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Policy research in accounting:

A doctrinal research perspective

CrossMark

Orientation: The accounting literature acknowledged that a gap exists between accounting
research and accounting practice and supported the argument that accounting research does
not significantly contribute to accounting practice.

Research purpose: The purpose of this article is to evaluate the appropriateness of applying
the research approaches identified in doctrinal research to the accounting policy debate.

Motivation for the study: The article is motivated by calls for accounting research, accounting
standard-setters and accounting practice to work together to address the identified gap.

Research approach, design and method: The theoretical article interpreted the research
approaches of doctrinal research for application in accounting research by following a
structured approach of assessing each research approach separately.

Main findings: The article found that doctrinal research used logical argumentation of
hermeneutics as foundation for the authoritative interpretation of practical documents. In
applying aspects of hermeneutics, doctrinal research includes descriptive, interpretative,
normative, critical and comparative research approaches, depending on the desired outcome
of the research.

Practical/managerial implications: The article provides different research approaches that
could be used by researchers to apply doctrinal research to assess the development of new
policies in accounting.

Contribution/value-add: Hermeneutics and the different research approaches applied in
doctrinal research add value by creating a research framework to conduct accounting policy
research on accounting doctrines developed in practice. More methodological rigour is
therefore created for accounting policy research and helps to bring practice and research closer
to each other.

Keyword: accounting; accounting policy research; descriptive research; doctrinal research;
hermeneutics; interpretative research; normative research; critical research; comparative
research.

Introduction and background

Accounting researchers agree that a gap exists between accounting research and accounting
practice, and that accounting research does not sufficiently contribute to accounting practice
(Inanga & Schneider 2005; Parker, Guthrie & Linacre 2011; Singleton-Green 2009; Tucker & Lowe
2014; Wilkinson & Durden 2015). Calls have been made for accounting research, policy and
practice to work together to bridge this gap (Evans, Burritt & Guthrie 2011). The need to place a
focus on the policy debate in accounting research is confirmed by the following quote from
Guthrie and Parker (2016):

Academic researchers pay lip service to the need for their engagement with policy and practice, but for
many, action in this regard simply does not happen. (p. 4)

It therefore becomes important for accounting researchers to consider the principles, rules and
concepts of accounting as developed in practice. This may be better achieved by considering
research approaches followed in other disciplines.

Doctrinal research, for example, is mainly applied in the disciplines of law, religion and ethics, as
an approach to study the concepts, principles and rules (collectively referred to as doctrines in
legal research) developed in practice (Hutchinson & Duncan 2012; Mackor 2011). One specific
discipline that extensively applies doctrinal research is law, which is also considered a professional
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discipline that creates norms that are applied in practice.
Van Hoecke (2011) clarifies, referring to the legal discipline,
that the empirical data used in doctrinal research are the legal
text, that is, legislation and court decisions, while Siems
(2011) states that doctrinal research criticises, explains,
corrects and directs the doctrines developed in practice, and
Husa (2011) refers to the interpretation and systematic
validating of the doctrines. Doctrinal research is therefore, in
essence, an academic debate regarding the nature and
appropriateness of the doctrines developed in practice
through current professional structures.

The remainder of the article firstly reflects on the nature of
doctrinal research and then provides an overview of policy
research in accounting. This is followed by a discussion of the
different research approaches identified in the doctrinal
research framework and their application to accounting policy
research. These research approaches consist of the hermeneutic,
descriptive, interpretative, normative, critical and comparative
approaches. Finally, a conclusion is provided.

Doctrinal research perspective
Introduction

Doctrinal research has a long historical perspective that was
developed before the more contemporary scientific method
became a research norm. Van Hoecke (2011) states that
Roman legal doctrine was developed before Christ and that
doctrinal approaches were even used in the Middle Ages by
various authoritative structures to guide the practices of
people. From an accounting perspective, the work of Luca
Pacioli, in which he identified and explained the double-
entry approach as the basis of accounting (Sangster 2010), is
a prime example of such historical doctrinal writings.

