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Abstract: The new public management reforms have led to significant changes in higher education
institutions (HEIs) regarding the management accounting and control (MAC) of these organizations.
Therefore, this paper provides an overview of the main studies on MAC in these types of organizations
through a systematic literature review (SLR). The PRISMA guidelines were followed, and data
were collected from the Web of Science and Scopus databases. The final sample encompassed
50 articles, published between 1981 and 2020. The results show that MAC research tends to focus on
management control systems and performance evaluation systems. They also suggest that, although
the development and implementation of various MAC tools are crucial for HEIs, such implementation
often is partial. This is due to the stakeholders’ perceptions/attitudes regarding the importance of
such tools. The results also indicate that institutional theory is the most addressed one. Most of
the time, HEIs implement MAC tools due to external pressures. By synthesizing the main trends in
MAC, this SLR intends to provide a theoretical contribution to the literature in this research field.
Several themes for further research are suggested, such as assessing the relationship between MAC
and the management of “knowledge” and intellectual capital in these institutions, and addressing
sustainability issues. From a practical viewpoint, HEI managers can obtain important insights to
apply the most appropriate tools to their institutions.

Keywords: management accounting; management control; accounting theories; higher education
institutions; systematic literature review

1. Introduction

In past decades, accounting ceased to have as its sole purpose the mere registration
of financial transactions, becoming a strong tool to, among other things, evaluate organi-
zations’ performance and to maximize their profitability. Management accounting (MA)
emerged as a means of responding to the shortcomings of financial accounting, which
focuses essentially on controlling and recording relations with third parties, variations in
equity and determining the net result in a global context (Hardan and Shatnawi 2013). In
the 1980s, Johnson and Kaplan (1987) noted the need for organizations to have a system
that could provide information on strategic variables deemed relevant to create value. For
example, the Activity-Based Costing (ABC) system, developed by Johnson and Kaplan
(1987), emerged as a response to the limitations inherent in the existing systems, which
were known for not being timely and rigorous. As for management control, several studies
have focused on addressing the deviations between the objectives initially planned and
the ones achieved. Once the deviations have been estimated, corrections must be made.
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In fact, the word “management” refers to an effective manner of using material, human,
financial, information and technological resources, which are implemented to address
the objectives defined in advance (El Filali and Hassainate 2018). To achieve the desired
efficiency and effectiveness, management control systems (MCS) are fundamental. These
systems are useful in supporting decision making, such as on changing or maintaining
certain organizational activities (Guenther and Schmidt 2015).

According to Pelz (2019, p. 256), “management accounting research has usually fo-
cused on large, established companies whose managers use MA to handle organizational
complexity”. However, literature is less clear with regard to HEIs. HEIs suffered major
changes, namely an increase in their competitive environment due to the Bologna process
and public governance since the mid-1980s (Habersam et al. 2013). These facts, along with
implementing a European political project for higher education, mass education, less finan-
cial resources, and a move to business practices, contributed to developing accounting and
accountability in this context (see Boitier and Rivière 2013; Habersam et al. 2013; Hutaibat
2019). The reform process mentioned above greatly affected HEIs, changing the “balance
between central governments and academic institutions, increasing the decentralization
of responsibilities” (Agasisti et al. 2008) Nowadays, HEIs operate in a competitive mar-
ket, where the best institutions are those with the best students, teachers and employees,
and also the ones that manage to obtain the highest subsidies, whether private or public.
Thus, HEIs need to show stakeholders evidence of the accomplishment of their objectives,
mission and strategies (Yakhou and Ulshafer 2012). However, according to Jovanović and
Dragija (2018), HEI accounting systems are flawed, not allowing managers to make better
decisions. There is a lack of knowledge regarding management accounting (including
strategic) in these types of organizations (see Hutaibat et al. 2011) where management
control systems (MCS) are expected to have a crucial role in their operations, namely
regarding performance evaluation and monitoring (El Filali and Hassainate 2018). For
example, “many cost saving opportunities have been ignored or lost” (Chang 2013, p. 134).
It is a fact that for a long period of time, managers were mainly concerned with HEIs’
economic and financial performance, overlooking long-term consequences (Schaltegger
and Zvezdov 2015). Due to the changes mentioned above in the higher education sector in
the past decades, it is the authors’ opinion that is important to know the state of the art in
management accounting and control in a specific context—the one of HEIs—which also
has an important characteristic: the use of knowledge as both input and output. Therefore,
this paper aims to provide an overview of the main studies on management accounting
and control in HEIs through a systematic literature review (SLR), pointing out some cues
for future research. As far as the authors are aware, this is the first SRL addressing this
theme in this specific setting. To do so, the following research questions are proposed:

Q1: What are the main themes addressed by studies on management accounting and
control in HEIs?

Q2: What are the main results found in studies on management accounting and control
in HEIs?

Q3: Which are the main theories addressed by studies on management accounting
and control at HEIs?

To answer these questions, this paper examines the results of 50 articles. By reflecting
upon what has been done and what needs to be done in the future, this paper contributes to
the literature by suggesting new themes to be addressed and different methodologies and
contexts to assist researchers in management accounting and control. In practical terms,
HEIs’ actors can gain insights on how to manage their organizations better.

The remainder of this document is structured as follows: Section 2 defines the concep-
tual background. The adopted methodology is described in Section 3 and the results are
presented in Section 4. Section 5 provides some reflections or further research and offers
some concluding remarks.
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2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Management Accounting and Control

