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Structured Abstract 

Purpose: Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) carry huge economic importance 

worldwide. At the same time, SMEs face specific challenges, some of which may be 

alleviated by employing accountants. However, research on the role and impact of 

accountants in SMEs has long remained fragmented and scarce. With this paper, we 

want to encourage more research on accountants in SMEs by providing the first 

comprehensive and systematic review of relevant research. 
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Design/methodology/approach: Based on systematic review methods, we critically 

examine 68 research articles dealing with accountants in SMEs.  

Findings: Our review identifies three dominant roles for accountants in SMEs: (i) 

providers of reporting services, (ii) sources of SME owners’ self-validation and 

translators between capital providers and SMEs, and (iii) advisors. Implicitly, many 

studies assume a value-enhancing effect of employing accountants in SMEs regardless 

of these specific roles. At the same time, available studies seldom make use of existing 

theoretical frameworks to more closely analyze the value-enhancing potential of human 

resources such as accountants. We thus propose the resource based view as a robust 

theoretical framework to improve theory building in research on accountants in SMEs. 

Originality/value: Our paper is the first systematic review on accountants in SMEs. In 

addition, we develop a resource-based model on accountants in SMEs to guide future 

research on this topic. 

Keywords: SME, small firms, accountant, financial manager, resource-based view 

Article type: Literature Review 

 

1. Introduction 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are highly important for economic 

development and growth (e.g., Stone, 2015; Vanstraelen and Schelleman, 2017). In the 

European Union, 99% of all enterprises are SMEs and approximately two-thirds of 

private sector employment is provided by SMEs (Blackburn and Jarvis, 2010). SMEs, 

however, are often characterized by several constraints (Lu and Beamish, 2006). Some 

of these shortcomings are problems in recruiting and maintaining qualified employees 

(Aldrich and Auster, 1986), raising capital (Aldrich and Auster, 1986), handling the 

costs associated with complying with governmental regulations (Lu and Beamish, 
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2006), and lacking resources in general (Lu and Beamish, 2006). 

Such constraints may partly be overcome by the employment of accountants 

(Carey and Taneweski, 2016). Previous research has often named accountants as the 

most important advisors for SME owners (e.g., Jay and Schaper, 2003; Kirby and King, 

1997; Perry et al., 2010). Yet, accounting research has long ignored the specifics and 

needs of SMEs and what they demand from their accountants (Vanstraelen and 

Schelleman, 2017). In addition, the findings on the impact of accountants in SMEs vary 

considerably and are contradictory in parts. While there is some agreement in the 

literature that employing accountants raises the professionalization of SMEs, thereby 

providing better access to capital and increasing the likelihood of firm survival, the 

findings on the antecedents and performance effects of accountants in SMEs are mixed. 

We argue that such inconsistencies in the literature can partly be ascribed to the fact that 

existing research in this field is largely under-theorized. We thus aim to disentangle, 

integrate, and synthesize the existing body of knowledge on accountants in SMEs. Note 

that historical research on accountants has found that in the past, actors in different roles 

have been viewed as accountants including chief financial officers, finance managers, 

management accountants and external public accountants (Doron et al., 2019; Hiebl et 

al., 2015). Since all of these experts usually take care of small businesses’ accounting 

systems, we follow this approach and refer to these accounting experts as “accountants” 

only. In addition, when discussing accountants in SMEs, we refer both to accountants 

employed by the respective SMEs and to those employed by accounting firms to advise 

SMEs. 

To facilitate our theory building in this domain, we draw on the resource-based 

view (RBV). RBV proponents argue that the more a resource is rare, valuable, 

inimitable, and non-substitutable, the more it can be a source of competitive advantage. 
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In particular, the RBV seems to be a useful lens to study accountants in SMEs since past 

research has often studied performance effects of employing accountants in SMEs (e.g., 

Barbera and Hasso, 2013; Berry et al., 2006; Cassar and Ittner, 2009; Robson and 

Bennett, 2000; Watson, 2007). Thus, just as assumed by the RBV (e.g., Barney, 1991; 

Wright et al., 1994), these studies seem to rest on the assumption that human resources 

such as accountants can be a valuable for SMEs. Despite these commonalities, most of 

the literature on accountants in SMEs has not leveraged the RBV for more fully 

theorizing the role of such accountants. 

Based on our review results, we argue and find that accountants can be highly 

important human resources for SMEs in which the impact of individual employees is 

usually higher than that in larger firms (Lockett et al., 2009). Accountants can thus 

create competitive advantages for SMEs, which makes their examination highly 

relevant for future research. At the same time, by drawing on the RBV, we also discuss 

why the positive effects of employing accountants on SME performance may be hard to 

find. 

This paper thus contributes to the literature in three ways. First, it provides the 

first systematic review of accountants in SMEs. Second, it harmonizes previous 

research findings by viewing them through a coherent theoretical lens, thereby 

facilitating theory building in this field. Third, based on a theoretically framed model on 

accountants in SMEs, it identifies rich theory-driven avenues for future research. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 introduces the 

RBV. Section 3 outlines our review methods. Section 4 critically reviews this literature 

through the lens of the RBV. Section 5 uses both the review findings and the key tenets 

of the RBV to develop a model of current research on accountants in SMEs and 
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proposes another model for future research. Section 6 details future research avenues. 

Section 7 presents a discussion and the paper’s most important conclusions. 

 

2. A Resource-Based View of Accountants in SMEs 

The RBV assumes that a firm possesses internal resources that it can use to gain 

competitive advantages over other firms (Wright et al., 1994). This complements the 

industrial organization view that argues that competitive advantages can be explained 

by factors outside a firm (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010). According to Barney (1991), not 

all resources automatically lead to competitive advantages, but only those featuring four 

criteria: 

“To have this potential, a firm resource must have four attributes: (a) it must be 

valuable, in the sense that it exploit(s) opportunities and/or neutralizes threats in a 

firm’s environment, (b) it must be rare among a firm’s current and potential 

competition, (c) it must be imperfectly imitable, and (d) there cannot be 

strategically equivalent substitutes for this resource that are valuable but neither 

rare nor imperfectly imitable.” (Barney, 1991, pp. 105–106) 

While Barney (1991) names human capital resources as one major resource for 

firms, Wright et al. (1994) specify the conditions under which human resources can lead 

to a competitive advantage. Among these, higher quality human capital is assumed to 

create more value for the firm (Wright et al., 1994). It could therefore be argued that the 

higher the qualifications and skills of an accountant are, the more he/she fulfils the first 

criterion of the RBV (i.e., value creation). This effect is likely to be even stronger in 

SMEs, as key employees such as accountants make a larger difference in SMEs than in 

large firms due to the smaller pool of employees in such firms (Lockett et al., 2009). 

Wright et al. (1994) admit that human resources are generally common, arguing that 
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whenever there is unemployment in society, there is an excess and not a shortage of 

potential employees. However, whenever job-relevant skills are not like commodities, 

which can be found in any potential employee, the people providing these skills are rare 

(Wright et al., 1994). We therefore argue that the higher the cognitive abilities needed 

and used by an accountant in an SME are, the more he/she can fulfil the second criterion 

of the RBV (i.e., rarity). In addition, SME-specific characteristics such as scarce 

financial resources and the incapability to recruit high profile accountants might make 

accountants even rarer in smaller firms than they would be in larger firms (cf. Caldeira 

and Ward, 2003). 

When deciding whether human resources in general are imitable, Wright et al. 

(1994) claim that the exact human capital responsible for a competitive advantage in a 

given firm would need to be identified and then, the same circumstances would need to 

be generated that made these resources successful in another firm (Wright et al., 1994). 

While it might be intuitively appealing to argue that SMEs could simply hire key 

employees from their competitors, such an approach involves various challenges. 

Wright et al. (1994) argue that human resources are far from perfectly or even highly 

mobile resources, adding that “it may be reasonable to speculate that the value of the 

focal relationship may be due to transaction-specific human capital, that is, the 

knowledge or the trust that are developed over time by the focal personnel and which 

have value only in that relationship” (p. 13). We therefore argue that an accountant in an 

SME is less likely to be imitable when he/she is in a close, trusting relationship with the 

SME and provides firm-specific advice. 

Due to the mentioned constraints, some SMEs only employ external accountants 

who provide them with standardized reports, which usually costs less than more 

sophisticated accounting services. Although such reports are needed for statutory causes 
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and are thus important for SMEs, they are less likely to function as an inimitable 

resource in the sense of the RBV. As Barney et al. (2001) point out, having systems that 

only provide information is not a resource and does not lead to a competitive advantage, 

whereas the interface between skilled users and information systems might very well be 

a resource. Having an accountant who provides basic information in the form of 

standardized reports is thus unlikely to be a source of competitive advantage for SMEs, 

as such information and the accountants providing it are easily imitable. However, 

having an internal or external accountant helping a small business turn such information 

into appropriate actions might be less likely to be imitated and may thus function as a 

resource in the sense of the RBV. 

