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This paper systematically reviews the body of literature on accounting firms that serve small and medium-
sized enterprises. It seeks to present the status quo, reflect on inconsistent views, uncover gaps and suggest
avenues for future research. Following a database search and referral scan, 54 empirical studies published in
peer-reviewed journals are identified and used for the analysis. We group the sample studies into three clus-
ters according to commonalities in the topics addressed. A further analysis of individual clusters enables us to
conclude that the role of accounting firms as business advisors is yet to be substantiated due to the absence
of high-quality research in international settings. It also becomes evident that although organisational and
institutional factors affect the demand for services from accounting firms, individual factors act as conditions
that activate the demand. Our review also reveals deficiencies in the majority of previous studies to incor-
porate potential moderating variables and mediating mechanisms while examining the relationship between
service acquisition and expected outcomes. This paper contributes to the ongoing knowledge debates regarding
the changing nature of accounting firms, client–accountant relationships and service acquisition outcomes by
specifically focusing on accounting firms at the lower end of the professional field.

Given the significance of small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) for economic development, policymak-
ers’ and governments’ support for the small business
sector is prominent worldwide. Correspondingly, SMEs
have attracted the attention of researchers in multiple
disciplines (see De Bruyckere et al. 2020; Pangarso et al.
2022; Singh et al. 2023). Notwithstanding this, research
at the nexus of management accounting and small busi-
ness has sporadically intrigued scholars. Although both
streams have developed greatly on their own fronts, in-
quiries at their intersection have recently gained mo-
mentum among a few scholars (e.g., Kapiyangoda and
Gooneratne 2021; Pelz 2019; Sandgren et al. 2022).
While such studies have attempted to advance our un-
derstanding of accounting functions (Kapiyangoda and
Gooneratne 2021) and their usefulness (Pelz 2019) and
execution (Sandgren et al. 2022) in SMEs, a gap remains
in the understanding of the role of accounting firms that
serve SMEs as external service providers. Although the
mainstream accounting literature has thoroughly docu-
mented the changing role of elite actors in the profes-
sional field as business advisors (Greenwood and Sud-
daby 2006; Suddaby et al. 2009), studies on accounting
firms (hereinafter small and medium-sized accounting
practices (SMPs)) that serve SMEs have only become
more frequent in the last two decades.

SMEs such as family firms are the most common form
of business organisation globally (Andersson et al. 2017)

and accountants in SMPs are frequently approached
service providers in the SME environment (Gooder-
ham et al. 2004; Robson and Bennet 2000a); however,
emerging studies on the role of SMPs as external ser-
vice providers have presented inconsistent views. Two
lines of argumentation can be distinguished regarding
the role of SMPs. One line implicitly or explicitly un-
derscores the role of SMPs as business advisors – firms
that provide services beyond the traditional accounting
domain (see Berry et al. 2006; Jarvis and Rigby 2012;
Michiels et al. 2021; Nuijten et al. 2020; Sarens et al.
2015). By contrast, another line argues that SMPs re-
quire business expertise to be able to add value as busi-
ness advisors (e.g., Burke and Jarratt 2004; Deakins et al.
2001; Marriot et al. 2008). Similarly, the existing lit-
erature details variation among SMEs in seeking ser-
vices from SMPs (Blackburn and Jarvis 2010; Carey and
Tanewski 2016) as well as an influence of service acquisi-
tion from SMPs on SMEs’ expected outcomes (see Carey
2015; De Bruyckere et al. 2020; Kirby and King 1997;
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Ogane 2021; Robson and Bennet 2000a). While the in-
crease in the number of empirical studies is welcome,
these studies are founded in divergent literatures and
disciplines with inconsistent views regarding the role of
SMPs, factors influencing service acquisition from SMPs
and outcomes of service acquisition from SMPs.

Amid such burgeoning empirical work, an array of
literature reviews (e.g., Kapiyangoda and Gooneratne
2021; Pelz 2019; Sandgren et al. 2022) have provided
an overview of the research streams on accounting
in SMEs. Their primary focus lies in synthesising the
management accounting functions (Kapiyangoda and
Gooneratne 2021), their usefulness (Pelz 2019) and the
role of individuals as internal accountants in the exe-
cution of accounting functions (Sandgren et al. 2022)
in SMEs. We acknowledge these attempts to synthesise
the existing knowledge at the nexus of management ac-
counting and small business; however, our study follows
a review agenda that sits at the intersection of both liter-
ature streams yet differs from existing reviews. In partic-
ular, we aim to synthesise the current body of literature
on SMPs as external service providers for SMEs in terms
of topics, methods, theories and research settings as well
as to reflect on the inconsistent views regarding the role
of accounting firms, factors that influence service acqui-
sition and post-service acquisition outcomes. Our mo-
tivation is to gain a better understanding of the reasons
underlying the inconsistent views and to identify oppor-
tunities for theory building and empirical research. As
our sample reveals (see Appendix A), these studies orig-
inate from different fields and span multiple academic
outlets, and the published research appears to be frag-
mented. Thus, the present study aims to address a clearly
apparent omission regarding the integration of exist-
ing knowledge on SMPs as external service providers
for SMEs while seeking the potential reasons that un-
derlie the inconsistent views. Against this backdrop, our
review is guided by the following research questions:

1. What is the status of research on SMPs as external
service providers for SMEs?

2. What are the underlying reasons behind the inconsis-
tent views on the role of SMPs, factors that influence
service acquisition and service acquisition outcomes?

3. What gaps exist in the current literature and what
could future research areas be?

To answer these questions, we systematically analysed
54 studies published in several academic outlets between
April 1997 and March 2022 by following a methodology
suggested by Tranfield et al. (2003) and Massaro et al.
(2016). Based on commonalities in the topics addressed,
we grouped the sample studies into three clusters, which
allowed us to generate new insights, identify potential
reasons behind the inconsistent views, highlight gaps in
the existing literature and suggest directions for future

research. The review of studies in Cluster 1 revealed that
the claims regarding the role of SMPs as business advi-
sors are limited to specific country settings, with more
research yet to be conducted in international settings
to support or refute the current view of SMPs as busi-
ness advisors. While we listed individual, organisational
and institutional factors that influence the demand for
services from SMPs in Cluster 2, the most researched
are individual factors as conditions that activate the de-
mand, which further indicates the significance of indi-
vidual characteristics while approaching SMPs for ser-
vices. Finally, in Cluster 3, our review pinpointed the
variation in findings while examining the impact of ser-
vice acquisition from SMPs, the expected outcomes and
the underlying reasons, such as a lack of incorporation
of potential moderating variables and mediating mech-
anisms.

The main contribution of this review lies in our sys-
tematic analysis of the existing body of literature on
the role of SMPs as external service providers. We
conducted the analysis to reflect on the inconsistent
views and contribute to ongoing debates regarding the
transformation of the accounting profession and its
consequences (e.g., Carnegie et al. 2021; Malo et al.
2020), while also emphasising and questioning the role
of SMPs as depicted in earlier empirical studies. Our
study also enhances the understanding of the client–
accountant relationship by painting a picture of the fac-
tors that influence clients’ decision to approach accoun-
tants. In addition, it provides greater clarity regarding
the outcomes by indicating deficiencies that could influ-
ence the impact of service acquisition on expected out-
comes.