According to Shields (2018), two main periods in management accounting and control
research can be identified: before and after 1960. In his study, Shields (2018) addressed
a large period of time (from 1926 to 2012), aiming to understand how management ac-
counting and control research evolved. The author identified, between 1926 and 1982, six
main themes: (1) general literature, including key concepts, information value and the
description of practices; (2) estimating the cost of products; (3) cost assignment; (4) cost
estimation; (5) decision-making and (6) planning and control (including focused on bud-
geting, transfer pricing and agency theory). Before the 1960s, the most addressed themes
were “product costing, followed by planning and control, decision-making, and description
of practice” (Shields 2018, p. 2). Between the 1960s and the 1980s research on product
costing and description of practice decreased while planning, control and decision-making
were the most researched themes. During the 1970s, management accounting research was
greatly influenced by cognitive psychology and agency theory regarding human behavior.
Thus, between the 1980s and 2012 the research themes have also changed, with a main
focus on planning and control. During this period, research on control has increased,
addressing different topics such as performance measurement, incentives or performance
evaluation, while topics addressing planning (such as budgeting) have decreased (Shields
2018). Jiang (2019) also conducted a review of articles on management accounting and
control, published between 2015 and 2017. The authors considered the following themes
as the main ones in research on management accounting and control: (1) management
control systems; (2) cost and management accounting; (3) methods for decision-making; (4)
general issues in management accounting; (5) externally oriented management account-
ing; (6) information systems in management accounting and (7) other topics. Researchers
such as Shields (2018) and Jiang (2019) claimed that the literature was initially focused on
research in cost/management accounting. However, the emphasis shifted to performance
evaluation and reward. A similar study was conducted by Xie (2019), who presented a
review of the main themes for the same period (2015–2017). The following themes were
stressed: performance measurement and evaluation; reward and incentives; and develop-
ment and integration of management accounting and control systems. Conversely, the least
addressed themes were related to cost accounting (namely, ABC) and strategic management
accounting. In fact, strategic management accounting research has decreased between 2008
and 2019 (Rashid and McGrath 2020). Hence, it is possible to observe a tendency over time:
a decrease of research focused on the traditional cost accounting and an increase in research
focused on addressing organizational performance.

2.2. Main Theories Used in Management Accounting and Control Research

With regard to research on management accounting and control, different theories
may be applied through multiple perspectives. Each of these theories may provide different
answers to distinct problems (Gong and Tse 2009). A sociological theory often referred to
in studies on management accounting and control is the institutional theory. According
to Al-Htaybat and Alberti-Alhtaybat (2013, p. 14), this theory, pertaining to the domain
of organizational and social theories, “has now an established tradition in management
accounting research”. For example, Scapens (2012) addressed this theory by analyzing
its three facets, namely the new institutional economics (NIE), the new institutional soci-
ology (NIS) and the old institutional economics (OIE). NIE stresses the economic factors
that shape the structure of organizations and their management accounting and control
practices. However, it is necessary to look beyond economics in order to gain a deeper
understanding of all factors that influence organizations. It is this gap that NIS is intended
to tackle (Scapens 2012). Initially, NIS tended to emphasize the structural nature of institu-
tions, namely how they are shaped by institutional forces, i.e., forces which are external
to organizations. Little emphasis was placed on how institutions are created and how
changes occur within them. More recently, NIS has begun to explore the processes that
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shape practices within organizations. Thus, research drawing on this theory has been
addressing the processes by which organizations respond to external institutional pres-
sures. Considering NIE and early NIS research, it can be noted that external pressures can
influence the way organizations are structured and managed. While the former explores
economic pressures, the latter explores institutional pressures (Scapens 2012). Finally, OIE
addresses the different types of economic behavior as well as a potential opportunism. OIE
argues that behavior within economic systems (and also within organizations) is embedded
in and shaped by institutions. Taken together, the various types of institutional theories
have made important contributions to research in management accounting and control,
namely regarding processes of change (Scapens 2012). The institutional theory is more
commonly used in interpretive studies. Interpretive research aims to better understand and
assess practical problems to help researchers explore solutions for such problems (Jansen
2018). Therefore, case studies are more central for interpretive researchers (Jansen 2018).

Other important theories are addressed in management accounting and control, such
as: contingency theory, agency theory, sociological theories (which include the institu-
tional theory) and psychological theories (Gong and Tse 2009). Regarding these theories,
contingency theory should be stressed. The adoption of contingency theory in account-
ing system emerges due to contradictory results which cannot be solved by the existent
universal framework. This theory is important for the process of adjusting a particular
management practice to the variables related to a specific organization. Factors such as
technology, organizational structure and the environment have been invoked to explain
why accounting systems differ from one situation to another (Gong and Tse 2009; Abba et al.
2018). According to Al-Htaybat and Alberti-Alhtaybat (2013, p. 14), “contingency theory is
still one of the most popular research approaches in management accounting”. This theory
is commonly used in more positivist contexts (Al-Htaybat and Alberti-Alhtaybat 2013).
Positivist researchers see case studies as exploratory, aiming to develop a hypothesis to be
tested through quantitative methodologies.

Finally, most studies on management accounting and control involving the agency
theory are based on the principal–agent model, which assumes that individuals can antici-
pate all possible future contingencies. In such cases, management accounting systems can
be used by principals to align agents’ interests with their own (Gong and Tse 2009). As
for the sociological theories which, as mentioned above, include the institutional theory,
they focus on how organizations are established through interactions between humans,
organizations and society. These theories consider that management accounting and control
systems are social practices, rather than mere techniques for internal decision-making and
organizational efficiency (Gong and Tse 2009). Finally, psychological theories can also be
emphasized. These theories are applied in management accounting and control research
to examine relationships between individual behavior and management accounting and
control practices (Gong and Tse 2009). Hiebl (2014) addressed an example of a psycho-
logical theory called the upper echelons theory. This theory follows the premise that the
demographic characteristics (age, gender, education and tenure) of top managers have an
influence on their strategic choices, which in turn influences the organizations’ results. Most
studies in this field of research make use of the above theories (see Rashid and McGrath
2020).

3. Methodology

In this paper a systematic literature review (SLR) is conducted and applied to higher
education institutions (HEIs), considering that the methods used in traditional reviews
do not clearly identify what is or is not known about a given theme. SLRs differ from
traditional narrative reviews by adopting a scientific, replicable process, meant to minimize
errors or biases through exhaustive literature searches (Tranfield et al. 2003).

