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The application of advanced digitization technologies to accounting and
business archives has created new opportunities for accounting and busi-
ness historians. The joint American Accounting Association and Euro-
pean Accounting Association Task Force (2006–2010) that examined
digitization confirmed this. This paper explores these opportunities, along
with some attendant challenges and cautions, with reference to the digi-
tization of two significant archives located in Australia. The first is the
archive of CPA Australia, a professional accounting association that has
its beginnings in 1886 and which today has over 132,000 members. The
second is the archive accumulated by the pre-eminent accounting scholar
Raymond Chambers during his long and extraordinarily productive
tenure at the University of Sydney. Studies of surviving business records,
biography and institutional history provide examples of scholarship that is
enabled by digitization technology and which has the capacity to inform
contemporary issues and debates.
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For decades, the administrators and managers of public archive collections have
wrestled with the competing demands of managing (reducing) the ever-increasing
costs of preserving and storing large volumes of hard copy materials while still
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ensuring that they are accessible by interested parties (Bettington et al., 2008). For
resource-constrained organizations, including professional accounting associations
and professional standards setters, balancing these demands can result in organiza-
tional conflict. This is particularly the case when there are current and pressing
needs that may be accorded priority over preserving the history and heritage of an
organization.

Against this setting, diverse organizations seeking to manage their collections
more efficiently have begun to embrace, albeit to varying levels, the potential of
information and communication technologies. The transformational technology of
digitization is particularly apposite in this context, as advances in this field enable
the multiple and conflicting challenges of preservation, storage and access to be
addressed. The digitization of records within a collection can provide access to a
greater range of resources through more efficient storage and retrieval solutions,
while avoiding the costs, delays and preservation risks associated with retrieving
hard copy documents from off-site locations.The potential is also created to enhance
both the depth and breadth of resources available through direct links to images and
associated data located in other collections, thereby extending and complementing
resources already available.

This paper explores some possibilities created by enhanced technology for aiding
historical research in accounting and business as well as informing contemporary
debates on matters of an advanced technical nature, such as asset valuation. The
importance of this topic is also illustrated by the formation of a joint American
Accounting Association (AAA)–European Accounting Association (EAA) Task
Force (TF), ‘The Global Accounting Digital Archive: A Proposal to Help Advance
the Discipline of Accounting’ in early 2006. The TF operated from 2006–2010, and
comprised a group of international scholars.1 It culminated in the GADAN (Global
Accounting Digital Archive Network), which is administered by Rutgers University2

and is also accessible via the AAA website. Perusal of the available materials makes
clear that the main function of the site is to serve as a hub to allow access to other
collections—which often are not full text sites.

The paper explores two current projects that exploit newly developed technolo-
gies to aid the access to, and preservation of, two important archives, viz. The CPA
Australia Archive (hereafter CPAA Archive), held at the National Office of the
association in Melbourne; and the R.J. Chambers collection (hereafter the Cham-
bers Archive), located at the University of Sydney. An explanation of the content
and progress of these projects demonstrates the potential for enhanced techno-
logy to facilitate greater access to archival material while simultaneously aiding
its preservation. Such initiatives assist the development of a more accurate and

1 The AAA website notes that the TF in 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 included the following members:
Gary Previts (Chair, 2006–2007), Wolfgang Ballwieser, A. Rick Elam, Oktay Guvemli, Bryan
Howieson, Daniel Jensen (Co-chair, 2007–2008), Janet Morrill, Paolo Quattrone, Edson Riccio,
Vyachaslav Sokolov, Miklos Vasarhelyi (Co-chair, 2007–2008) and Hidotoshi Yamaji. Jovari St. Victor
of Rutgers University is the webmaster who developed the site.

2 See http://raw.rutgers.edu/digitallibrary/home.htm.
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comprehensive literature on accounting’s past as well as research and regulation
directed at contemporary issues.

ACCESSIBILITY AND THE ARCHIVE

Historical research gains much of its strength from a firm base in ‘the archive’
(Bettington et al., 2008; Carnegie and Napier, 1996). Without a knowledge and
appreciation of the past there is no anchor point to which the origins of the present
can be traced (Carnegie and Napier, 2012). Records of the past can enable a more
detailed analysis of how accounting and business practices, within particular settings,
may be implicated in shaping the behaviours of individuals and the functioning of
organizations and societies (Burchell et al., 1980; Hopwood, 1983, 1987).

Business archives also provide a link between past and contemporary business
practice. Archival repositories can provide abundant opportunities for advancing an
understanding of institutional, corporate and market behaviours. They represent
important and often under-utilised resources, not only for scholars of history, but
also for practitioners, regulators and other stakeholders (Greenwood et al., 2002).3

They provide a foundation upon which professional development can build and
notions of best practice can evolve.