The paper continues with an explanation of the lit-
erature review methods in the following Methodology
section. The third section provides a brief descriptive
overview of the field. Section 4, ‘Status Quo, Reflections
and Future Research Directions’ is devoted to providing
a detailed review and analysis of the three clusters as well
as to identifying the potential reasons behind the incon-
sistent views, research gaps and possibilities for future
research in terms of topics, methods, theories and re-
search settings. A final section concludes the review, in-
cluding an overview of its implications and limitations.

Methodology

To conduct this literature review, we followed a system-
atic approach prescribed by Tranfield et al. (2003) and
Massaro et al. (2016). To ensure rigour, our literature
review was influenced by a widespread tradition of con-
ducting systematic literature reviews in the field of man-
agement accounting, such as those of Azhar et al. (2021)
and Norris et al. (2022). We clearly distinguished three
stages for conducting this systematic review, namely,
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planning the review, conducting it and reporting the
findings. First, review boundaries were identified in the
planning stage, as presented in the following subsection
‘Review boundaries’. Then, a review approach was de-
veloped to explain the process of conducting the review
through the inclusion and exclusion of studies, as de-
scribed in the ‘Review approach’ subsection. A final sub-
section, ‘Review reporting’ provides remarks on the re-
porting of our analysis. The following sections provide
a full explanation of and justification for searching and
managing the steps.

Review boundaries

In the planning step, we set the review boundaries with
the development of review protocols according to our
research objectives. The protocols specified databases,
keywords and where they should appear; the period se-
lected for the search; the type of literature to select;
and the inclusion and exclusion criteria. We selected
six reputable databases to conduct our search, namely,
Scopus, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Wi-
ley Online Library and Springer Link. As the focus of
our review was limited to studies on SMPs, we incorpo-
rated terms in the search string that had been used inter-
changeably in previous literature for accounting firms
that serve SMEs, such as small accounting firms (Bills
et al. 2021), small accounting practices (Alam and Nan-
dan 2010) and external accountants (De Bruyckere et al.
2020); thus, we could extract all potentially usable liter-
ature. Second, to ensure that we captured studies with a
view of SMPs as business advisors as well as external ser-
vice providers, the second part of our search string en-
compassed both external service providers and business
advisors. We used the following keyword string: (‘small
and medium-sized accounting practices’) OR (‘external
account*’) OR (‘small accounting firms’) OR (‘small ac-
counting practices’) AND (‘external service provi*’) OR
(‘business advi*’). The first group of keywords repre-
sents synonyms used in the literature to indicate SMPs.
The second keyword group contains both the initial role
and the changing role as depicted in previous studies.
We incorporated the asterisks into the search phrase to
minimise the risk of bypassing relevant studies. For in-
stance, by using ‘external service provi*’, we expected
to capture both the terms ‘external service providers’
and ‘external service provision’. By combining both the
keyword groups with AND, we used defined limiters to
search in titles, abstracts and keywords.

We further extended the limiters with peer-reviewed
journal articles in the English language. To maximise the
relevant sample, and in line with Azhar et al. (2021), we
did not place any limits on the class of journals to in-
clude studies from journals not listed in the Academic
Journal Guide (AJG) 2021. We only considered the peer-

review process for inclusion in the sample, without any
restrictions on the time span of publications. How-
ever, while searching in different databases, the very first
study to emerge was published in April 1997; therefore,
we decided to mark our period as April 1997–March
2022, as March 2022 was the arbitrary cut-off point for
allowing sufficient time to analyse the articles.

To compensate for weaknesses in the search string
or to reduce the risk of bypassing relevant literature
through database searches, referral scanning is con-
sidered suitable for complementing database searches
(Bodolica and Spraggon 2018). Thus, we consistently
examined the studies included in our final sample to in-
clude additional relevant studies using Google Scholar.
After defining a filtering mechanism, we prepared a
spreadsheet to document the search and sample selec-
tion process (see Figure 1) to ensure academic quality.

Review approach

The search process in six different databases delivered
662 initial hits. All abstracts were read to determine
whether the studies were relevant to our research ques-
tions. This process is illustrated in Figure 1. The first
author conducted an initial screening process. A thor-
ough sifting of the prepared spreadsheet to document
the search revealed 78 duplicates. An abstract analysis
of the remainder led us to exclude 476 studies due to
them being outside of our scope and not related to ei-
ther SMPs or SMEs but rather focused on aggregate lev-
els of analysis, such as accounting systems or their adop-
tion and impact. In total, 554 articles were excluded in
this step. Given the scarcity of empirical studies that ex-
plicitly focus on the role of accountants for SMEs, the
remaining 108 full-text articles were read in detail to as-
sess whether they contained information relevant to the
research questions. Both of the authors independently
screened the full-text articles. We paid particular atten-
tion to these studies’ purpose, findings and conclusion
to decide whether they fell within the scope of our re-
search questions. At this stage, we ensured that we min-
imised the risk of researcher bias in the data selection
through three consecutive meetings to discuss and de-
termine the inclusion/exclusion of full-text articles in
the final sample. Data from both of the authors were
compared and disagreements were resolved by consen-
sus for the inclusion of full-text articles. Building pri-
marily on a parameter of SMPs as service providers for
SMEs, we excluded 66 full-text articles because they did
not mention any role of SMPs as service providers for
SMEs. This led us to identify 42 full-text articles that
were relevant to our review.

In addition, the referral scanning of 42 full-text arti-
cles yielded 12 further studies, which led to a final sam-
ple size of 54 studies for our analysis. This process also

© 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd on behalf of CPA Australia.
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Figure 1 Search and selection process in a PRISMA flowchart. With the four stages of identification, screening,
eligibility and inclusion, the figure outlines the search and selection process for this systematic literature review

ensured the agreement of both authors by comparing
the lists of studies they had generated and developing a
mutual consensus on the inclusion/exclusion criteria as
specified previously. This sample size is similar to those
of various earlier systematic literature reviews that have
dealt with accounting topics, such as those of Kapiyan-
goda and Gooneratne (2021), Norris et al. (2022) and
Sandgren et al. (2022). Figure 1 demonstrates our search
and selection process.

Review reporting

In the third and final stage, we extracted the relevant
data and synthesised the findings. In line with Tranfield
et al. (2003), we first produced a descriptive analysis of
the field that was structured around the distribution
of papers, journal classification, timeline, methods
and theories, and research settings. Second, to anal-

yse the contents of the studies, we did not use any
formal coding program for our data analysis. Instead,
we relied on repeated and thorough readings of the
studies until patterns emerged. Initially, we focused on
developments and discussions in the field from April
1997 to March 2022(see Appendix C). Both authors
screened the contents of the studies for commonalities
and differences in the topics discussed. After analysing
the topics discussed over the period of our sample and
developing a mutual consensus on emerging patterns,
we were able to group the studies into three clusters
based on commonalities in the broader topics addressed
by the authors. Cluster 1 represents the studies that have
implicitly or explicitly paid attention to the changing
role of SMPs and demonstrating the need to adapt to the
contextual environment. The second broader category
of studies, namely, those in Cluster 2, have attempted
to investigate variations in the extent to which SMPs act
as business advisors by exploring and testing business

316 Australian Accounting Review © 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
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Table 1 Broader topics in three clusters

Clusters Broader topic Subtopics Author(s) No. of papers

Cluster 1 Changing role of
SMPs

SMPs as business advisors
Service diversification
Innovation in SMPs
Issues facing SMPs
Sources of
diversification
Management of
resources