In order to select the sample for the present study, the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, originally proposed by
Liberati et al. (2009) and updated in 2020 (see Page et al. 2021) were followed. The 2020
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PRISMA flow diagram is based on three steps: identification, screening and included
articles (see Figure 1).
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Thus, we started by choosing the databases in order to collect the articles to be included
in the RSL. The chosen databases were Web of Science and Scopus, which is justified by
them containing a predominance of publications with high scientific recognition. Data
were collected on 27 June 2020 and the same protocol was applied to both databases. First,
a search for publications was conducted using the following keywords: “management
account*” or “management control”, and “higher educat*” or “universit*” or “HEI” (higher
education institution) or “HEO” (higher education organization) to specify the context.
A total of 844 results was attained: 258 from the Web of Science database and 586 from
Scopus. Then, a filter by research field was applied, considering the topic and context of
application. In the Web of Science, the following domains were selected: business finance;
educational research; management; business; education scientific disciplines; economics;
interdisciplinary social sciences; public administration and multidisciplinary sciences. After
applying the filter, the sample was narrowed to 196 results. Regarding the Scopus database,
the following domains were selected: business management and accounting; social sciences;
economics, econometrics and finance, and decision sciences. Consequently, the sample
decreased to 411 articles. Finally, it was decided to select only scientific articles, reviews and
early access articles, excluding other publications such as books, conference proceedings
and the so-called gray literature. It was also decided not to impose any type of time
restriction. The sample was then narrowed to 128 articles collected from Web of Science
and 340 articles collected from Scopus. Finally, duplicates were eliminated (88 articles).
Considering both databases, a sample of 468 results was obtained, thus concluding the
first stage of PRISMA (identifying the publications to assess). In the screening stage, the
titles, abstracts and keywords of the remaining 380 articles were read, which led to the
exclusion of 329 documents (327 were not related to the theme and 2 were “conference
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reports”). Consequently, 51 articles were considered eligible for analysis. However, 1 article
was excluded due to inaccessibility reasons, resulting in a final sample of 50 articles. In
order to structure the articles’ analysis, an Excel database was created in which relevant
information was included for each article.

4. Results

This section is devoted to the qualitative analysis of selected articles, highlighting their
contents and bibliometric features.

4.1. Main Topics Addressed in Studies on Management Accounting and Control in HEIs

HEIs pertain to a sector that has been experiencing considerable changes through
the reforms of the new public management (NPM). In fact, during the assessment of the
sample, a category emerged, encompassing several articles focused on “NPM reforms and
changes in HEIs”, through management control systems (MCS) or performance evaluation
systems (see Sizer 1981; Petrides et al. 2004; Chung et al. 2009; Boitier and Rivière 2013,
2016; Martin-Sardesai 2016; Visser 2016; Martin-Sardesai et al. 2019; Kallio et al. 2020).

With regard to NPM reforms, Kallio et al.’s (2020) study aimed to understand how
public sector reforms have affected the organizing of HEIs in Finland, the performance
evaluation criteria and ultimately their raison d’être. On the other hand, Boitier and Rivière
(2016) studied how MCS can be drivers of a new management logic in a French university,
considering a context where strong institutional logic prevails. Regarding changes in HEIs,
Martin-Sardesai (2016) conducted a study that aimed to explore how MCS complement
institutional entrepreneurship. Similarly, Agyemang and Broadbent (2015) examined how
HEIs in the UK developed MCS in response to external impositions.

The results also suggest that some articles focus their themes on another category:
cost/management accounting (see Laitinen 2003; Modell 2006; Kont and Jantson 2011;
Palowski 2011; Acevedo et al. 2014; Molina-Sanchez et al. 2019; Hutaibat and Alhatabat
2020). Brusca et al. (2019) studied the changes and benefits of implementing cost accounting
in Spanish universities. Hutaibat and Alhatabat (2020) explored the extent and determinants
of the adoption of management accounting practices in universities in the United Kingdom.
Palowski (2011) studied the development of management accounting (more specifically, the
ABC model) in universities in the United Kingdom, a study similar to that of Hutaibat and
Alhatabat (2020). Sánchez et al. (2019) also explored the ABC, proposing an activity-based
management model in order to calculate the costs of different departments of a Spanish
university. Regarding ABC, Kont and Jantson (2011) addressed the ABC and time-driven
activity-based costing (TDABC) methods in the context of a university library, focusing on
the strengths and weaknesses of both methods to determine which of the two would be
more suitable for such a particular case.

Several articles address “strategic management accounting” (see Agasisti et al. 2008;
Hutaibat et al. 2011; Hutaibat 2019; Marlina et al. 2020; Huerta-Riveros et al. 2020). Hutaibat
et al. (2011) explored the concept of strategic accounting in an English university, analyzing
the practices and processes of strategic management accounting, as well as the meaning
attributed by the actors. Hutaibat (2019), based on Bourdieu’s theory of practice, presented
the results of a study on the higher education sector in Jordan, in which he researched
strategic accounting, accounting for strategic management and power structures. Finally,
it is important to highlight Marlina and Tjahjadi’s (2020) critical review and synthesis
about the relationship between strategic management accounting and the performance of
universities.

Other articles focus on management control/management control tools (see Tsamenyi
et al. 2008; Broadbent 2010; Küpper 2013; Ahrens and Khalifa 2015). For example, Ahrens
and Khalifa (2015) sought to understand the impact of regulation on management control
practices in three United Arab Emirates universities. The authors explored how certain
organizational controls are adapted to HEIs’ contexts, supporting their routines. Another



Adm. Sci. 2022, 12, 14 7 of 22

example comes from Tsamenyi et al.’s (2008) study, which sought to understand the nature
and dynamics of management control in a private family-owned university in Indonesia.

The analysis of the articles also allowed us to identify a category concerning the
“stakeholders”, and their perceptions and attitudes towards MCS, performance evaluation
systems and strategic management tools. The actors’ motivation is also addressed, as well
as how such motivation is affected (or not) by the excessive control and pressure exerted in
HEIs. Actors’ characteristics and their influence on the use of the aforementioned systems
are also stressed (see Habersam et al. 2013; Minelli et al. 2015; Sutton and Brown 2016;
Bollecker 2016; Jacomossi and da Silva 2016; Dobija et al. 2019; Pilonato and Monfardini
2020; Bobe and Kober 2020; Heinicke and Guenther 2020).

