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A B S T R A C T

Since the formation of the Peoples’ Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, the broad field of

accounting education in China has undergone many changes in the context of a

dramatically changing sociopolitical environment. The institutional mechanisms in

Chinese university accounting education are examined in this paper, principally through a

re-reading of the historical experience since 1949. We utilize an institutional theory frame

to examine how action in the regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive pillars have

shaped accounting education from its heavily political orientation in the early years of the

PRC to a more internationalized university accounting education system that has begun to

take shape in contemporary China. We seek to contribute a contextualized understanding

of contemporary China’s accounting education, while adapting and extending the role of

institutional theory in explaining education changes more broadly.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

In the six decades since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, China’s system of accounting
education has undergone a number of fundamental shifts that largely reflect the broader socio-political environment. In the
first twelve years of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) rule, there were no fewer than five reorganizations of the higher
education system (Watne and Baldwin, 1988). Periods of comprehensive social revolution under CCP rule both during the
early years of the People’s Republic and in subsequent years were particularly devastating for universities, and for university
accounting education. However, in more recent decades there has been a renewed recognition of the importance of higher
education and of accounting education as a key component.

China’s international outlook since the turn of the 21st century, particularly with its accession to the World Trade
Organization (WTO) in 2001, has seen the country open itself to the outside world and become a significant and influential
member of the international community. Market-based economic reforms have created domestic demand for accounting
professionals and academicians, and there has been a corresponding rapid expansion of university accounting education
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within the country. Following these developments, organizational and curricular changes and substantial growth in the
system to produce more university-qualified graduates have sought to serve both local and international needs. University
accounting education has taken on an internationalized dimension, reflecting both domestic economic changes and wider
developments beyond China’s borders.

The extent of historical and continuing centralized government guidance and administration, combined with political
system reform and economic transition, make Chinese accounting education unique in its nature and evolution. The prior
literature concerning university accounting education in China has depicted a number of aspects of development in this area,
but is primarily a collection of descriptive accounts that are lacking in integration, historical perspective, and in-depth
analysis. Several prior studies are based on accounts of individual experiences or perspectives.2 Thus, the overall account of
the post-1949 history and current state of accounting education in China is impressionistic and piecemeal and our
understanding to date does not include a contextualized or theorized understanding of the nature of contemporary
accounting education in China. Few theoretical resources have been brought to bear to provide an integrated analysis of
historical context and factors associated with recent change.

To address the situation outlined above, in this study we adopt an institutional perspective in order to analyze
and account for the key domestic and external factors impinging on university accounting education change in China
since the establishment of the PRC 1949.3 In many senses, accounting is an epiphenomenon that is largely a product of
its environment, reflecting, reinforcing and recursively shaping particular characteristics that may be unique to
particular national environments (Radebaugh and Gray, 1997). Thus, it is appropriate to examine accounting education
change in China utilizing an institutional perspective. We seek both to add to our understanding of the present state of
university accounting education in China, as a historical product, and to provide a basis for future studies of its
development.
1.1. Objectives and approach

The present study recognizes and responds to a generalized lack of understanding of the history of accounting education
in many jurisdictions:
2 For
3 As

accoun
4 Alth

studies

related
5 See

Plea
revo
10.1
Histories of accounting education per se appear to be relatively few and far between. . .

Given the dearth of histories of accounting education per se, it seems fair to assert that . . . much more historical
investigation of education in accounting in various times and places would be welcome. (Anderson-Gough, 2009, pp.
297, 313)
This study relates to a relatively short component of China’s long recorded history; the post-Revolution period is
chosen for its capacity to provide key historical insights from the recent past as a means to better know the present, and
as a key source of lessons for future development. An understanding of the past may help distil understanding of the
present, providing ‘‘a sound basis for action in the present . . . [to create] the future . . . and enter into it’’ (Boyce, 2002, p.
576, original emphasis; see also Byrne and Flood, 2003). Building on a general understanding that universities both
reflect the hegemonic status quo and provide a possible avenue for challenge and change (Boyce, 2002), the paper
complements, and presents a possible counterpoint to, established understandings of the historical connections
between accounting education and rapid economic growth in the West (see Edwards, 2011).

The history of accounting:
. . . reveals enduring contestations about the nature of the discipline . . . [which] in turn are fuelled by the specific
experiences, beliefs and practices of the periods in which they are rehearsed. Such contestations and the impact
they have on the changing nature of accounting are shaped by accounting education just as accounting education
is itself shaped by those contests. How accounting and accounting education looks, what it covers, who does it,
where they do it and what status it has, have never been fixed. (Anderson-Gough, 2009, p. 312)
Some prior studies of accounting education in other jurisdictions have adopted institutional theory to explain continuity
and change within this field, but studies of accounting education in China to date have largely adopted un-theorized (or
under-theorized) approaches.4 Thus, even where analysis of changes in Chinese accounting education has been situated

within the dynamics of change in China,5 theory has generally not been used to address the effect of broader dynamics of
continuity and change.
example, Watne and Baldwin (1988), Winkle et al. (1992), Tang (1997), Tang and Lau (2000), Woodbine (2007).

explained later in the paper, our analytical focus is on university accounting education, as the most significant component of the system for

ting education in China, even though many of the points of analysis may also apply more generally to accounting education.

ough many prior studies of the history and development of accounting education more broadly have applied theories of professionalization, these

, too have been limited in their focus on the activities of professional accounting bodies and their influence on accounting curricula, syllabi, and

concerns (Edwards, 2011).

Watne and Baldwin (1988), Chan and Rotenberg (1999), Wu and Tong (2004), for example.
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Within higher education in China today, accounting education is recognized to be highly significant to the economic
reforms that were launched in the late 1970s, but across the period of our examination the importance of accounting and
accounting education has waxed and waned (to the point where accounting education disappeared entirely from
universities during the 1966–1976 Cultural Revolution). Much of the contemporary importance of accounting education
flows from the significance of accounting practice to the development of a more market-based economy and the recognized
need for more professionally qualified accountants (see for example, Blake and Gao, 1995; Tang et al., 1994).

Our analysis seeks to develop a contextualized understanding of recent Chinese accounting education history,
highlighting issues and challenges. To achieve this, the remainder of the paper is organized as follows. The next section
discusses the theoretical basis of the paper, outlining the key components of institutional theory as they relate to the study
considering recent critiques of the application of institutional theory in organizational and accounting studies. In addition,
drawing on a number of prior studies, we consider the general relevance of institutional theory to the analysis of educational
change. The institutional environment of university accounting education in China is introduced in Section 3, providing an
indication of the organizational structure of accounting education and an overall picture of the different periods of China’s
political and economic development. To firmly situate the present study, we outline relevant prior studies both of accounting
education in China and the application of institutional theory to the analysis of educational change in this context. Section 4
presents a re-reading of the post-Revolutionary Chinese history of accounting education, focusing on institutional processes
of change, dividing the analysis into seven periods that characterize the post-1949 history of China. Sections 3 and 4 draw on
a range of historical materials, including memoirs, almanacs, journals, statistics, and extant literature to explore the driving
factors that have led to the current status of accounting education.6 Section 5 summarizes and discusses the analysis and
provides an overall assessment in institutional terms, drawing conclusions and highlighting implications and challenges
ahead, both for university accounting education in China and for institutional theory studies of continuity and change in
accounting education.

2. Institutional theory

An institutional perspective provides a productive frame within which to examine stability and change within
organizations and systems and their relationship to broader social systems – in this case, to explain accounting education
changes in contemporary China. The period under examination in this paper encompasses several phases in China’s long
transition from an overwhelmingly politically oriented, CCP dominated, ideologically driven system at the establishment of
the PRC, to the present position where accounting education has become much more internationalized in character. We
build upon the theoretical insights from New Institutional Sociology (NIS), which conceives that organizations may seek to
legitimize their existence by conforming to institutional rules and norms in order to gain social legitimacy, facilitate access to
resources, and avoid risk (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Zucker, 1987; Kondra and Hinings, 1998;
Scott, 2008). Meyer and Rowan (1977) emphasized how the organizational need for social legitimacy, as an element of the
imperative toward survival, tends to produce conformity with prevailing practices and procedures, irrespective of their
immediate efficacy or rationality.

2.1. Institutions, organizations, and environment

Scott (2008, p. 48) describes institutions as being ‘‘comprised of regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements
that, together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life’’. Institutions are socially
constructed but they play out as taken-for-granted ways of doing things. Although they are mutable, institutions shape the
practical actions and interpretations of individual actors as if conformity with institutionalized norms and practices is
necessary for survival. As Meyer and Rowan (1977, p. 341) put it, ‘‘[i]nstitutionalization involves the processes by which
social processes, obligations, or actualities come to take on a rule-like status in social thought and action’’.

Institutional theory provides an alternative perspective to other approaches that assume organizations are rationally and
economically controlled and directed, and that success is a straightforward product of efficient control and direction. The
practical emphasis of institutional theory is on the connectedness between organizations and their environments, and the
need (or tendency) for the former to accommodate to the latter. Because it facilitates legitimacy and access to resources,
institutionalized behavior provides organizations with a necessary element of survival that is independent of efficient
coordination and control of organizational activity (production). At the same time, the environment in which organizations
operate can act in different ways to shape and constrain the nature of organizational action. Insights to be gained from
institutional theory are, in general terms, applicable to all organizations because all are embedded (to greater or lesser
degrees) in their environments. However, institutions may be established, reinforced, and transmitted in complex ways and
by varying means. Further, although institutions may provide stability and order by shaping action and behavior, they also
set the frames within which actors and organizations are empowered to take action and to change.
6 The materials used to inform the analysis throughout the paper are primarily secondary sources; this is appropriate in the context of the relatively

shallow extant understanding of the development of accounting education to date. We recognize that future studies may usefully draw on more primary

sources, but this is beyond the scope of the present study.
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In many senses, accounting is an epiphenomenon that is largely a product of its environment, reflecting, reinforcing and
recursively shaping particular characteristics that may be unique to particular national environments (Radebaugh and Gray,
1997). In this paper, our focus is not on identifying or specifying the particular nature of the institutions associated with
university accounting education in China – that is, the particular taken-for-granted ways of doing things within the field.
Rather, we are interested in the broad nature and effect of institutions at the level of the field – that is, the changing forces and
pressures that have shaped the ways things are organized and done within the university accounting education sector in
China, as a whole. Therefore, the study examines the shifting nature and sources of institutional processes that have shaped
this sector.

2.2. Institutional pillars and isomorphism

We draw on the insight that three key institutional pillars can be identified as ‘‘making up or supporting institutions’’ as
multifaceted and durable social structures (Scott, 2008, p. 51). Scott outlines how three pillars of institutions each provide an
identifiable basis of legitimacy with broad but different rationales, logics, bases of compliance and order: the regulative,
normative, and cultural-cognitive pillars. The three pillars represent a way to understand ‘‘the symbolic aspects of social life
. . . [and] the activities that produce and reproduce them and to the resources that sustain them’’ (Scott, 2008, p. 49).

The regulative pillar plays a stabilizing role through the prescription of formal or informal laws and rules that regulate,
monitor, and govern activity. It provides a legally sanctioned basis of legitimacy and works primarily through coercive
mechanisms in the form of laws and rules together with and sanctions for non-compliance, which together create order
through regulation. The normative pillar operates through the establishment and reinforcement of values and norms that
shape desirable ends and means for action, thereby providing frames through which actions may be evaluated. The basis of
legitimacy is a moral one that creates expectations that are experienced as both appropriate and binding on members of a
social group. The cultural-cognitive pillar involves shared conceptions and frames that provide the filter through which actors
view their organization and its environment, thus providing the meaning through which the world is interpreted. Here, the
basis of legitimacy is through the culturally supported and recognized schemas which constitute orthodox ways of doing
things that are reproduced through processes of mimicry and imitation.

The strength of each of the three pillars may vary in both space and time, yet each pillar provides an explanation for the
power of institutions. Institutional studies have largely emphasized the tendency of organizations to conform to institutional
requirements in the context of fragmented and changing environments. As organizations seek to enhance stability,
legitimacy, and access to resources, standardized routines tend to be homogenized across entities through processes of
isomorphism; that is, organizations tend to become isomorphic with their environments and with each other.7Isomorphism
acts to protect organizations from uncertainty by making them congruent with their environment, thereby buffering them
from environmental constraints and changes and reinforcing the efficacy of congruency. Isomorphism is thus a ‘‘constraining
process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions’’
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 149), shaping both action and its interpretation.

