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Abstract 

The paper investigates the emergence and development, since the Second 
World War, of a transnational field of governance for accounting and financial 
reporting. Recent decades have seen a proliferation of activities and initiatives 
to make financial reporting standards comparable across national borders. This 
process of transnational or international standards setting is shown to be a 
highly political process where actors with different backgrounds enter the game 
with specific interests, perceptions, strategies and resources. In fact, it shows 
how contest and conflict can become driving forces of international 
standardization if organized within a widely accepted procedural framework. 

 
Zusammenfassung 

In der vorliegenden Arbeit wird das Spannungsfeld der Entstehung und Ent-
wicklung von internationalen Standards für die Wirtschaftsprüfung und Rech-
nungslegung seit dem 2. Weltkrieg untersucht. In den letzten Jahrzehnten ist 
eine Zunahme von Aktivitäten und Initiativen zur grenzüberschreitenden 
Harmonisierung von Rechnungslegungsstandards zu beobachten. Die 
Schaffung von transnationalen bzw. internationalen Standards erweist sich als 
hochpolitischer Prozess, in den Akteure aus unterschiedlichen Bereichen ihre 
spezifischen Interessen, Wahrnehmungen, Strategien und Ressourcen 
einbringen. Tatsächlich verdeutlichen diese Vorgänge, dass Konkurrenz und 
Konflikt als treibende Kräfte für die internationale Standardsetzung dienen 
können, sofern der Verfahrensrahmen allgemein anerkannt ist. 
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Introduction1

In this chapter we set out to investigate the emergence and development of in-
ternational standard setting in the field of accounting, with particular reference 
to financial reporting. Financial reporting is more than technicalities and dry fig-
ures. Financial reporting standards shape the categories through which corpo-
rate governance actors perceive and evaluate each other; thereby also in-
fluencing strategies and decision-making (Power 1997). 

Historically, the meaning and understanding of accounting standards has 
been contextualised in national accounting traditions and systems. However, 
the last decades have seen a proliferation of activities and initiatives to make 
financial reporting standards comparable across national borders. Develop-
ments in accounting are part of a broader movement towards global ordering by 
means of standardization. One common characteristic of international 
standardization is the lack of sanctioning power. Thus, standard setting 
organizations have to struggle for voluntary recognition of their rules. A second 
common feature is the degree of “cross-border travelling of ideas” and 
translation (Czarniawska and Joerges 1996) involved in international standard 
setting. Actors that engage in international standard setting contribute their 
contextualised interests, perceptions and strategies. The outcome of the 
standard setting process is a set of highly formalised rules that need re-
contextualization when being implemented in different environments. In con-
sequence, struggles over the definition and interpretation of international stan-
dards are expected to be quite significant (Brunsson et al. 2000; Tamm Hall-
ström 2004). 

The neo-institutional literature has so far given surprisingly little attention to 
issues of contestation and conflict in international standard setting processes. 
We see three main reasons for that. Firstly, standardization has been pre-
dominantly understood as a technical and rational process driven by the world-
wide spread of consensual universalistic principles and cognitive routines (Loya 
and Boli 1999), or as in institutional economics, by functional needs of coordi-
nation (David and Greenstein 1990; Abbott and Snidal 2001). Meanwhile, 

 
1 Authors are listed in alphabetic order. Special thanks go to Marie-Laure Djelic and Kerstin 

Sahlin-Andersson for their very constructive comments that helped to shape the chapter in 
its current form. We also like to thank the participants of the workshop on “The Multiplicity of 
Regulatory Actors in the Transnational Space” held in Uppsala in May 2003 as well as the 
attendants of the EGOS Standing Working Group on “Comparative Studies of Economic 
Organisation” during the 2004 colloquium in Ljubljana. 

 



 
2 

issues of power and influence have been neglected (as notable exception see 
Schmidt and Werle 1998; Mattli and Büthe 2003). Secondly, the neo-institu-
tional literature deals mainly with formal rule setting and diffusion. It has not 
gone far into investigating how the normative content of standards is developed 
and appropriated by actors from different contexts – a potential area for conflict 
(Heintz et al. 2001). Thirdly, neo-institutional contributions have given much 
more attention to the diffusion of existing standards than to the emergence of 
new standards (Finnemore 1996). Process models of institutionalisation, how-
ever, suggest that the early phases of rule setting are likely to be characterised 
by arguments and dispute between actors promoting different rule sets (Tolbert 
and Zucker 1996; Barley and Tolbert 1997, Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Law-
rence et al. 2001). 

In this chapter we aim to highlight the ongoing political nature of interna-
tional standardization. In order to do so we draw on theoretical approaches that 
give emphasis to contest and conflict in rule setting. As Bourdieu (1989, see 
also Stinchcombe 1965) has pointed out, the opening up of new social spaces – 
and international arenas of standard setting can be perceived as such – is likely 
to lead different actors to struggle over the material and symbolic occupation of 
this space. Actors from different backgrounds enter the game with specific in-
terests, perceptions and strategies and use their various resources to pursue 
their goals (Djelic and Quack 2003). Interactions also involve symbolic struggles 
over the perception of who are the appropriate actors and the dominant logic of 
coordination in this space and the boundaries to be drawn vis-à-vis the outside 
world. Struggles over the structuration of such a social space are part of an on-
going process of re-negotiation of power relations, both at the material and 
symbolic level (see Dezalay and Sugarman 1995; Dezalay and Garth 1996; 
2002). 