The last RBV criterion is non-substitutability. Substitutability refers to the 

degree to which any “other firm resources, such as technology, have the potential for 

offsetting any competitive advantages attributable to human resources” (Wright et al., 

1994, p. 15). When the risk of substitutability is high, an asset is less likely to function 

as a competitive advantage, as it can be easily substituted by other assets. In our specific 

case, the role of accountants as providers of information and reporting services is likely 

to be easily substituted by automated data technology systems (e.g., Liu and Vasarhelyi, 

2014) and is therefore less likely to function as a source of competitive advantage. 

Other accountant roles such as helping an SME access finance are less likely to be 

substituted. 

To summarize, although not all SME accountants may serve as sources of 

competitive advantage, they may well do so when conforming with the four criteria 

noted above. To assess this ability of accountants to raise SMEs’ competitive 

advantage, RBV research needs to be able to draw on suitable dependent variables. Ray 

et al. (2004) suggest that the level of analysis should be business processes instead of 
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firm-level performance, not because they deny any performance impact of a resource, 

but because the specific impacts of one resource are complicated to measure in complex 

organizational structures for at least two reasons: 

i. Performance outcomes are dependent on various factors, as “a firm’s overall 

performance often depends on, among other things, how it implements 

numerous business processes” whose performance implications might cancel 

out each other (Ray et al., 2004, p. 25; see also Lockett et al., 2009). 

ii. The time lags between acquiring a resource and gaining a competitive 

advantage from this resource need to be considered when measuring the 

outcomes of the RBV (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010). 

 

3. Review Methods and Sample Characteristics 

We applied the systematic review methods suggested by Tranfield et al. (2003). 

For this purpose, the relevant literature should be identified and analyzed in a 

comprehensive, transparent, and structured way (Hiebl, 2021). In line with prior 

systematic reviews of accounting research (e.g., Ndemewah and Hiebl, 2022; 

Plöckinger et al., 2016; Vanstraelen and Schelleman, 2017), we only considered 

empirical research published in English. More information on the data collection 

process and sample characteristics can be obtained from the Supplementary Materials. 

Without limiting the publication period, 68 articles were identified that were 

published or in print by August 2021 and formed our review sample (see the 

Supplementary Materials for more details). Only 24 of the 68 papers included in our 

review sample mentioned a specific theoretical lens and some indeed pointed to the 

usefulness of the RBV (e.g., Barbera and Hasso, 2013; De Bruyckere et al., 2020). 
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These observations suggest that the current literature on accountants in SMEs is 

considerably under-theorized, but that the RBV may be a useful theoretical framework 

for analyzing accountants in SMEs. 

Similar to other systematic reviews of accounting research (e.g., Ndemewah and 

Hiebl, 2022; Plöckinger et al., 2016; Wolf et al., 2020), we clustered the findings from 

our review sample based on in-depth reading. We identified three main clusters in this 

literature and present the main findings of these clusters in Sections 4.1 through 4.3. 

 

4. Findings and Analysis 

4.1. Roles of Accountants in SMEs 

4.1.1. Accountants as providers of reporting services 

In the general accounting literature, a shift can be seen from the role of 

accountants as providers of standardized reports to the role of advisors or business 

partners for managers (e.g., Goretzki et al., 2013; Wolf et al., 2020). The reviewed 

studies of SMEs, however, indicate that the provision of reports is still a main task of—

mostly external—accountants (e.g., Berry et al., 2006; Gobeli and Seville, 1989; 

Holmes and Nicholls, 1989; Poutziouris et al., 1999; Sian and Roberts, 2009; Son et al., 

2006; Tan et al., 2016), while internal accountants only play a minor role in the 

preparation of these statements (Holmes and Nicholls, 1989). Accountants as providers 

of statutory requirements or auditors of such statements are often linked to SME 

characteristics such as the increasing demand for regulation resulting from the growth 

of SMEs (Collis and Jarvis, 2002). Additionally, SME owner characteristics such as the 

owner’s financial skills (Berman Brown et al., 2006) and previous working experience 

(Cassar and Ittner, 2009) seem to impact the likelihood of accountants serving as 
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providers of reporting services. More recent studies do, however, show a shift—even in 

SMEs—toward an increased utilization of accounting software that can automatically 

perform standardized accounting tasks that were previously performed by accountants 

manually (Abdi et al., 2021; Ma et al., 2021). 

From the RBV perspective, accountants as providers of reporting services can be 

compared with the information-providing systems described by Barney et al. (2001). 

Previous research has shown that even in the smallest SMEs, accountants in such a role 

are common and that basic accounting services are available even in rural areas (e.g., 

Hitchens, 1997) and can now mostly be substituted by software (Abdi et al., 2021; Ma 

et al., 2021). In addition, the value drawn from such reports is often limited to fulfilling 

legal requirements. Consequently, accountants performing only this role are unlikely to 

be linked to a competitive advantage in the sense of the RBV but may nevertheless help 

professionalize a small business (see Section 4.3). 

The value of the reporting services provided by accountants could, however, be 

affected by having a skilled SME owner. The literature mostly describes SME owners 

as struggling to understand reports created by their accountants and thereby as drawing 

little value from them (e.g., De Bruyckere et al., 2020; Halabi et al., 2010; Marriott and 

Marriott, 2000; Son et al., 2006). Flipping this finding may indicate that having a 

skilled SME owner who can read and adequately interpret financial reports prepared by 

accountants might increase the likelihood of an SME benefitting from reporting services 

provided by accountants, but this assumption lacks empirical proof. 

 

4.1.2. Accountants as a source of self-validation and translation 

Accountants can also function as a source of self-validation and translation for 

SME owners (Hitchens, 1997; Sarens et al., 2015). The general accounting literature 
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has found that the role of accountants as critical counterparts for CEOs may improve the 

quality of managerial decision-making (e.g., Goretzki et al., 2013; Wolf et al., 2020). 

The findings on accountants in SMEs do, however, indicate that in some SMEs, the 

mere task of an accountant is to lend “credence to a decision that had already been 

made” (Lewis and Walker, 2013, p. 413). Such a role is unlikely to be a source of 

competitive advantage or might even be a disadvantage when it provides SME owners 

with a false sense of security over their decision-making. 

In addition, some of the reviewed studies indicate that accountants can help 

SMEs access financing (e.g., Allee and Lombardi Yohn, 2009; Cassar and Ittner, 2009; 

Paananen et al., 2016; see also Section 4.3.2). Dyer and Ross (2007) suggest that the 

mere presence of accountants can function as a signal for financial institutions that 

symbolizes an SME’s trustworthiness and may thus help the SME access finance. Butler 

and Durkin (1998), however, see accountants as translators between the typically simple 

organizational structures of SMEs and the rather bureaucratic structures typical of 

providers of capital such as banks. 

From an RBV perspective, an accountant serving as a translator is likely to be a 

potential source of competitive advantage. Such an accountant may help the SME 

access finance and thus be highly valued, as SMEs commonly struggle to obtain 

financing (e.g., Aldrich and Auster, 1986). However, the possible mechanisms behind 

such a potential outcome remain unclear. If an SME aims to employ an accountant as a 

translator, this can be considered to be rare, as it would require finding an accountant 

that is both familiar with the machine bureaucracy of banks as well as the simple 

structure of many SMEs (e.g., by having previous work experience in SMEs). Such 

skills are unlikely to be commodity skills in the terminology of Wright et al. (1994). 

Furthermore, being able to find and hire such a highly qualified accountant is likely to 
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depend on the SME having sufficient financial resources due to the relatively high costs 

associated with such employment. This renders a vicious circle in which those SMEs 

that need financing the most are the least likely to recruit the accountants they need to 

access such finance. This may explain why—as suggested by Dyer and Ross (2007)—

financial institutions consider accountants to be a signal of the financial trustworthiness 

of an SME, as those employing an accountant are likely to be in a better financial 

situation than those that do not. 

 

4.1.3. Accountants as a source of advice 

Various studies have identified accountants as either the most important or most 

used source of advice in SMEs (e.g., Berry et al., 2006; Gooderham et al., 2004; Jay 

and Schaper, 2003; Kirby and King, 1997; Perry et al., 2010; Watson, 2011). In this 

role, they provide business-related advice (e.g., advice during mergers and acquisitions 

and tax-related advice) and non-business advice (e.g., advice on private wealth matters 

such as the design of a will and other non-financial objectives) (e.g., Blackburn et al., 

2018; Samujh, 2011; Stone, 2015). While some studies argue that accountants are not 

always included in managerial decision-making (e.g., Blackburn et al., 2018), especially 

when dealing with SME owners with predominantly non-financial goals (Stone and 

Lightbody, 2012), others show an increasing pressure for accountants to advise their 

SMEs (Ma et al., 2021). Recent studies link the provision of business advice to higher 

levels of mutual understanding between accountants and SME owners (De Bruyckere et 

al., 2020). However, since these studies are of a cross-sectional nature, it is not possible 

to evaluate the direction of this effect properly. Ma et al. (2021) state that demand for 

advisory services is rising because of the increasingly automatized provision of standard 

reports, which allows accountants more time to provide advisory services and makes 
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SMEs expect advisory services since they are no longer willing to pay for automatically 

produced statements only. However, as further outlined in Section 4.2, the degree of 

accountant advice used depends on various additional factors such as the SME owner’s 

characteristics, accountants’ characteristics, trust between the owner and accountant, 

and presence of other resources. 