Archival sources also provide a valuable means of strengthening other research
methodologies and can play a crucial role in understanding and analyzing current
issues and problems (Welch, 2000). For both historians and others they provide a
‘new’ source of data (Napier, 2002) that can enrich research on contemporary
issues in a number of ways. Historical records can be an important source of data
verification, providing a longitudinal dimension that can give more depth and
meaning to data collected by other means and from other sources. Greater access
to seemingly innocuous or trivial records from the archive can, when used in con-
junction with other primary and secondary sources, result in enriched historical
accounts of people, places and events (Lee, 2008). This reduces the impacts of
‘preservation bias’ that may exist for collections that are, by their very essence,
‘partial’ (Potter, 2003). They can enable research that seeks to elucidate important
processes of accounting and business change, which may not be evident in other
qualitative or quantitative data collected, but that may become more apparent as
stronger links are drawn between past and present practices and approaches
(Napier, 2006). They can facilitate a deeper level of analysis, comprising ‘genealo-
gies of calculation’ which emphasize ‘the historical contingency of contemporary
practice’ (Miller and Napier, 1993) and may complement or challenge existing
theories and interpretations.

3 This point has been the subject of debate in the field for some time, particularly in light of recent
corporate collapses and major international events such as the Global Financial Crisis. Claims that
such current happenings are unique tend not only to ignore parallel events in the past, but also that the
settings in which current events occur are themselves the product of events, beliefs and practices that
preceded them (Carnegie and Napier, 2012).
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From a more general perspective, archival material has the added benefit of
providing the basis for research findings that can be of practical use to the business
community.4 For example, such resources are often used to establish legal precedents
and build legal cases, particularly where notions of ‘reasonable’ or ‘acceptable’
practice are in question (Carnegie and Napier, 1996). They provide information
used by business and policy units in both government and the private sector to
build cases for change and the development of business processes. Archival
material enriches not only the understanding of the past but also the present.
Although most commonly associated with the historian’s profession, the value
of such resources for the analysis of contemporary issues is increasingly being
recognised (BAC, 2009; Miller, 2005).

Notwithstanding the above, the potential value of business archives is more likely
to be fully realised if the resources are readily accessible. For a variety of reasons,
this remains a constant challenge for present and potential users. For example, the
geographic location of resources can preclude ready access by researchers. Retrieval
facilities may create delays and increase the cost of access. This is particularly the
case when material is held offsite and has to be pre-ordered for use in designated
reading rooms. Business archives are, by their very nature, bulky and costly to store,
and are frequently held in purpose-designed repositories not readily accessible to
the public (Bettington et al., 2008). In some cases the rarity of the manuscripts may
preclude open access, and special permission may be required for an item to be
accessed. Further conditions of access may limit the user’s ability to examine fully
the record involved. Limitations on the opening times of repositories as well as on
access to certain types of collections add to the difficulties of archival research.
Additionally, whenever access to original documents is provided—no matter how
stringent the conditions—there is a risk that valuable and irreplaceable documents
and artefacts may be damaged, lost or stolen (Bettington et al., 2008).

Digital technology and the internet have created the potential to address many of
the issues described above, enhancing access to archival resources while simultane-
ously aiding their preservation (Bettington et al., 2008). Digitization reduces barriers
to access and, in so doing, provides a greater opportunity for researchers to unravel
much that has previously been unknown with respect to the development of
accounting theory and practice (Flesher et al., 2010). Further, using the electronic
facsimiles created through digitization means that precious and rare original sources
need not be repeatedly handled.5

4 The apparent ‘disconnect’ between academic research in accounting and regulation and practice in the
field has been the subject of significant discussion and debate in recent years (e.g., Evans et al., 2011;
Hopwood, 2007; Taylor, 2009; Tilt, 2010). A common theme in this line of research is that academic
research can and should contribute to the development of regulation and practice in the field by
providing important analysis both ex ante and ex post, although data constraints, particularly for ex ante
analysis, and the need for results in the short term can be hurdles (Taylor, 2009). The digitization of
archival records creates an additional data source that can assist in negotiating such hurdles.

5 At the same time, it is acknowledged that for some materials the benefits of digitization may be limited
(for further reading, refer Bettington et al., 2008).
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Internationally, the move to digitize archival records is gaining momentum
with many repositories either having begun the process or presently considering
doing so. In Australia, governments at both the state and federal levels have
been proactive. The National Archives of Australia, responsible for all holdings
of federal government documents, has operated a user-pays, digitization-on-
demand service for a number of years. It also digitizes high-use, high-value or
at-risk parts of the collection (NAA, 2011). Other national archives, such as the
National Archives of the United Kingdom, have a growing number of digital
records available to the public. In the U.S., the National Archives and Records
Administration has a program to selectively digitize high-use records. In addition,
they are working in partnership with a number of organizations to make avail-
able a wider number of records (NARA, 2011). Other repositories, such as
holdings in universities and private organizations often lag behind, although the
London School of Economics (LSE) Archives and those university collections
covered by GADAN are notable exceptions.6 With the benefit of external fund-
ing, the LSE Archive has a program to digitize selective parts of its collection
(LSE, 2011). For the most part, however, university archives and other pri-
vately held collections are constrained in their ability to create online archival
resources. Moreover, there are relatively few projects underway internationally to
digitize significant collections of accounting and business records. A noteworthy
exception is the Institute of Chartered Accountants of England and Wales
(ICAEW), which has compiled an extensive digital catalogue with links to related
repositories.