We apply this approach to a longitudinal analysis of the emergence of the 
international regulatory field of financial reporting, from the Second World War 
up to the current period. It is our aim to build a dynamic perspective into the 
analysis of regulatory space. So far, the concept has been predominantly used 
to describe the outcome of processes of re-regulation. Hancher and Moran 
(1989), for example, refer to a regulatory space as determined by a range of 
regulatory issues that are subject to decision by a population of issue-related 
organizations (see also Crouch 1986). The same is true for the notion of organ-
izational field, introduced by DiMaggio (1983) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983: 
148) in the context of neo-institutional analysis to study “organizations that, in 
the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life”. We concur with 
Hedmo et al. (2001) in the importance of a more process-oriented approach 
(see also Young 1994 for her dynamic analysis of a “regulatory space”). 
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Therefore, the following analysis focuses on the evolving interrelationships 
between various actors that engage in international standard setting, how their 
struggles and cooperation contribute to the emergence of an international 
regulatory field of financial reporting, and how they continue to shape the logics 
and boundaries of this field over time. The main argument presented here is 
that contest and conflict, usually seen as an impediment to successful stan-
dardization, can become a driving force of international standardization if 
organized within a commonly accepted procedural framework. 

The point of departure: National diversity in accounting 

Accounting standards are guidelines to compose annual reports. They define 
the necessary information and the way in which it needs to be displayed. 
Accounting standards also influence the procedures for auditing financial re-
ports. Since the emergence of the nation state and well into the second half of 
the 20th century, accounting rules have been drafted, implemented and en-
forced within national jurisdictions. National accounting systems evolved in 
close interconnection with the development of corporate governance, financial 
markets and economy-state relations (Whitley 1999; Maurice and Sorge 2000; 
Quack et al. 2000; Hall and Soskice 2001). They became relevant because 
proper and true accounting came to be considered by national governments as 
a prerequisite, helping to prevent corporate failure and financial crisis. 

At the end of World War II, national accounting standards differed consid-
erably in substance and procedure between countries. One major cleavage was 
that running between the liberal economies of the Anglo-Saxon world and the 
co-ordinated capitalism found in continental Europe and Japan. In the first 
group of countries, accounting rules aimed predominantly at providing investors 
with information while they focused on the protection of creditors’ interests in 
the latter (Morgan and Quack 2000; Nobes and Parker 2004). As a result, rele-
vance and reliability of information dominated accounting principles in Anglo-
Saxon liberal economies whereas the principle of prudence became more 
salient in countries with co-ordinated economies (Whitley 1999; Glaum 2000; 
Hall and Soskice 2001). 

A second related cleavage between accounting systems was that between 
accounting rules in common law and Roman law regimes (Damaska 1986; 
Rheinstein 1974; Kagan 2000). Most continental European legal systems have 
origins in Roman law and there accounting rules were often part of the code law 
system and could be changed only through legislation. In contrast, the case law 
system in Anglo-Saxon countries has led to less systematically developed 
statutory law; rulings of courts have been more significant while the develop-
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supported by the Keynesian revolution in macroeconomics (Suzuki 2003) that 
underlined the importance of coherent public accounting for policy-making.  

In consequence, the harmonization of standards in national income 
accounting – an issue that had already been discussed in the interwar period – 
became part of the political agenda of intergovernmental organizations in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s. The OEEC elaborated a standardized system of 
national income accounts. In 1953, it began to publish data according to these 
standards. At the same time, the United Nations decided to set up a standard-
ized system of its own in order to produce comparable national income 
accounts. The two systems were merged in 1956 (Samuels and Piper 1985: 
56). 

A further impetus for cross-border harmonization came from the technical 
assistance program of the Marshall Plan and concerned micro-level issues of 
financial accounts. With a view to improve European industrial rebuilding cross-
Atlantic visits and expert exchanges were organized and information on Ameri-
can rationalization methods disseminated (Djelic 1998; Kipping and Bjarnar 
1998; Zeitlin and Herrigel 2000). Exchanges involved politicians, managers and 
professional experts, including accounting experts. American accounting ideas 
and techniques such as budgeting and costing methods traveled as part of the 
wider transfer of US business models. Although they were adopted only selec-
tively, this transfer raised sensitivity for issues of international comparability of 
financial accounts (Loft et al. forthcoming). 

Soon, suggestions were made to form an International Institute of Accoun-
tancy under the aegis of the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) (Samuels and Piper 1985: 64). The Institute, however, 
never materialized, partly due to the skepticism and resistance of European 
professionals who did not believe in the possibility to reach worldwide coopera-
tion. In 1951, the Union Européene des Experts Comptables, Economiques et 
Financiers (UEC) was founded as a European professional body with a mem-
bership of accounting associations from more than 20 countries (Samuel and 
Piper 1985: 65). Compared to the advances that public actors in intergovern-
mental organizations made in the post-war years with respect to harmonizing 
national income accounts, the attempts of the UEC to work towards a greater 
comparability of corporate financial accounts remained quite limited. 

The European Community project 

The next initiative towards comparability and harmonization of financial 
accounts in Europe came, again, from public rather than private actors. The 
founders of the European Economic Community (EEC) regarded comparable 
financial statements of companies as a cornerstone of a future common mar-
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ket2. The harmonization of accounting standards was thus regarded from the 
beginning as a significant step on the road towards creating an economic level 
playing field (Haller 2002), with the fourth and the seventh Council directives 
becoming the cornerstones of European accounting policies. 

In the mid-1960s the European Commission launched an initiative aiming to 
harmonize national regulation to improve the comparability of financial state-
ments. The expert committee in charge, under the leadership of a German, pro-
duced the so-called Elmendorff Report, that became the base for the first draft 
of the 4th Company Law Directive submitted in 1971. This draft was strongly in-
fluenced by German company law: valuation rules were to be conservative, 
formats to be described in rigid details and disclosure by notes remained limited 
(Nobes 1985: 348). The negotiations that followed in the Council were heated. 
There were national strongholds that politicians and business leaders appar-
ently were not ready to abandon. In particular, the determination of income and 
corporate tax and the incorporation of the principle of prudence remained con-
troversial (Haller 1992; Evans and Nobes 1996). 