Viewed from the RBV perspective, the role of accountants as advisors has high 

value potential, as it can be linked to multiple positive and important business outcomes 

such as increasing an SME’s professionalization (e.g., Davila and Foster, 2005; Gordini, 

2016; see also Section 4.3). Such professionalization can be an outcome in itself but is 

also linked to such outcomes as successful ownership transfers (e.g., Giovannoni et al., 

2011) and SME financing (e.g., Butler and Durkin, 1998; Dyer and Ross, 2007), all of 

which are valuable for SMEs given their struggles to raise capital (Aldrich and Cliff, 

2003) or even survive (e.g., Giovannoni et al., 2011). The potential of such value 

creation seems to be linked to the type of advice provided by an accountant and SME 

owners’ willingness to follow that advice. Evidence indicates that the advice is often 

related to the prior professionalization of the finance and accounting systems (Berthelot 

and Morrill, 2016; Caselli and Di Giuli, 2010; Davila and Foster, 2005). Accountants 

providing strategic advice seem rather rare in SMEs in stark contrast to their rising role 

as business partners in larger firms (e.g., Goretzki et al., 2013; Wolf et al., 2020). 

The absence of accountants from strategic decision-making may be a rational 

choice for SME owners. Due to the substantial cost of hiring qualified accountants to 

provide business advice, employing accountants directly reduces an SME’s profit. This 

effect is likely to be stronger for more embedded advisory roles such as offering 

strategic advice due to its high costs (e.g., Greenhalgh, 2000; Hitchens, 1997; Marriott 

and Marriott, 2000). This negative effect must be compensated by value-enhancing 
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outcomes to make the employment of an accountant a rational business case for SMEs. 

This notion is underpinned by Greenhalgh’s (2000) finding that SMEs meticulously 

calculate the costs and benefits of employing accountants. Additionally, Niemi et al. 

(2012) suggest that wrongfully trusting an accountant as an advisor could cause severe 

negative consequences. SMEs might be particularly vulnerable to such consequences 

given their often limited resources. Similar risks could apply to an accountant providing 

unqualified advice, potentially due to missing qualifications (Dang-Duc, 2011; Son et 

al., 2006). Additionally, advice by accountants on matters beyond their traditional tasks 

such as legal advice may differ from expert advice markedly (Blair and Marcum, 2013). 

Hence, the value of accountants’ advice is not positive per se and does not always 

outweigh the costs of employing them in the first place. 

Moving to the rarity criterion, as not all SMEs employ accountants as advisors, 

advisory services can be a rare resource in such enterprises (e.g., Blackburn et al., 

2018). Demand for this resource seems to be driven by an SME’s specific needs as well 

as by its scarce financial resources, which hinder them when hiring highly qualified 

employees (Caldeira and Ward, 2003). Likewise, accountants offering business advice 

without adequate qualifications is a limitation. A few of the reviewed papers even 

indicated that some accountants in SMEs struggle to implement basic or up-to-date 

accounting standards (Dang-Duc, 2011; Kishali et al., 2013; Wijekoon et al., 2022). 

Thus, our review indicates that few highly qualified and influential accountants 

are employed in SMEs in advisory functions for several reasons. First, costs are an 

important factor in deciding whether to hire accountants for business advice. Second, 

SME owner characteristics such as having an advisory-friendly mindset (e.g., Lewis and 

Walker, 2013; Stone and Lightbody, 2012) and education level influence owners’ 

likelihood of employing accountants to provide advice (Everaert et al., 2010). Third, 
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few SMEs employ accountants as advisors if they do not trust their skills and/or 

character (e.g., Blackburn et al., 2018). Similarly, Rawlings (2012) indicates that SME 

owners are reluctant to follow their accountants' advice even when it is economically 

reasonable and legal as soon as the advice contradicts the SME owner’s personal values 

or ethics. 

Lastly, the question arises of whether accountants working in an advisory role 

are substitutable or imitable. Depending on the specific category of advice, other 

advisors might be able to provide adequate or even better support than accountants, 

especially regarding non-business-related advice (e.g., advice during divorces). Here, 

more qualified advice might be provided by non-professional networks such as family 

and friends as well as by experts on these matters (e.g., divorce lawyers). However, 

advising on finance and accounting matters is a core competence of accountants. Such 

advice is—as opposed to more standardized accounting reports—less likely to be 

substituted by accounting software (Abdi et al., 2021). 

It can therefore be theorized that an SME accountant who serves as an advisor—

at least for finance and accounting matters—is more likely to serve as a source of 

competitive advantage than an SME accountant who acts as a mere provider of financial 

statements. Empirically, this proposition is supported by the variety of positive 

outcomes linked to the employment of accountants as advisors (see Section 4.3). 

 

4.2. Issues in the SME–Accountant Relationship 

4.2.1. Individual characteristics 

SME owners impact the employment of accountants in SMEs and the scope of 

such employment. In particular, those with higher education and work experience in 

accounting are more likely to employ an accountant and offer him/her a more 
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sophisticated role (Cassar and Ittner, 2009; Davila and Foster, 2005; Holmes and 

Nicholls, 1989). As Cassar and Ittner (2009, pp. 333–334) point out, one explanation of 

these effects could be that entrepreneurs “with greater accounting experience and 

knowledge would be more likely to realize the decision-making benefits of retaining 

external accountants.” At the same time, research has indicated that SME owners need 

to proactively ask for such additional accountant services to go beyond standard reports, 

which requires them to be aware of the existence of such services in the first place 

(Halabi et al., 2010; Lewis and Walker, 2013). 

In addition to SME owner characteristics, the reviewed literature suggests 

accountant characteristics are important (Blackburn et al., 2018; Dang-Duc, 2011; 

Kirby and King, 1997; Kishali et al., 2013). Unqualified accountants can be one of the 

main obstacles to SME professionalization (Dang-Duc, 2011; Kishali et al., 2013), for 

instance, due to struggling to support the SME’s implementation of and compliance 

with accounting standards (Dang-Duc, 2011; Kishali et al., 2013; Wijekoon et al., 

2022). 

Viewed from an RBV perspective, such negative consequences of employing 

accountants are likely to result from path dependency, which is typical for many 

resources (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010). The degree to which an SME can hire a qualified 

accountant is likely to depend on financial resources or owners’ human resources. As 

Wright et al. (1994) point out, the rarity criterion is linked to whether an organization is 

both able to recognize a beneficial resource and able to make use of it. Hence, the 

degree to which accountants might function as a source of competitive advantage in 

SMEs might not only depend on the accountant’s qualifications, but also on the SME 

owner’s qualifications. In addition, although SMEs might realize the benefit of 

employing an accountant in more advanced roles, some hesitate to do so because 
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whether the benefits of employing accountants will outweigh the costs is unclear 

(Greenhalgh, 2000; Kirby and King, 1997). In such cases, they might be able to 

recognize the benefits of a resource, but not leverage it. Given the difficulties of both 

recognizing and using the benefits of employing accountants, few SMEs do so. This 

suggests that highly qualified and value-adding accountants are a rare resource in many 

SMEs. 

 

4.2.2. Customization of accountants’ services to meet SMEs’ needs 

Previous research has outlined the importance of customizing accountant 

services to meet SME needs. Perera et al. (2020) show that accountants can be biased 

when applying accounting standards for SMEs, leading to an unfavorable application of 

standards for their clients. On the other hand, some SME accountants do customize their 

services toward the client’s needs, for instance by using an easier and/or non-technical 

language or generally adopted means of communication (Stone, 2011b, 2012); the 

increased use of audio cues, graphical presentations, or ratios (Marriott and Marriott, 

2000; Stone, 2011a, 2011b; Stone and Lightbody, 2012); regular personal visits 

(Blackburn et al., 2018); (higher rates of) verbal communication (Collis and Jarvis, 

2002; Marriott and Marriott, 2000; Sian and Roberts, 2009; Stone, 2011a); and easily 

understandable written communication (Stone, 2015; Stone and Lightbody, 2012). Ma 

et al.’s (2021) findings suggest that some of these customizations such as the provision 

of SME owner-friendly graphical representations might be substituted by modern 

accounting software, which could give accountants more time for communicating with 

clients, thus increasing the utility of reports (Collis and Jarvis, 2002), and for providing 

advisory services. When accountants provide customized services, they wish to charge 

the customer for it. However, the fear of high costs arising from employing accountants 
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remains an important reason why SMEs do not employ an accountant (see Section 

4.2.3), with the effect likely to be higher for high-cost customized services than low-

cost standardized services. Since not all SMEs can bear such substantial costs, such 

enterprises are rarely a financially attractive target group for accountants. Hence, it is 

not surprising that the findings of Halabi et al. (2010), Perry and Coetzer (2009), and 

Stone and Lightbody (2012) show that not all SME accountants offer customized 

services and not all SME owners are interested in customized advice. 