There are three kinds of institutional isomorphism that correspond to the three pillars of institutions as outlined by Scott
(2008): coercive, normative, and mimetic, which are the institutional mechanisms within the regulative, normative, and
cultural-cognitive pillars, respectively. Organizations may be subject to institutional mechanisms from each pillar; such as
government mandates in the regulatory pillar, professional expectations in the normative pillar, and socio-cultural norms
and logics in the cultural-cognitive pillar.

Institutional rules, norms and beliefs constrain behavior but they do not prevent organizational change; on the contrary,
when environmental conditions change, institutional isomorphism leads organizations to change in similar ways (DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983). Although institutional theory has often been adopted in order to understand organizational stability and
similarity, it is also important to consider organizational change in response to changing institutional pressures. Drawing on
Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) earlier work, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) focused on ‘‘institutional isomorphic change’’ (p. 150)
suggesting that certain characteristics of the organizational field are associated with greater degrees of isomorphism, both as
organizations change to become more similar to each other, and as multiple organizations within a field change in similar

ways to respond to changes in the environment (see also Kondra and Hinings, 1998).
Coercive isomorphism may lead organizations to adopt certain practices due to pressures exerted from the organizational

field8 by powerful actors on which the organizations depend (such as the state), such as government legislation. Because of
the high degree of legitimacy accorded to state regulation and the enforcement capacities of states, institutional theory
considers how the state, acting either directly or indirectly through delegated powers, is the principal force behind coercive
isomorphic mechanisms.

Normative isomorphism stems primarily from professionalization and the ‘‘prescriptive, evaluative, and obligatory
dimension[s of] social life’’ (Scott, 2008, p. 55). Normative systems include both values and norms, where the former are
7 Nevertheless, at the organizational level, compliance may be more or less ceremonial in nature such that there is a decoupling between the

standardized, legitimizing formalized structures and appearances exhibited by organizations, and activities as they are carried out inside organizations

(Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
8 The notion of ‘organizational field’ discussed in Section 2.5.
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based on conceptions of what is preferred or desirable and standards by which behavior can be assessed, and the latter
represent specifications of how things should be done. Two particular aspects of professionalization provide significant
impetuses to isomorphism: ‘‘One is the resting of formal education and of legitimation in a cognitive base produced by
university specialists; the second is the growth and elaboration of professional networks that span organizations and across
which new models diffuse rapidly’’ (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 152). Thus, professionals are accorded social legitimacy
and entrusted with authority over certain aspects of organizational functioning within fields, and professional networks
operate to ensure and reinforce the diffusion of standardized professional practices and approaches. In relation to
accounting, university education and the associated growth of credential-oriented professional organization are significant
drivers of isomorphism, providing, in effect, binding expectations regarding certain aspects of form and content. Accounting
education can be both a site of isomorphism, as educational institutions respond to various environmental pressures, and a
driver of isomorphism, as educational institutions produce graduates who share similar normative frames and organize into
professional networks and associations that reinforce these tendencies.

Mimetic isomorphic change occurs under conditions of uncertainty or ambiguity about the kinds of actions and postures
that are likely to lead to organizational success. This uncertainty may lead organizations to imitate others in their field
(particularly leading organizations, or those that are perceived to be successful). Mimesis, or imitation, may occur in the
absence of direct coercive or normative mechanisms, because the adoption of culturally supported logics and beliefs is
perceived as likely to produce legitimacy.

Coercive, normative and mimetic mechanisms are conceptually distinct, but they are not necessarily operationally
separable and may be recursive in their effects.9 For instance, laws may operate within the regulative pillar, but they also rely
on normative and cultural-cognitive elements for their effectiveness. Similarly, professions, which are influential within the
normative pillar, may themselves be subject to coercive and mimetic pressures in the same way that organizations are, not
least because professional power is often assigned and preserved by the state (whether through licensing or other legal and
regulatory arrangements) and because of the socio-cultural positioning of professionals. Thus, the different institutional
pillars can be mutually reinforcing and complementary.

Although they are likely to be related to each other, the regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive pillars do not
necessarily act in concert; tensions and conflicts between them may produce differing views of organizational legitimacy
(Scott, 2008). Nevertheless, even in such circumstances it may be possible to discern isomorphic processes where one of the
institutional pillars dominates over the others.

2.3. Critiques of institutional theory studies

Clegg (2010) criticized the relative absence of an analysis of power in recent studies of institutional theory and the
tendency of many researchers to focus on adherence to norms and myths in the legitimacy-seeking quest of organizations.
He argued that power was central to a full understanding of the dynamics and forces of social and organizational change.
Thus, while early institutional studies provided a needed supplement to what had been an excessive focus on organizational
functionalism in the context of rational economic direction and control, more recent studies have tended to reify the role of
mimetic and normative processes (and, more generally, the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars) at the same time that
the effect of coercive forces (the regulative pillar) has been marginalized. As Clegg put it, this has made many institutional
analyses ‘‘mechanical’’, insufficient to handle ‘‘discontinuous change’’, and ‘‘. . . neglect[ful of] the wider social fabric’’ (p. 5).
Such studies also often overlook the role of struggle and conflict in producing or resisting organizational change.

Clegg was particularly critical of the ‘‘neglect of the state in contemporary accounts’’ (p. 6) of both organizational
persistence, and discontinuity and change. He outlined how it has often been the coercive power of the state rather than
the development of ‘‘common understandings’’ in society that has shaped the formation of social and organizational
homogeneity, order and stability (as well as change).10 This criticism was not necessarily focused on institutional theory
per se, but on the neglect of the role of power and social agency; the former must be regarded as ‘‘absolutely central to
any understanding of society’’ (p. 11). The broad themes articulated by Clegg have also been addressed in critiques of
institutional studies in accounting (e.g. Dillard et al., 2004; Lounsbury, 2008) and the likelihood and role of resistance to
power has been specifically addressed in the context of accounting education (e.g. Etherington and Richardson, 1994;
Boyce, 2002).

As a social institution, universities may be slow to change (Tilling, 2002; see, also, Edwards, 2011), and may act as a
resistant or counter-hegemonic force in the face of dominant social pressures (see Etherington and Richardson, 1994; Boyce,
2002), but overall, the tendency is for universities to act as a site of hegemony, with alignment between the work of the
university and wider social pressures, hence the notion of isomorphism is particularly apposite in this context. For the
present paper, a key implication of the above critiques is that the extension of the analytical frame beyond economic
functionalism – a key contribution of the adoption of institutional theory – should also recognize the contestability of
9 As suggested earlier, education systems may be subjected to various isomorphic pressures and influences, but just as they may respond to such

pressures they themselves are also likely to be productive of them.
10 The coercive power of the state is often used to ‘‘settle’’ struggles between competing rationalized myths that emerge from disparate social forces (Clegg,

2010).
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institutional logics and ensure that the power dimension is admitted into the frame. It is also important to recognize
complementary and conflicting influences between different institutional pillars – in both stabilizing and change tendencies.

2.4. Institutional theory and educational change

Institutional perspectives are particularly relevant for organizations such as schools and educational institutions that ‘‘do
not operate under market conditions, but rather compete for political relevance and institutional legitimacy’’ (Carolan, 2008,
p. 429). That is, in the educational setting institutional pressures are key forces that drive isomorphic organizational change
(rather than competitive pressures or an assumed need to strive for market efficiency). The institutional approach is
especially relevant to understanding organizations that operate in the public sphere, in part because of the range of non-
economic pressures to which such organizations are subject and responsive, but also because legitimacy is held to be as
important as economic performance in this setting.

A number of researchers have examined educational change in an institutional context showing how institutional
mechanisms within each of the three pillars of institutionalism may work in complementary of conflicting ways. Several
relevant studies demonstrate the nuanced insights that may be garnered in studies of educational change that apply
institutional theory.

Meyer et al. (1988) provided indications of isomorphic change in the organizational system of US public education
between 1940 and 1980, suggesting that a trend toward bureaucratization was not the result of coercive centralization of
power and control (which they found was not evident, despite increasing centralization of funding), but mimetic and
normative processes that reflected broader social change. Thus, while state education systems may be subject to centralized
coercive pressures, observed isomorphism should not automatically be interpreted as being the result of coercive processes,
for a range of other social forces may be simultaneously at play.11

In a study of changing bureaucratic and organizational arrangements within New York City schools and the local
Education Department, Carolan (2008) found a substantial influence of coercive processes at City level, but these were
intensified and reinforced by associated mimetic and normative processes. In some cases, coercive effects were attenuated
by mimetic and normative elements that emanated from groups with different value systems – this was particularly so
where the coercive processes were not strong.

Etherington and Richardson (1994) documented institutional processes in accounting education in Canada and explored the
patterns of resistance and accommodation to change used by Canadian universities to manage their relationship with the
institutional environment. Importantly, they found that organizational responses to institutional pressures could be
accommodating or resistant and that system-wide initiatives may be met with a range of responses, which are, in part, shaped
by ‘‘deeply held beliefs and powerful historical and structural constraints’’ (p. 159). This study demonstrates how pressures for
institutional change in the wider environment do not automatically translate to the organizational level, reinforcing the need to
carefully attend to isomorphic mechanisms, and responses to them, within each of the institutional pillars.

More recently, Tuttle and Dillard (2007) applied institutional theory in the field of academic accounting research, finding
that all three mechanisms of institutional isomorphism (mimetic, coercive, and normative) are significant within the
organizational field of accounting research in the USA. Although there is evidence that all three institutional pillars have
influence, normative isomorphic pressures have come to exercise the strongest contemporary significance. Echoing Meyer
and Rowan’s (1977) comments about conformity with institutional pressures being unrelated to economic or managerial
efficacy or rationality, Tuttle and Dillard concluded that, in the academic environment, institutional pressures such as
‘‘reputation effects’’ (p. 403) eclipse theoretical relevance, practical utility and individual preferences, and alternative
perspectives on legitimacy are correspondingly marginalized. In terms of the present study, Tuttle and Dillard’s work
provides some indications of the kinds of institutional effects that may expected to become increasingly evident within the
Chinese accounting academic environment as it becomes more amenable to Western institutional influences – in particular,
through the development of particular norms within the academic environment.

2.5. Level of analysis

Institutional theory focuses on organizations as being embedded in institutional contexts, such that organizations may be
‘‘penetrated by environments’’ (Scott, 2008, p. 85) in various ways. This means that the distinction between organization and
environment is, to some degree, undermined or subverted. Further, ‘‘multiple and varied facets of the environment’’ (Scott,
2005, p. 473) are relevant, such that analysis of technical features of organizations and material resources available to them
must be supplemented with a consideration of political and relational interdependencies, as well as symbolic and cultural
features. The three pillars of institutions, as outlined earlier, and the isomorphic mechanisms within each, provide a valuable
rubric for the examination of environmental (institutional) impacts on organizations and fields.

Although many institutional theory studies have focused at a micro level on a particular organization as the unit of
analysis, a number of ‘‘levels’’ of analysis (from micro to macro) may be distinguished. Specific distinctions between different
11 These findings emphasize the importance of not ‘throwing the baby out with the bathwater’ in addressing the critique of Clegg (2010), as discussed

earlier.
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analytical levels can be ‘‘somewhat arbitrary’’ (Scott, 2008, p. 85), but the key dimension is the scope of the phenomenon
under study. Thus, the focus may be on the individual or group within an organization, the organization itself, the
organizational population (the aggregate of organizations undertaking similar functions and competing for the same
resources), the organization field (an interdependent collection of organizations operating in the same domain), the society
at large, or the world system as a whole (Scott, 2005, pp. 473–474; Scott, 2008, pp. 85–91).

The focus in the present study is on the organizational field level, although it partly straddles the population level, in the
terms outlined above. Our primary focus is on the institutional influences on accounting education within the Chinese
university sector in China as a whole, hence the ‘population’ of universities in the country is of interest. However, the
university sector in China is not unitary, because some universities are financed and directed by the Ministry of Finance
(MoF), others by the Ministry of Education (MoE), and others are influenced by other ministries together with the MoE (this is
further explained in Section 3.1). Therefore, the level of organizational field is appropriate to our analysis – examining a group
of actors and forces ‘‘that, in aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life’’ (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 148).
The concept draws attention to influence and functions of the ‘‘totality’’ rather than a subset of actors.