Paoloni et al. 2022; Michiels et al. 2021; De
Bruyckere and Everaert 2021; Chikweche
and Bressan 2021; Nuijten et al. 2020;
Blackburn et al. 2018; Sarens et al. 2015;
Berry et al. 2006; Breen et al. 2004; Halabi
and Carroll 2015; Battisti and Williamson
2015; Brijlal et al. 2014; Halabi et al. 2010;
Bennet and Robson 2003; Su and Dou
2013; Bryson et al. 1997; Windeck et al.
2015; Stone 2011, 2015; Bennet and
Robson 1999a; Bills et al. 2020; Doving and
Gooderham 2008; Jarvis and Rigby 2012;
Marriot and Marriot 2000; Kirby and King
1997; Alam and Nandan 2010; Ciccotosto
et al. 2008; Sen and MacPherson 1998

28

Cluster 2 Service demand an-
tecedents/enabling
conditions

Business advice uptake
antecedents
Business advice uptake
enabling conditions

Chikweche and Bressan 2021; De Bruyckere
et al. 2020; 2018; Carey and Tanewski
2016; Hoglund and Sundvik 2016; Groote
and Michel 2021; Everaert et al. 2010;
Robson and Bennet, 2000b; Kremel and
Yazdanfar 2015; Ardley et al. 2016; Webber
et al. 2010; Johnson et al. 2007;
Gooderham et al. 2004; Reddrop and
Mapunda 2015; Bennet and Robson 1999b;
Jarvis and Rigby 2012; Stone 2011; Tan
et al. 2014; Robson and Bennet 2000b;
Kirby and King 1997

20

Cluster 3 Service acquisition
outcomes

Expected outcomes of
service acquisition
Relationship between
Service Acquisition and
Outcomes

Carey 2015; Barbera and Hasso 2013; Berry
et al. 2006; Hoglund and Sundvik 2016;
Bennet and Robson 2005; Watson 2011;
Weemaes et al. 2020; Ogane 2021; Robson
and Bennet 2000a; Mole 2002; Oosthuizen
et al. 2020; Bennet and Robson 2005; De
Bruyckere et al. 2020; Stawasz 2019

14

62

The total number of studies was 62, as eight studies were captured in more than one cluster. These studies are indicated in bold italics.

advice demand antecedents and enabling conditions.
Lastly, the studies in Cluster 3 have examined the impact
of service acquisition from SMPs on expected outcomes
for SMEs. We further delineated and analysed the clus-
ters individually to reflect on the previously mentioned
inconsistent views as well as to identify avenues for
future research in terms of topics, methods, theories
and research settings employed. Table 1 presents the
studies in three clusters grouped together on the basis
of commonalities in the topics addressed.

Descriptive Overview of the Field

This section summarises the characteristics of the sam-
ple in terms of the distribution of papers, journal classi-
fication and timeline (‘Distribution of papers, journal
classification and timeline’ subsection); methods and
theoretical lenses employed (‘Methods and theoretical
lenses’ subsection); and research settings (‘Research set-
tings’ subsection ).

Distribution of papers, journal classification and
timeline

A total of 54 papers were published across 37 differ-
ent academic journals, which we divided into six cate-
gories according to the journal field, as described in the
AJG 2021. Most academic outlets in which the sample
papers were published are ranked journals. From a to-
tal of 37 journals, 33 were found to be ranked in the
AJG 2021, meaning that 89.18% of the sample papers
appeared in ranked journals. Although the number of
accounting journals was higher than those from other
fields, most papers were published in entrepreneurship
and small business management journals, covering al-
most 35% of the overall sample. The next largest seg-
ment of the sample was from accounting journals at
26%, with the remainder spread across multiple other
fields. The higher publication rate in entrepreneur-
ship and small business management journals com-
pared with accounting journals indicates a lack of inter-
est among accounting scholars in conducting research

© 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd on behalf of CPA Australia.
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at the intersection of management accounting and small
business.

Regarding the timeline of papers in the sample, the
number of publications remained steady from 1997 to
2008. A slight increase could be observed from 2008
with a rising number of papers from 2009 to 2011. How-
ever, the trend subsequently changed, with most papers
being published from 2015 to 2017. The most papers
(12) were published in this period, which indicates the
developing interest in the topic among scholars from
various fields. Following this increase, a downturn oc-
curred from 2018 to 2020, while the number spiked
again from 2021 onwards. As our search ended in March
2022, the number of papers might have increased by the
end of the year. The general pattern of this timeline re-
vealed an increasing interest among scholars after 2008,
indicating recent attentiveness to this topic among them
(see Appendix A).

Methods and theoretical lenses

Of the 54 studies, 28 were based on quantitative meth-
ods, which accounted for 51.8% of the sample. Of the re-
maining papers, 16 were qualitative studies and 10 used
a mixed-methods approach (29.6% and 18.5%, respec-
tively; see Appendix B). While the majority of studies
from the accounting literature were based on case stud-
ies, small business studies employed panel and archival
data, which might explain the increasing number of
quantitative studies. For instance, Bennett and Robson
(1999a) relied on large-scale surveys of small businesses
in the United Kingdom undertaken in 1991, 1997 and
1999 by the University of Cambridge Small Business Re-
search Centre (SBRC). The same data were used in other
papers by the same authors, further refining the data,
such as Robson and Bennett (2000a) and Bennett and
Robson (2003). The same is also true in other studies
(e.g., Barbera and Hasso 2013; Cassar and Ittner 2009;
Johnson et al. 2007; Ogane 2021; Weemaes et al. 2020).

Regarding the use of theoretical lenses (see Appendix
B), 34 studies out of 54 failed to mention explicit the-
ories, resulting in only 20 studies with explicit theo-
ries. Among the papers with a theoretical grounding,
resource-based theory is much more widely used to de-
fend the role of external accountants as resources for
countering the lack of in-house capabilities in SMEs (see
Barbera and Hasso 2013; De Bruyckere et al. 2020; Oost-
huizen et al. 2020). The perspectives based on institu-
tional theory underscore the need for accountants and
SMEs to accommodate changes in the dynamic exter-
nal environment (Alam and Nandan 2010; Reddrop and
Mapunda 2015). Furthermore, other studies were based
on different theories, including social capital theory and
dynamic capabilities theory, which are used to provide
a theoretical grounding for enhancing the capabilities of

SMPs to respond to the dynamic external environment
(Doving and Gooderham 2008; Paoloni et al. 2022). The
remainder of the papers, almost 63% of the sample, were
found to lack explicit theoretical lenses, and the major-
ity were based on case studies or aimed at making sta-
tistical generalisations. Unlike a range of earlier schol-
arly attempts in the sample, multiple theoretical orien-
tations have been adopted randomly over time. The size-
able proportion of studies in the sample that lacked a
theoretical grounding clearly indicates that the theory
on the role of accountants as external service providers
and the developments in SMPs seems underdeveloped.
This indicates enormous potential for progress.

Research settings

The papers in the sample also covered a variety of coun-
try settings. To classify the countries, we used the World
Economic Situation and Prospects (WESP) 2022 coun-
try classification (see Figure 2). Most papers in the sam-
ple originated in major developed economies, such as
the United Kingdom and Germany, with a few papers
from the United States, Canada, Italy and Japan. The
second highest proportion were from developed Eu-
ropean economies, such as Belgium, the Netherlands,
Finland, Sweden, Norway and Poland. The remaining
papers were based on research conducted in countries
such as Australia and New Zealand, from the developed
Asia–Pacific region, with limited studies from develop-
ing African economies. This distribution of studies in-
dicates that the bulk of research has been conducted in
developed economies, and it suggests a lack of interest
among scholars from developing countries.