Regarding perceptions, Heinicke and Guenther (2020) analyzed the mediating role of
MCS in three German universities, as well as deans’ and senior managers’ perceptions on
the role of management control mechanisms in such institutions. Pilonato and Monfardini
(2020) assessed the perceptions of course directors and teaching managers regarding the
introduction of a new performance evaluation system in Italian universities. Similarly,
Dobija et al. (2019) aimed to observe how performance evaluation is perceived by deans,
researchers and teaching oriented in the Polish university context. As for attitudes, Bollecker
(2016) analyzed how the adoption of management accounting is influenced by different
stakeholder groups of a French university. Regarding the motivation of different academic
actors, Sutton and Brown (2016) sought to understand how HEIs carry out management
control without influencing the motivation of the different academic actors. Finally, Bobe
and Kober (2020), based on the upper echelons theory, analyzed how the demographic
characteristics of 39 Australian public universities’ deans were related to the use of MCS,
as well as financial and non-financial performance measures in these institutions.

Another category refers to “budgeting” (see Jones et al. 1986; Ozdil and Hoque 2017;
Kenno and Sainty 2017). For example, Kenno and Sainty (2017) reviewed the challenges
of implementing a new activity-based budgeting model through a case study at a Cana-
dian university. Ozdil and Hoque (2017) presented the results of a case study on the
implementation of a new budgeting model at an Australian university.

Other articles address “quality management in HEIs”. Regarding this theme, Van
Kemenade et al. (2008) developed a new concept of quality in HEIs, following the premise
that although multiple definitions of quality do exist, there is a need for a new definition to
explain recent questions regarding quality in higher education. del Pino et al. (2018) also
developed a methodology to diagnose the predominant cultural conditions in a university
in Ecuador and determine the type of change that needs to be applied, so as to support the
development of quality management systems in higher education.

In addition to the aforementioned themes, some articles also address “sustainability,
social responsibility and environmental management” (see Sulaiman and Rahman 2013;
Chang 2013; Wigmore-Álvarez and Ruiz-Lozano 2014; Arroyo 2017). Sulaiman and Rahman
(2013) addressed a university’s community awareness regarding environmental issues
and environmental management accounting and to what extent such a community is
aware of the need for information on environmental costs. Chang (2013) focused on the
management of environmental costs through an accounting perspective, by researching
costs management practices concerning electricity, water and paper consumption, as well
as waste generation.

Finally, a last category named “financial disclosure” was identified, encompassing
only one article: the one by Jovanović and Dragija (2018), in which the financial reporting
systems of two universities are assessed at a micro and macro level, the former referring to
management accounting and the latter to a public policy framework.

In summary, it was possible to group the topics addressed in the sample under each of
the following categories: (1) NPM reforms and changes in HEIs (through MCS or perfor-
mance evaluation systems); (2) cost/management accounting; (3) strategic management
accounting; (4) management control/management control tools; (5) stakeholders (per-
ceptions, attitudes, motivation and characteristics); (6) budget; (7) quality management;
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(8) sustainability, social responsibility and environmental management; and (9) financial
disclosure.

Next, a longitudinal perspective regarding the evolution of the themes of the articles
comprising the sample is presented (see Figure 2), as well as the co-occurrence networks
(see Figure 3).
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Longitudinal Perspective

The articles encompassing the sample were published between 1996 and 2020. To
assess the evolution of the themes in a longitudinal stance, four periods were considered:
1996–2005; 2006–2010; 2011–2015; 2016–2020.

The first period, ranging from 1996 to 2005, is the one with the least number of articles
published (4 articles), although the longest (24 years). Two articles refer to NPM reforms
and changes in HEIs (through MCS or performance evaluation systems), one article is
about budget and another about cost/management accounting. Between 2006 and 2010,
7 articles were published. Two articles refer to NPM reforms and changes in HEIs and two
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others address themes concerning management control/management control tools. Finally,
one article was published regarding each of the following categories: strategic management
accounting, quality management and cost/management accounting. In a third period
(2011 to 2015), 14 articles were published. Of these, 3 articles addressed NPM reforms
and changes in HEIs, sustainability, social responsibility and environmental management,
and cost/management accounting, respectively. Two articles were about management
control/management control tools and another two about stakeholders’ perceptions, at-
titudes, characteristics and motivation towards MCS, performance evaluation systems
and strategic management tools. Finally, only one article was published on strategic man-
agement accounting. In the last period (2016 to 2020), 25 articles were published. The
most covered themes relate to stakeholders (7 articles) and NPM reforms and changes in
HEIs (6 articles). It should also be stressed that the only article pertaining to the category
“financial disclosure” was published during this period.

Throughout the 39 years in which the articles in the sample were published, there
are two themes that are common to all stages: NPM reforms and changes in HEIs and
cost/management accounting (see Appendix A). The largest number of articles published
over time relates to NPM reforms and changes in HEIs (13 articles, representing 26% of the
sample), with 8 being published between 2011 and 2020 (see Figure 4). Furthermore, 8 arti-
cles on costs/management were published, 6 of them between 2011 and 2020. Regarding
strategic management accounting, 6 articles were published between 2006 and 2020, with
4 articles being published between 2016 and 2020. In fact, 50% of the sample was published
between 2016 and 2020. The remaining categories were published between 2013 and 2020.
It is also important to stress that the most recent articles pertain to the “strategic manage-
ment tools” and the “sustainability, social responsibility and environmental management”
categories. Additionally, the themes regarding stakeholders are the most frequent ones in
articles published between 2016 and 2020 (7 articles published during this period).

In summary, the longitudinal analysis suggests that studies on management account-
ing and control in HEIs tend to focus on MCS and performance evaluation systems, whether
they are related to NPM reforms and changes in HEIs or the stakeholders’ perceptions and
attitudes. Conversely, the least addressed topics in the sample are those included in the
following categories: management control/management control tools (4 published articles),
sustainability, social responsibility and environmental management (4 published articles),
budget (3 published articles), quality management (2 published articles) and financial
disclosure (1 article).
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4.2. Main Results of Studies on Management Accounting and Control in HEIs

The categories highlighted in the first research question were adopted to describe
the articles’ results. Some articles are used to illustrate examples of such results for each
category.