The focus of modern doctrinal research, however, has
changed from guiding practice to the interpreting and evaluation
of the principles, rules and concepts developed in practice
(De Jong et al. 2011; Hutchinson & Duncan 2012; Singhal &
Malik 2012). A possible reason for this change in doctrinal
research is that professional practices, such as accounting
and law, are developing doctrines applied in practice. It may
therefore be argued that a key function of doctrinal research
is to assess the appropriateness of the doctrines (concepts,
principles and rules) developed in practice.

Contextualising doctrinal accounting research

Doctrinal research is often regarded as the most acceptable
methodology in legal research (Hutchinson & Duncan
2012). In support of this, Virgo (2011:222) declares that law
is artificially constructed and therefore cannot be developed
through the scientific method. The underlying doctrines are
developed through both practice and academic debate
(Chynoweth 2008; Hutchinson & Duncan 2012). Watt (2011)
agrees that the epistemological (how knowledge is created)
function of doctrinal research is to interpret and order the
source of law, which is the underlying doctrines captured
in practice documents. Seen within this context, certain
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similarities exist between accounting and law that make
doctrinal research an option in accounting policy research.
Two views are provided regarding the similarities.

Firstly, Bell (2011) states that the evaluation of legal facts does
not exist independently of legal categories and authority.
Legal scholars, such as Hutchinson and Duncan (2012) and
Chynoweth (2008), refer to a two-step approach for legal
enquiries, in which the first step is to identify the facts and the
second step is to identify the authority that should resolve the
legal issue. Accounting practitioners clarifying accounting
issues follow a similar process. Furthermore, in resolving any
accounting issues, financial reporting standard-setters also
determine the nature of any accounting issue under
discussion, which they call the economic phenomena
(International Accounting Standards Board [IASB] 2018), and
then, by implication, use the conceptual framework for
financial reporting as authority to develop financial reporting
standards. The financial reporting standards issued then
become the authority that practitioners should apply in
practice for financial reporting purposes. Doctrinal research
thenplaysarolein thisregard by assessing the appropriateness
of the developed authority.

Secondly, in the legal discipline, the applied framework to
resolve practical issues is based on a bundle of rights and
obligations (Bell 2011). Interestingly, the new conceptual
framework for financial reporting of the IASB also refers to
rights in the definition of an asset and to obligations in the
definition of aliability (IASB2018). Furthermore, International
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) 15 Revenue from
Contracts with Customers (LASB 2014) also uses the rights and
obligations created in revenue contracts to assess the correct
accounting or financial reporting treatment. Rights and
obligations created in contracts between parties are therefore
regarded as a cornerstone in establishing the appropriate
accounting treatment, although substance over form also
plays an important role in this assessment (IASB 2018).

It is important to note that doctrinal research differs from
other academic research approaches in that it follows an
insider approach (Kazmierski 2014). Bell (2011) explains that
the objective of doctrinal research in law research is embedded
in the institution, routines and procedures of the law as a
discipline, and therefore cannot be studied from an outside
perspective. This means that the people researching the
doctrines could also be involved in developing and teaching
the underlying doctrines.

The nature of doctrinal research

The incorporation of theory also differs in doctrinal research.
Typically, research in any given discipline is based on theories
developed in the discipline, or on related theories imported
from other disciplines (Forgarty 2014; Inanga & Schneider
2005). Doctrinal research, however, comes from another
perspective. The concepts, principles and rules developed in
practice are not regarded to be theory per se. As theory is the
combining name for ultimate positions developed through
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the verification of the academic research processes (Deegan
2014; Gaffikin 2008), doctrines are the combining name for
concepts, rules and principles developed in practice
(Hutchinson & Duncan 2012; McKerchar 2008). Doctrinal
research, rather than theory, is therefore considered an
alternative research approach to developed doctrines.