Status Quo, Reflections and Future
Research Directions

Extant research encompasses an array of topics, meth-
ods, theories and research settings. This section delves
deeper into an analysis of current research on account-
ing firms that serve SMEs. The next subsection, ‘Anal-
ysis of individual clusters’ and its subsections provide
an overview and analysis of broader topics in the three
clusters, enabling us to reflect on inconsistent views. The
findings from these clusters as well as our reflections
are used to identify the research gaps and possibilities
for future research in topics, methods, theories and re-
search settings in the subsection ‘Research gaps and rec-
ommendations for future research’ and its subsections.
Figure 3 presents an overview of this section.

318 Australian Accounting Review © 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
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Figure 2 Research settings [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Analysis of individual clusters

We divided the studies into three major clusters based
on the broader subjects covered by the authors. Cluster
1 comprised studies that either explicitly or implicitly
addressed how SMPs’ roles are evolving and how they
must adapt to their surroundings. Cluster 2 comprised
studies that dealt with factors in SMEs that influence the
demand for services from SMPs. Lastly, Cluster 3 com-
prised studies concerned with determining how service
purchases from SMPs affect SMEs’ anticipated results.
The following subsections review the content of studies
in each cluster individually.

Cluster 1: The changing role of SMPs

The nature of services provided by accounting firms has
been continuously shifting from traditional to business
advisory services to capitalise on the changing contex-
tual environment (Brock et al. 2012; Greenwood and
Hinings 1996). Just like large professional firms in the
field, SMPs are subject to certain changes in the con-
textual environment, which makes them resilient (Alam
and Nandan 2010). Consequently, SMPs depict them-
selves as multidisciplinary service providers, with ser-
vices separate from core accounting services (see Black-
burn and Jarvis 2010; Blackburn et al. 2018; Jarvis and
Rigby 2012). By contrast, some studies have suggested
that SMPs lack the necessary business expertise to add
value as business advisors (e.g., Burke and Jarratt 2004;
Deakins et al. 2001; Marriot et al. 2008). In this cluster,
we aimed to identify the reasons behind these incon-
sistent views regarding the role of SMPs by specifically

exploring the nature and type of services they provide
based on existing empirical evidence.

Some earlier studies emphasised the significance of
professional service firms (Bryson et al. 1997), and
specifically external accountants as business advisors
(Bennett and Robson 1999b; Robson and Bennett
2000b), while others also predicted that service diversi-
fication may emerge among SMPs in the near future due
to the changing demand for services (Bennet and Rob-
son 2003; Kirby and King 1997; Sen and Macpherson
1998). While most subsequent studies revolved around
the reliance of SMEs on SMPs and the changing role
of SMPs as external service providers (e.g., Battisti and
Williamson 2015; Carey and Tanewski 2016; Halabi et al.
2010; Marriott and Marriott 2000; Nuijten et al. 2020),
less attention has been paid to exploring the nature and
type of services provided by SMPs. Other studies in this
cluster discussed resources that could be used to diver-
sify services in SMPs (Ciccotosto et al. 2008; Doving and
Gooderham 2008; Paoloni et al. 2022) as well as how re-
sources can be managed, such as networks, knowledge
sharing (Bills et al. 2021; Su and Dou 2013) and com-
munication strategies (Stone 2015). We found only four
studies in this cluster that specifically explored the na-
ture and types of services offered by SMPs.

To assess the changing role of SMPs as business advi-
sors in terms of service diversification, we used multiple
diversification strategies, as introduced by Ansoff et al.
(1957). We categorised services into the following
three different classes (see Table 2): statutory (services
designed to meet regulatory requirements, such as the
preparation and interpretation of financial statements),
horizontally diversified services (services linked with
existing services, such as accounting- and tax-related

© 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
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On Accounting Firms Serving Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises Z. Ali and G. Mustafa

Figure 3 Prior research, reflections and future research directions

services) and laterally diversified services (new services
not linked to current services).

In remarkably few studies, the empirical evidence
(e.g., Berry et al. 2006; Blackburn et al. 2018; Jarvis and
Rigby 2012; Sarens et al. 2015) suggested that SMPs do
not offer only statutory services but also other services
that transcend basic accounting services. For instance,
Berry et al. (2006) reported that 85% of 116 small firms
in England and Wales considered external accountants

to be a primary source of professional business ad-
vice. Further delineating the nature of these services,
70% of respondents approached accountants for statu-
tory advice, while almost 33% sought business manage-
ment advice from external accountants and 31% agreed
on financial management services. Similarly, Jarvis and
Rigby (2012) revealed the involvement of SMPs in of-
fering services related to human resources, contrac-
tual obligations, employment legislation and succession

320 Australian Accounting Review © 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
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Z. Ali and G. Mustafa On Accounting Firms Serving Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

Table 2 Nature and scope of services provided by SMPs

Author(s) Settings Services Statutory
Horizontally
diversified

Laterally
diversified

Berry et al. 2006 England and Wales Statutory, financial management,
business management

ü ü ü

Jarvis and Rigby 2012 England and Wales Human resource management,
contractual obligations, succession
planning

ü

Sarens et al. 2015 Belgium Bookkeeping, preparation of financial
statements, cashflow management,
market and economic feasibility
analysis, advice on mergers and
acquisitions, strategic planning,
legal advice and staffing services

ü ü ü

Blackburn et al. 2018 London and Melbourne Financial planning, business strategy,
retirement planning, business sale
and purchase, pensions

ü ü

planning. The same pattern of service provision beyond
core competencies was observable in studies by Black-
burn et al. (2018) and Sarens et al. (2015). Although the
empirical evidence in these studies favours the changing
role of SMPs as business advisors, the status of the liter-
ature still holds an incomplete picture of the changing
role, as the evidence is limited to specific country set-
tings. Therefore, our review of content in Cluster 1 sug-
gested that the lack of consensus among scholars on the
changing role of SMPs as business advisors can only be
addressed by further research on the nature of services
provided by SMPs.

Cluster 2: Demand antecedents and enabling
conditions

Multiple studies were found to detail variations in the
extent to which SMEs approach accountants for their
services (Carey and Tanewski 2016). A considerable
number of studies investigated the factors that influence
SMEs’ decision to approach accountants for business
advice. Numerous factors, including economic condi-
tions (Blackburn et al. 2018), client firm size (Bennett
and Robson 1999b; Robson and Bennett 2000b), the
relationship with accountants (Blackburn et al. 2018;
Carey and Tanewski 2016) and various characteristics
of SME owner–managers (Ardley et al. 2016; Everaert
et al. 2010) are believed to influence SMEs’ decision to
acquire business advice from external accountants.

First, we acknowledge the dynamic external environ-
ment in which SMEs operate and their nature as small
enterprises that lack resources, which leads to the de-
mand for services from external service providers. The
influence of macro-level factors and the existing condi-
tions in enterprises can be associated with institutional
factors and organisational factors, respectively. Simulta-
neously, SME owners were found to be sceptical about
consulting external accountants (Huggins and Johnston

2010; Marriott and Marriott 2000), which could act as
a barrier to activating demand. Other conditions that
could activate demand must be fulfilled. A range of fac-
tors that contribute to activating the demand, known
as enabling conditions, have been identified in the lit-
erature. For instance, a personal client–accountant rela-
tionship built on trust can act as an enabling condition
for activating demand (Blackburn et al. 2018). Thus,
apart from macro- and meso-level factors, micro-level
factors are also likely to contribute to the acquisition of
services from external accountants. Therefore, we cate-
gorised the factors that influence demand and purchase
decisions into three broad categories, namely, institu-
tional factors, organisational factors and individual fac-
tors.