Regarding NPM reforms, Kallio et al. (2020) suggested that reforms in Finland’s HEIs
led to changes in administrative structures, planning and control systems, staff coordi-
nation and roles, and power allocation which became a challenge for these institutions.
Boitier and Rivière (2016) suggest that combining different management logics within that
institution and a fragmented implementation of a new management logic were possible
issues. This is explained by the fact that different actors, namely, administrators, politicians
and academics, adopt these logics in different ways and according to their roles, which
is also affected by their professional trajectory and the connections they maintain outside
the university. When referring to changes in HEIs, Martin-Sardesai (2016) found that
institutional entrepreneurship and MCS complement each other. Agyemang and Broadbent
(2015) considered that internal MCS developed by HEIs in the United Kingdom are in
accordance with the Research Excellence Framework. Although these systems are accepted
by these institutions, they partly encourage a deviation from the values hitherto held by
these institutions.

Regarding the articles addressing cost accounting/management, Brusca et al. (2019)
observed that in recent years many Spanish universities have made great efforts to imple-
ment a cost accounting system, largely due to the requirements of the central government.
Nevertheless, the results suggest that universities tend to emphasize cost accounting for ac-
countability purposes. Hutaibat and Alhatabat (2020) studied the adoption of management
accounting practices in United Kingdom universities, suggesting that larger universities
adopt these practices more frequently when compared with smaller ones. They justify
this by arguing that larger universities need more refined tools to better manage their
many functions. Some articles under this category mention the adoption of the ABC (see
Palowski 2011; Kont and Jantson 2011; Sánchez et al. 2019). Palowski (2011) found that
the implementation of a costing system in a UK HEI was based on misunderstandings
of several key aspects of the ABC theory, namely related to resource and activity costs.
Sánchez et al. (2019) suggested that ABC allows HEIs to identify activities that do not
add value, also assessing how they can be eliminated or, if not possible, how resource
consumption can be reduced. Finally, Kont and Jantson (2011) argued that both ABC and
TDABC can be applied in university libraries.

When referring to management accounting, several articles address it as a strategic
management tool. Three articles are presented to illustrate this approach. Hutaibat (2019)
reached similar results, suggesting that strategic management accounting can be regarded
as having different degrees, and that the mindset determines how accounting is perceived
by the different actors. Similarly, Hutaibat et al. (2011) suggest that strategic management
accounting is dealt with and the perceptions of institutional members are shaped according
to each individual’s mindset (whether bureaucratic or entrepreneurial). Finally, Marlina and
Tjahjadi (2020) aimed to understand, through a critical review, how strategic management
accounting increases university performance. The results reveal that knowledge is still
limited in this field.

A fourth category addresses management control/management control tools. Two
articles are provided as illustrations. Ahrens and Khalifa’s (2015) study suggests that the
compliance with regulated management control in three universities in UAE is nothing
more than a creative process of organizing and translating general prescriptions and
applying them to a specific context. Tsamenyi et al.’s (2008) study considers that cultural
factors impact management control practices in less developed countries such as Indonesia.

A fifth category refers to stakeholders’ perceptions, attitudes, characteristics and
motivation towards MCSs, performance evaluation systems and strategic management
tools. Regarding perceptions/attitudes, Heinicke and Guenther (2020) found significant
differences between top managers and deans of three German universities regarding
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the relationship between structural autonomy and management control, and between
management control and teaching and research performance. Top managers only consider
strategic boundaries and beliefs as significantly related to teaching performance, whereas,
for deans, more autonomy is related to more emphasis on MCS. Pilonato and Monfardini
(2020) found that teaching managers and course directors at two Italian universities have
different perceptions regarding performance evaluation systems. Teaching managers have
a more positive view, while course directors tend to be more cautious and sceptical, as
they see reforms as problematic and inconsistent due to the length of procedures and the
restrictions on their freedom to manage. Finally, Dobija et al. (2019) found that the use
of performance evaluation depends on both exogenous factors and endogenous factors.
At the internal level it is possible to verify different attitudes of deans, researchers and
teaching staff, and even some resistance to the use of performance evaluation.

Regarding the stakeholders’ attitudes towards control systems, Bollecker (2016) found
that different actors (financial director, three vice-presidents of three different departments
and the director of general services) have different attitudes towards the adoption of total
costing tools. These differences are explained by discrepancies in resource allocation and
availability, reallocation strategies, and by reasons related to the institution’s history. With
respect to stakeholders’ motivation, Sutton and Brown (2016) showed that the design and
operationalization of an MCS appeared to maintain and even increase the motivation of
the different academic actors. This was due to the fact of being under the illusion that no or
very little control was being exercised. Finally, with regard to stakeholders’ characteristics,
Bobe and Kober (2020), through their study of 39 Australian public universities, considered
that deans’ personal characteristics are related to the importance they place on financial
and non-financial performance measures, as well as how they use MCS.

The “budget” category is exemplified by Kenno and Sainty (2017) and Ozdil and
Hoque (2017) studies. Regarding the first article, the authors described the difficulty of
implementing a new budgeting system in a Canadian university, due to several issues
such as the implementation complexity or problems related to the maintenance of key
personnel. Regarding the second one, it was concluded that the change process of an
Australian university was dependent on the chosen budget model.

As for quality management, Van Kemenade et al. (2008) found that the lack of accep-
tance of external evaluation systems in higher education may be associated with too much
control and too little improvement. del Pino et al. (2018) claimed that the application of a
quality management system at a university in Ecuador was feasible although cultural and
sociotechnical barriers were experienced, thus preventing the achievement of predefined
quality standards. Nevertheless, improvement plans were subsequently implemented
resulting in an increase of the commitment and participation level of those involved which,
consequently, resulted in better outcomes.

Regarding the category encompassing articles on sustainability, social responsibility
and environmental management, two articles were analyzed. On the one hand, Sulaiman
and Rahman (2013) concluded that staff consider information on environmental costs as
useful for managing the impact of their activities on the environment. On the other hand,
Chang (2013) found that knowledge about environmental management accounting, in three
universities under study, is limited and that efforts to improve environmental performance,
particularly from an accounting perspective, are scarce.