The question could be asked whether the doctrines developed
could be regarded as theory. Van Hoecke (2011:17), in his
discussion of doctrinal research, declares that ‘...the level of
systematisation and concept building is the level of theory
building...”, and therefore implies that doctrinal research is
also creating theory. Brownsword (2011), however, disagrees,
stating that the purpose of theory is to create a critical vantage
point to assess the appropriateness of standards and values.
He further explains that law is, for instance, a moral enterprise
that is deeply controversial and that there is a substantial
difference between high theory and doctrinal detail. He also
declares that doctrinal research is the first base of legal
reasoning that clearly identifies and clarifies where practice
is, and could consequently be regarded as a first step in
evaluating the doctrines in practice before developed theory
is incorporated.

According to Vranken (2011) and Westerman (2011),
consistency and coherence of the practical system are
maintained through doctrinal research. Westerman (2011)
clarifies that the underlying legal principle is created through
the (legal) system and that the purpose of doctrinal research
is to maintain the appropriate application and authority of
such a system. To achieve the maintenance of the system, she
believes that doctrinal research orders and reconstructs legal
matters and creates a historical perspective, with the purpose
of creating both systematic integration and historical
continuity. This perspective of doctrinal research is, however,
not as broad as interdisciplinary research, because it still
focuses on the internal system of developing authority for
practice in a discipline.

In conclusion, therefore, doctrinal research is an approach
that is directly linked to practice and evaluates the doctrines
developed in practice. It differs from other research
approaches in that it is conducted from an insider perspective
and does not rely on theory developed through the academic
process. Doctrinal research is a logical augmentation of the
nature of, consistency of and gaps in doctrines developed in
practice. The doctrines developed are used as authority to
resolve practical issues and doctrinal research assesses the
appropriateness of the authority.

Overview of policy research in
accounting

Frequently published accounting research, such as the
research of Barth (2014), Schmidt (2013), Penman (2007) and
Walton (2006), comments, discusses, interprets or evaluates
the doctrines of accounting developed in practice.
A common feature of these policy-related articles is that the
methodological approach followed is normally not discussed.
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Alack of methodological rigour could therefore be an issue in
policy research on the doctrines of accounting, which could,
in turn, create research validity questions. Exceptions,
however, exist in accounting policy research where the
methodology of the researcher has been clarified, such as is
explained below.

Van der Spuy (2015:811), in an article on the non-recognition of
internally generated brands, declared that limited *...guidance
for the composition of purely theoretical or conceptual accounting
research papers...” is available. He uses a doctrinal research
approach followed in legal research and clarifies that, like legal
academics, accounting academics discuss issues or problems
with the development of accounting standards and accounting
frameworks. Van der Spuy (2015:812) identifies his methodology
as following ‘...a qualitative, doctrinal approach through a
purely theoretical and documentary analysis which is augmented
and complemented with application of discussion and logical
argumentation’. He also clarifies the doctrinal research approach
followed by referring to the theoretical research methodology of
Hutchinson and Duncan (2012), which comprises a systematic
exposition of the rules developed in practice and the evaluation
of the relationships between these rules. Therefore, some logical
argumentation is being advanced about the authoritative
guidance of doctrines developed in practice.

Baker and McGeachin (2013) discuss inconsistencies in IFRS
regarding the accounting for liabilities, by following a theory-
building process, and they identify (2013) their research
method as follows:

...we have followed the approach to theory-building of Van de
Ven (2007) who defines theory as ‘a pattern of conceptual
organisation that explains phenomena by rendering them
intelligible’. The phenomena that we seek to explain are the
conceptual inconsistencies in IFRS with respect to the recognition
and measurement of liabilities. (p. 581)

Both these articles focus on explaining the effect of IFRSs and
create validity for their research through the logic of their
theoretical argumentation — even though the methodological
grounding differs. Van der Spuy (2015) grounds his work in a
doctrinal research perspective, while Baker and McGeachin
(2013) focus on a theory-building process approach. The issue
is, however, that the literature concludes that accounting does
not have its own theory to base accounting research on and to
inform practice (Forgarty 2014; Gaffikin 2008; Inanga &
Schneider 2005), and therefore the approach of Baker and
McGeachin is not always possible in accounting policy
research. In this regard, Forgarty (2014:1267) declares that any
discipline is defined by its theory and therefore because of the
lack of theory, the accounting discipline ‘...has never been on
solid ground...”and “...is insecure about its footing on broader
stages’. The lack of discipline-specific theory in the accounting
discipline to base policy research on supports the argument to
use doctrinal research approaches as alternatives.