The accession of Denmark, the UK and Ireland to the EC in 1973 compli-
cated matters further. The UK and Ireland required that the Anglo-Saxon phi-
losophy of accounting needed to be reflected in the accounting directive. The 
Danish, Dutch and UK delegations insisted on the inclusion of the true and fair 
view principle (Nobes 1985: 346). The following negotiations within technical 
committees and the Council had to bridge between divergent accounting per-
spectives and conflicting political interests. Finally, the Fourth Accounting Direc-
tive was approved in 19783. It laid down requirements for format and valuation 
and requested limited liability companies across the EEC to prepare annual 
accounts that provided a true and fair view of the company’s assets, liabilities, 
financial position and profit or loss. It contained substantial requirements on in-
formation that had to be provided by means of notes (Haller 2002). In 1983, the 
7th Directive on consolidated accounts4 was adopted, again after long and cum-
bersome negotiations. It determined the identification of groups, scope of group 
accounts and the obligation to prepare, audit and publish group financial state-
ments as well as consolidation-related methods.  

 
2 The Treaty of Rome, signed in 1957, commissioned in Article 54 Paragraph 3g the Council 

and the Commission to undertake the necessary steps to coordinate the “safeguards […] 
required by Member States of companies and firms” with the view to make them equivalent 
throughout the Community. See the Treaty of Rome as published under 
http://europa.eu.int/abc/obj/treaties/en/entr6d03.htm. 

3 Fourth Council Directive 78/660/EEC of 25 July 1978 based on Article 54 (3) (g) of the 
Treaty on the annual accounts of certain types of companies. 

4 Seventh Council Directive 83/349/EEC of 13 June 1983 based on the Article 54 (3) (g) of the 
Treaty on consolidated accounts. 
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Both Company Law Directives compromised between conflicting political 
interests and accounting views. They did so through the incorporation of a con-
siderable number of optional treatments. The resulting vagueness led to con-
siderable confusion and diversity in the process of national implementation. 
Particularly in the case of the 4th Directive, differing national accounting tra-
ditions gave rise to various interpretations of the true and fair principle (Haller 
2002: 157). 

Overall, the 4th and 7th Company Law Directives introduced a degree of 
rationalization and comparability across Member States, in particular with 
regard to balance sheets formats and disclosure aspects (Thorell and Whitting-
ton 1994: 219), the obligation to provide consolidated statements and the 
methods to prepare them (Haller 2002: 159). Up into the 1980s, the requirement 
of the European Council to reach unanimous decision blocked a coherent 
setting of accounting standards within the European Community. The problem 
was not only that rule setting was charged with conflict but also that EEC politi-
cal institutions were not able to provide mechanisms that could productively 
transform the conflicting views of actors involved into generally accepted stan-
dards. 

In sum, the European Community project of harmonizing financial accounts 
was primarily driven by public actors and mostly faced political obstacles. 
Nevertheless, the project would not have been possible without the involvement 
of professionals from member countries who provided expertise. In 1966 the 
Commission had set up a Groupe d’Etudes as advisory body, which also pro-
vided accounting experts with opportunities for cross-border professional dis-
cussion and cooperation. 

The Anglo-Saxon counterweight 

Also in 1966, Sir Henry Benson of the Institute of Chartered Accountants of 
England and Wales (ICAEW) proposed the creation of the Accountants Interna-
tional Study Group (AISG). The Study Group brought together representatives 
of British professional accounting associations, the Canadian Institute of 
Chartered Accountants, and the American Institute of Certified Public Ac-
countants. In practice, the Study Group consisted predominantly of a small elite 
of high profile practitioners from international accounting firms representing their 
national accounting associations (Thomas 1970: 63). The proclaimed purpose 
of the AISG was to develop comparative studies of accounting in the three 
nations (DeloitteToucheTohmatsu 2003). From 1967 until its dissolution in 
1977, the Study Group met twice a year to discuss problems of comparability 
across the three national accounting systems. From those discussions, the 
AISG published a total of 20 comparative studies on issues of accounting 
thought and practice in the three countries. 
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The aim of the Study Group was to strengthen private standard setting as 
an alternative to supranational regulation. Its work clearly reflected the influence 
of Anglo-Saxon professionals and a liberal tradition of self-regulation. This 
private mode of standard-setting was also in the interest of Anglo-Saxon 
auditing firms trying to open up new markets in continental Europe. The political 
dimension of the project became apparent when, in 1972, at the 10th 
International Congress of Accountants, the chairman of the AISG, Sir Henry 
Benson, invited professional bodies of six other nations to join into the initiative 
to set up an International Accounting Standards Committee (IASC). 

Seizing the opportunity: Private actors structuring the field 

On June 29th, 1973, the constitution of the International Accounting Standards 
Committee (IASC) was signed in London by representatives of national pro-
fessional accounting bodies from 9 countries: Australia, Canada, France, West 
Germany, Great Britain (with Ireland), Japan, Mexico, the Netherlands and the 
United States of America. Sir Henry Benson was elected chairman of the IASC 
(Haller et al. 2000). The establishment of the IASC at that particular moment in 
time can be linked to the accession of Britain and Ireland to the European Eco-
nomic Community and to the opposition of the British accountancy profession to 
the EEC draft for an accounting directive. Anthony Hopwood (1994: 243) 
described the situation as follows: 

 … the British accountancy bodies [who] were worried by the potential consequences 
of what they saw as the imposition of continental European statutory and state control 
on the much more discretionary relationship between corporate management and 
auditor in the UK. […] Wanting to have a more institutionalized manifestation of British 
commitment to a wider transnational and Commonwealth mode of accounting, with 
the cooperation of its partners in the primarily English language audit community, the 
IASC was established. Its creation was intended to give a strong signal of Britain’s 
role in what no doubt was perceived as a global accounting community rather than a 
more narrowly circumscribed European one. 