Institutional factors: Institutional forces, such as reg-
ulatory changes or increased market competition, may
act as antecedent demand factors, causing SMEs to seek
business advice from external accountants. Blackburn
et al. (2018) revealed that environmental turbulence and
economic conditions contribute to the demand for busi-
ness advice from accountants. The reliance on external
accountants because of a dynamic external environment
could stem from the fact that SMEs lack in-house exper-
tise and resources. For instance, in the case of evolving
employment, health and safety regulations, SME owners
might approach external accountants for advice to over-
come their lack of in-house expertise. Resource con-
straints in SMEs increase vulnerability to institutional
changes; hence, SMPs could play a stronger role in the
SME environment. In other words, changing the envi-
ronment in which SMEs operate leads to greater de-
mand for diverse services and reliance on external ser-
vice providers (Chikweche and Bressan 2021).

Organisational factors: These factors are associated
with the characteristics of the client firm that is seeking
external accountants’ services. Firm size has often been
associated with demand for such services (e.g., Bennett

© 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
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On Accounting Firms Serving Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises Z. Ali and G. Mustafa

and Robson 1999b; Carey and Tanewski 2016; Robson
and Bennett 2000b). The larger the firm, the greater
its demand for business advice. By contrast, Gooder-
ham et al. (2004) argued that the size of a client firm
is unrelated to the degree to which it demands services
from external accountants. Most of the studies, except
for those of Jarvis and Rigby (2012) and Sarens et al.
(2015), were found to not have captured the heterogene-
ity of the client base based on size and industry, which
could be the reason for contrasting views.

Another explanatory variable is firm age, where the
expectation is that when the client firm becomes more
experienced, the need for advice from external accoun-
tants would decrease, leading to a negative relationship
between firm age and the demand for external busi-
ness advice (Bennett and Robson 2003; Kirby and King
1997). The third variable is client firms’ intention to
grow, where Gooderham et al. (2004) suggested that
firms that aim to grow are more likely to accept business
advice from external accountants. Similarly, Johnson
et al. (2007) revealed a positive association between the
orientation of a firm towards growth and their use of ex-
ternal business advice. By contrast, Carey and Tanewski
(2016) found that growth intention does not impact ad-
vice take-up. The disparity of views in this case could
be due to unique needs in different SME formats, which
could be captured by considering the type of SME under
investigation.

Moreover, by studying variations in SMEs’ use of ex-
ternal business advice among other firm characteristics,
Webber et al. (2010) found that the location of the client
firm could also influence the demand for business ad-
vice. Additionally, it is crucial to account for regional
differences and their influence on demand for accoun-
tants’ services, since most SMEs operating in rural ar-
eas are micro firms that often approach accountants for
compliance services. However, clients in metropolitan
areas are larger than micro firms; therefore, they might
require more diverse services. Furthermore, Breen et al.
(2004) compared SMEs that use computerised account-
ing software with those that do not and suggested that
software users seek services from external accountants
more frequently. These findings indicate that account-
ing software may not be a threat to accountants, as even
SMEs that use accounting software require services to
help them use technology more efficiently.

Individual factors: Individual characteristics have also
drawn the attention of other scholars. In this regard,
Everaert et al. (2010) found that owner–managers’ ed-
ucational background significantly impacts outsourc-
ing decisions in the sense that more educated owner–
managers are less likely to approach external accoun-
tants. This lower reliance on external accountants can
be explained by the fact that more educated owners
would have more knowledge regarding different func-
tional areas of business compared with less educated

owners. Similarly, Kremel and Yazdanfar (2015) stud-
ied business advisory take-up from a gender perspective
and found that women start-up owners are more likely
to use business advisory services than men. The reason
for this is higher risk aversion among women owners, a
point that is well established in the literature (Charness
and Gneezy 2012). Furthermore, others have explored
how SME owner–managers’ perceptions of accountants’
competence, credibility (Ardley et al. 2016), communi-
cation skills (Stone 2011), technical knowledge and per-
ceived quality of service (Reddrop and Mapunda 2015)
act as enabling conditions for activating the demand for
services.

A review of studies in this cluster not only enabled us
to provide a detailed overview of service demand an-
tecedents and enabling conditions but also to identify
reasons behind the inconsistencies and areas for im-
provement and further research. These are highlighted
in detail in the subsection ‘Research gaps and recom-
mendations for future research’, which concerns reflec-
tions and research gaps. Table 3 exhibits the factors
influencing service demand and purchase decision in
three broader categories identified.

Outcomes of service acquisition

Accountants in the small business sphere are the most
frequently approached sources for filling knowledge
gaps (Bennett and Robson 1999b; Gooderham et al.
2004; Stone 2011, 2015). Thus, it is necessary to assess
whether service acquisition from accountants results in
the expected outcomes. Despite the significance of this
question, we found few studies compared with other
clusters. Based on the studies in Cluster 3, we identified
the nature of services acquired from accountants and the
measurements used to examine the outcomes, as well as
the source of perspectives to reflect on mixed views on
the outcomes of service acquisition from SMPs.

Several studies have reported the positive outcomes of
service acquisition from external accountants, such as
enhanced firm performance (Bennett and Robson 2005;
Carey 2015; Ogane 2021), survival and sales growth
(Barbera and Hasso 2013; Watson 2011), firm growth
(Berry et al. 2006; Weemaes et al. 2020), improved fi-
nancial reporting quality (Hoglund and Sundvik 2016),
compliance and management benefits (Oosthuizen et al.
2020), financial health for the firm (De Bruyckere et al.
2020) and a competitive advantage (Stawasz 2019).
However, others have found no association between ser-
vice acquisition from external accountants and expected
outcomes (Kirby and King 1997; Robson and Bennet
2000a). Multiple reasons could lie behind these incon-
sistent results. Although these studies have examined
the impact of service acquisition from external service
providers (including accountants) on SMEs’ expected
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Z. Ali and G. Mustafa On Accounting Firms Serving Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

Table 3 Service demand antecedents/enabling conditions

Influence on demand/purchase
decision

Institutional, organisational and individual
factors Positive Negative Null Author(s)

Institutional factors
Dynamic external environment ü Chikweche and Bressan 2022
Economic conditions ü Blackburn et al. 2018
Environmental turbulence ü Blackburn et al. 2018
Organisational factors
Firm size ü ü Bennet and Robson 1999b; Robson and

Bennet 2000b; Bennet and Robson 2005;
Carey and Tanewski 2016; Jarvis and
Rigby 2012; Sarens et al. 2015;
Gooderham et al. 2004

Firm age ü Kirby and King 1997; Bennet and Robson
2003

Firm’s intention to grow ü ü Gooderham et al. 2004; Carey and
Tanewski 2016; Johnson et al. 2007

Firm’s geographic location ü Webber et al. 2010
Firm’s life cycle ü Blackburn et al. 2018
Firm’s use of computerised accounting
software

ü Breen et al. 2004

Individual factors
Personal relationship with accountant built
on trust

ü Jarvis and Rigby 2012; Blackburn et al.
2018; Ardley et al. 2016; Groote and
Michel 2021; Chikweche and Bressan
2022; Tan et al. 2016

Perceived quality of service ü Gooderham et al. 2004; Hoglund and
Sundvik 2016

Mutual understanding between client and
accountant

ü Bruyckere et al. 2020; Barbera and Hasso
2013

Perceived credibility of accountant ü Ardley et al. 2016
Technical knowledge, empathy and
listening skills of accountants

ü Reddrop and Mapunda 2015

Verbal communication capability of
accountants

ü Stone 2011

Competence of accountants ü Carey and Tanewski 2016
Peer recommendation ü Reddrop and Mapunda 2015
Tenure of personal relationship with
accountant

ü Carey and Tanewski 2016

Gender of SME owner ü Kremel and Yazdanfar 2015
SME owner’s educational background ü Everaert et al. 2010

outcomes, we identified variations in how the term busi-
ness advice was defined as well as in the measurements
used to capture the expected outcomes. Furthermore,
many studies have not classified services, while others
have assumed a linear relationship between service ac-
quisition and outcomes, as opposed to considering the
possible variables that could influence the relationship.