3. Accounting educational change in China: context and overview

The field of accounting education has grown in importance within the higher education sector in China in recent decades
as a number of university accounting schools/departments have been established in order to increase the training of
accounting professionals and academics. Accounting programs at all educational levels (undergraduate, postgraduate,
doctoral) with varied majors (including financial accounting, financial management, and auditing) have been established.
This is regarded as critical to the contemporary reform process within the broad Chinese economy (Wu and Tong, 2004). The
criticality of accounting to the economic reform program of the Chinese government alone makes accounting education
significant in relation to education in other domains and disciplines.

3.1. China: the context

As noted in the introduction, when the PRC was established following the victory of the forces of the CCP in 1949, China
dramatically changed from a semi-colonial, semi-feudal, predominantly bureaucratic, capitalist society to a centralized
socialist society. Sustained and comprehensive efforts were undertaken to indoctrinate the population with the Party’s
political ideology. Ideological education and formal promotion of the ‘socialist road’ has been a constant theme for each post-
1949 generation of the Party’s leaders. In the ensuing decades, all elements of Chinese society have been dominated by
government and the CCP, which has been the leading political, economic, and social force, exercising leadership over
political, ideological and organizational activities throughout the country. All institutions, including the National People’s
Congress (NPC), the State Council, and related ministries and bureaux, are controlled by the CCP (Zhang, 2005). The current
organizational structure of the CCP and its relationship with the Chinese government is illustrated in Fig. 1, providing an
indication of the dominance of the CCP.
[(Fig._1)TD$FIG]

Fig. 1. Organizational structure of the CCP and its relationship with the Chinese Government. Note: Broken arrows indicate processes of election; other

positions are appointed. The colored shading and words demonstrates how the Party realizes its control over the Government via cross membership of key

members who occupy the most important positions in the Party and the Government (based on Xinhua Material from: news.xinhuanet.com/ziliao/2004-

11/15/content_2221419.htm and Yabuki and Harner, 1999).
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The Party structure is highly organized and it permeates all governmental and social levels within the country: national,
provincial, county, regional, and local. Party authority over the government is primarily based on the power to appoint and
promote government officials. ‘‘The Communist Party organizations that control these governmental personnel carry out
‘management of different levels’ through a three-level hierarchy: the Politburo level, the Central Organization Department,
and province-level party organization departments’’ (Yabuki and Harner, 1999, p. 35). Thus, the CCP sets policy and oversees
and directs its implementation and execution through government officials (at all levels) who are also Party members (see
also Halsall, 1996).

In accordance with the broad observations above, China’s accounting education system has also been predominantly
developed and heavily influenced by the CCP and central government direction since 1949. The key central administrative
authority emanates from the MoF and the MoE. In this regard accounting education change in China and in many developed
countries are quite dissimilar. In the latter, accounting education systems have been heavily influenced by professional
accounting bodies through accreditation and related processes (see Yapa and Hao, 2007, for example).

The MoF’s administration of accounting education has two main dimensions. First, professional in-service training and
professional certificate education is organized by the MoF and its branches at local levels, typically with invited lecturers
coming from the ranks of university teachers of accounting. The second dimension is diploma and degree education in
vocational and technical schools, and higher education institutions (the latter being the focus of this paper). This level is
jointly conducted by the MoF and the MoE, and has been the focus of governmental changes to the educational system,
especially the higher education system. Accounting education objectives are subject to the requirements of the MoE and
must accommodate changes in Party education policies, and are also subject to particular requirements from the MoF at any
point in time. Adult education, including correspondence and night school, is embedded within the higher education system.
Students are recruited via nationwide entrance examinations, and are taught by university teachers of accounting.
Accounting education in vocational and technical schools focuses primarily on bookkeeping techniques and is controlled by
local education bureaux.

The potential influence and responsibilities of the MoE extends to all aspects of university supervision and leadership,
from approval of curriculum to development of textbooks and approval of university teaching and research personnel
(Schmidt, 1979, p. 46). Higher education administration is organized in three levels: key universities directly controlled by
the MoE and MoF; some universities and colleges under the various Ministries of Central Government, controlled by both the
MoE and the Ministries concerned; and other universities and colleges controlled by local governments (Qiang, 1996). Across
all levels, accounting higher education is subject to the administration of both the MoE and MoF.

The organizational structure and leadership of university accounting education in China is summarized in Fig. 2, which
also identifies the main actors at the level of the field. The particular significance of the organizational field lies in the fact that
[(Fig._2)TD$FIG]

Fig. 2. Organizational structure and leadership of accounting education in China. Note: Figure developed by the authors based on knowledge of the general

framework of China’s accounting education. The structure is slightly different in different periods of China’s education reforms, as discussed in the paper

(see Han and Chang, 2010; Liu, 2009; Qiang, 1996; Yang, 2008).
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Table 2

Periods of economic/political reform and accounting education change.a

Characterisation of economy and polity (see Table 1) Characterisation of accounting education

Centrally planned economy (1949–1978) 1. Formation (1949–1957)

2. Suspension (1958–1961) (Great Leap Forward)

3. Recovery (1962–1966)

4. Catastrophic (1966–1978) (Cultural Revolution, 1966–1976)

Planned commodity economy (1978–1992) 5. Recovery and remodeling (1978–1992)

Socialist market economy (1992–2001) 6. The Open Door (1992–2001)

Integrated global market economy (2001–) 7. Internationalization (2001–present)

a Note: The division of the periods of economic/political reform and accounting education change is largely based on Zhang’s (2005) division and

extended to include a 7th period from 2001 to present. A range of other sources also informed the development of this periodization (Ge and Liu, 1998; Liu

and Chi, 2008; Lou and Shi, 1984; Xiang, 1999; Yang, 1998; Zhu and Ma, 2010).

Table 1

Distinct economic periods in post-1949 China.

Characterisation of economy and polity Periods

The centrally planned economy 1949–1978

The planned commodity economy 1978–1992

The socialist market economy 1992–2001

The integrated global market economy 2001-
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it is at this level the governmental direction and reform in China has been focused and it is at this level that the structures and
activities of university accounting education have been shaped.

Overall, university accounting education in China may be characterized as exhibiting similar general tendencies to that in
the West in that it is influenced by ‘‘various social factors’’ whilst being closely tied to ‘‘the needs of the prevailing hegemonic
order’’ (Boyce, 2004, p. 568). In China, accounting education objectives are designed to meet Party and Government’s
requirements, and university funds are provided by the government via the MoE and its local branches, and the MoF.
Internally, the daily operations of universities are subject to the direction of the president, under the leadership of the Party
secretary (Bie, 2003). Organizational structures among universities, the MoE and its local branches are identical (Yao, 2009;
Zhang, 2005). This institutional arrangement makes China’s university accounting education highly homogenized via Party
and Government influence.

3.2. The changing economic and political context

Since 1949, China’s economic system has undergone several major upheavals, each of which has involved major reforms.
The contemporary history of China’s economy can be categorized into four distinct periods as shown in Table 1.

Central planning dominated the economy throughout the first period depicted in Table 1, 1949–1978, but this long time
span included different political upheavals that dominated the experience of economy, polity, and society, bringing
significant turmoil and touching all parts of society – including the ‘‘Great Leap Forward’’ (1958–1961) and the ‘‘Cultural
Revolution’’ (1966–1976).12 We therefore divide the first broad period of central planning into four separate periods
reflecting these major upheavals. Thus, our periodization is based on seven distinct periods through which we examine the
relationship between broader institutional developments and the system of university accounting education in China. The
seven periods under examination are depicted in Table 2.

Although prior studies, typically descriptive in nature, have not specifically addressed the institutional influences on
accounting education in post-1949 China, a number of researchers have provided useful insights into various aspects of this
institutional field that allow us to form some initial impressions of what a deeper analysis is likely to yield. We briefly review
relevant prior studies of accounting education in China next (Section 3.2) and the posited nature of institutional influences
on accounting education (Section 3.3).
12 Although the Cultural Revolution ended in 1976, with the death of Mao Zedong and the subsequent arrest of the Gang of Four, our periodization extends

to 1978 in order to include the initial period after the death of Mao Zedong, during which maneuverings within the CCP eventually saw the rise to

Paramount Leadership of Deng Xiaoping and the ushering in of the era of economic reform at the Party Plenum at the end of 1978. The immediate post-Mao

Zedong period under the leadership of Hua Guofeng (1976–1978), was characterized largely by internal Party struggles and machinations, marked by an

‘‘inevitable rivalry’’ (Hinton, 1982, p. 400) between Hua and Deng that saw the gradual decline of Hua and the attendant rise of Deng. Hua’s position was

never strong, and there were few political or economic changes during his short leadership period. He is now regarded to have been ‘‘a bridge between the

excesses of Mao’s personality cult and the more pragmatic government of Deng’’; Hua ‘‘never managed to put his own stamp on policy in the post-Mao era’’

(Bradsher and Wellman, 2008; see also Dillion, 2010, Ch. 15; Xiang, 1999).
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3.3. Accounting education in China: prior studies of continuity and change

Although we observed earlier that prior studies of accounting education in China have largely adopted descriptive, story-
telling approaches, prior studies have provided a number of useful insights that may be read as suggestive of institutional
mechanisms at work. For example, Watne and Baldwin (1988) discussed the development of China’s higher education
system, illustrating the development of accounting programs at bachelor, masters, and doctoral level in Xiamen University.
They provided an early indication of the growth of higher education in China and the development of a more Western-style
approach to accounting education, contrasting with previous adherence to a narrow technical and industrial approach
inspired by the (former) Soviet Union. Subsequently, Winkle et al. (1992) found a superficial level of similarity between
Chinese and US accounting courses in curricula and teaching approaches, and suggested that the direction of changes in
accounting education was linked to economic reform and the movement of the country toward a market-based economy.
Both of these papers provide indications of mimetic isomorphism within the cultural-cognitive pillar, to the extent that it
was suggested that China had begun to copy Western styles of university accounting education.

Drawing on his individual experience as a foreign educator in a university accounting program in China, Woodbine (2007)
noted that the push from the MoF for economic reform was a key driver in curriculum, teaching methods and overall
approaches to accounting education changes between 1998 and 2003. Central control and direction of educational initiatives
was achieved through the rigid and uniform application of the MoE policies, with CCP officials appointed to management
oversight roles in every institution. Earlier Chan and Rotenberg (1999, p. 45) had contended that ‘‘Universities, management
education, and particularly accounting education are flourishing under focused government policies’’. Here, there is evidence
that is indicative of the significance of government power through the regulative institutional pillar.

Tang (1997, 2000), the founder and first President of the Chinese Accounting Professors’ Association, provided an
‘‘insider’’ perspective, arguing that the development of higher accounting education in China paralleled moves toward a
more open and internationalized economy. Tang argued that ‘‘Ideological change in China [had] played a major role in
accounting education reform’’ (Tang, 1997, p. 227), with reforms creating a need for a more Westernized approach to
accounting. Some studies have administered surveys of various interested parties to assess the current state and future
needs of accounting education in China (Lin, 2008; Wu and Tong, 2004; Chow et al., 1997). This work highlights a continuing
felt need for transformational changes across areas including curriculum, teaching capabilities and reward structures, and
greater attention to the need to enable students ‘‘to meet the challenges stemmed from the changing business environment’’
(Lin, 2008, p. 116). These perspectives on the broad trajectory of accounting education change involve a central, but
oversimplified, notion that the key driver was an economic need for more trained accountants, who were a ‘‘critical element
in China’s transition’’ (Winkle et al., 1992, p. 180). Again, we note that it was government action in the regulative pillar (albeit
in response to perceived economic needs) that was of central importance.13

A broad range of institutional forces and processes are implicitly recognized in the prior literature – for example:
‘‘[a]ccounting development in China is deeply influenced by the institutional structure of the society, its political economy
framework, and socially accepted underpinnings’’ (Wu and Tong, 2004, p. 209). However, across a range of studies this is
largely acknowledged only rhetorically and in a relatively simplistic way, producing an interpretation that accounting
education change was primarily state-driven in the early decades of CCP rule, but has moved toward a market needs
approach in the contemporary reform era.14 Thus, despite the twists and turns in China’s post-1949 history, essentially two
forces have previously been presented as having shaped and driven accounting education – state and market.