The foundation of the IASC thus marked a significant shift in the development of 
the nascent international regulatory field of accounting: Firstly, the work of the 
IASC focused from the outset on developing financial accounting standards for 
companies and thereby stood in contrast to earlier macro level approaches. 
Secondly, the IASC aimed at developing standards with an international, not 
just an European reach. Thirdly, and most importantly, private actors previously 
advising in the shadow of (inter-)governmental decision-making now claimed 
the centre court of the international standard setting arena for themselves. 
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ment of standards was delegated to professional bodies. The US represents a 
quite particular regulatory approach (Nobes and Parker 2004) to which we 
return later. 

A third important dimension differentiating national accounting systems in 
the period after World War II was whether and how closely financial and tax 
accounting were linked to each other (Glaum 2000; Nobes and Parker 2004). In 
some countries, like Germany, annual accounting reports were the base for 
determining company taxation, in other countries, like the US, financial 
accounting became entirely separated from tax accounting (Bratton et al. 1996). 

In consequence, the understandings and ethical norms of private and public 
actors who where professionally in charge of developing, applying and enforc-
ing accounting standards differed considerably between countries at the end of 
World War II. Exchanges at international accounting conferences during the first 
half of the 20th century remained largely academic and limited to a small elite of 
accountants, though providing a platform for early discussions of problems in 
comparative accounting. Cross-border transfers of practices and ideas occurred 
in the context of individual and organizational migration as well as through 
mutual reception of publications (Loft et al. forthcoming; Samuels and Piper 
1985: 24f). Despite the undeniable influences of such cross-border transfers of 
accounting practices, it seems a fair assessment that the majority of account-
ants at the end of the Second World War regarded the nation state as their pri-
mary reference system. 

The early Post War period: Expeditions into uncharted 
territories 

Intergovernmental initiatives 

After the Second World War, the announcement of the Marshall Plan in 1947 
and the foundation of the Organization for European Economic Co-operation 
(OEEC) in 1948 set the scene for intensified debates among politicians and 
accounting professionals on harmonization issues concerning national 
accounts. Fostering economic co-operation on a transatlantic and European 
scale required a minimum of comparable statistical figures on economic 
development and public expenditure. The European Recovery Programme, in 
particular, needed such data as a basis for the coordination and distribution of 
American aid. In parallel, national governments in Europe moved towards eco-
nomic planning to rebuild and modernize national economies. This trend was 
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Collecting standards: The early years of the IASC 

With the institution of the IASC, Anglo-Saxon accounting professionals and in 
particular the large accounting firms had established an organizational platform 
from which they could actively pursue the aim of private international standard 
setting. Since the project started as a voluntary enterprise, they were able to 
motivate professional bodies of the industrialized world to participate in the 
project. For them and their professional associations, participation in the IASC 
opened up a platform for professional dialogue and communication without 
having any immediate repercussion on home country regulations. 

The IASC is both a standard setter and a meta-organization. It was 
established as an international organization with national accounting bodies as 
its members; it took the character of an association of associations; the work 
relied predominantly on the use of its members’ resources5 and the Board 
constituted – at least in the early period – only a weak central authority. Ac-
cording to its constitution, the primary purpose of the IASC was to develop basic 
standards that would improve the quality and comparability of financial accounts 
and could be rapidly accepted and implemented worldwide (Samuels and Piper 
1985: 70). Therefore, it needed to take into account their different national 
accounting traditions. 

In its early years, characterized by Thorell and Whittington (1994: 224) as 
its “descriptive period”, the IASC was issuing “consensus standards” that were 
essentially inventories of accepted practices in various countries. Though there 
is little evidence of open conflict in the documented history of the IASC, there 
was a hidden agenda of contestation going on behind the apparently neutral 
and expertise-based deliberations (see i.e. Schmidt and Werle 1998; Tamm 
Hallström 2004). National accounting traditions and the interests of different 
actors were too distinct to be easily absorbed into one coherent framework. The 
most ostensible indication of underlying struggles is the wide range of options 
included in standards published at this time. The 26 International Accounting 
Standards (IAS) published during the first 15 years of IASC existence allowed a 
wide choice of principles in application. The options included in some IAS where 
of such a range that they could be used to report under such different financial 
reporting systems as the US-American Generally Accepted Accounting Prin-
ciples (US-GAAP) on the one hand and the German commercial law code 
(HGB) on the other (Daley and Mueller 1982: 45). 

To sum up, the contribution of IASC during this early period was to system-
atically collect and edit differing national standards rather than to develop a 

 
5 Up to 2001, board members and experts were delegated and continued to be paid by the 

international auditing firms or other organisations to which they belonged (Tamm Hallström 
2004: 129ff.). 
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coherent set of rules. The IASC allowed an exchange of information, enabled 
accountants to have a better understanding of practices in other countries, and 
was also of value to countries that did not have any standards in place, among 
them a number of developing countries. The work of the IASC gave birth to a 
small community of accounting experts from different national backgrounds that 
became wanderers between accounting worlds and developed gradually an 
identity as experts of international accounting standards. 