A consequence of the lack of theory in accounting is that the
underlying principles, rules and concepts of accounting are
developed more through practice than research (Parker et al.
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2011; Singleton-Green 2009), which contributes to the
perceived gap between accounting practice and research.
Forgarty (2014:1268) specifically states that in accounting, ...
practitioners have a less complex and less robust way of
framing problems and finding solutions...”, which is
characterised by the absence of ... appropriate methodology
and terminology...”. The focus in accounting practice is on a
consultative process, and then specifically also on the due
diligence process of the financial reporting standard-setters.
The consultation process of practice does not rely on theory
and this is where doctrinal research could make a contribution
to assessing the doctrines developed in practice.

This discussion would be incomplete without mentioning the
impact of social interpretative and critical research in
accounting. Interpretative and critical research in accounting is
applied to improve practice, but from a broader perspective
(Armstrong 2008; Baker & Bettner 1997; Hopwood 2007;
Roslender & Dillard 2003). The aim of social research in
accounting is to evaluate accounting within its social,
institutional and organisational context, to create broader
interdisciplinary perspectives, to deal with complexities of
practice and to create perspectives for change (Jeale & Carter
2014; O'Dwyer & Unerman 2014; Parker & Guthrie 2014;
Wilkinson & Durden 2015). The benefit of the social research
movement in accounting is thatit clearly establishes accounting
as an academic discipline that uses different research
approaches and different methods of engagement. Accounting
practice and policy, however, remain neglected (Parker 2012),
and this is where the doctrinal methodology has a role to play.
Although social interpretative and critical research is important
in accounting research, such social research does not normally
contribute to the doctrines of accounting.

The lack of methodological rigour in accounting policy
research and the lack of specific accounting theory on which
to base accounting research provide the rationale for the
consideration of doctrinal research in accounting.

Doctrinal research approaches
Hermeneutical research approach

VanHoecke (2011) classifies doctrinal research as a hermeneutical
approach, which entails the interpretation of text to identify
meaning in text (Boland 1989; Gaffikin 2008; Prasad 2002).
However, a broader view is that hermeneutics can also be used
to interpret all aspects of social activities (Boland 1989). In Van
Hoecke’s (2011) view, the importance of the interpretation of
text in a practical discipline should not be underestimated. Van
Hoecke argues that the purpose of hermeneutics in doctrinal
research is not to create a true or false outcome (as with the
scientific method), but to create a convincing argument
regarding the nature of existing doctrines. That is also in essence
what accounting researchers are doing in theoretical accounting
policy research as referred to above — even if they do not always
discuss their methodological approaches.

Bell (2011) states that the authoritative paradigm is central to
authoritative interpretation and explains that the objective of
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authoritative interpretation is to create an appropriate answer
based on authoritative text within a system of enquiry. In this
authoritative paradigm, Samuel’s (2011) view is that
hermeneutics is used intellectually to interpret text. Within an
accounting context, the standard-setters are the authoritative
source that creates the financial reporting standards, with the
jurisdictional acceptance of the standards through regulation
or legislation creating further legal backing for the financial
reporting standards. The authority of the documents is
validated through the structures that create them, and as such
their authority is not questioned for practical application.

Samuel (2011) further clarifies that doctrinal research forms
part of social sciences, in which human activity is assessed. In
his view, the social facts captured in documents are complex,
and therefore, the hermeneutical approach is relevant to
interpret such documents. He also argues that intellectuality
in doctrinal research hermeneutics is not only central from a
methodological perspective, but also in the creation of
knowledge. Hage (2011) concurs that doctrinal research
contributes to knowledge by identifying what norms should
be collectively enforced and declares that the justification of
the doctrinal knowledge creation is achieved through sound
arguments that are deductively valid.