In terms of the mechanisms of institutional theory, this means that the focus (albeit unstated) has moved from coercive
(state) processes in the regulative pillar, to a claim that market pressures are a driver with non-market institutional
mechanisms downplayed. However, there is little evidence to suggest that market forces per se have been significantly
brought directly to bear within this sector or that universities are themselves in a position to directly respond to perceived
market forces.15 The significant expansion of the sector in recent years has been driven by governmental efforts to manage
the supply of more highly educated accountants (see, for example, Gao, 1995; Tang et al., 1994, Ch. 12).

Our reading of the studies cited above provides support for the use of an institutional theory lens to study Chinese
accounting education reforms, since they all suggest some form of association between external environmental factors in the
organizational field and change in this domain. Therefore, our analysis in the remainder of the paper presents an
institutionally informed re-reading of the post-1949 history of university accounting education change in China. We look
13 The continuing and broader tension in contemporary China between state-driven and market-driven approaches has also been recognized (e.g., see

Chan and Rotenberg, 1999). This is sometimes reported to be associated with the ideological struggle that emerged between reformers and conservatives

under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping (e.g. Winkle et al., 1992). However, little has been done to analytically integrate into a more holistic analysis; a key

weakness has been the underlying tendency toward economically-determinist functionalist styles of reasoning that present contemporary changes in

accounting education as though they have been a direct market responses to the ‘‘needs’’ of the Chinese economy.
14 The latter may or may not be recognized to include a mix (otherwise undefined) of mechanisms in the regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive

pillars.
15 While competitive market forces may sit alongside, and possibly in tension with, institutional forces such as the state, the professions, and social and

organizational influences (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), the opening of the Chinese economy and the development of market economy practices has not

extended to the university sector, which remains firmly within the state sector (as is the case, to greater or lesser degrees, in many Western countries). In

China, recruitment of accounting students in all forms of higher education continues to be controlled by the MoE and its local branches.
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Table 3

The study’s prior expectations.

1. The dominant role of the state will represent a significant influence over university accounting education in China throughout all periods

under examination.

2. The centralization of available and promulgated approaches to accounting education in the form of direction by the state will produce rapid

dissemination of institutional change insofar as it is influenced by state direction.

3. A range of emergent and strengthening mimetic and normative institutional forces will be evident in the most-Mao era

(periods 5–7 in Table 2)

and strengthen over time; at the same time coercive forces will lessen in their relative influence.

4. The pressures for change in later periods will reflect diverse institutional processes across the three pillars, with strengthening pressures from

mimetic and normative mechanisms.
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across the three institutional pillars to consider how a range of coercive, mimetic, and normative processes have shaped
accounting education in China’s higher education sector.

3.4. Anticipated institutional effects

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) developed several arguments about institutional isomorphism that are apposite to the
analysis in this paper, providing appropriate a priori guidance regarding the likely role of action in the three institutional
pillars. They suggested that the greater the extent to which an organizational field is dependent upon a single source of
support for vital resources, the greater the likely level of isomorphism (B-1, p. 155) and the greater the extent to which the
organizations in a field transact with agencies of the state the greater the extent of isomorphism in the field as a whole (B-2,
p. 155). Based on the discussion in Sections 3.1–3.3, we expect that the regulative pillar will be evidently the most significant
institutional force in China, and that Party and Government mandates, laws and rules will provide the key coercive
isomorphic mechanism. The CCP has been, and continues to be, the dominant power of the state and its policies and
directives are implemented via its leading members who are also leading officers of the Chinese Government. In more recent
periods, pressures for change have originated primarily from the Government mandates, therefore coercive isomorphic
forces were also expected to be clearly evident during the latter institutional transition periods.

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) also argued that the fewer the number of visible alternative organizational models in a field,
the faster the rate of isomorphism in that field (B-3, p. 155). Hinings and Greenwood (1988) contended that when a new
organizational form is legitimated by powerful actors, leading organizations, professional associations, and interest groups,
then mimetic, normative and coercive processes come into play strongly. In the Chinese case, this is likely to be partly true in
recent times, as the ‘open door’ period of economic reform has unleashed a range of non-governmental forces in the broader
society and economy. These developments have also seen a general process of professionalization and the development of
greater linkages with the West, but it remains the case that the Government continues to dominate the country and other
organizations are all subject to the leadership and direction of the CCP and the Government. As indicated earlier, the effect of
coercive isomorphic mechanisms on educational trends should not be assumed in the presence of centralized power, for a
range of mimetic and normative influences from other sources may be simultaneously at play. Thus, it is the combination of
action in the regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive domains that ‘‘set in motion’’ (Scott, 2008, p. 49) the
establishment of ways of doing things that come to be taken-for-granted and stable, even as they may change over time (in
incremental or revolutionary ways) impelled by institutional processes.

Therefore, at the commencement of our examination we expected that the historical evidence would show that the
influence of action in the regulative pillar would be strong throughout the entire period under examination, but particularly
during periods 1–4 (1949–1978), then would progressively weaken with the emergence of other normative and cultural-
cognitive forces during the opening of the Chinese economy in periods 5–7 (1978–present). The latter is an anticipated
outcome of the opening of China in the late 1970s and the Party’s relaxation of tight control over government and
governmental processes.16 In addition, the emergence (or re-emergence) of professional associations and other interest
groups that are actively involved in the development of university accounting education was expected to result in a more
mixed set of action across the institutional pillars in latter periods. Table 3 outlines our prior expectations in summary form.

Fig. 3 illustrates the nature of the anticipated influences, with the source and strength of expected influences being
indicated by the thickness of the lines – thicker solid lines reflect an expectation of strong influences and thinner lines reflect
posited weaker and emergent influences.

By seeking to understand the extent to which particular configurations of the three pillars are institutionally
legitimated, it is possible to recognize and explain source of pressure for accounting education change. Section 4 analyzes
the nature and extent of different institutional pressures associated with university accounting education change in China,
based on our re-reading of the historical trajectory of change and reflecting unique features of the distinct periods of China’s
transition.
16 Although we were aware that there could be some earlier evidence of mimetic isomorphic forces, particularly during periods of social and political

uncertainty, we did not expect them to be consistent, persistent, or prominent during any of periods 1–4.
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4. Institutional transition and accounting education change in China

4.1. Formation (1949–1957)

Implementation of the CCP’s political and economic program from 1949 signaled a dramatic change in China’s highly
politically constructed environment. Centralized Party and Government organizational structures and tight links between
them (which continues today, as illustrated in Fig. 1) enabled political decisions of the Party to be rigidly applied across the
nation to entire classes of organizations. Over time, the CCP expanded its dominance over all arenas of China’s social life, and
organizational structures including both state ministries such as the MoE and the MoF, and state entities such as universities,
increasingly came to reflect rules institutionalized and legitimated by the state.

The regulative institutional pillar therefore played a dominant role in stabilizing and promoting organizational behavior
in all realms to be in accordance with Party and Government political decisions which were largely enforced via coercive
mechanisms. As part of the centrally planned economic system, a centralized and unified administration system for higher
education was established pursuant to a decision of the State Council (Liu, 2009). At the same time, paralleling the
development of new accounting systems that served a centrally planned economy (based on the traditional Soviet material
production system), accounting education became a part of the national education plan (Hao, 1999; Xiang, 1999). All
university financial funds were allocated by central government (via the MoE and the MoF) based on the unified national
economic plan. Universities were required to strictly apply plans and regulations issued by the MoE and the MoF, including
construction plans, financial plans, financial regulations, human resource regulations, education plans, syllabi, teaching
practices, and fieldwork (Han and Chang, 2010).

The key institutional processes that were evident across the country during this period were strong coercive
mechanisms directed by the Party and Government. In the field of university accounting education, Government
requirements that the MoE train large numbers of personnel for national construction resulted in an expansion of
accounting education across the board. Accounting departments were set up within specialist commerce and financial/
economic universities, such as the Shanghai and Liaoning Universities of Finance and Economics, which were set up to
quickly produce managers to fill the needs of the planned economy (Lou and Shi, 1984; Wu and Tong, 2004). Special training
courses, training schools, and correspondence schools were established in universities and beyond (the latter undertaken
within the MoF and its local branches) (see Hu and Seifman, 1976, p. 17). Within a few years, accounting education had been
formed into several tiers and had taken various forms, including formal university education, on-site education, night
schools or correspondence classes, training classes, and seminars for financial and economic cadres belonging to the Party
(Xiang, 1999).

The dramatic change in political and economic structure brought about by the 1949 Revolution was manifested in the
CCP’s moves to re-model the thinking of the population according to the doctrines of Marxism–Leninism and of the leader of
the Revolution, Mao Zedong. In this context, Western accounting theory and methods came to be seen serving only capitalist
ends and not therefore suitable for a socialist country (Zhang, 2005; Yee, 2009). Teaching programs and the accounting core
curriculum17 were set up according to the Soviet model, and numerous Western accounting textbooks were replaced by new
texts copied from the Soviet Union (Zhang, 2005). Accounting students were taught a rigid and unified chart of accounts
based on highly specialized industry-specific accounting statements, namely, the Accounting System for State-owned

Industrial Enterprises and Uniform Method of Calculating Costs (Wu and Tong, 2004; Lu et al., 2010).
The historical record suggests this period actually marked the ‘‘high tide’’ of Chinese borrowing and learning from the

educational experiences of the Soviet Union (Hu and Seifman, 1976, p. 44). The Soviet accounting model was imitated
17 Including accounting theory, industrial accounting, industrial financial management, and economic activities analysis (Meng and Li, 2007).
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while Western accounting models were discarded – thus, there were strong, but shifting, mimetic mechanisms
operating. To the extent that particular accounting models became formalized sets of binding expectations regarding the
practice of accounting, the cultural-cognitive (imitative) process crossed into the normative institutional pillar.
Accounting experts from Soviet Union were sent to China’s universities to effectively retrain Chinese university
accounting teachers (Xiang, 1999). The broadly mimetic process was therefore reinforced by normative influences
exerted by accounting experts from Soviet Union. The nature of the mimetic and normative processes observed
principally reflects three key factors: the state of flux in the country immediately following the Revolution; a political
imperative to reject the vestiges of Western influence; and a limited capacity within in the CCP and the Government to
develop accounting systems and accounting education ab initio.

Summarizing the above, at the establishment of the PRC, China’s economy was dramatically changed from a semi-
colonial, semi-feudal, predominantly bureaucratic, capitalist economy to a centrally planned economy. Subsequently, the
political ideology of the CCP formed the basis of doctrinal inculcation for the entire population of the country. Centrally
mandated institutional and cultural changes compelled accounting education to transform from a broadly Western-
influenced system to one oriented around the Soviet Union’s socialist accounting theory and practice (Zhang, 2005).
Accounting as it had been practised was ‘‘[l]abelled with a distinct attribute of ‘class’, [thus] Western accounting theories and
practices were rejected entirely’’ (Ge and Lin, 1993, p. 131).

The change from Western to Soviet influence reflected intertwined mimetic and normative processes, but both remained
under strong coercive (political) influence from the Party and Mao during this period. Not only social norms, values, beliefs
and assumptions, but also the frames and contents of accounting education were changed to the profile expected by the
Party. The evidence from this period illustrates that ‘‘the regulatory and normative pillars can be mutually reinforcing’’
(Scott, 2008, p. 53), as can the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars. The strength of the coercive pillar that we found
through this period is consistent with our prior expectations, but the presence and changing nature of normative and
mimetic processes brought the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars into play in a way not anticipated in our initial
expectations.

Toward the end of this period, Mao announced the ‘‘two-hundred policy’’, ushering in a ‘‘spring of the intellects’’ (Yeh,
1989, p. 151) through which the Party sought to match the early post-Revolutionary advances in agricultural productivity
and living standards with similar advances in culture and science. Under the slogan ‘‘let a hundred flowers bloom and a
hundred schools of thought contend’’, the Party ‘‘promised the scholars freedom of thought, controversy, creation and
criticism’’ (Goldman, 1962, p. 138), effectively ‘‘invit[ing] intellectuals to criticize its policy’’ (Goldman, 1961, p. 105).
However, in the ensuing ‘‘thaw’’ intellectuals became critical of a number of aspects of government and society and ‘‘the
opinions expressed by the students and professors went too far beyond what the party had anticipated’’ (Goldman, 1961).
The ‘‘thaw’’ was ‘‘abruptly stopped and a fierce ‘‘anti-rightist’’ campaign was launched against all those who had ‘‘bloomed’’
and ‘‘contended’’, although they had done so as at the invitation of the Party’’ (Goldman, 1961, pp. 105–106). This abrupt
change ushered in the next phase of development, where intellectual work was de-emphasized and production and
productivity were valorized, shifting once again the balance of institutional forces.