 

4.2.3. Costs arising from employing accountants 

As indicated above, some SME owners fear the high costs arising from 

employing accountants (Hitchens, 1997; Lewis and Walker, 2013; Marriott and 

Marriott, 2000; Sian and Roberts, 2009). Consequently, cost and value for money are 

often named as factors hindering SMEs’ from employing accountants (Greenhalgh, 

2000; Kirby and King, 1997). However, more recent studies show that costs—at least 

for standardized tasks—could reduce in the future due to the increased use of 

accounting software and automation of some accounting tasks (Ma et al., 2021). 

Until recently, the fear of high costs on SMEs’ side was used as a factor to 

explain why accountants do not consider SMEs to be an attractive target group for their 

services. SMEs rarely adequately compensated accountants for their services (Hitchens, 

1997). Tasks with high asset intensity—meaning those that require in-depth knowledge 

about a firm and individual solutions to specific problems—were perceived as 

especially expensive by both SME owners (Everaert et al., 2010) and accountants 

(Nooteboom et al., 1992). Consequently, Nooteboom et al. (1992) report that 

accountants considered their employment for such tasks to be too expensive for many 

SMEs. Increasing the automatization of standard accounting tasks using smart software 
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applications and the associated lower costs might, however, make SMEs more attractive 

again for accountants (Ma et al., 2021). 

From an RBV perspective, costs are important, as they are associated with the 

relative value for money of accountants and their rarity. The higher the costs of 

employing value-enhancing experts, the fewer SMEs will be able to afford such 

employment, as Caldeira and Ward (2003) point out for information technology experts. 

Similarly, the higher the qualifications of an accountant are (Son et al., 2006), the more 

expensive employing accountants is likely to be. Thus, the costs of employment appear 

to increase accountants’ rarity, making more qualified and more value-enhancing 

accountants likely to be a rare resource in SMEs. 

 

4.2.4. Trust 

An SME owner’s trust in an accountant appears to be driven mostly by the SME 

owner’s perception of the accountant’s skills (Carey and Tanewski, 2016; Kirby and 

King, 1997) and character (Blackburn et al., 2018; Tan et al., 2016) and less by the 

accountant’s tenure (Gooderham et al., 2004). However, not all accountants are found 

to be trustworthy and not all SME owners capable of monitoring and/or evaluating an 

accountant’s trustworthiness (Niemi et al., 2012). Potential problems arising from such 

constellations range from shirking (a notion referring to unjustified, but not illegal 

wealth transfers from the SME toward accountants; for instance, by overpricing the 

SME) to stealing (Niemi et al., 2012). As a result, employing accountants might 

increase the need for voluntary audits as a means of monitoring the accountant’s 

activities (Niemi et al., 2012). Being able to monitor such activities does, however, 

require an awareness of the problems arising from employing accountants and the 

resources for additional audits. Few SME owners are aware of such issues and seem to 
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blindly trust their accountants, as one accountant in Stone’s (2015, p. 262) study pointed 

out: 

They are saying ‘I trust you. I don’t really need to know about it. You’re the 

accountant. You deal with it and I’ll accept what you have said and done’. 

From an RBV perspective, the rarity drawn out of the accountant–SME 

relationship thus depends not only on the trust of the SME owner in the accountant, but 

also on the SME owner’s capability to evaluate the accountant’s trustworthiness and 

monitor his/her behavior. Giving an accountant a powerful position could lower value 

markedly, but it also seems to be a condition for the accountant to have a valuable 

impact on the SME. Although previous research has not found accountant tenure to be a 

driver of accountant trustworthiness, some drivers of trustworthiness do take a 

considerable amount of time to be achieved. Blackburn et al.’s (2018) and Kirby and 

King’s (1997) findings link satisfaction with the previous work undertaken by the 

accountant to giving the accountant additional advisory-related tasks. Trust in the 

accountant’s character (e.g., honesty, integrity) is likely to be achieved over a 

substantial period. These considerations underpin the rarity of SMEs employing 

adequate accountants and make a trusted accountant less likely to be substituted or 

imitated. 

 

4.2.5 Competitive pressures and environmental turbulence 

It appears plausible that environmental turbulence—defined as changes in the 

market or its regulations (Blackburn et al., 2018)—and competitive pressures might be 

linked to SME owners demanding accountants’ advisory services (e.g., due to increased 

need for professional organizational structures to cope with competitive pressures). 

However, research on this relationship is limited and the existent findings are 
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inconclusive. They either show no relationship between competition and the advice 

provided by an external accountant (Carey and Tanewski, 2016) or a positive 

association between competition and the likelihood of an accountant being employed in 

an advisory function (Blackburn et al., 2018; Gooderham et al., 2004).  

These inconsistent findings offer several alternative theorizations. SMEs might 

be particularly vulnerable to competitive pressure given their narrow resource bases. 

When this narrow resource base, particularly restricted financial resources, becomes 

further restricted due to competitive pressures, SMEs might be unable to consult 

external accountants; hence, competitive pressure might prevent them from employing 

accountants. Another explanation could be that SMEs experience high levels of 

competitive pressure due to a general lack of professionalization, which could be caused 

by failing to employ accountants. A third explanation could be that competitive pressure 

is an antecedent of accountant advice because firms seek advice when under such 

pressure. Increased competition might make firms change their strategy. Research has 

shown that the chosen business strategy can influence the requirements of a company’s 

accounting and control systems (e.g., Chong and Chong, 1997; Sandino, 2007). 

Although firms can have accounting and control systems without having an accountant, 

the employment of a professional accountant in an SME that experiences competitive 

pressure is likely to raise the sophistication of these systems by adapting them to the 

strategy the enterprise has chosen to address those pressures. The quantitative-empirical 

findings by Sandino (2007) link this fit between the chosen strategy and accounting 

system to higher perceived performance and higher sales growth. Hence, accountants 

could be linked to more professional, strategy-appropriate accounting and control 

systems and thereby help cope with competitive pressure or even increase performance. 
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4.3. Impact of Accountants on SMEs 

4.3.1. Professionalization 

Accountants have been extensively researched as an antecedent or consequence 

of SME professionalization. Professionalization is particularly valuable when it can be 

linked to other outcomes such as SME growth (Davila and Foster, 2005), improved 

access to finance (Butler and Durkin, 1998; Dyer and Ross, 2007), and successful 

ownership transfers (e.g., Blackburn et al., 2018; Giovannoni et al., 2011). The 

relationship between the employment of accountants and professionalization appears to 

be bilateral, with such employment being a step toward professionalization, followed by 

the accountant supporting further steps toward SME professionalization. However, 

basic finance and accounting systems are often adopted before the employment of an 

accountant (Davila and Foster, 2005). Further professionalization beyond such basic 

systems seems to require a professional accountant that has both the skills and the time 

to focus exclusively on the SME’s professionalization (Davila and Foster, 2005). 

From an RBV perspective, the value from SME professionalization is likely to 

depend on its further outcomes. In particular, in the case of accountants as mere 

providers of reporting services, professionalization is likely to be the only goal for SME 

owners and that goal is mostly driven by external requirements. For instance, one 

participant in Marriott and Marriott’s (2000, p. 483) study referred to accountants as an 

“extension of the tax system.” Although accountants may help SMEs fulfil their legal 

requirements more professionally in such cases, the value drawn from the accountant is 

likely to be low. 

If professionalization can be linked to other valuable outcomes, the value may 

be significantly higher, especially when accountants are recruited in more advanced 

roles such as translator or advisory functions (e.g., Butler and Durkin, 1998). However, 
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given many SMEs’ small resource base and their owners’ belief that a business can be 

run better by “real-world training” than listening to accountants’ advice (Lewis and 

Walker, 2013), they are unlikely to be able to employ accountants who can drive 

professionalization in such a value-enhancing way (e.g., Greenhalgh, 2000; Stone, 

2015). 

At the same time, there is a transition point at which an informal management 

style is no longer sufficient, and SMEs require more formalized systems (Davila and 

Foster, 2005). Davila and Foster (2005) argue that firm size and geographic expansion 

are drivers of the need to professionalize accounting and control systems, as informal 

controls become too expansive after SMEs have reached a certain level of growth 

and/or internationalization. The findings by Davila and Foster (2005) indicate that the 

CFO could be tasked with formalizing the system and making the SME more 

independent of the founder or owner/manager. However, how other actors can drive 

SME professionalization remains unclear. While highly qualified and passionate SME 

owner/managers might be able to implement formal accounting and control systems 

themselves1, the opposite has been found by some studies. The more qualified SME 

owner/managers are and the more accounting experience they have, the more likely they 

are to employ accounting experts for value-enhancing professionalization tasks (Cassar 

and Ittner, 2009; Davila and Foster, 2005; Holmes and Nicholls, 1989). Whether this is 

due to a direct effect between SME owner education and employing accountants or an 

indirect effect caused by different SME types (e.g., complex, high growth SMEs vs. 