Within the context of accounting, Boland (1989:592) considers
hermeneutics as an alternative approach to read text, and in
his view “...the hermeneutic problem is to gain meaning...’
from text ‘...by engaging in an interpretative dialog...”. He
believes that theories and organisational structures should be
subjected to a process of systematic and critical reflection. His
belief that accounting should be used as a text of human
practices is emphasised by referring to Rorty (1979), who
states that: A hermeneutic reading of accounting as text is
the most hopeful way to approach an organisational
understanding of accounting as a human practice’. One such
practice could be to interpret the development of financial
reporting and related accounting standards, and even the
standards themselves. Because the standards are socially
constructed, it is argued that the interpretation of the text is
the starting point for evaluating these standards, and that it is
important that accounting researchers become involved in
this knowledge creation process.

Furthermore, from an accounting perspective, Gaffikin
(2008:160) agrees that hermeneutics focuses on language,
meaning and interpretation, that any new knowledge is
based on historical knowledge, captured in documents, and
that *...value-free inquiry is not possible and truth only exists
as shared interpretations’. This is also the nature of doctrinal
research, which focuses on historical documentation to create
existing (new) knowledge.

For both Boland (1989) and Gaffikin (2008), the move to
interpretation is a break with the objective view of the scientific
method to a deeper and more fruitful understanding of
accounting and establishes hermeneutics as part of the
broader social science research movement. Hermeneutics is
also seen as core to a doctrinal research approach. Within the
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hermeneutical framework, however, different approaches are
possible, as discussed below.

Descriptive research approach

A descriptive approach to the research of documents aims
to identify the social facts in the documents (Hage 2011). In
legal doctrinal research, it would be to establish what the
law in a specific circumstance is, while in accounting, it
would be to identify what the accounting guidance
envisioned by the financial reporting standard (or related
documents) is.

Some doctrinal scholars (Van Hoecke 2011; Van Roermund
2011; Westerman 2011) attempt to create a link to positivistic
research in that positive knowledge is created through the
description of the specific information. This positive
knowledge differs from typical positivistic knowledge in that
itis not created through the scientific process. Rather, through
the hermeneutic process of interpreting documents, the
current knowledge of a discipline is, according to Bell (2011),
described as creating an objective view of certain aspects of
the discipline. Hage (2011) explains that in the legal discipline,
the traditional hermeneutical approach is also used in
doctrinal research to establish what he calls positive law and
clarifies that such positive law creates legal certainty. Under
the descriptive approach, hermeneutics is therefore used to
identify current knowledge and does not contribute to what
the knowledge should be.

Hage (2011) explains further that a social fact is established if
significant people agree through some process of consensus.
He therefore agrees that hermeneutics is used to establish the
positive knowledge, and he concurs with Mackor (2011) that
descriptive and other approaches (discussed hereafter) are
interlinked and that most doctrinal research will go beyond
mere description.

Within an accounting context, therefore, certainty is created
firstly through the financial reporting standards issued by
the standard-setters. Textbooks by practitioners and
academics on financial reporting standards are used to create
further certainty and positive accounting, through the financial
reporting standards and textbooks. Therefore, a strong
argument could be made that accounting researchers do not
need to be involved in the process of creating such positive
knowledge in the accounting discipline, and that social
accounting researchers are correct to focus on broader aspects
of the discipline. The discussion of the gap between
accounting research and accounting practice, however,
suggests the opposite. Doctrines are developed in accounting
practice and accounting researchers should arguably become
more involved in the policy debate to establish positive
doctrines for accounting. For many accounting academics,
this might not be appealing, but it is important to foster the
accounting policy debate and reduce the gap between
accounting research and accounting practice. Descriptive
hermeneutic research may be the starting point to create
positive accounting doctrines.
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Interpretative research approach