Linking up with other collective actors: The transformation of a meta-organiza-
tion 

In parallel to the IASC work on International Accounting Standards, the EEC 
continued its policy of harmonizing financial reporting through directives. In the 
course of 1970s, several other international, mostly intergovernmental organi-
zations became more attentive to comparability issues in financial reporting. 
The most prominent among them were the Bank of International Settlements 
(BIS), the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
that superseded the OEEC, and the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD). Their activities in the financial reporting field reflected 
an increasing internationalization of business, the rise of multinational compa-
nies and the growth of international capital markets. 

In 1976 the IASC linked up with the “Group of Ten” bank governors at the 
BIS who were interested in developing financial reporting rules for their interna-
tionally active banks. The “Group of Ten” agreed to cooperate with the IASC 
and to fund an IASC project on banks’ financial statements. Three years later, 
the IASC met with the OECD working group on accounting standards that had 
started to publish Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises – a collection of prin-
ciples for responsible business conduct including voluntary disclosure standards 
(Hopwood 1994: 252). In 1980, the IASC presented a position paper on co-
operation at the first United Nations Intergovernmental Working Group on 
Accounting and Reporting and thereby entered working relations with UN offi-
cials in charge of developing rules for corporate enterprise accounts (Daley and 
Mueller 1982). 

In the meantime, many (public) national standard setters remained highly 
sceptical of the (professionally driven) IASC initiative. To improve relations, in 
1981, the IASC initiated joint projects on deferred taxes with national standard 
setters from the Netherlands, the UK and the US and started a series of visits to 
national authorities. The first formal meeting with the American Security and 
Exchange Commission took place in 1984. The IASC also established contacts 
with the American standard setting body, the Financial Accounting Standards 
Board (FASB). In the second half of the 1980s, the IASC targeted particularly 
national regulators of security markets and entered collaboration with the Inter-
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national Organization of Securities Commissions (IOSCO) with the aim to 
establish IAS as a recognised set of standards for company access to stock ex-
changes. 

The IASC Board followed an explicit policy of offering membership status to 
other organizations as a means of co-optation. This led to a transformation of 
the meta-organizational structure of the IASC; a growing and more diverse con-
stituency became involved in advisory and decision-making processes. Consti-
tutional amendments in 1977 and 1982 led to abandon the bias in favour of the 
nine founding members and the Board was expanded to 17 members. Of the 
additional board members, 4 seats were reserved for representatives of organi-
zations with an interest in financial accounting like the Association of Financial 
Analysts (joined in 1986), Federation of Swiss Holding Companies (1995) and 
Association of Financial Executives (1996)6. Furthermore, a Consultative Group 
was formed in 1981 to advise the IASC on agenda projects and priorities; it met 
twice a year (Kleekämper 1995: 420). Over the following decade, the Consulta-
tive Group expanded continuously. Intergovernmental and private international 
organizations such as the International Chamber of Commerce, International 
Federation of Trade Unions, International Banking Association, World Bank, 
OECD, and United Nations bodies became affiliated. Of particular importance 
was the entry of the US American standard setter FASB and the European 
Commission (Kleekämper 1998). 

In 1988, the IASC introduced another institutional innovation, called 
observer status that opened its political nucleus for special organizations. Ob-
server status on the IASC Board was given to the FASB (1988), the European 
Union (1990), the IOSCO (1996), and to the Republic of China (1997). While 
the observers on the Board had no right to vote they could participate in the 
discussions, thus inserting ideas and institutional requirements into the debate 
over accounting standards. 

A complete overhaul of the organizational set-up for international standardi-
zation took place in 2001 when the IASC was transformed into the International 
Accounting Standards Board (IASB). The process was initiated by the IASC 
Board in 1997, when it appointed the Strategic Working Group to draft a new 
structure. The aim was to create closer ties to national standard setters and to 
limit the direct influence of professional associations. In a number of ways, IASB 
is different from its predecessor. Instead of being officially controlled by the 
worldwide association of professional bodies, the International Federation of 
Accountants (IFAC), international accounting standardization is now run by a 
non-profit foundation incorporated in the USA, the International Accounting 
Standards Committee Foundation (IASCF). Users and preparers (i.e. repre-

 
6 The fourth seat remained vacant. 
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sentatives of large companies) have gained further influence in the decision-
making and financing of the IASB. 

Over time, the international accounting organization thus proved organiza-
tionally inventive and flexible. The organizational reforms of the late 1970s and 
early 1980s marked the departure from the principle of territorial representation. 
As Kristina Tamm Hallström (2004) has shown, diverging and potentially con-
flicting principles and goals were part of a subtext that was underlying the 
official rhetoric of the organization. The IASC became a platform for contest 
between the conflicting principles of (national and functional) representation, 
expertise, user needs and interest of financiers. 

Shifting field boundaries and logics: From professional to financial market 
governance 

Organizational changes at the IASC have to be seen in the light of changing 
economic and business conditions. From the 1980s onwards, foreign direct in-
vestment increased steadily and cross-border merger activity became more 
frequent. The most important factor, however, was the growth of international 
equity markets, and particularly the centrality of US stock exchanges for global 
capital flows. The volume and liquidity of American capital markets made them 
increasingly attractive for investors from other countries. This explains why 
American accounting rules (US GAAP) gained global importance. As guardians 
of the financial reporting standards that enabled access to the world’s leading 
capital markets, the American standard setter, the FASB, and the SEC became 
key players in the regulatory field (Haller 2002). Neither of those two agencies 
considered the IASC standards as an acceptable alternative to their national 
accounting rules. They viewed US GAAP as superior in terms of coherence and 
transparency, and they were not ready to list foreign companies at US stock ex-
changes unless these fulfilled the reporting requirements as defined in US 
GAAP. 