In the final category, labeled “financial disclosure”, the article by Jovanović and Dragija
(2018) shows that the existence of financial reporting systems in the two universities under
study is particularly useful for the decision-making process. The authors also suggested
that the accounting function in HEIs is undervalued, since it is usually used for reporting
purposes. Figure 5 below portrays the most relevant authors (AU), countries (AU_CO) and
research topics (DE).
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4.3. Thematic Evolution

Academic research’s leading theoretical and conceptual research themes on man-
agement accounting and control in HEIs can be divided into four quadrants, which are
detailed in Figure 6 below. It is possible to observe that research in this area is grouped
into “motor themes” and “basic themes”. The engine themes drive the research, and they
are the major research areas from which the remaining research begins. This quadrant
encompasses management accounting and management control systems. The lower right
quadrant depicts the “basic themes”, which are the most explored ones. This quadrant
presents themes related to higher education, accounting education, management control
and sustainability. Figure 7 shows the main themes which have been stressed in this field
of research throughout the period under analysis.
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4.4. Main Theories Addressed in Studies on Management Accounting and Control in HEIs

Through the analysis of the articles that comprise the sample it was possible to identify
15 articles addressing theories. Thirteen different theories are mentioned (see Table 1):

Table 1. Main Theories.

Theories Authors

Institutional Theory

Ozdil and Hoque (2017)
Dobija et al. (2019)

Modell (2006)
Boitier and Rivière (2013)

Bollecker (2016)
Hutaibat and Alhatabat (2020)

Minelli et al. (2015)

Isomorphism Theory

Dobija et al. (2019)
Bollecker (2016)

Agasisti et al. (2008)
Brusca et al. (2019)

Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice Hutaibat et al. (2011)
Hutaibat (2019)

Grounded Theory Hutaibat et al. (2011)
Hutaibat (2019)

Rational Choice Theory Ozdil and Hoque (2017)

Self-Referential Theory Agasisti et al. (2008)

Self-Determination Theory Sutton and Brown (2016)

Negotiated Order Modell (2006)

Contingency Theory Hutaibat and Alhatabat (2020)

Cost Inducers Theory Palowski (2011)

Organizational Control Theory Minelli et al. (2015)

Professionalism Theory Heinicke and Guenther (2020)

Upper Echelons Theory Bobe and Kober (2020)
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The most addressed theory is the institutional theory and its respective approaches—
new institutional economics (NIE), new institutional sociology (NIS) and old institutional
economics (OIE)—referred to in 7 articles. The isomorphism theory is addressed in 4 articles,
and Bourdieu’s theory of practice and the grounded theory are mentioned in 2 articles
each. The remaining theories appear in a single article (see Table 1). Regarding the
aforementioned theories, it is possible to conclude that most of them are sociological and
psychological ones. With regard to sociological theories, the institutional theory, Bourdieu’s
theory of practice, the theory of rational choice, the so-called negotiated order and the
isomorphism theory stand out. The psychological theories encompass the higher-ranking
theory, self-determination theory, self-referential theory and professionalism theory. A total
of 9 theories (out of the 13 theories identified) fall into this typology.

5. Some Reflections for Further Research and Concluding Remarks

The results of the first research question—what are the main topics covered in the stud-
ies on management accounting and control in HEIs—allowed us to identify nine categories,
each one encompassing articles with similar themes. The identified categories were labeled:
(1) NPM reforms and changes in HEIs (through MCS or performance evaluation systems);
(2) cost/management accounting; (3) strategic management accounting; (4) management
control/management control tools; (5) stakeholders (perceptions, attitudes, motivation and
characteristics); (6) budgeting; (7) quality management; (8) sustainability, social respon-
sibility and environmental management; and (9) financial disclosure. These themes are
aligned with the ones adopted by management accounting and control in other settings,
both directly or indirectly. Directly, cost/management accounting, strategic management
accounting, and management control/management control tools are all themes researched
since the 1960s, and mainly since the 1980s (see Shields 2018; Jiang 2019; Xie 2019). Themes
of financial disclosure and sustainability are more recently found in the literature. Indirectly,
management accounting and control is also present in studies which address NPM reforms
and changes in HEIs. However, in these cases, some articles focus on NPM as, for example,
drivers of management accounting and control change (e.g., according to Kallio et al. (2020),
NPM reforms in Finland led to several changes such as in planning and control systems).
Regarding the theme “stakeholders”, management accounting is, according to Shields
(2018, p. 3), “about more than just numbers: it is also about people and how they make
decisions, are motivated, and interact with others”. Budgeting and quality management
can be considered part of a broader theme, which Shields (2018) entitled “planning and
control”.

Furthermore, a longitudinal analysis of these categories allowed us to understand
their evolution between 1981 and 2020. More specifically, it was found that most articles
address NPM reforms and changes in HEIs (through MCS or performance assessment
systems). The 13 articles which focus on this theme are also transversal to the four time
periods which were previously defined, although 8 were published between 2011 and 2020.
These facts are in line with the work of Funck and Karlsson (2020), who argue that NPM has
been a major focus of debate since its inception, continuing nowadays to capture attention,
also stressing the role of accounting.

Another category which encompasses articles published during all the four time
periods is the one named “cost/management accounting”. Furthermore, only the category
“strategic management accounting” includes articles published (6 articles) in three of
the identified periods (the remaining categories comprise articles published in only two
periods); more specifically, between 2006 and 2020. Nevertheless, most of the articles
addressing topics related to strategic management accounting were published between
2016 and 2020. Once again, it should be stressed that 50% of the sample (25 articles) was
published between 2016 and 2020.

The themes regarding the “stakeholders”, “strategic management accounting” and
“sustainability, social responsibility and environmental management” are the most recent
ones. The articles referring to the perceptions, attitudes, motivation and characteristics of
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stakeholders were published between 2013 and 2020 (9 articles) while the articles on sus-
tainability, social responsibility and environmental management were published between
2013 and 2017 (4 articles). Despite the fact that the topics on stakeholders have emerged not
so long ago, these topics are the ones on which research on management accounting and
control in HEIs was most active in the period ranging from 2016 to 2020. Furthermore, the
themes least often addressed throughout the sample are those in the following categories:
management control/management control tools; sustainability, social responsibility and
environmental management; budget; quality management; and financial disclosure.