Noteworthily, multiple descriptions for the term busi-
ness advice made it challenging to compare studies in
terms of the expected outcomes of service acquisition.
For example, Robson and Bennet (2000a) referred to the
services acquired to meet business objectives, excluding
basic information provision, as business advice. Accord-
ing to this definition, both statutory and non-statutory
services can fall into the category of business advice be-

cause both are necessary for attaining business objec-
tives and managing business operations. By contrast, De
Bruyckere et al. (2020) defined business advice as tailor-
made advice that assists businesses and goes beyond ba-
sic accounting activities.

The definition of business advice must be clarified and
elaborated, as most studies have suggested that addi-
tional services – rather than basic accounting services
– positively influence SME owners’ expected outcomes.
For instance, Berry et al. (2006) demonstrated the pos-
itive influence of additional services on the growth of
SMEs. Similarly, by defining business advice as advice
that supports the information needs of management
in business operations, Carey (2015) demonstrated the
positive relationship between the acquisition of business

© 2023 The Authors. Australian Accounting Review published by
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On Accounting Firms Serving Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises Z. Ali and G. Mustafa

advice from external accountants and its impact on SME
performance. These different descriptions of the term
business advice could be among the reasons for the dif-
ferent views regarding the impact of services from ac-
countants.

Another likely reason could be the varying measure-
ments used to assess the outcomes. For instance, Bennet
and Robson (2005) measured firm performance using
objective criteria (changes in turnover and profitability
and decreased costs) and subjective criteria (ability to
achieve objectives, cope with problems, learn and man-
age change). Carey (2015) used the same expected out-
come but different measurements to examine the im-
pact of business advice on firm performance. Most stud-
ies were found to assume a linear relationship between
service acquisition and its impact, except for a small
number of attempts, which accounted for the role of
moderating variables. For example, Barbera and Hasso
(2013) explored how the embeddedness of accountants
influences the relationship between services acquired
from external accountants and outcomes. Similarly, De
Bruyckere et al. (2020) suggested that this relationship
is positive only if mutual understanding exists between
the accountant and the client.

Earlier studies did not account for the impact of fa-
cilitators while examining the relationship between ser-
vice acquisition and expected outcomes. Weemaes et al.
(2020) suggested a positive relationship between profes-
sional advisory services and start-up growth, which is
more pronounced if the founding team lacks industry
experience and fewer technological opportunities exist
in the environment. Improved segregation of services
and the incorporation of other variables, as well as ac-
tual outcomes based on longitudinal studies, could pro-
vide a clear understanding of service acquisition from
SMPs and its impact. Table 4 lists the services acquired
from SMPs, the outcomes examined and the measure-
ments used to examine the outcomes.

Research gaps and recommendations for future
research

Gaps in research areas and the research agenda

Our review suggested that a substantial proportion of
the sample originated from the small business and en-
trepreneurship literature. It also indicated that several
key areas must still be addressed from a management
accounting perspective.

Summarising the findings of the studies in Cluster 1,
the review highlighted the lack of a coherent picture
of SMPs’ changing role because extensive research has
not been directed at service developments and the ex-
ploration of the nature of services provided by SMPs.
The current empirical evidence suggests that the pic-

ture of accounting firms at the lower end of the pro-
fessional field as business advisors is incomplete, which
supports earlier findings on role changes among man-
agement accountants in SMPs by Joshi and Bremser
(2004) and Mistry et al. (2014). Moreover, limited em-
pirical evidence portraying SMPs as business advisors
has been found in specific settings, including the United
Kingdom, Australia and Germany, with further research
from other contexts still to be conducted. In addition,
the expectation mismatch between SMPs’ capability to
act as business advisors and SMEs’ needs has been a
common theme in many studies (e.g., Blackburn et al.
2018; Ciccotosto et al. 2008; King and Kirby 1997). This
emphasises that SMPs are yet to convince clients that
they can act as business advisors. Further inquiries are
required to seek answers to questions such as the fol-
lowing: can the misfit between SMEs’ expectations and
SMPs’ service offerings be reduced and, if so, how? Fur-
thermore, more empirical studies on service provision
by SMPs in international settings are required to corrob-
orate or challenge the existing view of SMPs as business
advisors, which is based on limited empirical evidence.

In addition, it would be interesting for researchers to
conduct studies on service provision by SMPs in multi-
ple international settings while considering institutional
and cultural differences. SMPs that go beyond com-
pliance service provision might be subject to institu-
tional differences; for instance, those operating in coun-
tries such as Norway are not subject to statutory restric-
tions in providing additional advisory services to clients
(Doving and Gooderham 2008). However, the scenario
may not be the same in other contexts, which could in-
fluence SMPs’ portfolio of services. Similarly, from the
perspective of cultural differences, SME owners in cul-
tures characterised by high uncertainty avoidance might
be more willing to consult external accountants due to
strict laws and regulations compared with those in cul-
tures with low uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede et al.
2010). By considering the potential institutional and
cultural differences as factors that influence the likeli-
hood of SMPs acting as business advisors, future studies
could provide answers to questions such as the follow-
ing: do institutional and cultural differences shape service
provision practices among SMPs and, if so, how?

While service diversification brings externally ori-
ented benefits through a larger client pool, it also cre-
ates internally oriented challenges (Kor and Leblebici
2005). The initial entry of SMPs into the market as
standard accounting service providers reflects their cen-
tral attribute and identity as traditional accounting ser-
vice providers. The development of new services beyond
their core competencies might contradict their tradi-
tional identity as compliance service providers. In this
case, future in-depth investigations should explore more
complex questions such as the following: with their tra-
ditional identity as compliance service providers, how do
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SMPs position themselves against the dynamic external
environment with the demand for beyond-compliance ser-
vices?

Our analysis of studies in Cluster 2 highlighted that
institutional and organisational factors are not the only
ones that influence the demand for services from exter-
nal accountants. Multiple individual factors are also at
play, influencing the decision to purchase services from
external accountants by activating latent demand. The
institutional influence on the creation of demand for
services from external accountants has not been scruti-
nised in much depth. The reason for this could be SMEs’
exemption from several mandatory check-and-balance
regulations, such as exemptions from mandatory audits
in multiple countries. In this cluster, a substantial num-
ber of studies have explored individual-level factors as
the enabling conditions that activate latent demand.

The review revealed the significance of individual fac-
tors as enabling conditions that activate the demand for
services from SMPs. The most common factor across
several studies was the client–accountant personal rela-
tionship built on trust (e.g., Ardley et al. 2016; Black-
burn et al. 2018; Chikweche and Bressan 2021; De
Groote and Michel 2021; Jarvis and Rigby 2012). Al-
though accountants are privileged to have institutional
trust because of their association with professional bod-
ies and their authorisation, relational trust is signifi-
cant for the owner–managers of small businesses. By ac-
knowledging the significant role of relationships with
accountants in SMPs built upon trust as the primary
condition for activating the demand for services, schol-
ars interested in exploring the factors that influence the
demand for services could further enhance our under-
standing of what are the underlying mechanisms that re-
sult in trust-based relationships?