Doctrinal reasoning is based on the art of interpretation
(Samuel 2011), which aims to create an understanding of text
under consideration. That is why the hermeneutic approach
refers to authoritative interpretation. Interpretation is used in
research to create a deeper understanding of a phenomenon
(Armstrong 2008; Coetsee 2011; Henning, Van Rensburg &
Smit 2004), and therefore interpretation forms the basis of
qualitative research. Doctrinal researchers agree that
interpretation is applied in doctrinal research not only to
create deeper meaning (Samuel 2011), but also to clarify
internal consistency and coherence in documents (Bell 2011)
and to understand the doctrines (Mackor 2011). Furthermore,
interpretation could also be used to explain why a specific
concept, principle or rule is valid within any given context
(Van Hoecke 2011). Westerman (2011) goes further and argues
that interpretation in doctrinal research is not primarily
aimed at understanding and validation, but rather at ordering
and clarification. This approach is especially applied in law
to identify the doctrines in legislation and case law.

The question is whether validation (i.e. ordering and
clarification) is really needed in accounting research, because
the financial reporting standard-setters have taken over the
development and interpretation function in accounting. The
standard-setters do not only create the standards (the so-
called positive knowledge), but also create separate
interpretation committees to interpret divergence in the
application of the financial reporting standards. The issue
therefore becomes whether accounting academics should (or
could) play a gatekeeper role in the positive accounting
knowledge created in practice. This researcher argues in
favour of this, because the (scholarly) function of
interpretation could be used successfully to identify areas of
uncertainty, inconsistencies and lack of coherence in the
doctrines developed in practice, and to continually question
the appropriateness of this positive knowledge.

Normative research approach

It is generally acknowledged that normative research
considers questions around the pragmatic application of the
doctrines in practice (Deegan 2014; Gaffikin 2008). In
accounting research, normative research has lost its appeal
because it is regarded as non-scientific (Godfrey et al. 2006;
Mattessich 1992, 2002). Doctrinal researchers, Hutchinson
and Duncan (2012), Chynoweth (2008) and McKerchar
(2008), however, believe that it should play an important
role in any practical discipline where doctrines are
developed. In this regard, the purpose of doctrinal research
is not only to describe and interpret the current doctrines,
but also to direct changes in the doctrines (Hage 2011;
Mackor 2011). Hage (2011) explains the underlying nature
of normative research as follows:

...there is no principle difference between the justification of
positions that are deemed ‘factual’ and positions that are deemed
‘normative’. In both cases a person is absolutely justified in
accepting such a position if the position fits in a coherent position
set held by this person. (p. 38)



https://www.jefjournal.org.za�

Justification is therefore a core principle of doctrinal research,
with the validity of doctrinal research being created through
the appropriateness of the process applied (Chynoweth 2008;
Kazmierski 2014; McKerchar 2008). Hage (2011), however,
identifies problems in such an approach by stating that there
are no true answer(s) or common ground for justification,
and that the end result is a matter of personal choice.

Notwithstanding, Hage (2011:43) believes that the goal of
normative research is to create a coherent set of positions
through appropriate argumentation that contributes to
knowledge. He therefore declares that the aim of doctrinal
research is not only to create new positive knowledge, but
also to question the current knowledge. Therefore, he believes
that order is established by developing doctrines that are
enforced collectively. Westerman (2011) agrees and states that
in doctrinal research, normativity is created over time
through both systematic integration and historical continuity
with the aim not only to maintain and restore order, but also
to create new order.

Mackor (2011) refers to the principle of imputation in
normative research, which means that existing concepts,
principles and rules are used to determine the norms
applicable to other fact patterns. Therefore, imputed
relationships, not causal relationships as in scientific research,
are created to interpret fact patterns. These relationships are
developed through the authoritative argumentation of
doctrinal research. Mackor (2011) creates yet a further
perspective on norms, implying that all doctrines can be
classified into aspects of norms, as follows:

e Norm descriptions, which are normative statements (i.e.
the positive norms or laws) of the current status of
doctrines.

¢ Norm contentions, which aim to identify gaps and reduce
any vagueness and ambiguity through authoritative
interpretation.

e Norm recommendations, which aim to improve current
norms.