In summary, it can be observed that 39 out of 50 articles were published in the past
decade. That is why the literature on management accounting and control in HEIs is dis-
persed, i.e., it does not follow the general literature as a whole. Instead, a general literature
has evolved over a much larger period, providing the basis for more specific settings such
as HEIs. Changes occurred during the 1980s led to an increase in the importance of themes
related to planning and control and stressed the importance of performance (see Shields
2018). During this period, research on control has increased, addressing different topics
such as performance measurement, incentives and performance evaluation, while topics
addressing planning (such as budgeting) have decreased (see, for example, Shields 2018;
Xie 2019).

Some similarities can be found when comparing management accounting and control
in broader terms (see Section 2) with management accounting and control in HEI. On the
one hand, Shields (2018) stated that studies on management accounting and control, which
initially (between 1926 and 1986) were focused on costs, progressively shifted their focus to
performance measurement and reward (mainly between 2015 and 2017). Jiang (2019) and
Xie (2019) reported similar results. Xie (2019) found that 54% of his sample addressed MCS,
stressing the following sub-themes: performance measurement and evaluation; reward and
incentives; development and integration of management accounting and control systems.
On the other hand, the results for the first research question allow us to conclude that
research in this area has become interested in topics related to stakeholders’ perceptions,
attitudes, characteristics and motivation towards MCS, to performance evaluation systems
and strategic management tools, as well as to the NPM reforms and changes in HEIs
(through MCS or performance evaluation systems). These themes, in addition to being
the most addressed themes throughout the sample, are also the ones that are prevalent
in the articles published between 2016 and 2020. In short, based on these results, we can
claim that management accounting and control research in HEIs tends to focus on themes
related to MCS and performance evaluation systems, following a more general literature.
Furthermore, our findings also suggest an increase in strategic management accounting
research, differing from Rashid and McGrath’s (2020) findings. In light of these findings,
it is the authors’ opinion that future research on management accounting and control in
HEIs should go back to basics, i.e., it should emphasize cost accounting and service costing.
Only one article mentioned cost accounting: that of Sánchez et al. (2019), which suggested
a model (based on activity-based costing) for calculating the costs of different departments
in a public university.

Regarding the second research question, the following conclusions can be drawn:
MCS and performance evaluation systems are seen as a viable and successful option to
be developed and implemented by HEIs. However, it should be stressed that not all
academic actors perceive these changes in the same way, something that often leads to
partial implementation of these systems (see Kallio et al. 2020; Boitier and Rivière 2016;
Martin-Sardesai 2016; Agyemang and Broadbent 2015). In fact, strategic beliefs and struc-
tural autonomy are related to the emphasis that senior managers and deans place on MCS
(Heinicke and Guenther 2020). Additionally, stakeholders’ demographic characteristics can
have an influence on the importance they place on financial and non-financial performance
measures, including MCS (Bobe and Kober 2020). In fact, academic stakeholders may have
different perceptions and attitudes towards MCS and performance measurement systems,
something which can potentially lead to resistance to adopting such systems (Pilonato and
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Monfardini 2020; Dobija et al. 2019; Bollecker 2016). Conversely, when these systems are
implemented, motivation is not considered to be affected, since there is the perception that
no or very little control is actually exercised (Sutton and Brown 2016). Furthermore, the
concept of mindset stands out in strategic management accounting studies, determining
how accounting is perceived by each individual, which in turn has an influence on how
he/she addresses it (Hutaibat et al. 2011; Hutaibat 2019). However, it is not possible to
state whether strategic management accounting increases the performance of HEIs, as
knowledge in this area is still limited (Marlina and Tjahjadi 2020). Studies on management
control/management control tools allow us to conclude that cultural issues have a great im-
pact on management control practices (see Tsamenyi et al. 2008). More specifically, studies
on quality management reveal a lack of acceptance of external evaluation by universities,
not only due to cultural and sociotechnical barriers (del Pino et al. 2018), but also because
they might not result in major changes for these institutions (Van Kemenade et al. 2008).
Our findings also show that although the implementing of a budget is seen as crucial for
an HEI that is making changes regarding its management control (Ozdil and Hoque 2017),
other factors may restrain such changes (Kenno and Sainty 2017). With regard to studies on
sustainability, social responsibility and environmental management, the findings show that
the different actors consider information on environmental costs to be useful (Sulaiman and
Rahman 2013); however, efforts to improve environmental performance from an accounting
point of view are still scarce (Chang 2013). Finally, studies on cost/management accounting,
allow us to conclude that HEIs, despite being resistant to this type of change, often end
up implementing cost/management accounting, due to external pressures (isomorphic),
such as the ones exerted by the government. Consequently, there is sometimes a distortion
between the theoretical and real objectives in implementation since these institutions tend
to value cost accounting as a means for stakeholder accountability (Brusca et al. 2019).

In short, the findings suggest that despite the importance given to management
accounting and control tools in HEIs, several issues such as strategic beliefs, structural
autonomy, demographic characteristics, among others, compel these institutions’ different
stakeholders to have different perceptions/attitudes towards these instruments, often
leading to its partial implementation. Despite this fact, most of the time these institutions
end up implementing these instruments due to external pressures.

With regard to the third research question, the findings show that only 15 articles
address theories, although 13 different theories were mentioned. The most frequently
adopted theory is the institutional theory and its respective approaches: 9 articles address
the institutional theory and the isomorphism theory (see Table 1). The findings suggest
that most adopted theories have a sociological and psychological nature. This fact is in line
with the general literature on management accounting and control (see Scapens 2012; Gong
and Tse 2009), which claim that the institutional theory is commonly adopted one (see
Al-Htaybat and Alberti-Alhtaybat 2013). Furthermore, 44 articles pertaining to our sample
adopted the case study method, something which is stressed in interpretive research (see
Jansen 2018). However, case studies are only theoretically generalizable. Therefore, a call
for a more positivist approach is needed in order to seek “law-like generalizations” (see
Jansen 2018, p. 1489).