Through its worldwide dominant position, the SEC was able to influence the 
International Organization of Securities Commissions (IOSCO). Created as an 
inter-American organization in 1974, the task of IOSCO was to supervise secu-
rities exchanges to foster and maintain efficient and sound securities markets 
(Lütz 1998). In 1983, the organization was opened up for national securities 
regulators from other countries and subsequently developed into a powerful 
global player. Like the FASB and the SEC, the IOSCO was critical of IAS be-
cause of their incoherence and lack of transparency. Within IOSCO, however, 
there were also some national securities regulators that were more favorable to 
IAS.  
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In the second half of the 1980s, IASC and IOSCO entered into discussions 
that led to the joint Comparability and Improvements Project in 1987 and the 
affiliation of IOSCO to the Consultative Group of the IASC. The objective of the 
project was to reduce or eliminate alternatives within standards and to make 
standards more detailed and prescriptive. The involvement of IOSCO meant a 
shift in both boundaries and logics of the international regulatory field of finan-
cial reporting. Until then, the field had been dominated by national accounting 
bodies and their logic of professional clarity and coherence; financial market 
actors now entered the scene, bringing with them an even stronger logic of in-
vestor transparency. 

As part of the Comparability and Improvements Project ten out of thirty-one 
IAS standards published before 1987 were subjected to a revision in technical 
committees of the IASC. The objective was to suggest revised standards with a 
reduced number of options. The IASC moved into a new stage of its work, de-
scribed by Thorell and Whittington (1994: 225) as the “normative period”. Pro-
fessional representatives of continental European and other countries diverging 
from the Anglo-Saxon model came increasingly under pressure to give up their 
accounting principles in order to raise the acceptance of IAS among financial 
market actors. Above all, the precautionary measure aiming at protecting 
creditors was perceived as incompatible with financial market expectations. 
Another controversial item was the treatment of reserves, which are closely tied 
to issues of taxation. In many cases it had to be accepted that continental Euro-
pean options would be subordinated and only treated as allowed alternatives to 
the preferred Anglo-Saxon benchmark options or eliminated altogether from IAS 
(Nobes and Parker 1985; Kleekämper 1995). 

Throughout the process, IOSCO remained a tough veto player. Even 
though it supported the Comparability and Improvement Project, it still was not 
ready to endorse the revised IAS standards in 1993. The decision not to ap-
prove IAS can be seen in the light of internal quarrels between different mem-
bers of IOSCO and points to a clear US predominance. While most European 
members were in favor of instant endorsements of the 14 standards considered 
acceptable in 1993, the position of the SEC was to recognize and endorse IAS 
only after a complete set of core standards would be developed. 

This led to a second round of revisions. In 1993, IASC and IOSCO agreed 
upon a list of core standards, which had to be revised by 1998. As a conse-
quence, IOSCO recommended to its members in 2000 to allow multinational 
issuers to use IAS in cross-border offerings and listings. Many European stock 
exchanges had allowed the use of IAS for foreign listed companies before 2000. 
While some encouraged the use of IAS, Germany’s Neuer Markt even required 
the use of non-local GAAP (that is IAS or US-GAAP) from 1997 onwards. 
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US regulators, however, continued to insist on US-GAAP as a requirement 
for registration at US stock exchanges. To tackle differences of opinion between 
Anglo-Saxon standard setting authorities, a subgroup of the IASC was estab-
lished in 1993, called the G4+1 group (Kleekämper 1995: 422). The group com-
prised members of national standard setting bodies from Australia/New Zea-
land, Canada, the UK and the US, and representatives of the International 
Accounting Standards Committee. The group met approximately four times a 
year from 1993 to 2001 and published several studies, further paving the way 
for an Anglo-Saxon accounting logic. 

This process enabled the IASC and the American standard setter FASB to 
clarify a number of issues and was the basis of a memorandum of under-
standing (entitled Norwalk Agreement) that the IASB and the FASB issued in 
2002. The agreement aimed at fostering convergence between US and Interna-
tional Accounting Standards. Nevertheless, the SEC still required financial re-
porting according to US-GAAP or a reconciliation of other reporting standards 
into US-GAAP as a precondition for companies to be listed on US stock ex-
changes. 

One implication of the changing logic in favour of capital market require-
ments was that conflicts between IAS and national accounting rules became 
more acute. This was primarily the case for countries that previously had given 
priority to the prudence principle. While in 1991, the Fédération des Experts 
Comptables Européens (FEE), the European professional association of 
accountants, still concluded that there were no serious conflicts between IAS 
standards and EC Accounting Directives (FEE 1992) the gap between the two 
widened during the following years as the IASC proceeded with its revisions. 

The European Commission itself faced a complicated situation with regard 
to the harmonization of financial reporting standards. On the one hand, negotia-
tions of the EU and Member States with the SEC, during the late 1980s, in 
order to gain mutual recognition of European and US accounting standards had 
not been successful (Cairns 1996; Haller 2002). On the other hand, large Euro-
pean companies were interested in gaining access to US capital markets for 
financial and reputational reasons. Company representatives and industrial 
associations were lobbying for European accounting rules that would facilitate 
this access. The FEE that had advised the EC on several occasions favored an 
EU policy that would support IAS over the development of its own directives.  

Through its participation in IASC bodies, the European Commission took 
part in discussions related to the Comparability and Improvements Project and 
subsequent revisions of standards. In parallel, it established its own Accounting 
Advisory Forum composed of experts not delegated by member governments. 
In 1995, the Commission came to the conclusion that although the Fourth and 
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Seventh Directives had had a positive effect on cross-border business and 
financing activities within the EC, the existing accounting rules did not meet the 
demands of preparers and users of accounts as well as those of important 
standard setters, particularly the FASB. Instead of revising its own Directives, 
the European Commission decided to participate actively in the further devel-
opment of IAS. This new strategy vis-à-vis international harmonization marked 
an important shift away from developing genuine European accounting rules 
(Commission of the European Communities 1995). 