Norm recommendations were the main aim of traditional
normative research in accounting (Deegan 2014; Gaffikin
2008). The main difference in doctrinal research is that the
researcher is taking an insider approach as part and parcel of
the practical system (Kazmierski 2014; McKerchar 2008) and
not an outsider approach that was the practice in traditional
normative research in accounting to create validity for the
research (Jeanjean & Ramirez 2009).

In Mackor’s (2011) view, all three types of norms follow the
principle of imputation, making doctrinal research the main
form of normative science that is applied in the disciplines of
law, theology and ethics. Mackor (2011) states that, in these
disciplines, an obligation is created for people to live from.
This is not different from accounting, and the practice of
accounting, through the standard-setting process, creates the
financial reporting standards (i.e. the doctrines) that should
be followed in practice. The problem in the accounting
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discipline is that the function of norm creation is primarily
transferred to practice and the view of doctrinal researchers
discussed above is that this function should not be left to
practice alone. Accounting researchers cannot disregard
these doctrines, and normative research is important to
assess the appropriateness of these norms. In other practical
disciplines, the doctrines developed are the first base of
discipline-related research, and broader interdisciplinary
research could also make use of the doctrines as a link to
practice.

Critical research approach

The key purpose of critical research is to foster social change
(Baker & Bettner 1997; Richardson 2015; Roslender 2006). In
pure critical research, a researcher needs to identify the
perspective from which the critique is applied (Baker &
Bettner 1997; James 2008; Roslender 2006), and because
normative research does not specifically require such a
critical stance, it may be argued that it creates incompatible
research approaches.

The observation from the doctrinal research literature is that
pure critical research is not specifically addressed in doctrinal
research. Two explanations could be given for this
observation, namely that normative research is seen as a
critical research approach used in doctrinal research to foster
change; from there, its focusis more on thelogicargumentation
and doctrinal logic than the researcher’s critical stance, and
that critique is seen as integrated in the hermeneutic process
of authoritative interpretation. This is the reason why Mackor
(2011) refers to both norm contentions and norm
recommendations.

The fact that critical research is often not considered as part of
doctrinal research does not mean that pure critical research
could not be conducted on the doctrines developed in
practice. In this regard, Richardson (2015:77) declares that
critical research could “...use any method that enhances the
principle of critical theory’. Accounting researchers could, for
example, consider different stances to assess the doctrines of
accounting. Assessing the nature of the stances falls outside
the scope of this article and could be addressed in future
research. As an example, the process of Baker and McGeachin
(2013), in their article discussed earlier, to include a process of
theory building and the link to the accounting theory, is an
attempt to make their research more critical. Further research
could also assess whether the concepts developed in the
IASB’s Conceptual Framework for Financial Reporting (IASB
2018) could be used as a basis to evaluate the doctrines
developed in a specific financial reporting standard.

Finally, hermeneutics also has a branch that is referred to as
critical hermeneutics (Kinsella 2006, Roberge 2011). The
argumentis thatin the qualitative interpretation of documents
under a hermeneutic approach, uncertainty and ambiguity
might arise. Critical hermeneutics is used to debate and
resolve such ambiguity in qualitative research.
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Comparative research approach

Another approach that is followed in doctrinal research is
comparative research (Adams 2011; Husa 2011; Samuel
2011), which compares doctrines developed in different
jurisdictions. The concern in comparative research is that
doctrines developed in other jurisdictions may be unfamiliar
to the researcher and that the researcher needs to reconstruct
the meaning of foreign doctrines (Adams 2011). Therefore, to
make a comparison, the researcher needs to understand the
other system that is compared. Understanding the
interpretation and uses of different language is also important
in comparative research (Husa 2011).

Comparative research might be less attractive in accounting
research because of the establishment of the IASB and its
drive to establish one internationally accepted set of financial
reporting standards. Memoranda of understanding have
also been established with the IASB’s main competitor,
the Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) in the
United States of America, and other local standard-setters.
Nevertheless, comparative studies could still be conducted in
accounting research to identify differences between financial
reporting standards of the IASB and the FASB and the
accounting framework of other jurisdictions or countries that
have not adopted IFRSs. Comparative research could also be
used in accounting research to assess differences in public
and private accounting frameworks and different tiers in
accounting frameworks.