4.2. Suspension: the Great Leap Forward (1958–1961)

The period 1958–1961, known as the ‘‘Great Leap Forward’’ (GLF), produced a fundamental breakdown in the accounting
education system as the political movement focusing on class struggle became the dominant factor and the social and
economic dimensions of Chinese society stagnated. Coercive forces stemming from the Party and the Government’s radical
policies assumed central prominence and the regulatory pillar overwhelmed normative and cultural-cognitive forces. Like
many aspects of Chinese society, accounting education in universities and all elements of teaching and learning programs
were subsumed under the messianic zeal of the GLF.

The GLF was initiated when CCP Chairman Mao Zedong proposed that China’s economic output should be expanded to
overtake the British economy within seven years, and the USA in another eight or ten years (Bo, 1993). In 1958, the Party put
forward the slogan of ‘‘Go all out, strive for the best, and build socialist country with greater, faster, better and more
economical results’’ (Dietrich, 1994, p. 121; Peng, 1987). The GLF was first evident in agriculture and industry, but it soon
spread to other areas, including education. The most significant institutional change in this period was the ostensible
devolution of centralized jurisdictions and power to the lower levels (Zhang, 2005).18 It was assumed that this would unleash
the enthusiasm of the workforce, which was regarded as the key to economic growth. Accounting education was devolved,
but many accounting faculties were regarded as no longer needed and were merged or closed (Xiang, 1999; Wang, 2007).

The Party attacked the traditional respect of technicians and experts and a social gulf emerged between managers and
workers. Cadres were expected to join in production work, and laborers were supposed to participate in management
(Lawrence, 1997). Universities were integrated into the Communist system of work units and administrative and intellectual
work was given a much lower priority than the practical, productive work that Mao considered would boost the economy.
Intellectuals came to be officially regarded as a remnant of elitist bourgeois rule in need of ideological re-education. The
18 Professional technical schools directly administered by the relevant Ministries of the State Council, were also devolved to local government (Xiang,

1999).
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Party’s attempt to ‘‘eradicate once and for all the remaining influences of the past’’ sought to ‘‘inculcate in [students at
university] a new revolutionary spirit and the capacity to bear any hardship’’(Goldman, 1961, p. 108). In order to emphasize
the valorization of labor over academic pursuits, ‘‘entire classes . . . were sent to work in the countryside for at least one year’’
(Goldman, 1961, p. 108).19

Meanwhile, some accounting systems formulated and implemented in preceding periods were abolished, and some were
transferred to the local level. The MoF introduced simplified rules for accounting and reporting practices designed to enable
the average peasant and worker to understand all aspects of an organization’s activities (Liu and Turley, 1995). The perceived
value of accounting practice declined as the Government promulgated a policy of ‘‘accounting without books’’ under which
journals and ledgers were abolished and the broad economic relevance of many accounting records themselves was denied
(Winkle et al., 1992, p. 180; see also Chan and Rotenberg, 1999; Yang, 1998). In the educational context, textbooks and
curriculum came to be seen as irrelevant.

In the highly political and radical context that characterized this period, the Party was the only player, particularly
through the personage of its leader Mao. Strong centralized coercive force (even under the banner of devolution) was the
main institutional feature of the period. Under pressure from the regulatory pillar, all aspects of accounting education – and
even its very existence – were under threat. The implementation of the Party program permeated all levels of society and
possibilities for external or contrary mimetic and normative mechanisms were all but eliminated. The Soviet Union had still
provided support to China, increasing its support at the beginning of the GLF (Shen, 2009), but normative and mimetic
influences emanating from the Soviet Union during the formation period (1949–1957) were blunted by the fervor of the GLF.
Indeed, the GLF was initiated by Mao and the CCP in the firm belief that China could develop its economy independently
from, and uniquely to, the Soviet Union’s. This was expected to result in better and faster development (Xing, 2007), but it
also produced a severe deterioration in the erstwhile friendly Sino–Soviet relationship, leading to the withdrawal of Soviet
support from China (Chen, 2001).

Despite the fervor and enthusiasm of many at the time, the GLF was a disaster that is now remembered as representing
particularly ‘‘bitter years in modern Chinese history’’ (Peng, 1987, p. 640).20 At the end of this period, the GLF was abruptly
halted and changes were made to the Party leadership, with Mao stepping down as State Chairman. The end of the GLF
initially brought a new period of uncertainty and sharp reversals in what had been overriding imperatives pervading the
entire country. This, once more, opened possibilities for a shift in the balance of influence between the institutional pillars of
Chinese society.

4.3. Recovery (1962–1966)

Following the disasters of the GLF, a period of recovery was initiated through 1962–1966 and many aspects of the GLF
were reversed as the Party and Government sought to correct admitted mistakes.21 There was readjustment and
recentralization of the formal economic administrative jurisdictions and university accounting education was recovered
and rebuilt, primarily under the government direction. Economic administrative jurisdictions were re-centralized over
three levels: central government; central bureaux; and provinces. Leadership and administration of higher education was
similarly recentralized and redesigned on two levels: central government; and local government, including provinces,
cities and municipalities (Liu, 2009). Overall, the centralization inherent in the reorganization was evident: ‘‘It was
required that all the works and tasks of production, construction, purchasing, financial, cultural and education, and labor
and so forth’’ should imply one nationwide across-the-board policy, and ‘‘one account book from the higher and lower
level’’ (Xiang, 1999, p. 24).

Accounting education was imparted according to Central Government mandate and university and college
specializations in accounting were adjusted according to the MoE’s Unified Education Plan. Accounting departments
that had merged into other departments or closed during the GLF were opened and reorganized again according to the new
Plan (Xiang, 1999). The number of accounting student enrolments increased and many new financial accounting schools,
such as the Beijing Institute of Finance and Trade, were established (Xiang, 1999; Xu and Cai, 2011).

Meanwhile, as the Soviet Union withdrew much of its remaining support during this period, the CCP made a decision to
explore the development of a socialist economic system ‘‘with Chinese characteristics’’ (Xiang, 1999).22 This development
represented both a withdrawal of Soviet influence in the normative pillar and a correlating explicit Chinese effort to reject the
validity of normative and cultural-cognitive processes emanating from the Soviet Union; in this sense, the significance of
these institutional pillars waned.
19 Goldman, 1961Goldman (1961, p. 106) observed: ‘‘A perpetuum mobile of campaigns kept the students away from academic pursuits to the point that

examinations at the end of the 1957–1958 academic year [at Beijing University] could not be held because nobody had any time to prepare them’’.
20 Tens of millions of Chinese people died both due to famine-induced starvation and physical violence. The economy stagnated, the polity was devastated,

and many of the people were subject to ‘‘suffering, starvation and terror’’ (Wemheuer, 2010, passim) caused by ‘‘. . .erroneous government policy decisions

(on top of natural disasters), as well as by hastily introduced institutional changes and innovations for which China was ill prepared’’ (Peng, 1987, p. 666; see

also Ashton et al., 1984).
21 Xinhua News Agency. A Number of Temporary Prescriptions on Adjusting the administration system from the Central Committee of the CCP (January 20, 1961)

<news.xinhuanet.com/ziliao/2005-01/24/content_2501369.htm> [in Chinese].
22 This later became widely known as ‘‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’’ (Deng, 1984). See Section 4.5.
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Under the impetus of central government regulative direction, accounting education changed to fit the demands of the
political and economic environment and there was some innovation in fundamental theory and curriculum design. The
Soviet Union’s framework of accounting theory modeled on the theory of monetary relationships23 was dropped and an
accounting theoretical system based on the ‘‘funds movement’’ (formulated by a relationship of equilibrium between funds
sources and applications) was established (Xiang, 1999, p. 102). This new theoretical framework was constructed by Chinese
academics by imitating traditional Chinese accounting systems with some innovations. This, therefore, represented a
historically grounded mimetic mechanism: without avenues for enrolling foreign assistance in the cultural-cognitive realm,
academics turned to China’s past for inspiration and solutions. New courses were introduced in higher degree institutions
and Chinese-authored textbooks, based on newly constructed accounting theory, were developed. Thus, impelled by action
in the regulative pillar, there was innovation in the cultural-cognitive realm.

Overall, the period of recovery from the GLF saw both continued strong regulative institutional forces that set the overall
direction and structure for university accounting education, and new and changed influences in the cultural-cognitive realm
and the withdrawal and rejection of formerly strong normative influences from the Soviet Union (continuing the weakening
of these forces that was initiated during the suspension period, 1958–1961). Academic organizational structures were
rebuilt and developed under government direction, and accounting curriculum and textbooks were redesigned and
rewritten (Xiang, 1999). As with developments in the normative and cognitive-cultural pillars in the preceding period
(1958–1961), the changes in normative and mimetic processes were contrary to our initial expectations, while the continued
strength of the regulative pillar was as anticipated.

4.4. Catastrophe: The Cultural Revolution (1966–1978)24

The period 1966–1976 saw the rise of the ‘‘Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution’’, a political revolution initiated by Mao
Zedong, who took back the leadership of the country and attempted to fundamentally influence the values of society under
the force of Party directives (Zhang, 1995). This was a highly politicized and unpredictable period characterized by the
adoration of Mao and ‘‘Mao Zedong Thought’’ and the dominance of political machinations. Driven by coercive directives
from Mao and the Party, university accounting education was first geared to serve the political movement and eventually
became largely irrelevant (Zhang, 2005; Xu and Cai, 2011; Xiang, 1999).

At the beginning of this period, a Cultural Revolutionary Leading Group was established within the CCP to promote the
Cultural Revolution across the entire country.25 Institutional settings, social orders, and ideologies that had been developed
in the effort to reverse the mistakes of the GLF were now criticized and annulled by Party directives:
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. . . At present, our objective is to struggle against and crush those persons in authority who are taking the capitalist
road, to criticize and repudiate the reactionary bourgeois academic ‘‘authorities’’ and the ideology of the bourgeoisie
and all other exploiting classes and to transform education, literature and art, and all other parts of the superstructure
that do not correspond to the socialist economic base, so as to facilitate the consolidation and development of the
socialist system. (Peking Review, 1966, point 1)
This impelled reform of the system, policies and methods of education because transformation of education at all levels
was held to be central to the coercive force of the Cultural Revolution:
In the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution a most important task is to transform the old educational system and the
old principles and methods of teaching.
. . . we must apply thoroughly the policy . . . of education serving proletarian politics and education being combined
with productive labour, so as to enable those receiving an education to develop morally, intellectually and physically
and to become labourers with socialist consciousness and culture.
. . . teaching material should be thoroughly transformed, in some cases beginning with simplifying complicated
material. While their main task is to study, students should also learn other things. That is to say, in addition to their
studies they should also learn industrial work, farming and military affairs, and take part in the struggles of the
Cultural Revolution to criticize the bourgeoisie as these struggles occur. (Peking Review, 1966, point 10)
Universities became a key site for on-the-ground action within the regulatory pillar. A Cultural Revolutionary Group,
Cultural Revolutionary Committee, and Cultural Revolutionary Representative Congress (whose members were elected by
the members of the same organization) were established within universities, colleges, schools and other units. These were
superseded in 1967 by a Revolutionary Committee, which became the highest authority of every organization across the
s approach conceived of finance as a monetary fund movement, including fund formation, distribution and utilization, regarded as objectively

in business operations.

Cultural Revolution ended in 1976 with the death of Mao Zedong. For the purposes of the analysis in the paper, this period includes the two years

ao’s death, during which there were significant political maneuverings, but few substantive political, economic, or educational changes (see fn. 1111).

s Group was initially under the direct leadership of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau, but it subsequently replaced the Political Bureau

Secretariat of the Central Committee, and became the command authority of the Cultural Revolution (Xinhua News Agency. ‘‘Ten Years of ‘‘Culture

ion’’. Beijing: People’s Republic of China Yearbook Publishing; 1981 [in Chinese]. Central Peoples Government of the People’s Republic of

www.gov.cn/test/2005-06/24/content_9300.htm> [in Chinese]).
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country for the remainder of the Cultural Revolution (Lu, 2011). The Party encouraged students to directly take part in
education system reform and, specifically, to criticize capitalist reactionary academic authorities and the ideologies of the
bourgeoisie and exploiting class.

