diffi culties in promoting the case study approach. 
Through integrating the strengths of both normative research and empirical research, 
we can improve enterprise practices and drive the development of domestic man-
agement accounting research forward. Borrowing from Western experiences, we 
therefore put forward the following suggestions on the basis of the current conditions 
in China.

4.1 Gaining Support from Enterprises and Broadening Data 
Sources
The subjects of management accounting research are always related to organisational 
variables within enterprises. But such information is usually considered a com-
mercial secret, so corporations are reluctant to disclose it. This leads to a relative 
scarcity of data sources and constraints on the application of empirical methods in 
management accounting research. Management accounting scholars need to collect 
the data by surveys, experiments, and on-the-spot interviews. All these require the 
participation of, and support from, enterprises. The Western academic community 
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has a long history of management accounting research that has created co-operative 
relationships between enterprises and academia.31 The surveys thus have higher 
response rates, and the enterprises are keen to provide feedback. Unlike Western 
research with its solid foundations, early research on management accounting in 
China is isolated from practice, and scholars have not established any close relation-
ships with the practitioners. However, the practitioners are in need of theoretical 
guidance.32 Therefore, the domestic academic community may encourage and invite 
enterprises to take part in the research and share the achievements with the enter-
prises. Domestic management accounting research can benefi t from these co-
operative relationships with enterprises and will fl ourish in the end.

4.2 Strengthening Application of Theories
Empirical research should be based on theories. With guidance from a theoretical 
framework, we can fi nd out the essence of a problem. Theoretical research can 
broaden our vision and help us to put forward hypotheses and explain the empirical 
results. Without a theoretical framework, the data analyses and statistical tests would 
be conducted without any clear direction. The empirical hypotheses should be 
established on the basis of theories, while the empirical results can help the scholars 
ponder the facts observed, and draw conclusions about them that can then be raised 
to the level of a new theory. Not only should management accounting research apply 
the economic theories, it should also consider the impacts of human behaviour, of 
the organisational structure, and of the social environment on management. We 
should therefore apply various theories of economics, organisational behaviour, 
sociology, and psychology in management accounting research to fi nd out the essence 
of a problem. Domestic scholars should strengthen their knowledge of such theories 
and apply them.

4.3 Emphasising the Management Control System and the Reality 
in China
Management control systems have become the focus of management accounting 
research both domestically and abroad because of their signifi cance for enterprises. 
We should thus conduct in-depth studies on enterprise practices in terms of man-
agement control systems. Research should be of benefi t to domestic enterprise 
practices. But when scholars initially introduced management accounting from the 

31 Associations of management accountants in the US and UK usually have academic research 
departments, which are composed of scholars and practitioners. Scholars can therefore 
easily communicate with the enterprises. Such good co-operative relationships facilitate 
case studies. This is the reason why abundant cases are found in management accounting 
textbooks in the West Meng, 1999 .

32 In the Management Accounting Seminar sponsored by the Shanghai University of Finance 
and Economics in 2006, the enterprise delegates explicitly indicated their need for theoreti-
cal guidance, especially those theories that can create value for their enterprises.
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West, they usually neglected the fact that differences existed between the social 
and economic environments in the West and in China. As a result, the research 
results were diffi cult to apply and did not bear fruit.33 When we carry out research 
on management accounting in the context of the reality in China, we must consider 
the domestic institutional background and the environment in which domestic 
enterprises operate. We can then establish our own research system and create value 
for enterprises.

4.4 Focusing on Case or Field Studies and Promoting Experimentation 
Studies
Management accounting theories have been developed that often show a mismatch 
with practice. Empirical research methods provide an effective solution to this 
problem. In empirical research, case or fi eld studies can help us to understand the 
essence of management accounting and have become the primary method used in 
Western management accounting research. In view of the special institutional 
background and economic environment in China, we should utilise case or fi eld 
studies and draw conclusions from practical experiences. However, case or fi eld 
studies require the investigators to closely interact with the enterprises for a long 
time and emphasise the depth and professionalism of the research, so that theories 
can be based upon practical experience and incorporated into management account-
ing teaching. Hence, we need to establish an effective incentive mechanism in the 
academic community to improve empirical research on management accounting 
using case or fi eld studies.34 Meanwhile, it is also very important to develop the 
application of experimentation studies in order to diversify methods used in man-
agement accounting research.

4.5. Initiating Publication of Management Accounting Journals in 
China
Doubtless, a leading academic journal can inspire scholars to carry out management 
accounting research and provide guidance for practitioners. JMAR is a good example. 
Unfortunately, the absence of similar journals in China has in fact a negative impact 

33 Take target costing as an example. Target costing determines the cost goal based on market 
prices and target profi ts. The cost goal is then assigned to each department. But China lacks 
research on the pre-conditions of target costing and on how to overcome employee resis-
tance in view of the corporate culture, and there is little research that applies engineering 
analyses and value analyses. Hence, the enterprises only know target costing superfi cially 
but are unaware of how to implement it; therefore, studies on target costing have little effect 
on practice.

34 A successful case study takes a long time and can hardly make obvious achievements in 
the short term. Unfortunately, domestic academic institutions often reward their scholars 
for the quantity of papers rather than the quality. Thus, only a reasonable incentive mecha-
nism can encourage scholars to carry out in-depth research using the case study 
approach.
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on the development of management accounting research.35 Compared with papers 
on fi nancial accounting and auditing, it is more diffi cult to get the management 
accounting papers published. Therefore, a domestic journal focusing on management 
accounting is required to foster the development of this discipline and create more 
opportunities for Chinese scholars who are working on management accounting 
research.
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