Conclusion

This article contributes to the accounting policy debate
by reflecting on different research approaches within a
doctrinal research methodology that could be pertinent in
accounting policy research to evaluate the accounting
doctrines developed in practice, that is, the concepts,
principles and rules. Doctrinal research is typically applied
in moral disciplines such as law, religion and ethics to assess
the doctrines on which such practices are based. Doctrinal
research creates a framework for policy research and differs
from other academic research in that it is conducted from
an insider’s perspective and does not rely on theory
developed through academic research. The validity of
doctrinal research is created through the appropriateness
of the argumentation.

An overview of policy research in accounting identifies an
absence (or lack) of methodological rigour in policy research
on the accounting doctrines. This article identified several
issues in accounting policy research that provide
opportunities for further debate and research, such as:

e  Whether research could only be based on doctrines of
accounting without any theoretical perspective.

*  Whether, because of a lack of underlying theory in
the accounting discipline, doctrinal research is a valid
option.

e  Whether a clear distinction exists between doctrines and
theory in the academic literature.
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The view expressed in this article is that doctrines of
accounting are developed in practice and academics should
not ignore these doctrines. Identifying and reflecting on the
different research approaches used in doctrinal research can
serve to clarify methodological issues and encourage more
research on the doctrines of accounting. It was indicated that
hermeneutics is the foundation of doctrinal research as the
purpose of doctrinal research is to evaluate the practical
documents in which the doctrines of a discipline are captured.
Hermeneutics, in this regard, is seen as the interpretation of
documents developed in practice to describe, interpret,
evaluate and assess the doctrines. Descriptive, interpretative,
normative, critical and comparative research approaches
could therefore be used in the hermeneutic framework of
doctrinal research, depending on the desired outcome of the
research being undertaken.

Doctrines are normally developed through a process of
consensus, and descriptive doctrinal research contributes to
such consensus. Descriptive doctrinal research identifies
positive doctrines applied in practice to create certainty,
and as such doctrinal researchers consider descriptive
hermeneutic research on the doctrines of a discipline as a
substitute for the scientific method to create similar positive
outcomes.

Interpretative doctrinal research, on the other hand, is used to
create a deeper understanding of the doctrines developed
and is used to identify gaps, inconsistencies and a lack of
coherence in the doctrines. Authoritative interpretation of
hermeneutics is the foundation for this approach.

Furthermore, normative doctrinal research questions the
appropriateness of the doctrines developed in practice.
Normative research in doctrinal research differs from pure
critical research in that the stance of the researcher is not
needed, and that the normative outcome is based on the
logical argumentation of the researcher. Some doctrinal
researchers are, however, of the view that all doctrinal
research is normative in nature because the doctrines
developed in practice are the norms that practice should
apply, and therefore refers to norm descriptions, norm
contentions and norm recommendations to distinguish
between descriptive, interpretative and normative research.

Although doctrinal researchers normally do not refer to
critical research, pure critical research could be conducted in
doctrinal research if the researcher identifies a critical stance
on which to base the evaluation of the developed doctrines.
From an accounting research perspective, the issue is that the
doctrines developed in practice are not regarded as academic
theory, which makes a critical stance more difficult. However,
accounting researchers could assess, in future research,
whether the conceptual frameworks developed by standard-
setters could be used as a basis to conduct critical research.

Finally, comparative doctrinal research could compare
doctrines developed in different jurisdictions. Comparative
research is difficult because the researcher needs to
understand the economic, structural and cultural differences
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in different jurisdictions. The move of the IASB to develop a
full set of IFRS makes the need for comparative research
somewhat less attractive in accounting research. However,
the interpretation and application of accounting doctrines
applied in different jurisdictions means that some research
opportunities may still exist.

Further research could build on the issues identified in this
article, especially clarifying the difference between doctrines
and theory in accounting research. Future research could also
use the research approaches of doctrinal research identified in
this article to classify accounting policy research. Integration of
research approaches and lack of clear objectives in accounting
policy research may, however, make such classification difficult.
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