Additionally, to better reflect directions for further research themes, our findings were
complemented by an analysis of the future research suggested in the articles in the sample.
It is important to stress that only 31 (out of 50) studies pointed out future avenues for
research in management accounting and control in HEIs. In broader terms, some authors
ask for more longitudinal and comparative studies (see, for example, Boitier and Rivière
2013; Heinicke and Guenther 2020; Hutaibat and Alhatabat 2020; Martin-Sardesai 2016).
Another set of articles suggests applying their results to other contexts or countries, also
extending them to the private sector (see Chung et al. 2009; Broadbent 2010). This is, in
part, a consequence of the adoption of the case study method by most studies (44 out of 50).

Consequently, most of them suggest that further research should focus on replicating
their case or conducting additional case studies due to reliability and replicability issues.
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By doing so, best practices could emerge and additional insights can be obtained. Another
important avenue for further research would be comparing different education systems,
notably with that of the United States of America (US). Although the analyzed articles
addressed 46 countries (most of them European), none assessed management accounting
and control in US HEIs, and no study addressed African countries. Consequently, future
research should assess which management accounting and control tools are adopted in
underdeveloped African countries and why. Furthermore, the adoption of quantitative
methodologies has been limited and further research should address mixed, experimental
and literature methods (see Marlina and Tjahjadi 2020). Additionally, most articles are
focused on public HEIs and thus future research should address private ones.

More specifically, according to the main topics which resulted from this SLR, and based
on the suggestions made in the articles encompassing the sample, some other reflections
on further research were conducted, pointing out different directions (see, for example,
Martin-Sardesai et al. 2019; Agyemang and Broadbent 2015; Hutaibat 2019; Hutaibat et al.
2011; Marlina and Tjahjadi 2020; Bobe and Kober 2020; Bollecker 2016; Dobija et al. 2019;
Pilonato and Monfardini 2020; Ozdil and Hoque 2017; Arroyo 2017; Wigmore-Álvarez and
Ruiz-Lozano 2014), namely:

• Addressing the extent to which negative impacts of performance management systems
are due to the dysfunctions resulting from the actions of organizations or individuals.
This is an important issue since these impacts may hamper quality research, also
leading to rankings which do not truly depict the strength of the HEI;

• Better understanding the complexity of the reactions of academics towards manage-
ment control systems based in academic rankings. This fact can potentially develop
important values, which can be grounded on a more relational approach to manage-
ment control;

• More empirical evidence is needed to prescribe practical implications to address the
obligation to promote a sustainable higher education;

• More studies following the principles of authenticity, plausibility and criticality, mainly
in cases where the researcher is a participant observer and a close relationship between
him/her and the research subject can be questioned;

• More interpretive research on strategy and accounting in order to develop themes
such as strategic costing modeling, accounting competitors and customer accounting.
According to Hutaibat et al. (2011), strategic management accounting should be
extended to other institutions to obtain a deeper comprehension of the phenomenon;

• Addressing the linkage between HEIs and industry in order to increase HEIS’ perfor-
mance;

• Better understanding the impact of Deans’ characteristics on the use of MCS and
performance measures, since they can greatly affect an HEI’s performance;

• Understanding how the actions undertaken by a presidential team can anticipate
or change HEIs’ response to external demands. This is an important matter since
stakeholders’ representation may change over time, affecting institutional demands.
Consequently, HEIs’ strategic response should adapt to these changes;

• Assessing the impact of international organizations, such as rating and accreditation
agencies, regarding the use of performance measures. In fact, several scholars as
well as practitioners are still skeptical towards the credibility of those agencies, and
consequently towards the use of the proposed measures;

• Assessing the role of other key players such as local authorities, ministries or healthcare
organizations. By understanding the role played by these agents, HEIs can gain
important insights about how control systems may be improved;

• Assessing the effects of power relations within an HEI, the potential conflicts between
agents, as well as the motivational effects. Power exercises within an HEI can both
promote collaboration or lead to the emergence of conflicts. Therefore, on the one
hand it is crucial for these institutions to know how to overcome potential conflicts
and, on the other hand, how to foster collaboration;
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• Assessing the effects of innovation and organizational change on HEIs’ budgets. This
is an important issue to be explored since changes in an HEI’s internal conditions,
dynamics, as well as on the relationships between the different agents, can shape the
budget model;

• Assessing the main barriers and drivers of organizational change, something which,
for example, can potentially allow HEIs to better assess organizational and contextual
factors behind the diversity of roles regarding the campus sustainability;

• Addressing the non-voluntary disclosure of sustainable practices. Nowadays, this is
crucial since organizations need to be transparent. Their stakeholders increasingly
wish to have a clear vision on how HEIs are managed, not only regarding their
economic dimension, but also in relation to their social and environmental dimensions.

Again, it is important to stress that the abovementioned themes not only resulted
from suggestions made by various authors pertaining to the sample, but also were not
considered and explored in further articles on management accounting and control in HEIs.

Finally, since we living in a “knowledge era” and HEIs use “knowledge” as input and
output, it is also suggested that future research should focus on assessing the relationship
between management accounting and control and knowledge management and intellectual
capital creation in this type of institution. Management accounting and control mechanisms
should be adapted to address this reality, in which intangibles resources prevail. Con-
sidering the growing importance of organizational sustainability, further research in this
area should focus on this theme, namely on issues related to the social and environmental
aspects of HEIs. Stakeholders are increasingly valuing social and environmental practices,
as well as their disclosure.

This SLR aims to provide a theoretical contribution to research on management ac-
counting and control in higher education institutions and fill the gap in the literature on
this specific topic. To do so, several cues for further research were pointed out, such as
potential themes to be addressed, different methods to be adopted, or even new countries
to serve as new empirical grounds. It also aims to emphasize the importance that both
management accounting instruments and management control instruments have in the
pursuit of the objectives and management of these institutions, whose mission is central to
the development of societies. Regarding practical contributions, this paper may be useful
for HEI stakeholders, and for their managers. Through the synthesis of the different studies
in this field, it is possible to verify current trends in HEIs with regard to management
accounting and control, and apply them in their institutions.

This study is not without limitations. The main one is the use of (only) two databases
and the exclusion of publications such as books, conference proceedings and the so-called
gray literature, which significantly reduced the sample. Therefore, further research should
try to enlarge the sample by including these types of documents.
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