The Party took action to eradicate all education systems perceived to be modeled on Western capitalist ideology of the
pre-Revolutionary Nationalist government, which was criticized for being more influenced by the British and American
systems because of the strong relationship built during the Second World War (Aiken and Lu, 1993). The proletarian
revolutionary line advocated by Mao required thorough criticism and repudiation of bourgeois thought (Hu and Seifman,
1976, p. 207). Thus, the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars were again specifically rejected and the putative significance
of these institutional pillars disappeared in the face of the supremacy of the regulative pillar.

Any potential for incipient domestic normative and mimetic forces to emerge in or around universities or academics was
blunted by the labeling of intellectuals as the ‘‘stinking ninth category’’ and officially grouping them with the eight categories
of ‘‘class enemies’’ that had been identified at the time of the 1949 Revolution (see Yeh, 1989).26 It was concluded that ‘‘the
basic root of evil [in society at the time] was ‘knowledge’ or ‘learning’ pursued by intellectuals, who devoted themselves to
detached studies and were out of touch with the laboring people’’ (Yeh, 1989, p. 149). In an echo of earlier coercive times, the
Party closed universities and sent academics to communes or factories where they were to be re-educated through labor.27

Universities were re-opened in 1971 with new admission criteria centered on political considerations and low academic
standards for ‘‘worker-peasant-soldier-students’’ (see Watne and Baldwin, 1988, p. 142). The Party dictated steps to
consolidate the educational system, retrench courses, and thoroughly reform textbooks and required that students at all
levels should learn from workers, peasants, and soldiers, and should take part in the cultural revolutionary struggle of
criticizing the bourgeoisie (Peking Review, 1966). Millions of students either volunteered or were persuaded (or coerced) by
their schools to relocate to villages to be re-educated by peasants, and to develop their skills in the requirements of rural
production (Zhang, 2005).

As part of a broader anti-intellectualism, there were specific attacks on accounting and accounting education, which were
specifically regarded as vestiges of capitalism. Accounting faculties in many remaining universities and colleges were closed
or replaced by political departments. Accounting professors, like many others, were sent to be re-educated in rural areas, or
were forced to change their fields of study. Accounting education reached its nadir at this time (Chen et al., 2009).28 Not only
were accounting education structures and programs destroyed, but accounting staff were demoralized or dismissed and
accounting education came to a virtual halt.

Overall, this period represented a time of ‘‘debasement of the intelligentsia’’ (Yeh, 1989, p. 149). Education suffered and
‘‘. . . [t]he old intellectuals were toppled, the middle-aged and young teachers got confused, and the younger generation did
not receive an education’’ (Guangming Ribao, 1980, p. 35). The pre-existing institutional setting in every arena was almost
completely destroyed under the weight of repression and coercion in the regulative pillar, which was dominant.

4.5. Recovery and remodeling: Socialism with Chinese characteristics (1978–1992)

Two years after the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, most of the social, political and economic reforms that had previously
been associated with the Revolution were abandoned. Political reforms in 1978 represented a pivotal turning point in China’s
social and economic life. The Third Plenum of the Party’s Eleventh Congress in late 1978 declared mass movements and class
struggle to be redundant. The sociopolitical position of intellectuals and respect for learning was re-established as the Party
declared that:
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. . . intellectuals were not a section of people apart, but were members of the working class, an integral part of the
proletariat; they differed from workers and peasants only through the division of labor, though they also worked for
socialism. (Yeh, 1989, p. 151)
A ‘‘planned commodity economy’’ combining central planning with market regulation was introduced under the
direction of Mao’s eventual successor, the ‘Paramount Leader’ Deng Xiaoping. Under the new Party direction, the education
system was revived and a university entrance examination system was reinstituted by the MoE in 1977. Unified leadership
and administration at different levels (central government, in the form of the MoE, and local education departments) was re-
established by the CCP Central Committee; in 1984this structure was adjusted into three levels: central government (MoE),
province (autonomous regions and municipalities, directly under the central government) education departments; and
central city education departments.29

Following the general recovery of the higher education system and the re-establishment of accounting major studies, the
recruitment of postgraduates in accounting was also re-established in 1979 (Wang, 2007). Accounting as a business
discipline was established in all major universities and colleges, and the MoE designated key universities, including Shanghai
eight categories were: landlords, rich peasants, counter-revolutionaries, bad elements (or influences), rightists, renegades (traitors), enemy agents

and capitalist roaders (see Yeh, 1989, for example).

‘‘Central Committee and State Council Decision on Suspension of Higher Education, 13 June 1966’’ (in Hinton, 1982, pp. 231–232).

severity of the curtailing of accounting education in colleges and universities is indicated by the fact that, of all the universities that had previously

hed an accounting major, only three were left by 1977; the number of accounting students was less than 5500.

ther strengthened by establishing clearer division of administration for different levels of education in 1986 (Liu, 2009).
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University of Finance and Economics (SUFE) and Xiamen University (XU) as elite schools with the provision of special
government funding and staff during the mid-to-late 1980s (Dietrich, 1994). By the end of 1985, there had been an almost
sixfold increase in the number of financial and economic academies with an established accounting discipline (121
institutions compared with 22 in 1978), and student recruitment increased almost 50-fold (more than 65,000 accounting
students compared with 1341 in 1978) (Yang, 1988). Twenty-four universities (including research institutes) received MoE
authorization to recruit postgraduate accounting students (Wang et al., 2008; Xu and Cai, 2011).30

Further Party’s decisions in 1984 produced reforms in politics, economy, law, culture and education (Zhang, 2005; Yang,
2008). The first Accounting Law of the People’s Republic of China was enacted by the National People’s Congress in 1985 – the
first formalization of accounting requirements in law rather than regulations.31 More broadly, reforms relaxed centralized
Party control over Government administration and many aspects of social life, re-enabling the emergence of institutional
forces in the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars.

The effect of relaxed government control over accounting education is evident from the early 1980s when the MoF gave
universities the right to make decisions regarding instruction and curriculum, admission and financing (Wang, 2001; Xu and
Cai, 2011). Initially, SUFE and Zhongnan University of Finance and Economics (ZUFE) began to reform their accounting
curricula and develop their own accounting textbooks. Subsequently, other universities began to imitate this model and
adopt these textbooks (which were officially designated by the MoF); thus the development of shared approaches in the
cultural-cognitive realm gained significant normative currency (again, this illustrates how action within these two pillars
can be interwoven and mutually reinforcing). It should, of course, be noted that the significance of the regulative pillar
remained, albeit in an ostensibly more watchful and guiding mode.

Ongoing institutional transition in the political and economic domains generated degrees of uncertainty surrounding the
demands for change in accounting education, thereby creating opportunities for new cultural-cognitive influences as
Chinese accounting educators looked toward Western approaches. Initially the recovery of accounting education had
involved copying the Chinese system that had been formed during the early 1960s; subsequently it was further developed by
imitating the West. Western accounting theory was introduced and discussed widely, and voluminous publications were
devoted to the study of Western accounting theories, practices and standards (Tang, 1997).

Government policy to attract foreign direct investment and the related inflow of foreign capital led to changes in the
economic and cultural environment. The first Accounting System for Foreign Investment Enterprises was formulated and
introduced by the MoF (Tang, 1997). Meanwhile, the structure of the core curriculum in financial accounting and other
university accounting subjects was adjusted by the MoF in an effort to meet the demand. This involved a direct infusion of
cultural-cognitive influences from the West under the regulative authority of the MoF. Greatly strengthened mimetic
mechanisms developed the area of course and curriculum development, including the addition of new courses in Western
financial accounting, Western management accounting, and computerized accounting, to the core curriculum (Meng and Li,
2007). In the new foreign investment environment and enterprise demands for accounting graduates with skills in this area,
the SUFE adjusted its curriculum and textbooks and an international accounting subject was launched in business
universities and colleges (Wang, 2009; Zhang, 2005). Accounting textbooks were updated, many included references to
foreign texts or were direct translations; and in some postgraduate programs, textbooks in English were introduced.

Government authority was maintained through the processes of supervision and resource allocation, directly and
indirectly influencing developments in the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars. For instance, the MoE sponsored a
Chinese economic and finance education curriculum development seminar in 1987, inviting participation from ‘‘[m]ore than
a dozen prestigious professors from the U.S., the U.K., Japan, West Germany, Australia and Canada, and over 20 Chinese
professors from various universities’’ (Tang, 1997, p. 223). The MoF overtly encouraged the imitation of accounting education
methods from overseas, including the identification of objectives and guidelines for accounting education, revision of
accounting curricula, rewriting of textbooks, improvement of teaching, examination and grading methods, changing from a
term system to a credit system, and placing emphasis on ethics (Tang, 1997). Such exchange activities (which have continued
and grown to the present time) provided the context for significant mimetic mechanisms as accounting departments and
faculty members were directly exposed to approaches from other education systems. These developments started to gain
normative force in subjects such as auditing and computerized accounting, which were heavily influenced by Western
textbook content; auditing was separated from financial accounting as a core subject and specialist auditing subjects were
brought into the accounting program (Tang, 1997; Wang et al., 2008).

Reinforcing the developing trends and directions in the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars outlined above, the
Chinese Accounting Society (CAS), established in 1980 within the MoF, played a significant role in the introduction of
Western accounting ideas and practices into China. The cultural-cognitive functions of the CAS include promoting
30 In-service degree education and professional training programs were also reintroduced in the early 1980s. Various professional training programs

emerged, including evening college programs, correspondence college programs, television college programs, vocational college programs, and other on-

job training. By the end of 1986, 58 institutions of higher learning had organized correspondence and night school education, 292 undergraduate students

and 19,453 college students graduated (Yang, 1988).
31 The Law provides: ‘‘Article 1. This Law is formulated in order to improve accounting work, to ensure that accounting personnel exercise their functions

and powers according to law and to bring into play the role of accounting in upholding the state systems of public finance administration and financial

management, protecting socialist public property, strengthening economic management and raising economic results.’’ (Supreme People’s Court of the

People’s Republic of China. Accounting Law of the People’s Republic of China <en.chinacourt.org/public/detail.php?id=98> [accessed 17 July 2012]).
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accounting research, inviting overseas lecturing and consulting experts to China, interactions with overseas professional
bodies, and promoting accounting education. It publishes an official academic journal, Accounting Research, which is
designated as an official government publication.

The CAS has a normative role (reinforced via authorization from the regulatory pillar) in the reform of accounting
curriculum, through its designated research function in the broad domain of accounting discipline construction (Xiang, 1999).
Its role in accounting education reform encompasses the activities of a sub-organization, the Accounting Education Reform Group

(AERG),32 established within the CAS in 1988 to act as a conduit between the Government and accounting educators and
academics. The AERG represents a significant source of normative influence over the direction of accounting education reform,
and, in the cultural-cognitive sphere, encourages the adoption of ideas and approaches from abroad (Liu, 1992; Qiu et al., 1990).
Thus, there is a mutual reinforcement between the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars; the role of the CAS also crosses into
the regulative pillar since the CAS is situated within the MoF, with a government official at its head.

Other activity within the regulatory pillar directly influenced accounting professionalization. The 1985 Accounting Law

made direct reference to the role of ‘‘certified public accountants’’ who were to be ‘‘approved by the Department of Finance
under the State Council or the Departments of Finance under the people’s governments of the provinces, autonomous
regions, and municipalities’’ (Article 20). In 1986 the Regulations of the People’s Republic of China on Certified Public

Accountants legalized the status of CPAs ‘‘for the first time in the history of the development of the accounting profession’’ in
China (Yee, 2009, p. 87). The establishment of the Chinese Institute of Certified Public Accountants (CICPA) in 1988 and its
consolidation as the sole professional accounting body in the 1990s (Tang, 2000; Yapa and Hao, 2007; Yee, 2009, 2012) re-
established the role of a formal CPA system operated through a single professional body.33 The CICPA began to influence
accounting education via professional development and certification examinations (commencing from 1991) and the
establishment of ‘‘consistent academic requirements for CPAs across the country’’ (Yee, 2009, p. 87, citing Gao, 1992).
Like the CAS, the CICPA was established within the MoF; its capacity for normative influence is, thus, also partly reflective of
higher regulative influences.