 
1 For instance, Akroyd and Kober (2020) and Akroyd et al. (2019) present the case of a growing 
entrepreneurial firm from New Zealand where the passionate owners decisively shaped the applied 
management control systems. Like similar papers (e.g., Hiebl and Mayrleitner, 2019), these two papers 
are not part of our review sample since accountants do not feature prominently in this case. At the same 
time, this case can be viewed as an example of the professionalization of management control systems 
without the heavy involvement of accountants.  
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simply structured SMEs with little intention to grow) founded by well-educated SME 

owners is unclear.  

 

4.3.2. SME financing 

Gaining access to external financing is often considered to be a significant 

hurdle for SMEs, which often seek external advice for funding as well as other finance-

related issues (Berman Brown et al., 2006; Sarens et al., 2015). The findings on the role 

of accountants in SME financing can be clustered into the relationships (i) between 

employing accountants and the access to finance and (ii) between employing 

accountants and interest rates. The reviewed literature offers two possible dynamics 

behind this relationship: 

● SME financing is an antecedent of employing accountants (e.g., Davila and 

Foster, 2005). When considering SME financing to be an antecedent of 

employing accountants, demand for accounting instruments, and consequently 

accountants, increases after accessing finance. For instance, venture capital 

providers may implement accounting-based controls to reduce the risk of their 

investment failing, thereby increasing demand for accountants to collect and 

report the necessary information for monitoring purposes. 

● SME financing is an outcome of employing accountants (e.g., Butler and 

Durkin, 2007; Dyer and Ross, 2007). Here, accountants are viewed either as a 

symbol signaling SME professionalization, suggesting a lower likelihood that 

the SME would fail on loan payments (Dyer and Ross, 2007), or as a translator 

between SMEs and financial institutions during financing negotiations. Due to 

both dynamics, employing accountants may thus decrease the likelihood of SME 

credit proposals being denied funding (Butler and Durkin, 2007). 
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Such effects for SME financing do not represent a value in the RBV sense per 

se. However, access to finance is likely to be an important prerequisite for further 

growth, and a lack of finance access could cause serious negative outcomes ranging 

from being unable to invest to being unable to employ highly qualified staff. It can 

therefore be argued that accountants who function as an antecedent of SME financing 

are highly valuable to SMEs. In particular, when they function as a translator—as 

suggested by Butler and Durkin (2007)—they are unlikely to be substituted by other 

advisors, as this translator role requires specific and rare knowledge in finance and 

accounting that is not commonly available to all SMEs. 

Accountants as an outcome of SME financing are likely to be valuable, too, as 

they help capital providers such as venture capital firms reduce agency problems, 

thereby make investing less risky. If venture capitalists could not monitor the SMEs in 

which they invest, fewer investments would be made, which could cause financing 

problems, especially for high-risk SMEs such as start-ups. 

 

4.3.3. Legal support 

 Research has further identified legal advice from accountants as a potential 

outcome. Accountants are regularly consulted when legal choices must be made during 

the start-up of a firm, such as entity choices (Blair and Marcum, 2013), legal advice on 

human resource decisions (Jarvis and Rigby, 2012; Sarens et al., 2015) and on 

succession in family-owned SMEs (Blackburn et al., 2018). However, previous research 

indicates that accountants’ advice is likely to differ from the advice lawyers would 

provide (Blair and Marcum, 2013). 

From an RBV perspective, it would make sense for SMEs to limit their use of 

advisors by asking accountants for legal advice, as employing a lawyer would incur 
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additional costs and thus lower profits. If accountants could advise SMEs adequately, 

which hinges on the question of whether lawyers are a substitutable resource, it would 

be value-enhancing to consult the accountant for legal advice, as the SME would obtain 

a broader spectrum of advice for a lower “lump-sum” price. However, if the legal 

advice from the accountant is not qualified, it may lead to high damage for SMEs. 

 

4.3.4. Further non-monetary outcomes 

In addition to the previously mentioned outcomes, there are non-monetary 

outcomes of employing accountants in SMEs including SME survival (Barbera and 

Hasso, 2013) and ownership transfers. For instance, an accountant’s support during 

ownership transfers includes helping the SME formalize tacit knowledge and transfer it 

to new owners or new generations (Davila and Foster, 2005; Giovannoni et al., 2011; 

Perry et al., 2010). Similar results can be found for SME growth. The findings by 

Davila and Foster (2005, p. 1057) suggest that financial managers could help start-ups 

by transferring the exclusive knowledge of the founder into accounting systems 

available for a broader group of employees. As one owner-manager in their study put it: 

In the first few years, it was all me doing it in my head to scale the business. The 

CFO now has put systems in place that everyone can use. The business is not 

dependent upon one person. 

Whether an accountant can be substituted or imitated by other advisors to 

achieve similar goals is difficult to answer. Other advisors (e.g., lawyers) tend to be able 

to support SMEs during some of the above-mentioned processes equally well or even 

better, whereas accountants may be the better choice to advise on business-related 

outcomes. The formalization of knowledge in accounting systems is less likely to be 

substituted, whereas other accountant services (e.g., advice on the owner creating a will 
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in succession preparations) are more likely to be affected. However, the value of an 

accountant is often drawn from his/her long-established relationship with the SME and 

firm-specific knowledge gained over time. As such knowledge cannot be gained in a 

short period, it is not substitutable—at least in the short term. Therefore, an accountant 

chosen as an advisor in such processes cannot be easily substituted, which increases 

his/her potential to function as a source of competitive advantage. 

 

4.3.5. Performance 

The link between employing accountants and SME performance has been 

extensively examined by accounting researchers. RBV theorists argue, however, that 

performance is rarely the most suitable outcome to measure such benefits (see Section 

2). The difficulties in using performance as a dependent variable are mirrored in the 

highly mixed findings reviewed here. This inconsistency in the findings is partly due to 

the nature of performance as an outcome variable, but also due to methodological issues 

in previous research. The findings on the employing accountants–SME performance 

relation range from positive relationships (Barbera and Hasso, 2013; Cassar and Ittner, 

2009; Cheffi et al., 2021; Watson, 2007) to mixed findings or even negative 

relationships (Berry et al., 2006; Obeng et al., 2014), whereas others have found no 

significant relationship at all (Robson and Bennett, 2000). 

From an RBV perspective, such inconclusive findings are plausible, as firm 

performance as the (only) direct dependent variable draws an overly simplified picture 

of organizations whose performance is likely to be influenced by various factors (Ray et 

al., 2004). This implies that other factors than accountants could cancel out the 

performance-enhancing effect of accountants. This does not mean that accountants do 

not raise firm performance, but rather that their impact on performance is difficult to 
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measure. In addition, some of the reviewed studies indicated a potentially more 

complex or mediated relationship: 

Thus, a family CFO negatively affects [small family firm] performance, while a 

nonfamily CFO is essential for providing the necessary financial skills, 

competencies and advice that help the firm to create a long-term relationship with 

the banks, have an easier access to credit and, consequently, improve its 

performance (Gordini, 2016, p. 5). 

Such works hint that accountants influence business outcomes by, for example, 

providing the necessary skills and advice, thereby improving performance in the long 

run. Analyzing such impacts is difficult and requires long-term longitudinal data. As 

Kraaijenbrink et al. (2010) point out, it is important to include time lags in RBV 

research on resource outcomes. When we assume that improved performance is the 

outcome of other factors such as professionalization, which may be an outcome of 

employing accountants that requires substantial time to materialize, incorporating long 

time lags becomes even more important for research on performance as an outcome 

variable. However, few studies that have analyzed performance as an outcome variable 

have drawn on any longitudinal data elements (Barbera and Hasso, 2013; Caselli and Di 

Giuli, 2010; Watson, 2007) and only cover a short period of five years or less if they do. 

However, given the substantial time needed to establish trustful accountant–owner 

relationships (Blackburn et al., 2018; Kirby and King, 1997), we assume that such a 

period is insufficient to analyze complex business process outcomes of accountants that 

eventually result in performance outcomes. 
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5. An RBV-based Model of Accountants in SMEs 

Based on the reviewed findings, we developed a visualization that graphically 

represents the current state of research on accountants in SMEs (see the Supplementary 

Materials) and an RBV-based framework for future research on accountants in SMEs 

(see Figure 1). Both visualizations share many similarities, which is why we only 

include our framework for future research in the main paper. 

 

5.1. Current state of research on accountants in SMEs 

SME owner characteristics, particularly education and previous work 

experience, and SME characteristics such as the ability to cover the associated costs 

were found to be antecedents of employing accountants (see Section 4.2.1 for SME 

owner characteristics and Section 4.2.3 for costs). These findings underpin the RBV 

notion that resources are not independent of the other resources available to the firm. 

We argue that this path dependency makes accountants, as a resource in SMEs, even 

rarer, as SMEs that have access to all the relevant resources are likely to have a 

competitive advantage that cannot easily be copied because the imitability of a resource 

relies on competitors being able to identify and duplicate it (Wright et al., 1994). 

Furthermore, other SME characteristics such as larger firm size are likely to be an 

antecedent of employing accountants due to increased demand for professionalization 

because of firm growth (see Section 4.3.1). 