The CPAA Archive represents one of the most comprehensive collections of
surviving records of a professional accounting association and is in the process of
being digitized. Similarly, the Chambers Archive is a remarkably complete, and
already not far from being fully digitized, personal archive of one of the leading
contributors to the art of accounting.7 Taken together, the digitization of these two
resources provides a unique opportunity to clarify the roots of modern accounting
practice, both nationally and internationally, thus informing not only the under-
standing of the past but also of the present and possible future directions the
discipline of accounting may take.

6 For example, the University of Mississippi collection contains fully scanned versions of the Accounting
Historians Journal (1974–2007), The Accounting Historians Notebook (1978–2007) and digital copies
of numerous other historical accounting resources.The University has also digitized all publications of
the firm Deloitte (and its predecessor firms, including Haskins & Sells,Touche Ross & Company).This
material is available at: http://clio.lib.olemiss.edu/cdm/landingpage/collection/deloitte. Other digitized
resources, including those relating to accounting practices in medieval times, reside in a range of U.S.
universities including the University of Pennsylvania, UCLA and Columbia (New York). Further,
some of the papers of the former SEC Chief Accountant Walter Schuetze and an interview are located
in the SEC Historical Society. The transcript of the interview is available at http://www.sechistorical
.org/museum/oral-histories/s-t/.

7 Dean et al. (2006) describe the provenance features of the Chambers Archive.
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TWO SIGNIFICANT ARCHIVES IN ACCOUNTING AND BUSINESS

CPAA Archive
CPA Australia is one of the world’s largest accounting bodies with over 132,000
members working in 111 countries. It is also one of the oldest such organizations,
having celebrated its 125th anniversary in 2011. Various administrations have
had an acute awareness of the need to retain records and so an extensive archive has
been amassed which includes material from each of CPAA’s major antecedent
bodies, namely: (i) The Incorporated Institute of Accountants, Victoria (IIAV)
(1886–1918), renamed The Incorporated Institute of Accountants, Commonwealth
of Australia (IIACA) (1918–1921), and further renamed the Commonwealth Insti-
tute of Accountants (1921–1952); (ii) The Federal Institute of Accountants (FIA)
(1894–1952); (iii) The Association of Accountants of Australia (TAAA) (1910–
1953); and (iv) The Australasian Institute of Cost Accountants (AICA) (1920–1966)
(Linn, 1996). Existing as distinct professional accounting associations for much
of the first half of the 20th century, these bodies were either amalgamated or
dissolved in a process that led to the establishment of the Australian Society of
Accountants (ASA) (1952–1990). This body was renamed the Australian Society
of Certified Practising Accountants in 1990 and adopted its present title of CPA
Australia in 2000. In 2011, work began to digitize rare and unique items held by this
organization with a view to making the digitized images available for public access
via the CPA library catalogue.8 For practical reasons (mainly cost), the first phase
of the project focuses on the digitization of records of the antecedent bodies up to
the creation of the ASA9 in 1952.

Of the ASA’s antecedent bodies, the CIA and its immediate predecessors (IIAV
and IIACA) are the most prominently represented in the collection. The FIA and
the AICA also have a significant, although somewhat smaller, presence, while the
quantity of documents pertaining to the TAAA is relatively limited.The archive also
contains a selection of records created by numerous regional organizations and
committees that pre-date these bodies.

Physically, the CPAA Archive comprises several hundred boxes of material, each
containing a collection of records, photographs and other assorted ephemera gen-
erated and collected by the organization. Covering a range of different record types
and representing the numerous antecedent bodies of CPAA, the onsite component
of the archive, serviced and maintained by the organization’s library, is available for

8 It is noted that each body has been the subject of prior research that has elucidated aspects of their
professionalization, operation and influence (e.g., Parker, 1987 (Federal Institute of Accountants,
Commonwealth Institute of Accountants, Australasian Institute of Cost Accountants (AICA));
Carnegie et al., 2003 (Incorporated Institute of Accountants, Victoria, TAAA, AICA)). The focus of
this paper is not to replicate such work but instead to explore the potential enhanced understandings
that are possible when the archives of such entities are more readily accessible through digitization,
and their contents more securely preserved.

9 Although outside the remit of this paper, the archival holdings of the ASA are considerably more
extensive than those for the above named antecedent bodies. It is planned, in due course, that these
holdings will be included in a later, more expansive digitization project.
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use by members and the public. Given the size of the collection, the onsite facility
houses only the collection’s most heavily used and historically ‘rich’ records, with a
considerably larger volume of materials held at a dedicated, offsite record-keeping
facility. The onsite archival holdings of the antecedent bodies of the ASA are of
particular relevance to this project.

The content of the CPAA Archive is varied and diverse. It houses a core set of
records for each of the major antecedent bodies. Dealing with the governance,
administrative, financial and accountability concerns of their respective organiza-
tions, these ‘core’ records form the backbone of the collection and include memo-
randa and articles of association, by-laws, general council and executive committee
minutes, cash books, ledgers, annual reports and annual general meeting notices.

The archive also houses a large selection of documents created by each body that
are distinctly the product of these organizations’ functions and activities as profes-
sional accounting associations. These include membership lists, admission applica-
tions, student information files, professional development brochures, handbooks,
examination papers and course curricula.