We also found mixed views regarding certain firm-
level characteristics that influence the demand for busi-
ness advice. For instance, in the case of client firm
size, some researchers have found a positive association,
while others have argued that no association exists be-
tween firm size and service demand (Gooderham et al.
2004; Jarvis and Rigby 2012; Sarens et al. 2015). The rea-
son for these different views could be the several busi-
ness formats among SMEs. The need for external ad-
vice could also differ according to the life cycle of SMEs.
Therefore, distinguishing client firms according to their
life cycle (intenders, start-ups or established SMEs) pro-
vides ample ground for exploring questions such as fol-
lowing: does the lifecycle of SMEs influence the demand
for services from SMPs?

Furthermore, SME owners’ perceptions of the com-
petencies, expertise and knowledge of accountants as
service uptake facilitators indicate potential for accoun-
tants in SMPs to engage their clients more effectively.
Facilitators such as the communication skills of accoun-
tants in SMPs (Stone 2011) open areas for further re-

search in terms of whether accountants in SMPs are
aware of how their communication skills could enhance
their client pool and, if so, whether they consider the in-
fusion of such soft skills an opportunity or a challenge.
This question further pinpoints potential interesting in-
vestigations for accounting education scholars, such as
whether and to what extent current accounting education
considers soft skills as necessary as technical accounting
skills for the accountants of today.

Regarding the mixed views on service acquisition out-
comes, we suggest that the term business advice should
be defined clearly, and that the result of service acqui-
sition from external accountants should be measured
in terms of actual rather than perceived outcomes. The
deficiencies in previous studies that have examined the
impact of advisory services on expected outcomes sug-
gest that these studies’ results should be interpreted with
caution, as most investigations have not accounted for
the factors that are likely to influence performance, not
distinguished the impact of compliance and advisory
services, and depended on perceived outcomes rather
than the measurement of actual outcomes.

Ignoring moderating variables and mediating mecha-
nisms could be a potential reason for the non-significant
relationship between service acquisition from accoun-
tants and the impacts thereon. By differentiating the na-
ture of services and considering factors that influence
the decisions of SME owners to approach SMPs, future
studies could seek to address the following questions:
what is the relationship between compliance service ac-
quisition and firm-level expected outcomes? Are the out-
comes influenced by the acquisition of advisory services
rather than compliance services? Do the communication
skills of accountants in SMPs moderate the relationship
between service acquisition and expected outcomes? It is
critical not to generalise the positive impact of support
provided by external accountants because, although ex-
ternal support could be one of the many variables that
lead to positive outcomes for SMEs, it is not the only
predictor of positive outcomes.

Methodological gaps and the research agenda

Empirical studies originating from the small business
and entrepreneurship literature have mostly relied on
archival data due to the availability of large-scale data
sources. However, to map the current needs of SMEs
from external accountants, self-designed surveys or in-
depth case studies that include various sources of data,
such as interviews, observations and documents, could
further advance our understanding of demand per-
spectives. This research design would serve to answer
broader questions, such as the following: are SMPs ful-
filling the current demand for services from SMEs? When
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do SMEs need services from SMPs that transcend the tra-
ditional accounting domain and why?

Most of the studies conducted from a management ac-
counting perspective have relied on case studies. In par-
ticular, regarding the changing role of SMPs, a survey-
backed methodology could be an interesting approach
for advancing research to make statistical generalisa-
tions. For instance, SMPs’ changing role could be as-
sessed by identifying the nature of the services provided
to clients. Applying a methodology supported by sur-
veys to examine service developments could also bring
insights into the willingness of SMPs towards their new
role of business advisor. Relying on survey-backed in-
quiries could thus provide an opportunity to answer
questions such as the following: what kind of services
are SMPs currently offering to their clients? Are all SMPs
equally likely to appreciate their new role as business advi-
sors?

Fewer studies have incorporated a mixed-methods ap-
proach, which indicates that room remains for bring-
ing qualitative and quantitative data together, as advo-
cated by pragmatism, to explore issues faced by SMPs
in terms of meeting clients’ changing needs. While our
review suggests that some studies represent SMPs as
business advisors, more studies are required in terms
of accountants’ subjective experience regarding their
changing role and subsequent tensions because of their
identity as traditional compliance service providers.
Combined with surveys, storytelling and narrative ap-
proaches could allow researchers to explore questions
such as the following: how do accountants in SMPs ex-
perience the fluid services domain? Do SMPs respond to
the changing demand for services from their clients and, if
so, how?

Further methodological advancements in the field
could be achieved by introducing structural equation
modelling (SEM) to explain the relationship between
service acquisition and expected outcomes. Specifically,
in the case of the potential role of moderating variables
and mediating mechanisms, SEM can be used to ex-
amine intervening variables between service acquisition
from SMPs and the expected outcomes of SMEs. Such
an inquiry could answer questions such as the following:
do the communication skills of accountants in SMPs im-
pact the relationship between service acquisition and ex-
pected outcomes and, if so, how? Thus, to summarise the
methodological gaps, sufficient space exists for method-
ological diversity to uncover significant research issues
while capturing some idiosyncrasies of both SMPs and
their client base.

Theoretical gaps and the research agenda

In terms of theory, 63% of the sample lacked explicit
theory and instead adopted a practitioner perspective.

The small business literature has primarily relied on
a resource-based view of firms to explain SMEs’ be-
haviour in seeking external support from accountants
in SMPs because of a gap in their internal resources
(De Bruyckere et al. 2020; Oosthuizen et al. 2020). This
theoretical grounding provides a well-justified rationale
for the reliance of SMEs on external accountants, as
SMEs are often founded and managed by individual en-
trepreneurs who lack adequate management expertise.
However, the variation among SMEs in outsourcing de-
cisions could also be captured by the personal charac-
teristics of individual owners. In this case, upper ech-
elons theory suggests that outsourcing in small busi-
nesses may be influenced by the personal characteris-
tics of executives (Wiersema and Bantel 1992). Rely-
ing on this grounding, future studies might consider
the influence of owner–manager characteristics in ser-
vice acquisition from SMPs by seeking answers to ques-
tions such as the following: are the personal charac-
teristics of SME owners, such as their educational back-
ground and decision-making skills, reflected in the out-
sourcing of services to SMPs? Similarly, networking the-
ory suggests that small businesses with strategic alliances
could be well equipped to utilise a range of external
resources (Havnes and Senneseth 2001), which may
also influence the decision of SMEs to approach ex-
ternal accountants for service acquisition. Our review
revealed that not only do institutional and organisa-
tional factors influence outsourcing decisions among
SMEs but also individual factors contribute towards ac-
tivating service demand. Accordingly, to account for
variation among SMEs to approach external accoun-
tants, we suggest considering integrative theoretical
frameworks, which might explain the factors that un-
derlie the outsourcing decisions among SMEs more
effectively.