We identified three major roles of accountants in SMEs: (i) accountants as 

providers of statutory reporting services, (ii) accountants as a source of self-validation 

and translation, and (iii) accountants as a source of advice. When accountants only serve 

as providers of statutory services, our analysis suggests a low likelihood that 

competitive advantage would arise from accountants serving in such a role. Accountants 

in this role mostly drive SME professionalization in its basic form by providing 
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reporting services for external causes (see Section 4.1.1). Previous research has shown 

that SME characteristics, mostly firm size, raise demand for such reporting services 

owing to demand for regulation and professionalization needs rising with size. 

However, a skilled SME owner might be able to draw at least some internal 

implications from reports created for external purposes. If an SME owner is not skilled, 

an accountant must be willing and able to customize his/her services toward that SME’s 

peculiarities to allow the owner the opportunity to draw some internal conclusions from 

the reports. However, the SME accountant’s skills not only impact whether a firm can 

make some internal use of the external reports, but also affect whether the reports are 

created in a professional manner to begin with. Even if the reports are prepared 

professionally, it would have a low likelihood of functioning as a competitive advantage 

if it is not connected to achieving other important firm goals such as securing financing 

and transferring ownership (see Sections 4.3.2 and 4.3.4). 

A higher likelihood that accountants serve as a source of competitive advantage 

for SMEs is likely to be drawn from the other two roles. Accountants as a source of 

translation have been explicitly linked by prior research to SME financing. To serve in 

this role, the accountant’s capability to understand both the SME owner’s language and 

accounting language are essential. Therefore, certain accountant characteristics (e.g., 

previous SME or banking experience) might improve their likelihood of being able to 

serve as an effective translator. Given many SMEs’ lack of access to finance, 

accountants in this role can be particularly value-enhancing in an RBV sense. 

Furthermore, accountants as an outcome of financing are likely to be value-enhancing, 

too, as they can help investors, especially high-risk investors, monitor their investment 

and overcome agency problems.  
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The impact of accountants as advisors is more difficult to assess. Accountants’ 

advisory services can be linked to outcomes such as SME professionalization, legal 

support, successful ownership transfers, growth, and SME survival (see Sections 4.1.3, 

4.3.1, 4.3.3, and 4.3.4). Given that some SME accountants struggle to provide basic 

accountant tasks, their characteristics, especially education, seem to be an important 

moderator of the relationship between accountants serving as advisors and the outcomes 

just mentioned. Put differently, skillful and suitable accountants rarely work in SMEs. 

The notion that a skilled SME owner must recognize the benefits from accountant 

services may be even truer for advisory services, which are unlikely to be successful 

when the SME owner has an advice-rejecting mindset. These notions are further 

supported by research indicating that an SME owner’s trust in both the SME 

accountant’s skills and his/her character is an important prerequisite for accountants to 

be employed in advisory functions. The importance of trust boosts the value of 

accountants, as trustworthy accountants cannot be easily substituted by another given 

that SME owners would need to carefully evaluate the new accountant’s trustworthiness 

from scratch. Therefore, advisory services can be linked to most valuable outcomes, 

especially compared with accountants as providers of reporting services.  

While the second and third roles identified in our review may be important 

sources of competitive advantage for SMEs, they also come with an important 

downside: the more advanced an accountant’s role is, the more likely this role incurs an 

increase in employment costs. Many SMEs analyze accountants’ value for money 

before hiring them, and some deliberately choose not to employ accountants in more 

advanced roles (see Section 4.2.3). From an RBV perspective, this can make sense 

whenever the benefits achieved through the employment of accountants do not make up 

for the costs.  
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Regarding the impact of employing accountants on performance, the previous 

findings are mixed, ranging from no impact to studies showing positive and/or negative 

relationships. Following the RBV, such performance effects of key individuals are 

difficult to measure, as performance is influenced by many factors (with accountants 

being only one of them; cf. Lockett et al., 2009). In addition to such conceptual 

problems, research mostly relies on cross-sectional data, which makes finding the causal 

relationship between employing accountants and performance rarely possible. Hence, 

we argue that future research on accountants in SMEs should more closely consider 

insights from the RBV.  

 

5.2. RBV-based framework for future research on accountants in SMEs 

Figure 1 represents an RBV-based view of accountants in SMEs that may be 

used as a roadmap for future research on this topic. This figure builds on the existing 

empirical findings in the literature, but most importantly, does not view firm 

performance as a direct outcome of accountants in SMEs. 

For future research, we rather suggest considering the insights from the RBV 

when analyzing the processes through which competitive advantage is achieved and 

developing appropriate research designs accordingly. According to proponents of the 

RBV, easily observable signs of competitive advantage are likely to improve business 

processes. Our review has shown that the literature is mostly consistent in finding that 

accountants can improve business processes in SMEs (e.g., by professionalizing them). 

We therefore encourage a two-step approach in future research on accountants in SMEs: 

(i) performance outcomes are—if measured at all—measured as a consequence of such 

advantageous business processes and (ii) accountants are analyzed as developers of such 

processes. 
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As discussed above, performance effects are difficult to measure not only 

because business processes are influenced by accountants, but also since many other 

factors are likely to impact performance (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010). In addition to 

internal factors, firms’ external factors drive performance and accountants, especially in 

positions without an effect on an SME’s strategy, have limited opportunities to react to 

or influence such external factors.2 RBV theorists do not deny the performance impacts 

of a given resource, but highlight the difficulties in isolating the impact of that resource. 

These problems are also apparent in our above review of the existing findings on 

performance as an outcome variable of employing accountants in SMEs. In addition, if 

analyzed at all, complex research questions about the performance effects of 

accountants in SMEs would require longitudinal instead of cross-sectional data. Such 

longitudinal analyses would then require datasets that encompass considerable time lags 

before the employment of an accountant and a substantial period thereafter to be able to 

demarcate improvements in business processes due to the accountant. In addition, it can 

be assumed that the effect of business processes is likely to be time-lagged. 

Consequently, a further time lag would need to be covered to analyze the performance 

effects of improved business processes accurately. However, with such longitudinal 

analyses, the underlying problem persists that accountants are also unlikely to be the 

only ingredient of superior firm performance. Therefore, we suggest focusing on the 

outcomes of accountants in SMEs on important business processes that they are known 

to have influenced. 

 

 
2 Such external circumstances are rarely found within the scope of the RBV, which typically takes the 
perspective of a firm’s internal factors, but are described in approaches defining competitive advantage 
through a firm’s market position, such as Porter’s industrial organization view (Kraaijenbrink et al., 
2010). 
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Figure 1. RBV-Based Framework for Future Research on Accountants in SMEs 
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6. Future Research Avenues 

Based on our review and RBV-based framework, we could develop a plethora of concrete 

questions for future research on accountants in SMEs. Since such a multitude of research 

questions is beyond the scope of a single paper, we instead encourage researchers to consider the 

discussed insights from the RBV—as outlined in Sections 2 and 5—and design both their 

research questions and their research setups accordingly. Besides this general suggestion, we 

now present several future research avenues deserving increased attention from researchers and 

highlight the usefulness of RBV-based theorizing. 

 

6.1. Accountants and computerized accounting systems in SMEs 

Starting with the left side of the RBV-based framework for future research on 

accountants in SMEs (see Figure 1), firms rarely choose to recruit accountants into more 

advanced roles because employing accountants depends on several monetary and non-monetary 

resources (see Sections 4.1 and 4.2). Recent research, has, however, shown that if SMEs employ 

management accountants, these accountants are more heavily involved in decision making than 

in larger firms (Enslin et al., 2022). Future accounting research should therefore investigate ways 

of helping SME owners see the value arising from employing accountants and methods of 

providing cost-efficient accountancy services to SMEs. Recent research has suggested that using 

smart software to carry out standardized accounting tasks could decrease the costs of such 

services and free resources to pay for advisory services more likely to serve as a resource in the 

RBV sense and result in competitive advantage (Ma et al., 2021). In addition, further research 

indicates that more professional computerized accounting systems could help create more 

effective accounting and control systems in SMEs (Al-Hattami and Kabra, 2022). At the same 
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time, the underlying dynamics have thus far received little research attention. Future research 

could therefore aim to answer the following research questions: 

● Which accounting tasks can be substituted by smart software and how does this change 

the role of accountants in SMEs? 

● How can accountants in SMEs use new technology and computerized accounting systems 

to create more effective accounting and control systems? 

 

6.2. The dark sides of employing accountants in SMEs 

As discussed above, SME owners unable to evaluate an accountant’s quality might place 

blind trust in him/her, which could lead to problems if that accountant proves to be untrustworthy 

or unskilled. This problem can be assumed to be worse in SMEs, which can be financially 

vulnerable due to their low resource base. We would therefore encourage research questions on 

the potentially negative effects of employing accountants that prevent SMEs from gaining 

competitive advantage in the RBV sense. 

● To what degree do SME owners’ characteristics (e.g., a low level of education) impact 

their vulnerability to agency risks (e.g., accountants overpricing their services or 

committing fraud as owners might be unable to evaluate such services)? 