Although not strictly defined as ‘archival resources’, the collection also contains a
considerable number of rare accounting and business publications, including printed
lectures and technical monographs, mainly relating to public addresses and/or
articles commissioned by, or presented on behalf of, the bodies. In terms of published
material, the CPAA Archive also holds the complete series of several in-house
journals, the AICA’s Cost Bulletin and the FIA’s The Federal Accountant as well as
The Australian Accountant. As far as is currently understood, no other repository
holds all issues of these journals—strengthening the claim that the CPAA Archive is
a significant accounting and business archive internationally. In summary form, the
records for each antecedent body are arranged as follows:

Archival Resources

Series 1—Governance
Series 2—Minutes
Series 3—Financial Records
Series 4—Annual Reports and Annual General Meetings
Series 5—Education
Series 6—Membership
Series 7—Publications
Series 8—Photographs
Series 9—People
Series 10—Memorabilia
Series 11—Professional Development
Series 12—Miscellaneous

The staff of the CPAA library handle a multitude of enquiries that have an
archival dimension. Members are most commonly interested in past memberships,
publications and professional development. Academic researchers, on the other
hand, consult across a wide range of areas including, but not limited to, governance,

ENHANCING THE ACCESSIBILITY OF ACCOUNTING AND BUSINESS ARCHIVES

7
© 2013 The Authors

Abacus © 2013 Accounting Foundation, The University of Sydney



minutes, education and scholarly publications. The association itself also uses the
archive extensively. The branding and logos contained in past brochures, publica-
tions and annual reports are frequently drawn on by CPAA’s marketing and com-
munications division to inform current branding and advertising campaigns. Finally,
staff also receive large numbers of queries from the public for details about past
members, generally family members. According to the library staff, in recent years
there has been a rapid increase in the number of genealogical enquiries, with an
associated rise in the use of past membership lists, student records and annual
reports.

Chambers Archive
The hard copy Chambers Archive is held within the Sydney University Archives. It
comprises more than 115 acid-free (for 250 years) boxes of material each containing
a collection of records, photographs and other assorted ephemera generated and
collected by R.J. Chambers. Covering a broad range of different record types, the
archive has had a remarkable history, surviving several moves following Chambers’
official retirement in 1982.10 Although the collection continued to expand during the
quarter century of Chambers’ retirement, problems associated with storage caused
the collection to be boxed and recompiled on several occasions in the 1990s. The
original hard copy Chambers Library contained over 2,500 books together with
hard copies of thousands of articles, newspaper cuttings, etc., in numerous filing
cabinets. All are catalogued. To this is added the extensive correspondence files
amounting to approximately 15,000 individual letters written and received from
1947 until 1999. This has been reduced to around 12,500 hard copy entries held
by the University’s Archives. These correspondence files form the basis of the
digitized collection now available online.

Clarke et al. (2012, especially pp. 93–96) recall the movements of the Library in the
1980s and 1990s after Chambers retired and recount further physical moves after his
passing. In brief, in late 1999 documents were recovered from several locations,
boxed and placed in storage, and then finally recompiled in a room with a layout
similar to that in place when Chambers was researching. This marked the beginning
of what would develop over the next decade into one of the most comprehensive,
complete and fascinating collections pertaining to an individual scholar, comparable
with those of other leading international researchers in diverse fields. At present
the digitized version of the Chambers Archive also holds the Robert Sterling11

10 The archive’s features are described in detail in Dean et al. (2006). Digitized records from the
collection are accessible online (http://chamberslibrary.econ.usyd.edu.au) and form part of the inter-
national network of similar collections developed by the joint AAA and EAA project known as
GADAN (see http://raw.rutgers.edu/digitallibrary/home.htm).

11 As the author of many significant articles and books on accounting and a two-time recipient of the
AAA and the AICPA Notable Contributions to Accounting Literature Award, Robert Sterling
is widely regarded as a key figure in the development of accounting thought during the 20th century.
The National Library of the Accounting Profession at the University of Mississippi in Oxford,
Mississippi, also has a collection of Sterling’s papers, which he donated to the University.
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papers, following a gift from Sterling to the University of Sydney Accounting
Foundation.

The official archiving program began as the second in the series of the University
of Sydney’s Foundation Professors program. Initial funding was arranged by CPAA,
the Faculty of Economics and Business and the University of Sydney Accounting
Foundation. There were several stages, each of which entailed digitized recording
and classification of data:12

• An initial phase (2000–2002) catalogued, boxed and stored the correspondence
files (1947–1999) in acid-free archival boxes. A professional archivist was hired to
undertake the task.

• Then followed (2002–2003) a more extensive recording of the residual of Cham-
bers’ correspondence files, 2,500 books, numerous journal articles, newspaper
cuttings, miscellany, along with many thousands of card entries that had been the
source of his Accounting Thesaurus (1995).

• Throughout 2003–2004 data were reclassified according to Chambers’ seven-item
classificatory schema as enunciated in the Chambers on Accounting series and a
15-item ‘Aide-Memoire’ schema (Chambers and Dean, 2000).