Furthermore, the majority of studies from the ac-
counting domain have lacked theoretical lenses and
provided the impression that extant research is much
more oriented towards presenting practitioner views
than towards theory development. Although institu-
tional theory has grown in popularity as a tool for
analysing the institutional environment in which small
businesses operate (Soleimanof et al. 2018), its appli-
cation to how SMPs are influenced by their external
environment remains scant except in a few studies,
such as that of Alam and Nandan (2010). The authors
built on institutional theory and neo-institutionalism
to analyse organisational responses in SMPs in relation
to their contextual environment. Despite the role of
informal institutions in complementing formal insti-
tutions to support innovation against the changing
contextual environment (Saka-Helmhout et al. 2020),
limited insights remain regarding how formal and
informal institutions influence SMPs. Future research
could enhance our understanding of whether and how
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formal and informal institutions influence SMPs to be
resilient to the changing external environment.

In addition, multiple theoretical orientations have
been adopted randomly over time. Among them, those
worth mentioning are social capital theory and dy-
namic capabilities theory, which have been used to pro-
vide a theoretical grounding for enhancing the capa-
bilities of SMPs to enable them to respond to the dy-
namic external environment (Doving and Gooderham
2008; Paoloni et al. 2022). Despite these attempts, much
scope remains for theory development, and we encour-
age researchers to be more open to considering mul-
tiple theoretical approaches; specifically, they should
consider a strategy and management theory for deal-
ing with the contemporary challenges that face SMPs.
The use of dynamic capabilities theory to explain vari-
ation among SMPs in service diversification indicates
a change in the use of theoretical paradigms; however,
one way forward for the field would be to capitalise
on evolutionary, learning and organisational change
theories.

Evolutionary theory views organisations as profit-
seeking entities that possess multiple capabilities, proce-
dures and decision rules that determine their actions in
a given external environment (Jiang et al. 2019). Essen-
tially, the theory proposes that organisational capabili-
ties and rules can be modified over time because of ran-
dom events, and thus, relying on the evolutionary the-
ory of organisations can help to answer questions such
as the following: are SMPs able to be resilient against the
dynamic external environment by modifying and mobil-
ising their capabilities and, if so, how and to what ex-
tent? Similarly, learning theory promotes organisational
learning as a tool for fostering productivity, creativity
and organisational effectiveness (Sullivan and Nonaka
1986). This presents another opportunity for furthering
the field in terms of SMPs’ ability to recognise uncer-
tainty, since the key to success is the initial recognition
of uncertainty for taking action at the organisational
level. Thus, to reduce uncertainty, SMPs must be able to
recognise it, which calls for further research on whether
and how SMPs make sense of the external environment in
which they operate. Finally, organisational change the-
ory underscores the role of change agents in recognis-
ing changing dynamics (Weick 1995) and that planned
change interventions are usually triggered when people
within organisations fail to create continuously adap-
tive organisations. This highlights the role of individuals
within organisations for the success of change interven-
tions. Relying on such a theoretical grounding could be
helpful for answering questions such as the following:
are accountants in SMPs willing to make their firms adap-
tive and, if so, to what extent? To overcome the lack of
support for the empirical patterns that emerge in stud-
ies on the changing role of SMPs, a theoretical rationale
from evolutionary, learning and organisational change

theories could be expected to correspond with empiri-
cal patterns.

Gaps in research settings and the research agenda

Given the role of SMPs in the small business envi-
ronment, the lack of research from non-western coun-
tries is surprising because SMEs contribute equally to
economic growth in both developed and developing
economies. Echoing similar patterns to review papers
at the nexus of accounting and small business (see
Kapiyangoda and Gooneratne 2021; Lopez and Heibel
2015), our review revealed that the geographical spread
of papers is concentrated in major developed economies
and European developed economies, while limited re-
search exists in developed Asia–Pacific and developing
African economies. Thus, it would be interesting for fu-
ture scholars to investigate the small business needs and
role of accounting firms as external service providers.
These inquiries could further enhance our understand-
ing of small business needs and the role of accounting
firms across multiple international settings amid varied
national contexts; distinct political, financial, education,
labour and cultural systems; and different levels of de-
velopment encountered.

Concluding Remarks, Implications and
Limitations

This review systematically analysed the current body
of literature on SMPs as external service providers for
SMEs to highlight knowledge gaps and point to av-
enues for future research. It also reflected on inconsis-
tent views within the literature on SMPs as external ser-
vice providers for SMEs. First, while the accounting pro-
fession has long supported and encouraged broadening
the service portfolio (Carnegie and Napier 2010; Fog-
arty et al. 2006), our review revealed the current posi-
tion of SMPs in this regard based on existing empirical
evidence. Our findings demonstrated that the empirical
evidence on service development in SMPs is limited and
presents an incomplete picture of their business advi-
sory role. Although early studies emphasised the signifi-
cance of external accountants and predicted that service
diversification could emerge among SMPs (Bennett and
Robson 1999b; Sen and Macpherson 1998), our review
revealed that only a few studies have explored the types
of services provided by SMPs and their characteristics.
Therefore, reaching an overall conclusion that SMPs are
acting as business advisors for SMEs is currently chal-
lenging.

Second, our review contributes to the literature by
painting a picture of factors at the institutional, or-
ganisational and individual levels that influence the de-
mand for external accountants’ services. In doing so, it
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presents underlying reasons behind the variation among
SMEs to approach external accountants for service ac-
quisition. These findings underscore the significance of
individual-level factors, such as the trust-based relation-
ship of accountants with owner–managers, as necessary
conditions for activating the demand. Furthermore, this
study pinpoints opportunities for accountants in SMPs
to engage their clients more effectively to enhance the
client pool. Finally, our findings suggest that the re-
lationship between service acquisition and outcomes
should not be treated as a direct relationship and that
the impact of service acquisition should be measured
based on actual rather than perceived outcomes. We
identified multiple deficiencies in previous studies, such
as a lack of incorporating potential variables and medi-
ating mechanisms while examining the impact of service
acquisition on expected outcomes. These could be po-
tential reasons behind the inconsistent views regarding
the impact of services from external accountants.

In addition, our findings have practical implications
for several stakeholders. The review indicated that SMP
owners should take the initiative for service develop-
ments to build their reputation as business advisors as
well as to convince their clients that they can act as busi-
ness advisors. Although SMPs are well placed to serve
SMEs, they must be aware of numerous factors that
could stimulate the uptake of services from accountants.
Among these factors are soft skills, which have impli-
cations for accounting education. Accounting students
should be aware of soft skills like communication, and
furthermore, accounting education should promote the
development of skills outside of technical accounting
knowledge, which could add value to accountants’ pro-
fessional portfolios. In addition to implications for SMP
owners and higher education institutions, our findings
indicate that SME owners should be responsible for fa-
miliarising accountants with their industry and ensur-
ing that they understand the firm’s needs to gain the
expected benefits. Existing research indicates that SMEs
prefer to acquire services from private-sector rather than
government-backed initiatives to support SMEs. There-
fore, our review could have implications for public poli-
cymakers launching initiatives to support SMEs in terms
of understanding the factors that contribute to SMEs’
decision to approach external service providers.

Finally, while this paper contributes to synthesis-
ing the current literature, our review was not without
limitations. Our sample was limited to peer-reviewed
English-language papers published in academic out-
lets; however, studies in other languages and non-peer-
reviewed works (e.g., conference papers, working pa-
pers and book chapters) may also be relevant in assess-
ing the status of research and answering the predefined
questions in this review. Moreover, keywords were used
to extract relevant papers from six databases; however,
the search process could be criticised because the speci-

fied keywords might not have captured all relevant stud-
ies. Lastly, we relied on empirical findings instead of
an a priori theoretical framework to reflect on the cur-
rently available literature and answer our research ques-
tions. Therefore, future empirical studies could support
or challenge these findings.
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