● What negative consequences arise from employing lower qualified accountants (e.g., 

those unable to professionalize the SME in a state-of-the-art manner)?  

● What negative outcomes arise from employing accountants that are qualified in 

accounting, but consulted on matters for which they are not qualified (e.g., legal issues)? 
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6.3. Skills and roles of accountants in SMEs 

Regarding the center of the model displayed in Figure 1, the need for more theory-driven 

research designs and theory-derived research questions becomes apparent. In particular, the 

mechanisms of the relationship between employing accountants, on the one hand, and SME 

professionalization, SME financing, legal support, scaling, successful ownership transfers, and 

survival, on the other, are highly relevant for SMEs, but research on those issues could improve 

methodologically. The findings in Section 4.2.1 showed that accountants are often employed to 

professionalize the firm. However, low skilled accountants form a huge obstacle for SME 

professionalization, as they are rarely qualified for even simple advanced accountant roles. We 

therefore suggest that future research should analyze in greater detail the outcomes and risks 

arising from employing low skilled accountants.  

In line with the above-mentioned role change of many accountants in large firms, we 

encourage research on the training necessary for low skilled accountants to obtain more 

advanced accountant roles. Such training would need to enable them to keep up with changes in 

their job requirements and switch from low value-creating accountant roles to more advanced 

roles. Research questions could include: 

● Can SME accountants employed in bean counter-like roles transform into accountants in 

more progressive roles? 

● What characteristics differentiate SME accountants who can change from bean counters 

to business partners from those who cannot? 

● How must accounting education change to better prepare future accountants for their 

potential roles as business partners in SMEs? 
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Relatedly, our findings suggest that the mode of employment significantly impacts the 

outcomes accountants can achieve. Whereas accountants employed as mere providers of 

statutory services can mostly be linked to professionalization outcomes, accountants employed as 

advisors can be linked to additional valuable outcomes (e.g., supporting firm succession in 

family-owned SMEs). In the available research, however, the employment of accountants is 

almost always measured rather simply (e.g., a firm has an accountant/skilled accountant). We 

encourage research to consider the actual roles of the accountants in the firm and their influence 

on firm processes: 

● Does the impact of employing accountants in SMEs vary with the roles they obtain? 

● Do more progressive roles help accountants achieve goals that are typically not 

associated with employing accountants by providing them with a better insight into the 

firm’s operations? 

 

6.4. Outcomes of accountants in SMEs 

Regarding the right side of the model in Figure 1, the link between business process-

related outcomes and performance, we suggest being more careful when analyzing such 

relationships. As outlined before, the RBV argues that the time lag between gaining a resource 

and seeing the performance outcomes resulting from this resource must be sufficient, as 

resources take time to influence profits (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010). Additionally, RBV 

researchers warn that several factors influence performance (Lockett et al., 2009; Ray et al., 

2004). We thus encourage those who do analyze such links to use appropriate longitudinal data 
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and ensure sufficiently large sample sizes to include a variety of necessary controls in their 

analyses. 

Likewise, we encourage research jointly analyzing non-monetary outcomes with other 

outcomes. As outlined in Section 4.3.4, an overly simplified picture of the relationship between 

employing accountants and outcomes is sometimes drawn. One example is the link between 

employing accountants and firm survival (Barbera and Hasso, 2013), which does not consider 

other potential antecedents such as firm financing (see Section 4.3.2) that affects both survival 

and employing accountants. Overly simplified research designs do the complexity of the role of 

accountants in SMEs—or in any firm—no justice. Future research questions could include: 

● Does employing accountants increase the likelihood of being granted access to external 

finance or does better access to finance increase the likelihood of employing accountants? 

● Do accountants directly impact the likelihood of firm survival and successful ownership 

transfers or rather the firm’s level of professionalization, which in turn increases the 

likelihood of firm survival and successful ownership transfers? 

 

7. Discussion and Conclusions 

This paper reviews the literature on accountants in SMEs. Large parts of the existing 

empirical literature in this field are not based on any explicit theory and many empirical findings 

are mixed or contradictory. We thus propose the RBV as a unifying theoretical lens for research 

on accountants in SMEs. 

We contribute to the literature in three main ways. First, our RBV-based framework on 

the current state of research on accountants in SMEs provides the first synthesis of this research 
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field. It not only summarizes previous research findings but identifies the three major roles of 

accountants in SMEs and provides a theory-driven reconciliation of the heterogeneous literature 

on accountants in SMEs with the help of the RBV. Most importantly, we conclude that previous 

research has understated the impact of different accountant roles in SMEs, but overstated the 

direct impact of accountants on performance. Indeed, the RBV literature suggests that using 

performance as a dependent variable of key individuals is not very promising, as such impacts 

are hard to measure or non-existent (Ray et al., 2004). On the contrary, accountants, especially 

those in more advanced roles, can be resources for SMEs by improving business processes 

related to professionalization, offering advice on financing, answering legal questions, and 

supporting other processes (scaling, successful ownership transfers, and survival). We assume 

that because of such improved business processes, firm performance could be increased in the 

long run. However, other factors apart from key individuals might drive performance as well, 

which is likely to increase measurement difficulties further. 

Second, we provide an RBV-based framework for future research on accountants in 

SMEs and develop an array of potential research questions worthy of further study. The 

framework can therefore serve as a basis for better understanding the employment of accountants 

in SMEs and its various outcomes. 

Third, our paper shows that ongoing academic and practitioner discussions on the 

changing role of accountants (e.g., Goretzki et al., 2013; Wolf et al., 2020) may not yet fully 

apply to the SME context; however, recent studies show that the role of accountants in SMEs is 

starting to change to more advisory functions (Ma et al., 2021). In this paper, we identify three 

basic roles of accountants in SMEs and only one role (i.e., accountants as a source of advice) 

comes near to the more progressive roles discussed in the literature on the changing roles of 
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accountants. Consequently, our paper shows that these more progressive roles for accountants 

may still be a phenomenon for larger firms. However, the tasks of accountants in SMEs are 

expected to change in the future, which represents another valuable avenue for future research. 

Just like any research paper, our paper is not free from limitations. We employed the 

RBV as a theoretical lens for both analyzing the review findings and developing the RBV-based 

framework. Other theoretical lenses would have been possible, too, which is a limitation of any 

theory-driven review. However, we are not aware of any competing theoretical frameworks that 

could work comparatively well as a unifying framework for the literature on accountants in 

SMEs. In addition, we limited our review sample to English research journals only. Although we 

aimed to ensure a sufficiently broad quality threshold for the article selection process, the focus 

on English journals itself is a limitation that we acknowledge (cf. Ndemewah and Hiebl, 2022). 

Lastly, a third limitation is that the review was based on our interpretation of the journal 

literature. Other researchers might have a different interpretation of this literature. 
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Supplementary Materials to 

“Accountants and Small Businesses: Toward a Resource-Based View” 

Keywords search and descriptive features of the review sample 

The search algorithm consisted of two keyword groups. The first group of keywords accounted 

for different kinds of financial managers that are either accountants or oftentimes fulfil tasks that 

typically are considered accountant tasks ("accountant*" OR "finance director*" OR "CFO*" OR 

"chief financial officer*" OR "controller*"). The second group of keywords addresses SMEs 

("small business*" OR "SME*" OR "small and medium-sized"). Articles that were identified 

through the keyword search needed to contain a combination of both keyword groups, which was 

operationalized through an AND conjunction. We conducted a database focused search (Hiebl, 

2021) in three academic databases (EBSCO Business Source Complete, Scopus, and Clarivate 

Web of Science) to allow for the inclusion of articles from various research fields such as 

accounting, small business, and general management. The database research was last repeated in 

August 2021. In addition, and in line with methodological advice on systematic reviews (e.g., 

Greenhalgh and Peacock, 2005; Hiebl, 2021; Webster and Watson, 2002), we performed both a 

forward and a backward snowballing search to ensure that our review sample includes more 

recent papers that cited articles in our preliminary review sample and older articles that were 

cited by articles in our preliminary review sample. In addition, and similar to Hoque (2014), 

Google scholar search was additionally utilized for our search. 

Articles were eliminated from our preliminary review sample based on three criteria. First, 

articles were removed when they had already been part of the database search results of the 

previous database(s). Second, articles were removed when they did not meet the quality 
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threshold which was defined as having a rating of C or better in either the Australian ABDC 

journal quality list (2016) or the German VHB JOURQUAL3 journal ranking. Lastly, articles 

were removed when they were not empirical and/or not concerned with this paper’s research 

focus. The review sample and some of its most important descriptive features can be obtained 

from Table A1. Information on the research outlets and chronological characteristics of the 

publications can be obtained from Table A2.   
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Table A1. Review Sample (1/3) 
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Table A1 (continued). Review Sample (2/3) 
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Table A1 (continued). Review Sample (3/3) 
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Table A2. Sample Characteristics
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Further details on review findings 

An extract of the review's findings was summarized for a better visualization in the following Tables A3 to A12 and 

Figure A1.  