• Finally (March–November 2004), all of the digitized materials were integrated
into a digitized library that was demonstrated as part of the launch of the collec-
tion. In the latter part of 2004 a consultant was contracted to design and imple-
ment the web interface to permit interrogation of the collection.

The hard copy part of the Archive was officially launched on 15 November 2004
by the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Sydney, Gavin Brown. Thereafter all
physical boxes containing materials have been located as part of the University of
Sydney Archives as the USA P202 collection.

Today the hard copy Chambers Archive consists of:

• published works—over 300 article abstract records;
• unpublished works—12,500 mainly correspondence items;
• library book listings—about 2,500 catalogue reference records; and
• filing cabinet listings—about 2,500 summary reference records.

Many of the hard copy books and articles are located at the University’s Burren
Street Library and summary records of these physical items have been digitized.
With regard to the correspondence items, scanning and digitization work to facilitate
search capability of the full text of most letters in the collection was completed in
mid-2012.

With the Archive now (nearly) fully digitized, access is available via a graphical
introductory web page available on the University of Sydney Archives and the

12 Also, access and authority to include some journal articles in the collection has been made available
by Wiley Blackwell.
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University of Sydney Business School web pages.13 Further access is made via
numerous classificatory schemata that were derived from classifications observed in
the physical collection at the time of Chambers’ passing. Briefly, the architecture for
the archive has been established to enable material to be located using various
means including:

• key word search;
• advanced Boolean search;
• phrase search (search in context); and
• directly through numerous classificatory avenues. These include: a 68-item high-

level classification (chronologically stored within category) that follows the way
Chambers had stored the correspondence in folders in his room; a seven-item
classification following Chambers’ schema of his published works (see Chambers
and Dean, 1986, 2000; Chambers on Accounting,Vols I–VI); and a 15-item schema
based on Chambers’ ‘Aide-Memoire’ (Chambers and Dean, 2000). Other inter-
rogation paths are by correspondence date, recipient and organization.

There is also extensive copyright management within the archive, allowing subsets
of material to be viewed in a controlled environment whilst supporting open access
to the bulk of the items. Finally, each item has been catalogued using extended
Dublin Core14 and has its own Digital Object Identifier, allowing ease of reference
within and external to the archive. It also allows for transportability of the data
across different software search programmes.

The classifications adopted for the Chambers Archive show the ordered nature
and breadth of scholarship displayed by its creator. As Chambers’ An Accounting
Thesaurus (1995) and now this Archive attest, he was a voracious and insatiable
reader on myriad aspects of life, always on the lookout for different angles to
articulate what he saw as the fundamental issues in accounting thought and practice.
Seeking a ‘better’ form of financial reporting was his lifelong academic mission. It is
little known that Chambers was Secretary of the NSW Business Archives Council
from 1961–1969. The provenance features of the Chambers Archive show him to be
a true archivist.

INFORMING RESEARCH ON ACCOUNTING’S PAST

In this section the potential for more ready access to the archive to inform work on
accounting’s past is explored. The dialogue is based on some broader categories of

13 The Market Price Accounting Archive material appeared on the Business School website until the
end of 2012. From that point all archives were transferred to, and will be accessible from, the
University of Sydney Archives website that handles personal archives groups. The web address is:
http://sydney.edu.au/arms/archives/personal.shtml#Ch.

14 ‘Dublin Core’ refers to a set of controlled terms used to describe the arrangement of myriad resources
in a way that seeks to optimize their searchability.
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research in the field suggested by various authors (e.g., Carnegie and Napier, 1996).
A constant theme in what follows is that the digitization of records has potential to
broaden and deepen the archive, thereby enriching the understandings that are
possible from the analysis of hard copy resources available at a single location. More
ready access to archive materials across collections can provide greater context for
understanding how changes to accounting both shaped, and were shaped by, changes
to the social and organizational setting in which they occurred.

Studies of Surviving Business Records
Studies that focus on surviving business records have largely sought to document
historical accounting practices. While earlier work in this area tended to rely pri-
marily on ledgers, journals, day books and other primary records of account, the
majority of more recent work combines such resources with an examination of
additional and seemingly peripheral documentation such as internal memoranda,
minutes of meetings and an understanding of the surrounding social and business
environment. This is done to shed light not only on accounting practices used
within certain settings, but also the factors that shaped and were shaped by the
evolution of such practices through time (Carnegie and Napier, 1996).

While offering valuable insight into accounting’s past, a natural hurdle faced by
historians is the generalizability of the findings based on context and time-specific
accounting records. Opportunities exist for digitization to overcome such limitations.
For example, the CPAA Archive contains extended continuous periods of financial
records for each of its antecedent bodies, allowing the prospect of a multi-entity-
based analysis of early accounting practices—a type of study that, to date, has been
relatively rare.15 The distinctive setting of occupational associations adds to the
novelty of such inquiry. Also, greater access to key decisions and policy positions
taken by professional accounting associations such as CPAA, along with profes-
sional examinations held by relevant bodies, can potentially facilitate a greater
understanding of the factors that shape accounting practices today.

Biography
Biographical studies are germane to accounting and business history. While earlier
biographical works generally tended to be more descriptive and chronological,
interpretive biographical research has also emerged in the past two decades. Here, a
common theme is to document the impact of the subject’s ideas, theories and
practices while also shedding light on the major influences on the subject’s thinking
over time (Edwards, 1994; Lee, 2008).