In summary, these developments in accounting education and professional organization reflected a key shift in the
balance of institutional pressures in China in the 1980s and 1990s (broadly consistent with our initial expectations). The
role of the cultural-cognitive and normative pillars was appreciably enhanced, while the impact of the Government in
the regulatory pillar, and its indirect influence over the cultural-cognitive and normative domains, remained strong.
Notably, the establishment of professional organizations in the form of the CAS and CICPA provided some scope for a
more balanced set of institutional influences.34 Overall, an interesting and unique admixture of coercive, normative and
mimetic processes was evident during the period of recovery and remodeling, as China took a more open and outward-
looking stance.

4.6. The open door: Toward internationalization in a market economy (1992–2001)

In 1993 the CCP ushered in a new period of institutional transition when it formally decided to establish a socialist market
economy (Wang et al., 2008). As we found in relation to periods examined in Sections 4.1–4.5, the institutional changes were
primarily directed from above, even as China’s economy was further transformed from a controlled, autocratic, and relatively
closed, planned economy into an open, more market-oriented system (Daniel, 2004). With this major change in Chinese
political economy, university accounting education began to include more international perspectives and market ideas.
Continuing the gradual formation of a legalized institutional structure in government functioning (Wang, 2003), the
regulative institutional influence over accounting education moved from compulsory government administrative mandate
to legalized administration through formal law.

The deepening of economic reform and the emergence of a complex and fast-growing market-oriented economy, along
with continued transition to more sophisticated accounting techniques, spurred growth in accounting education programs
at all levels. Diversified accounting courses were encouraged by the Government and could be found in almost every
university (Zhang, 2005). The MoE began to allow non-governmental organizations and individuals to invest in higher
education in 1994, breaking the Government monopoly (Qiang, 1996). Six private higher education institutions were
authorized by the MoE to independently award diplomas (Chen and Wu, 2005). Sino-foreign cooperative education was also
introduced into accounting, and cooperative training classes were held in China and overseas, initially under the auspices of
the MoF but quickly extended to universities.

These developments created avenues for the emergence of new institutional influences outside the regulative pillar –
particularly in the cultural-cognitive realm – producing a more balanced set of institutional processes shaping the field of
university accounting education. There were also strongly emergent normative isomorphic processes during this period,
particularly the promulgation in 1992 by the MoF of the Accounting Standards for Business Enterprises (Ge and Lin, 1993). Just
32 Renamed the Accounting Education Professional Committee (AEPC) in 1996.
33 An informal professionally recognized accounting had ceased after the establishment of the PRC due to the demise of their social and economic rationale

in a socialist economy (Yee, 2009).
34 Government officials continue to have strong MoF representation in their controlling organs and the CAS academic journal remains an official

government publication.
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as we saw in earlier periods, this development was buttressed by the regulative imprimatur of the MoF, but the move toward
a standards-based approach based on the Western accounting model, particularly in the context of the strengthening
professionalization within accounting, was a decidedly normative mechanism.

The establishment of the Chinese Accounting Professors’ Association (CAPA) in 1995 was ‘‘a milestone in the development
of accounting education and research in China’’, representing ‘‘the first national accounting academic body devoted to
accounting education’’ (Tang, 1997, p. 226). Its founder and first president encouraged an ‘‘open attitude . . . embrac[ing]
strong cooperation with academic institutions of different countries . . . intended to upgrade Chinese accounting education’’
(Tang, 1997). The CAPA promoted exchanges between Chinese and foreign accounting academics in order to encourage
progress in accounting research, education and practice (Tang, 1997). Its annual academic meetings and member network
reflected an active involvement in higher accounting education reform. All of these activities presented avenues for the
development of new normative expectations within the Chinese academy, but, more particularly, they resulted in significant
openings for cultural-cognitive processes to influence accounting education change in Chinese universities.

The implicit uncertainty that was produced by the shift from regulative to normative approaches also opened
opportunities for processes in the cultural-cognitive pillar to come to play in university accounting education change. There
was a reformatting and updating of accounting curricula and textbooks along international lines, primarily based on the USA
and the UK approaches (Tang, 1997),35 and many universities began to develop textbooks based on the US conceptual
framework and models, while others began using US textbooks without modification (Tang, 1997; Zhang, 2005; Wang, 2007;
Xu and Cai, 2011). Elements of the standard Western accounting curriculum were widely incorporated in the core Chinese
curriculum (Meng and Li, 2007).

The international dimension of cultural-cognitive processes during this period saw professional bodies such as the UK’s
Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) and the Certified General Accountants Association of Canada (CGA)
exerting influence on accounting education change through in-country training sessions or undergraduate programs (from as
early as 1990 and 1993; further expanded after 2000 – see Tang, 1997). These bodies began to formally cooperate with Chinese
universities to integrate courses and textbooks, enabling students to take professional certificate examinations while obtaining
formal graduation diplomas. Universities from the USA, the UK, Australia, New Zealand, and other countries established joint
programs with China’s universities (initially at undergraduate level; later at postgraduate level) (Xu and Cai, 2011). Thus,
cultural-cognitive processes not only moved beyond direct Chinese government influence during this period, but there was also
more direct and overt external influence over the development of Chinese higher accounting education.

In summary, during this period, there was some attenuation of regulative influences on university accounting education
change, along with evidence of more independent activity emerging within in the cultural-cognitive and normative pillars.
Therefore, institutional influences became more balanced (to greater or lesser degrees) within the organizational field and
accounting programs, curricula and textbooks became more diverse as universities and accounting education programs
began to look to international developments for guidance. Although the relative influence of the regulative pillar was
lessened, it remained a significant influence. For example, the CAPA attributed its success to the organization being ‘‘fully
supported by the MoF, the Accounting Society of China, and the CICPA, who all sent representatives to its first two meetings
and have promised long-term support’’ (Tang, 1997, p. 226; see also Tang, 2000). There was little sense that the Chinese
government had significantly weakened its watchful influence on the form and direction of accounting education.

4.7. Internationalization (2001–present)

By 2001, the environment for Chinese accounting practice and university accounting education carried the legacy of
thirty years of reforms, the opening of China, and evident internationalization. China’s accession to the WTO in 2001 clearly
signaled the State’s intent to integrate China into the global economy, further opening its market to the outside world and
accelerating the pace of economic restructuring (Chen, 2007). Legal and regulatory changes formed the formal institutional
framework for an open Chinese economy. Since 2001, market mechanisms have taken shape in the broader economy and
the volume and commercialization of products has increased significantly (Chen, 2007). All of these developments have
been reflected in the higher education sector, with the number of private higher education institutions reaching 658 in
2009 (MoE, 2010). In 2006, accounting standards were further revised and reissued to converge with International
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) (Rieger, 2006), although the degree of practical convergence is contested (see Biondi
and Zhang, 2007). This development nevertheless symbolized China’s openness to international influences, which created
further potential for mimetic and normative pressures, albeit under the continuing watchful direction of government
authority in the regulative pillar.

Academic accounting exchanges of various sorts have further deepened the cultural-cognitive processes that developed
during the ‘Open Door’ period, strengthening the development of clearer expectations and accreditation or certification
mechanisms within the normative pillar. Many of today’s Chinese accounting academics have returned to the country with
overseas qualifications, ideally placing them to participate in, and perhaps drive, further changes within the university
accounting education field. National and international professional bodies have also played a continuing active role in
China’s accounting education change. Many universities have established cooperative relationships with international
35 The MoF and MoE stopped prescribing textbooks for universities and colleges in 1992.
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professional bodies and new majors in international accounting and professional CPA programs have been developed,
including the integration of ACCA and CGA exam courses into Chinese university accounting curricula.

It should be noted that, while the evident strengthening of the cultural-cognitive and normative pillars has produced a more
balanced set of institutional influences, the regulative pillar continues to have a significant influence on accounting education.
For instance, under the strong direction of the former premier Zhu Rongji and various MoF officials, three national Accounting
Institutes were established under the direct supervision of the MoF in the early 2000s (Suzuki et al., 2007). These Institutes are
‘‘programmed to transform the business community through accounting-centered courses’’ as part of the wider government
strategy to lay ‘‘the foundation of China’s growth in the globalized economy’’ through international accounting (Suzuki et al.,
2007, p. 667; Liu and Chi, 2008).36 The Chinese government has also taken active steps to speed up the internationalization of
Chinese accounting and university accounting education by sponsoring collaboration with overseas and domestic educational
institutions. The MoF initiated a Leading Accounting Talents Project in 2005 aiming to build high quality and comprehensive
advanced accounting skills across the nation (Newsroom of China Accounting and Report, 2011).

In 2003, the MoE authorized the introduction of a Master of Professional Accounting (MPAcc) program in 21 universities
(Wang et al., 2008; Xu and Cai, 2011), signaling the development of a clear hierarchical system of professional accounting
education, encompassing PhD, postgraduate, undergraduate, vocational, and technical training.37

It is apparent that this period has seen university accounting education in China become more internationally integrated and
open to a range of institutional influences in the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars – particularly emanating from
Western professional bodies, universities, and academics, but also emergent on the domestic level. The regulative pillar remains
strong, with a resilient one-party political system and a continued leading role from the MoF and MoE, but it is also clear that
there are notably strengthened possibilities for institutional mechanisms within the cultural-cognitive and normative pillars.

5. Discussion and conclusions: accounting education and institutional change in China

5.1. Summary discussion: the changing trajectory of institutional influences

The analysis in Section 4 shows that the clearest and strongest institutional influence throughout the first sixty years of
the PRC has been the coercive mechanisms promulgated within the regulative pillar under the CCP’s and the Government’s
mandates, regulations and rules. The CCP and Government actions have played a direct and thorough function in shaping
university accounting education in the country. This overall finding is consistent with our prior expectations (see Table 3,
item 1), but the continued strength, and overriding influence, of the regulative pillar, notwithstanding the emergence of
more balanced institutional influences in recent years, was more significant than we had anticipated (Table 3, item 3). Our
analysis showed that changing political dynamics within China have been the consistent theme underlying changes in
university accounting education.

Although the era of internationalization in recent years has produced a more balanced set of institutional influences
across the three pillars (as expected – Table 3, item 4), it remains the case that processes in the normative and cultural-
cognitive pillar are driven and/or filtered through the regulative pillar and operate under the authority or influence of
the CCP and the state (see Fig. 4). Contrary to our initial expectations, we find the existence of relatively strong mimetic
and normative mechanisms in period 1, is largely related to the strong Sino–Soviet relationship. This weakened in the
successive two periods. Notable mimetic mechanisms in the cultural-cognitive pillar were also found in period 3,
related to the borrowing from former (pre-Revolution) systems of accounting after the withdrawal and rejection of
influences from the Soviet Union. In retrospect, this should not be surprising, for these were times of significant
uncertainty and, in different degrees, both openness to different ideas and uncertainty about the future.

The strongest activity in the cultural-cognitive pillar occurred at times when significant social and political uncertainty and
turbulence extended to the pressures for developing university accounting education change. The modeling of accounting
practice and education systems on the Soviet Union’s system in the 1950s (period 1), traditional Chinese approaches (period 3),
and Western accounting education (from period 5) all reflect responses to uncertainty caused by dramatic change in the
accounting education environment. The emergence and consolidation of influence from the normative pillar reflects a general
process of professionalization within China and greater linkages with the West. The establishment of the CAS in 1980 and then
the CICPA (both within the Government structure – in the MoF) and, later still, the CAPA provides a likely continuing source of
strength in this area.
36 In this regard, the growth of accounting within the country ‘‘could be more important than ideologically proclaimed democracy, in the sense that

accounting functions as a common language which compels people to follow the rules of international economic society at the level of everyday life’’!

(Suzuki et al., p. 670). Although Suzuki et al. (2007) regarded the three Institutes as operating ‘‘at the level of international business schools’’ (p. 679), their

research also suggested that Chinese university academics see them ‘‘as merely . . . technical training centre[s] without intellectual elements . . . below the

‘university’’’ (p. 686). In whatever way their role and status is interpreted, it is clear that these Institutes reflect a significant push from senior government

officials for growth in accounting in China.
37 See fn. 3636. The formative education network comprises full-time university (college) courses, correspondence courses, television courses, night school

courses, professional courses, self-study courses, short-term training courses, CPA pre-examination courses, pre-professional examination courses,

amongst others (Wang et al., 2008; MOF, 2008; MoF, 1996–2008). Most of these education forms are provided by the universities, although a small number,

such as pre-examination courses, are provided by local Financial Sector providers or other organizations.