 

Table A3. Accountants as Advisors 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
Accountants are the most important or 
most used source of advice for SME 
owners 
 

10 Berry et al. (2006); Berman Brown 
et al. (2006); Carey and Tanesweki 
(2016); Gooderham et al. (2014); 
Jay and Schaper (2003); Kirby and 
King (1997); Ramsden and Bennett 
(2005); Watson (2011) 

Perry et al. (2010); Perry 
and Coetzer (2009) 

Accountants provide  
business-related advice to SME owners 
 

10 Birley (1985); Blair and Marcum 
(2013); Carey and Taneweski 
(2016); Jay and Schaper (2003); 
Ramsden and Bennett (2005); 
Sarens et al. (2015) 

Blackburn et al. (2018); 
Jarvis and Rigby (2012); 
Perry et al. (2010) 

Accountants provide non-business-related 
advice to SME owners 
 

2  Blackburn et al. (2018); 
Samujh (2011); Stone 
(2011a) 
 

The role of accountants as SME advisors 
is overrated or overly generalized 

3 Kirby and King (1997) Marriott and Marriott (2000) 

 
Automatized accounting solutions and 
smart accounting software might force 
accountants in a more advisory-based role 
in SMEs 
 

 
1 

  
Ma et al. (2021) 

Accountants in advisory functions are 
less likely to be substituted by software 
than accountants who provide 
standardized services only 

1  Abdi et al. (2021) 

 

Table A4. The Impact of SME Owner Characteristics  

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
A SME owner with more working experience or a 
background in accounting is more likely to employ 
an accountant  
 

2 Cassar and Ittner (2009); Davila and 
Foster (2005) 

 

A SME owner with a higher preference for formal 
planning is more likely to employ an accountant 
 

1 Davila and Foster (2005)  

A SME owner with a higher level of education is 
more likely to request voluntary services from an 
accountant more likely 
 

1 Holmes and Nicholls (1989)  

A SME owner with a lower level of education is 
more likely to outsource accountant tasks  

1 Everaert et al. (2010)  

 
A SME owner needs to proactively ask accountants 
for additional services beyond standard services 
 

 
2 

 
 

 
Halabi et al. 
(2010); Lewis 
and Walker 
(2013) 
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Table A5. The Impact of Accountant Characteristics  

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
A family accountant in family-owned SMEs is 
negatively linked with performance and/or 
professionalization 
 

3 Caselli and Di Giuli (2010); Di Giuli et 
al. (2011); Gordini (2016) 

 

Unqualified accountants are among the 
biggest obstacles for SME’s regarding 
compliance and the implementation of 
accounting standards 
 

3 Dang-Duc (2011); Kishali et al. (2013); 
Son et al. (2006) 

 

Perceived high levels of accountant’s skills 
and/or  previous positive collaboration 
experiences are both antecedents for the 
employment as an advisor  
 

2 Kirby and King (1997) Blackburn et 
al. (2018) 

Accountant tenure and accounting working 
experience are not antecedents for the 
employment as an advisor  
 

1 Gooderham et al. (2014)  

 

 

Table A6. The Role of Trust Between SME Owners and Accountants 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
Trusting the accountant  
 is positively linked to the scope 
of accountant tasks SME owners 
ask to be performed 
 

3 Carey and Tanewski 
(2016); Kirby and 
King (1997) 
 

Blackburn et al. (2018) 

Tenure is not a driver of SME 
owner trust in accountants 
 

1 Gooderham et al. 
(2014) 

 

    
The character of the accountant 
plays an important role for SME 
owner’s development of trust in 
them 

2 Tan et al. (2015) Blackburn et al. (2018) 

    
Agency-related problems can arise 
from inadequate levels of trust in 
the accountant 

1 Niemi et al. (2012)  
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Table A7. The Role of Geographical Context Factors 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
There is no general lack of access 
to accountants depending on the 
region of the SME 
 

2 Sarens et al. (2015) Hitchens (1997) 

There is a lack of access to 
accountants offering specialized 
services (e.g., business advisory, 
merger, and acquisition services) 
for SMEs in rural areas 
 

2  Sarens et al. (2015) Hitchens (1997) 

An SME’s geographical location 
is linked to the accountant impact 
and involvement in strategic 
decision-making 
 

2 Bennett et al. (2001); 
Mazzarol et al. (2014) 

 

 

Table A8. The Role of Competitive Pressure and Environmental Turbulences 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
Perceived competitive pressure 
is not linked to external 
accountant advice 
 

1 Carey and Tanewski 
(2016)  

 

Competitive pressure is 
positively linked to external 
accountant advice 

2 Gooderham et al. 
(2014) 

Blackburn et al. (2018 

 
Increased competitive pressure 
among accountants resulting 
from no longer being able to 
charge for standardized 
accounting reporting might 
make the role of accountants as 
advisors for SMEs more 
attractive to the accountants 

 
1 

  
Ma et al. (2021) 
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Table A9. Professionalization as an Outcome of Accountant Employment 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
Accountants are employed to fill SMEs’ 
resource gaps 
 

4 Carey and Tanewski (2016), Everaert et 
al. (2007); Gordini (2016) 
 

Stone (2015) 

Accountants are linked to more 
professional finance and accounting 
systems 
 

3 Berthelot and Morrill (2016); Davila 
and Foster (2005); Di Giuli et al. 
(2011) 

 

 
Accountants are linked to the 
formalization of knowledge and firm 
values 

 
3 

 
Davila and Foster (2005) 

 
Giovannoni et al. 
(2011); Perry et al. 
(2010) 

 
Accountants are or would like to be 
linked to an increase of rational decision-
making   

 
2 

 
De Jong and Hulsink (2012); Rickards 
and Ritsert (2011) 

 

 
Professionalization in family-owned 
SMEs is linked to the employment of 
non-family financial managers 

 
2 

 
Di Giuli et al. (2011); Gordini (2016) 
 

 

 

 

Table A10. SME Financing as an Antecedent or Outcome of Accountant Employment 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
There is no relationship between access 
to finance and accountant employment as 
an advisor 
 

1 Carey and Tanewski (2016) 
 

 

There is a positive relationship between 
access to finance and actual/intended 
accountant employment 

5 Allee and Yohn (2009); Cassar 
and Ittner (2009); Paananen et 
al. (2016) 

Dyer and Ross (2007); Butler 
and Durkin (1998) 

 
Voluntary audits of financial statements 
do not impact an SME’s interest rate 

 
2 

 
Allee and Yohn (2009); Peel 
(2018) 

 

 
The switch from a qualified accountant to 
a chartered one is negatively linked to an 
SME’s interest rate  

 
1 

 
Paananen et al. (2016) 
 

 

 
Access to finance is an antecedent of 
accountant employment 

 
1 

 
Davila and Foster (2005) 

 

 
Access to finance is an outcome of 
accountant employment 
 

 
2 

  
Dyer and Ross (2007); Butler 
and Durkin (1998) 

 

  



 

57 

Table A11. Other Non-Monetary Outcomes of Accountant Employment 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
Accountant employment is linked to the 
planning and/or successful completion of 
ownership transfers 
 

5 Sarens et al (2015) Blackburn et al. (2018); 
Giovannoni et al. (2011); 
Jarvis and Rigby (2012); 
Perry et al. (2010) 

Accountant employment is linked to a 
higher likelihood for the SME to survive 

2 Barbera and Hasso (2013) Stone and Lightbody (2012) 

    
Accountant employment is linked to 
SMEs better coping with scaling  

1 Davila and Foster (2005)  

 
Accountants are helpful when scaling an 
SME as they know how to formalize 
knowledge and make it accessible to 
people apart from the founder 

 
1 

 
Davila and Foster (2005) 

 

 
Accountants help transfer knowledge 
from one owner or generation to another 
during ownership transfers 
 

 
2 

 
 

 
Giovannoni et al. (2011); 
Perry et al. (2010) 

Accountants can foster the success of 
CSR initiatives 

1 Cheffi et al. (2021)  
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Table A12. Relationship Between Accountant Employment and Performance 

 Supporting Studies 
Author(s), Year 

Findings Number Quantitative Qualitative 
There is a positive relationship between 
accountant employment and SME growth 
and/or performance 
 

4 Barbera and Hasso (2013); Cassar and Ittner 
(2009); Cheffi et al. (2021); Watson (2007) 
 

 

There is no significant relationship between 
accountant employment and SME growth 

2 Carey and Tanewski (2016); Robson and 
Bennett (2000b) 

 

    
There is a positive relationship between the 
SME owner’s assessment of the accountant’s 
impact and performance  

1 Bennett and Robson (1999); Robson and 
Bennett (2000a) 

 

 
There are mixed findings regarding the 
relationship between accountant employment 
and SME growth depending on 
a) the SME’s sector 
b) the specific category of advice 

 
2 

 
a) Obeng et al. (2014) 
b) Berry et al. (2006) 

 

 
In family-owned SMEs, the family status of 
financial managers negatively effects the 
performance  

 
1 

 
Caselli and Di Giuli (2010); Di Giuli et al. 
(2011) 
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Figure A1. Current State of Research on Accountants in SMEs 
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