In the following years, the European Commission undertook two conformity 
projects in which it examined possible conflicts between EC directives and IAS. 
The committee came to the conclusion that the directives were on the whole 
compatible with IAS provided that the options included in the directives were 
exercised in line with IAS. Conflicting minor cases were raised in the IASC 
Board and led to revisions of IAS standards. Thus, the EC was gradually 
moving towards acceptance of revised IAS standards. This movement was 
made possible by a shift in priorities of both member states and the European 
Commission. It had also to do with an increasing number of big European cor-
porations opting for US-GAAP as internationally accepted standards. Rather 
than not having any say at all about what accounting rules would be used by 
companies the Commission preferred to take part in the future development of 
IAS, or International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) as they were 
labelled from 2001 onwards. 

In 2001, European Accounting Directives were revised in a way that 
allowed conformity with IAS. Furthermore, the European Financial Reporting 
Advisory Group (EFRAG) was founded as a private sector institution with an 
interest in financial reporting. According to EU regulation, the task of EFRAG 
was to proactively influence the IASB’s standard setting process, check new 
drafts and standards for their compliance with European rules and advise the 
Commission. The formal decision to make IAS/IFRS the only acceptable inter-
national accounting standards for European consolidated companies was 
passed in 2002, thus ruling out US-GAAP as a tolerated alternative. From 
January 2005 onwards, IAS will be mandatory for the accounts of publicly 
traded companies in the EU (Regulation (EC) No 1606/2002). EFRAG will con-
tinue to serve as a bridge between the Commission as a public standard setter 
and the IASB as a private one (Haller 2002: 168)7. Conflicts that arose in 
2003/4 related to the endorsement of IAS 39 on financial instruments indicate 
that tensions between different accounting approaches do still exist. In the end, 
the EU accepted only a reduced version of IAS 39. 

 
7 The case of accounting regulation displays some similar features to technical standardization 

where Mattli has coined the term “joint standards governance” to describe the multilevel 
dependence of private and public actors (Mattli 2003: 217ff.). 
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Looking at the dynamics described here, we can observe that the regula-
tory field of international financial reporting has undergone considerable 
changes throughout the 1980s and 1990s. There were changes in the type of 
actors involved, in the kind of logic dominating the harmonization process and in 
the definition of field boundaries. In the early 1980s, professional accounting 
associations, with their attempt to establish a privately organized international 
standard setting process, created a regulatory field characterized by pro-
fessionalism, expertise and non-governmentalism. Towards the end of the 
1990s, we find the regulatory field of financial reporting populated by a variety of 
organizations, both of private and public nature. On the private side, financial 
market actors representing the users and corporations representing the pre-
parers of financial statements have clearly gained influence on the standard 
setting process as compared to accounting professionals. In consequence, the 
professional logic of coherent and encompassing standards for companies with 
limited liability has been replaced by a logic of capital market efficiency for a few 
large companies listed at the world largest stock markets. 

The shift from professional to capital market governance, however, has 
paradoxically brought intergovernmental actors back to the scene because they 
are the ones in charge of capital market supervision. Consequently, the 
boundaries of the regulatory field of international financial reporting have 
become redefined and now encompass a wider range of actors and issues. The 
driving force behind changing boundaries and logics of the field have been 
struggles of influence between different groups of actors claiming to have the 
interest, expertise and legitimacy to participate in developing international finan-
cial reporting standards. 

Providing contest with a home: Due process as a means of regulation 

The process of international standard setting in the field of financial reporting, 
as outlined above, has been characterized by a complicated and shifting 
balance between contest, competition and cooperation. Actors from different 
national, sectoral and functional constituencies with diverging and often even 
opposing interests have been struggling to influence the process of rule setting. 
In the course of these struggles, they had to cope with open conflicts of interest, 
but also with more subtle underlying differences in understanding, interpretation 
and evaluation of accounting principles. At the same time, they were struggling 
over the symbolic representation of the principles and criteria that should 
determine the directions of international financial reporting standards. 

Given the variety and diversity of actors involved, the multiplicity of their in-
terests, traditions and languages, it is somewhat surprising that the process of 
standard setting did not break down and disintegrate at any stage. It has been 
argued elsewhere, that resilience was the result of Anglo-Saxon dominance and 
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capital market pressures (Flower 1997; to some degree also Haller 2002). As 
shown in this chapter, these factors have definitely played a role in the latter 
stages but cannot account for the continued participation of continental Euro-
pean professional bodies in the IASC. 

Another explanation refers to de-coupling, compromise and systemic domi-
nance of expertise as three key mechanisms of organizational conflict resolution 
within the IASC. According to Tamm Hallström (2004) de-coupling occurred in 
that a logic of expertise and professional discourse was given dominance in the 
workings of technical committees while a logic of national representation was 
perceived as legitimate in the voting of the Board (see also Schmidt and Werle 
1998). Compromise was favored in so far as standards included alternatives or 
allowed options. Systematic dominance was given to the principle of expertise. 
Our view of the story, however, suggests that expertise was a rather ambiguous 
and contested concept and that the mode of compromising changed over time. 
Definitely, there was a considerable degree of de-coupling within the IASC but it 
cannot account for the continued coexistence of contest and cooperation at the 
field level beyond the IASC as organization. 