To further an understanding of accounting’s past, various researchers have
focused on prominent and influential accounting authors and academics such as
Canning (Zeff, 2000), MacNeal (Zeff, 1982), Chambers (Al-Hogail and Previts, 2001;
Wolnizer and Dean, 2000; Dean and Clarke, 2010a), Mathews, Gynther and Cham-
bers (Whittington and Zeff, 2001) and Goldberg (Parker, 1994). Similarly motivated

15 For exceptions, see Fleischman and Parker (1991); and Edwards and Boyns (1992, 1994).
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work has focused on practitioners (Heier, 2000; Nikitin, 1996; Scorgie, 1995, 2007)
and others (Oakes and Miranti, 1996). Notwithstanding, there have been many
calls to broaden biographical study to include founders of key accounting firms,
Auditors-General and prominent regulators as well as less prominent, ‘hidden’
voices from the past (Lee, 2009). Such calls appear, at least in part, to be motivated
by the need to look beyond accounting history as a story of constant and linear
progress.

Despite such calls, biographical research of lesser known members of the profes-
sion remains in relatively short supply, with authors tending to stay with the safer bet
of the influential and well-known (Lee, 2009).16 This is understandable given the
basis upon which biographical studies are necessarily prepared, typically written
from sources such as personal diaries, memoirs, correspondence, published works,
speeches and other materials (Previts et al., 1990b). Such resources can be used to
explore the various personal and professional influences on the thinking of the
subject as well as broadening the understanding of the evolutionary nature and
extent of the impact of that subject (Previts et al., 1990b). With greater depth a finer
level of analysis becomes available, and the researcher is potentially able to shed
more light on the hidden (lesser-known) voices of the profession, focusing on the
ordinary as well as the elite (Lee, 2008).

The power of techniques such as this is well illustrated in Dean and Clarke’s
(2010a) recourse to the Chambers Archive to unearth and publish details of a
25-year correspondence between Chambers and a relatively unknown account-
ing pioneer, Ernest Weinwurm from DePaul University. The correspondence
ranges across matters related to the function of accounting, accounting theory,
measurement in accounting and decision making—particularly the interface of
accounting with the growing Operations Research field in the 1950s and 1960s.
In a similar vein, the discovery of material in the Chambers Archive concerning
the emergence of a counter society in the 1970s to stem the rising tide of posi-
tivism in accounting research has provided insights into a little-known movement.
The background and activities of the Accounting Researchers International
Association (ARIA) had not previously been researched. Dean et al. (2011) used
the Chambers Archive to unearth how this society was formed, its membership
criteria and its ultimately unsuccessful attempts to halt the move to positivism in
the 1970s.17

16 For some exceptions of studies that have focused on the relatively lesser known, the unheard of or
even ‘the rogue’, see Carnegie et al. (2000); Lee (2008); Morecroft et al. (2000); Scorgie (2007); Walker
(1998, 2000, 2003, 2006).

17 Several current and recently completed doctoral theses also use the Chambers Archive—from the
University of Sydney and elsewhere. For example, completed University of Sydney PhDs include
those by Staunton that focused on ‘liabilities’ and Bloom that examined ‘goodwill’. Current (in
progress) doctoral students are also using the archive in various ways including to develop an
historical understanding of the Savings and Loans and the Global Financial Crisis, and to enhance our
general understanding of how a priori research struggled in the 1950s–1970s to get a toehold in the
accounting literature and retain it.
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Institutional History
Institutional history is the term used for those studies that examine the development
of the organizational and institutional infrastructure in accounting and business.
While a number of studies have sought to elaborate in descriptive ways institutional
emergence, the past two decades have seen authors develop a greater concern for
probing the diverse underlying forces at work and the consequences of the changes
occurring. Studies have focused on key events that impact the present-day structure
of the organized accounting profession within specific settings, as well as the devel-
opment of specific accounting-related organizations within those settings, such as
professional accounting bodies and accounting firms and regulatory boards and
foundations. This includes work attempting to establish accounting as a profes-
sional discipline (Bailey, 1992; Carey, 1969; Miranti, 1990; Olusegun Wallace, 1992;
Zeff, 2003a, 2003b), and various professionalization strategies adopted by specific
organizations and bodies within specific locales (Chua and Poullaos, 1993, 1998;
Olson, 1982; O’regan, 2008; Poullaos, 1993; West, 1996). A number of organizations
have been the subject of specific examination, including the ICAEW (Boys, 2004;
Noguchi and Edwards, 2008), the International Accounting Standards Board
(IASB) (Zeff, 2012), the Institute of Chartered Accountants Australia (ICAA)
(Graham, 1978), CPAA (Linn, 1996) and others (Goldberg, 1987; Gynther, 1985;
Gavens, 1990), as well as a collection of professional accounting firms, research
bodies and regulators (Armitage, 1995; Abrahams, 2006; Burrows, 1996; Falkus,
1993; Marshall, 1982; Rahman, 1992; Wootton and Wolk, 1992). Related closely to
business history, such studies have sought to trace the origins and developments
within the social and business settings in which they occurred (Mathias, 1993).