Please cite this article in press as: Zhang G, et al. Institutional changes in university accounting education in post-
revolutionary China: From political orientation to internationalization. Crit Perspect Account (2013), http://dx.doi.org/
10.1016/j.cpa.2013.10.007

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2013.10.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2013.10.007


[(Fig._4)TD$FIG]

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Regula�ve pillar  
(Coercive isomorphism) 

( )

Norma�ve pillar
(norma�ve isomorphism) 

( )

Cultural-cogni�ve pillar 
(Mime�c isomorphism) 

1949 1958 1962 1966 1978 1992 2001 

Fig. 4. The pattern of institutional influences on Chinese university accounting education.

G. Zhang et al. / Critical Perspectives on Accounting xxx (2013) xxx–xxx 21

G Model

YCPAC-1818; No. of Pages 25
Overall, the varying significance of the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars throughout the different periods of
China’s turbulent and dramatic history, and their relationship to the regulative pillar, demonstrates an inextricable
intertwinement of the three institutional pillars.

It was evident from our analysis that the centralized direction of university accounting education produced rapid
dissemination of change (Table 3, item 2), but the dramatic and chaotic swings during periods 2 and 4 (Great Leap Forward
and Cultural Revolution, respectively), and the subsequent reversals, demonstrated the social and organizational trauma
that can result from such rapid dissemination of institutional change.

Taken as a whole, it is clear that the historical adoption of structures and practices within Chinese university accounting
education flows from the continuing quest for socio-political legitimacy (and resources) rather than simply from technical,
economic, or functional efficacy – a key tenet of institutional theory. Fig. 4 illustrates the overall pattern of institutional
influences we have found. As with Fig. 3 (with which Fig. 4 may be contrasted), the relative strength of influence is indicated
by the thickness of the lines.

The dashed lines in Fig. 4 reflect the shaping, filtering and attenuation of cultural-cognitive and normative influences
through the coercive and directive power of the state in the regulative pillar, which has had the capacity both to permit or
rebut such influences, on the one hand, and to (largely) shape their form and nature, on the other hand. Thus, Fig. 4 highlights
the overarching position of the state’s coercive power throughout the entire historical domain examined. The CCP and the
Government continue to be closely linked through Party membership and direction from the Party, whose influence
continues to permeate all levels of government, government organizations and ostensibly non-government organizations
across the country (see Figs. 1 and 2). This finding is consistent with the recent work of Yee (2009) who adopted a Gramscian-
informed hegemonic perspective to study the professionalization process in China in the context of the re-emergence of an
organized and formally recognized public accounting profession from the early 1980s. Yee (2009) concluded that the
professionalization process was ‘‘deeply political, and that ‘‘the political and ideological influence of the state permeated the
accounting community, ‘empowering’ the Government to mobilize the Chinese accountants in the implementation of its
economic-related agenda’’ (p. 88). Her study found that Chinese accountants were not:
38 The

given b

enforce
39 Yee

body w

wider s

Plea
revo
10.1
. . .coerced into complying with the prevailing ideologies of the state. On the contrary . . . the government’s campaign
slogans were repeatedly referred to in accounting discourses, and were used as guiding principles to help solve the
problems faced by the accounting occupation in the late 1970s and early 1980s . . . The Chinese accountants, having
aligned their ideology with that of the state, were undoubtedly playing a compliance role. (Yee, 2009, p. 88)
Interestingly, Yee’s conclusions suggest that the State’s institutional role in the re-establishment of the Chinese
accounting profession was essentially a normative one, but in institutional terms it is clear that these developments were
initiated and driven by the regulative institutional pillar and that the underlying coercive power of the state was vital: ‘‘the
CPA profession would not have re-emerged without the ideological influence and legislative backing from the government’’
(Yee, 2009, p. 89; see also Yee, 2012).38,39 As DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p. 152) observed, professional power may be ‘‘as
much assigned by the state as it is created by the activities of the professions’’.
underlying and ever-present coercive power of the state are an integral part of any hegemonic formation, reinforcing the ‘‘‘spontaneous’ consent

y the masses to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group . . . The apparatus of state coercive power . . . ‘legally’

s discipline on those groups who do not ‘consent’ either actively or passively . . .’’ (Gramsci, 1971, p. 12).

’s (2012) later work adopted a corporatist framework to show that the alignment of the perceived interests of the Chinese professional accounting

ith those of the State was pivotal in gaining consent from the profession for the State’s leading direction in terms of both the profession itself and the

ociety.
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Developments in the post-Mao era (periods 4–6), particularly in recent years, have significantly shifted the profile of
institutional forces, with the coercive power of the state being moderated from ‘pure’ power under the CCP to
‘governmental’ power under an emergent system of law. Foreign (mostly USA) influences and the internal development
of university accounting education has secured a place for more independent cultural-cognitive processes, and the
further emergence of professional accounting associations (both practice-based and academic) has consolidated moves
toward the development of normative influences that are not immediately identified with the State. The involvement of
non-Chinese accounting associations has supported and reinforced normative and mimetic institutional mechanisms at
the domestic level.

Internationalization and openness to the West, together with renewed respect for intellectuals and for learning and
recognition of the importance of university accounting education to overall economic development, have reinforced the
emergent role of the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars. Again, however, it must be emphasized that the Party and
Government played an active role at all times in propelling accounting education change. The importance of education to
China’s future has now been clearly recognized and the country has acknowledged the damage done in this field in previous
eras. As late as the end of the 1980s, the then ‘Paramount Leader’ Deng Xiaoping admitted that insufficient attention had
been paid to the development of education as a central element of the reform process (Deng Xiaoping [1989], quoted by Liu
et al, 1992, p. 15).40

Today, in the era of market economics and internationalization, the potential for cultural-cognitive and normative forces
to influence the future of Chinese accounting education is more significant than it has been at any time during the previous
six decades. Clearly, coercive mechanisms have been dominant throughout the entire period under examination, although
they have been relatively less significant in the periods of reform since 1978, with the emergence and consolidation of new
mimetic and normative mechanisms. Nevertheless, all of China’s developments in this field must continue to be placed in the
context of a continuing strong central state which retains the monopoly of political power and, with it, the capacity to
exercise dominant regulative influences.

Table 4 draws on DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) classification and on Etherington and Richardson’s (1994) typology of
institutional pressures on accounting education, to provide summarizing examples of the kinds of institutionalism we found
across the timeframe of the study. Although we find that the regulative pillar has been consistently at the forefront of
institutional changes in the field of Chinese university accounting education, it can be seen that the change processes and
outcomes have also been affected by the other pillars.

The attention and resources directed to university education generally, and to accounting education specifically, since
2001 does not simply reflect the necessity of accountants and accounting to a functioning market economy. It also suggests a
political awareness the function of professions and professionalization, of which university education is a significant
element, as an important source of institutional isomorphism and of social power (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This is due to
the capacity of professional networks to quickly promulgate new models and approaches and to develop and diffuse norms
and rules – key features of the process of institutionalization by which new ways of doing things may become accepted to the
point of being taken-for-granted.

There is little to suggest that the strength and influence of the regulative pillar in China will wane in coming years,
although the State’s coercive power and influence may become more subtle, and it does appear to be becoming somewhat
more balanced against (or with) additional institutional influences.

5.2. Implications

This study has sought to redress a lacuna in the prior literature by re-reading the post-Revolutionary history of Chinese
university accounting education in an institutional context. We contrasted our approach with much of the prior literature in
this area, which has taken a relatively superficial approach to analysis of the social institutions within which it is embedded.
Many prior studies have tended to make implicit assumptions (at best) about the nature of institutional influences on
accounting education in the country – simply assuming that the CCP (either directly or through its control of government)
was the sole influence over the development (or regression) of accounting education during the first four decades of post-
Revolutionary China. Further, it is often implicitly assumed that the economic reforms ushered in since the late 1970s rather
suddenly resulted in a shift to market-driven demand for accounting (and accounting graduates), such that the direction of
accounting education is now determined in response to the economic ‘needs’ of an emerging market economy. The
significant power and influence of the Chinese state is still recognized, but it is implicitly assumed that ‘the market’ now
rules. The findings of this study lead us to reject both of these sets of assumptions. Any conclusion that the shaping and
evolution of accounting education in the first decades of post-Revolutionary China was a simple matter of government
influence and control, and that the post-Mao economic reforms ushered in market influences, presents an oversimplified
picture that is inadequate for understanding possible future directions.

Our more nuanced reading of the waxing and waning of university accounting education in China, and of the dynamic and
changing balance between the regulative, cultural-cognitive, and normative pillars, suggests that emergent normative and
40 ‘‘In the past ten years China has achieved satisfactory progress. Our biggest mistake is in the field of education; ideological and political work has

weakened and education has not been developed enough.’’ (Deng.)
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Table 4

Institutional pressures on accounting education change in China.

Institutional pillar

and mechanisms

Source of pressure and

key actors

Incentives for

compliance

Elements concerned Examples of manifestations

Regulative pillar

(Coercive

mechanisms)

Political power;

Party (CCP) mandates;

Government mandates Rules, laws

and regulations (MoE, MoF)

Political relevance;

Legitimacy;

Avoidance of sanction

or punishment

Organizational structure;

Source of funds;

Educational objectives;

Educational programs;

Student recruitment;

Curriculum

Emphasis or de-emphasis on

accounting education;

Changed curriculum

Cultural-cognitive

pillar (Mimetic

mechanisms)

Cognitive structures and symbolic

systems (Other players in the field)

Legitimacy;

Uncertainty reduction;

Risk avoidance

Educational objectives;

Educational programs;

Curriculum;

Textbooks

Models; emulation of curricula

and textbooks from other

countries (e.g. Soviet Union/

Western)

Normative pillar

(Normative

mechanisms)

Norms, values, beliefs and

assumptions Professionalization;

Domestic and overseas professional

associations (incl. CICPA, ACCA,

CGA);

Experts (from Soviet Union, USA,

UK, Canada . . .);

Academic associations (CAS, CAPA)

Legitimacy;

Cognitive base

Educational objectives;

Educational programs;

Curricula;

Textbooks;

Student recruitment;

Staff employment

Curriculum changes;

Professional influence over

accounting education;

Special CPA programs for

internationalized education
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mimetic institutional mechanisms are likely to gain further traction in the future. Our analysis has shown that within the
overall trajectory of change, there are several twists and turns; that competing and complementary isomorphic forces have
been brought to bear at certain junctures; and the clear influence of cultural-cognitive and normative processes has been
more or less evident throughout the entire period.

Looking to the future, it is important that researchers adopting an institutional frame judiciously attend to activity
within each institutional pillar and are sensitive to the possibility of interwoven, mutually reinforcing, or contradictory
tendencies across the pillars. In the Chinese context, it is important to carefully consider the likely emergent pressures and
tensions between the regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive pillars of the Chinese institutional environment, in
addition to possible complementarities between them. A key contribution of institutional theory is to help in
understanding of the interplay between different institutional forces. As Clegg (2010) emphasized, the obviation of the role
of the state in many institutional studies represents a key weakness and our study draws attention to the different ways in
which the regulative pillar can be brought to bear – directly and indirectly.

The analysis in this paper lends general support to the contentions in prior work that universities are largely
a reflection of their times, their environment, and of the power structure of societies within which they are located
(see Boyce, 2002; Tilling, 2002). Developments to date in Chinese university accounting education, and the
accounting profession in China more generally, have largely reflected the hegemonic balance of society (see Yapa and
Hao, 2007; Yee, 2009, 2012), emphasizing their embeddedness within the wider social and political system. Many
aspects of change in university accounting education reflect a process of homogenization with social and organizational
institutions.

The interweaving of accounting education history with the history of its social and political context is central to
understanding accounting education’s past and present as well as its future possibilities. As Anderson-Gough (2009, p. 313)
noted:
Plea
revo
10.1
The more we know about how accounting and accountants were made in the past through education and other social
processes the more we also understand current contingencies and possibilities.
The further internationalization of the Chinese economy, and of accounting education, have been significantly influenced
by the coercive power of government direction and control, but this has also made it more likely that the nature of normative
and cultural-cognitive processes will be less easy to control and direct in the future. The ongoing direction of accounting
education is likely to uniquely reflect different settlements of the tensions between, and complementarities within, the
institutional pillars of Chinese society.
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