We would rather argue that the institutionalization of a specific procedure, 
commonly referred to under the label of due process, provided a coordination 
mechanism for actors with conflicting interests and strategies to collaborate in 
the broad venture of developing international accounting standards. A due 
process was first introduced in accounting by the American standard setter, the 
Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB). From there it spread across the 
international regulatory field of financial reporting and became a legitimate 
means of organizing contest all over the world. 

The FASB was founded in the US in 1973 as a response to criticism from 
users and preparers of financial statements. These actors argued that their 
needs had been neglected by earlier Commissions in charge of developing US-
GAAP in favor of auditors’ interests. The FASB incorporated quite a number of 
different constituencies, ranging from financial executives of companies (pre-
parers), financial market analysts and investment managers (users) to certified 
public accountants (auditors). In order to deal with their divergent interests, the 
FASB introduced a procedural framework consisting of three stages. In a first 
step, after having identified an accounting issue relevant for regulation, a dis-
cussion memorandum was developed by technical committees and the Board. 
The memorandum was published and the public invited to comment on the draft 
within a fixed time period. In a second stage, the Board had to develop an ex-
posure draft and make it available to the public for further comments. In the 
third stage, the Board had to vote whether the exposure draft should be 
adopted or withdrawn to develop a new draft (Ballwieser 1998; Vorwold 2000). 
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The IASC was founded in the same year as the FASB. Although its mem-
bership was limited to the accounting profession, it nevertheless adopted from 
the beginning a due process that was modeled closely after the FASB. This due 
process has not been without criticism since the first exposure draft was pub-
lished in 1974, mainly for a lack of transparency and for being biased in favor of 
Anglo-Saxon actors and logics (Larson 1997). The IASC has revised the due 
process several times. Following the organizational reform of 2001, the IASB is 
currently reviewing its organizational procedures, in fact using the same 
mechanism of public participation. 

More recently, due process has been diffused to national and European 
arenas. National standard setters have adopted it as part of the corresponding 
national standard setting committees that were established in the course of the 
2001 organizational reform of the IASB. The European Financial Reporting Ad-
visory Group that is in charge of advising the European Commission 
established a modified version of due process in 2001. In order to avoid dupli-
cation of consultative processes within the IASB and national standard setting 
bodies, EFRAG limits its invitation to comment primarily to its own consultative 
network, European national standards setters and other appropriate organiza-
tions. Comment letters from the public are considered but not explicitly invited. 

The reasons and mechanisms of the successful diffusion of due process as 
a means of mediating contest and conflict within the international regulatory 
field of financial reporting still deserve more detailed analysis. From an ex-ante 
perspective, it appears plausible that this procedure gained legitimacy within the 
field despite some of its shortcomings (i.e. unbalanced participation rates) be-
cause it provided a formal framework for the mediation of different interests and 
approaches. The formal framework has been supported, and to some extent 
been filled with content, by a gradually emerging international community of ex-
perts on financial reporting. This community of experts developed not only a 
dedication to the task of international harmonization of financial reporting stan-
dards. It also strengthened the due process as a legitimate means to deal with 
divergent interests. Thus, our argument is that contest and conflict, if organized 
within a commonly accepted procedural framework, can become a driving force 
of international standardization. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter we have analyzed the emergence and development of the inter-
national regulatory field of financial reporting. We have described how different 
groups of individuals and collective actors have become involved in the stan-
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dard setting process, how they struggled over the directions that this process 
should take, and how the nature of actors, logics and boundaries of the regula-
tory field have changed over time. As a result of the dynamic development of 
the regulatory field, the form and content of financial reporting standards have 
undergone numerous re-negotiations and revisions. An end to this process 
does not appear in sight. 

In conclusion, we would like to draw attention to three findings that might be 
of general interest for future research on standardization as a means of building 
global order. Firstly, international standard setting is a political process in the 
sense that it encompasses ongoing struggles between different groups of actors 
for decision-making and symbolic power. In the case we studied, this did not 
necessarily imply open conflict or clear-cut negotiation. Tensions between 
conflicting interests, perceptions and strategies were often dealt with at a more 
subtle level and appeared as a hidden subtext of the official rhetoric. This 
applied particularly when standardization work was done by experts cultivating 
their own technical language, modes of communication and contestation. 

Secondly, the analysis demonstrates the value of a research design that 
focuses on regulatory fields instead of individual standard setting organizations. 
Standardization activities have moved out of one area and into another. Actors 
have been coming and going: Intergovernmental actors were pushed aside by 
professions, but with the shift towards capital market efficiency the latter 
returned to the stage in their function as financial market regulators. 
Governance has shifted from a professional to a financial market logic. The 
boundaries of the field, as perceived by the organizations and collective actors 
that participate in the regulatory activity, as well as by the outside world, have 
been stretched in this or that direction depending on the evolution of interests 
and power interactions between the actors involved. The analysis, thus, points 
to the need to make actor constellations and field boundaries themselves the 
object of a historically sensitive empirical analysis. 

Third, the results indicate that contestation between different standard 
setters may not necessarily bloc regulation if there are procedures and modes 
of regulation that handle opposing and conflicting approaches so as to provide 
procedural and/or output legitimacy. We have referred to due process as such a 
mechanism and pointed to the emergence of a community of shared meaning 
as supporting element. Though members of that community might still not agree 
in many aspects, they nevertheless developed a shared reference to the 
international field of standard setting and its due process procedures. 

Finally, the study raises questions about inclusion and exclusion from inter-
national standard setting. As we have seen, actors have continuously redefined 
the boundaries of the regulatory field. New actors have been invited in while 
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others have been pushed to the periphery. The research design adopted here 
has the advantage of being able to encompass actors and organizations that 
become engaged in a certain issue-related area over time, but it ignores groups 
and organizations that never entered the regulatory field as defined by the 
dominant actors. 
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