While this literature illuminates the origins of the present day organizational/
institutional structure of the field, it is routinely criticized. This is particularly so
when it is written from ‘the inside’, with critics alluding to its narrow focus and
the unquestioning and partial manner in which the ‘official histories’ (Dingwall,
1976) of particular institutions are often written (see also Hammond et al., 2009).
Enhanced access to significant archives helps to overcome these perceived defi-
ciencies. For example, the ‘narrowness’ criticism tends to arise from the single-
entity focus common to almost all such studies, as well as the organization level at
which they are written. Histories of CPAA’s antecedent bodies have tended to be
written and evaluated at the entity level and have neglected consideration of the
extent to which there were significant exchanges of personnel and ideas between
the bodies and how this might have influenced their subsequent development.
For example, Figure 1 contains an extract of the brochure from the Australian
Congress on Accounting in Sydney 1949—the second time the Congress was
held. The Congress was jointly sponsored by several bodies and managed by a
council that included representation from each. The papers presented at the con-
gress are notable both for the contemporary relevance of their content18 and the

18 Papers entitled ‘The Future Role of the Accountant’, ‘Contemporary Auditing Practice’ and
the ‘Widening Responsibilities of Accountants’ would not be out of place on many present day
conference programs (Figure 2).
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prominence of the presenters.19 It would also be possible to go beyond the
organizational level as the unit of analysis in such work, assisting in better
understanding the role of specific events such as congresses and public lectures
in shaping the discipline. Burrows (2009) provides an historical account of the

19 For example, A. A. Fitzgerald and F. Sewell Bray were two highly respected accountants of the day,
whose work spanned both practice and academia. Both were authors of many publications. The
Management Committee resonates like a ‘Who’s Who’ of the upper echelons of professional account-
ing of the time, with prominent names such as Way, Scott, Chancellor, Irish, Talbot, Orr, Andersen,
Walton, Dent, Fitzgerald and Yorston.

Figure 1

© CPA Australia Lt. 2012
Reproduced with the permission of CPA Australia
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CPAA—University of Melbourne Annual Research Lecture from 1940–2007.
Shedding light on the process by which speakers were selected and lecture topics
identified has potential to assist an enhanced understanding of the impact of what
has been described as ‘almost certainly the world’s most enduring annual account-
ing lecture series’ (p. 1). In a similar vein, dissemination vehicles such as the Aus-
tralian Congress on Accounting (Figure 1) offer seemingly obvious and
increasingly accessible subjects for researchers to further elaborate on account-
ing’s past.

Here, easier access to the interface of archives like the CPAA Archive and the
Chambers Archive will benefit researchers. In the latter, there are many hundreds
of letters between Chambers and the leading players in both the ICAA and CPAA
from the 1950s through to the 1970s. The personalities and viewpoints of those
influencing what was occurring during that period are well captured in those
letters.

Both archives contain material associated with a range of professional commit-
tees, such as the Joint Standing Committee between CPAA and the ICAA. Con-
sider also the joint inflation accounting committees of the mid-1970s and early
1980s and the repeated unsuccessful attempts at merging these two professional
bodies. These matters are the subjects of a significant amount of archival material
in both locations.

INFORMING CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

Archival resources can make a valuable contribution to contemporary research in
a number of areas, yet they remain relatively under-utilised. Welch (2000, p. 198)
argues that there are three key ways in which such research can contribute to current
study. They can extend the capacity of the researcher to make ‘justified statements’

Figure 2

© CPA Australia Lt. 2012
Reproduced with the permission of CPA Australia
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that otherwise may not be possible (see Napier, 2002) and verify existing data,
assist in explaining the processes of change, and challenge or build new theoretical
explanations. A similar case made by Jones and Khanna (2006) suggests that his-
torical research can expand the domain of inquiry and illuminate conceptual issues.
Archival investigation adds perspective to current research, enhancing analysis and
strengthening its validity. One reason why archival resources are not more fully
utilized relates to access. Digital technology allows many of the data access problems
to be addressed, creating an opportunity for a broader appreciation of the value of
these resources.

Archives, such as those of CPAA and Chambers, can enrich present-day research
in a variety of ways. The dialogue on accounting ideas of measurement with a
previously unheralded U.S. (formerly Austrian) academic, Ernest Weinwurm; and
the unearthing of the details about the private society, ARIA, are but two examples
of this phenomenon in action.

The following discussion explores further the prospective use of such archives
to build a better understanding of four main areas of endeavour, specifically:
professionalization and the role or professional associations; the development of
accounting practice and regulation; discontinuities and change; and networking.

Emerging Professionalism and Professionalization
Investigating records of professional associations such as CPAA can provide
insights leading to new understandings of the complex processes that shape
professionalization activities (Chua and Poullaos, 1993, 1998). Boyce (2007) argues
that professional groups arise, in part, in response to the emergence of societies and
economies that become increasingly knowledge-based. Chua and Poullaos (1993)
depict a more complex process, and thereby question conventional arguments asso-
ciated with professionalization that typically revolve around concepts of ‘monopoly’
and ‘closure’. Greater access to archival records can augment such work, assisting
the understanding of how new professions emerge and expand their domain of
influence while others do not.

Analysis of past practices, routines and associational cultures is likely to provide
a deeper understanding of the effectiveness of associations in enhancing the devel-
opment of capabilities that encourage markets to operate more effectively. As an
example, Greenwood et al. (2002) analyze archival material from the Canadian
Institute of Chartered Accountants in an endeavour to understand how institutional
change occurs and what role professional bodies play in the professionalization
process.

The use of historical records provides important insights into the development of
business networks and the influence of professional associations in promoting par-
ticular positions or activities. Boyce (2006, pp. 13–17) uses the records of the Phar-
maceutical Society of Australasia to explain how professional associations function
as communicating networks for the transfer of knowledge between members and
communication nodes between the profession and the wider community. He sug-
gests that the aim of this communication infrastructure is to enhance information
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transmission that builds trust between the constituent parts thereby supporting the
growth of the profession.

Records of professional associations can also be important in understanding
other links between the professions and the development of social capital.
Mapping the connections of activities by members of professional groups over
time generates information on the role of accountants in particular organizations
and the manner in which co-operative arrangements might evolve. Digitization
facilitates this, reducing the time taken to identify connections and allowing
enhanced analysis to be undertaken with greater ease. Tracking links between
organizations, people and events can shed light on the value of social relations in
developing activities that increase social capital that, in turn, fosters tangible eco-
nomic outcomes. Ville (2005) demonstrates how the historical records of stock and
station agents provide insight into not only the nature of social capital, but also its
measurement.

The Development of Accounting Practice
An historical perspective can assist in understanding how and why accounting
practice changes and evolves, thereby offering a potential avenue for bridging the
asserted ‘disconnect’ between academic research in accounting and practice in the
field (Evans et al., 2011; Previts et al., 1990a). Records of professional associations,
including examinations, technical briefing documents for members and examination
candidates, add richness to existing accounts of the past, while enabling links with
present practices to be identified. Merino et al. (1987) show how historical data can
be used to test formal hypotheses about the origins of current accounting conven-
tions. The use of time series data or the development of counterfactual models can
lead to a more informed assessment of modern practices. Access to digital records
facilitates this type of research, making it easier to construct more extensive data sets
and check results.

Waymire and Basu (2007) use an historical case study to illustrate the develop-
ment of accounting practices. They make the point that accounting policies are
shaped long before an issue is addressed by the setting of standards. Tracing the
development of accounting practices through historical records can reveal path
dependencies that provide a deeper understanding of current thought and practice.
A similar point is made by Napier (2006), who points to research suggesting that
apparent peculiarities of contemporary practice might have their origins in the
past. Archival research can assist in finding and understanding these links. A
particular illustration of this is Dean and Clarke’s (2010b) historical analysis
of the antecedents of fair value accounting, showing how the notion had ‘drifted’
into accounting from different settings such as rate regulatory deliberations in the
U.S. in the early 1900s. Such studies can confirm the legitimacy or otherwise of
procedures that are often taken for granted. Likewise such research may be of
assistance in resolving present-day technical accounting problems (Napier, 2006,
p. 453).

The impact of regulation on present and future developments can be considered
from two perspectives: the effect of regulation on the development of accounting
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practice and the influence of professional bodies on the development of regulation.
Waymire and Basu (2007, p. 101) argue that a long-run effect of regulation can be to
alter the causal relation between the transaction and its accounting treatment with,
in some cases, the direction of causality being reversed.This implies that the business
transaction is driven by the accounting requirement and not the other way around.
Archival research can point to the way in which responses to regulatory change and
the introduction of new accounting standards can lead to behavioural alterations
that influence accounting practice.

In a similar manner, the records of an association such as CPAA can shed light on
the current role of professional bodies in developing new standards of practice. West
(2003), in analyzing the development of the Australian profession, argues that its
long involvement in the development of accounting standards was a means to
legitimize its professional authority. The incentives and motivations driving con-
temporary regulatory developments can be better understood with reference to
past experience.

Discontinuities and Change
Waymire and Basu (2007) argue that major change in accounting practice is often a
response to economic upheaval, with such crises precipitating more stringent regu-
lation. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002, introduced in the wake of the Enron
debacle, among others, is a case in point. There is a major gap in the understanding
of the relationship between crises and accounting and regulatory change (Merino
et al., 1987, pp. 748–762; Waymire and Basu, 2007, p. 18). Archival research can fill
part of this gap and provide a link to understanding reactions to change and major
economic discontinuities. Digital technologies can facilitate the identification of
long-run patterns. An example of the manner in which recourse to archival records
can assist in analyzing reaction to change is seen in Carnegie and O’Connell (2012),
who analyze the response of the accounting profession to the outcomes of the 1960s
credit squeeze. Other examples include the primarily Australian case analyses (using
inspectors’ reports and other historical data) undertaken by Clarke et al. (1997,
2003), and Clarke and Dean (2007), and similarly, the analyses by Jones (2011)
primarily of the U.K., to identify regulatory and ethical failure over many decades.
Such studies are illustrative of the way in which archival material gives substance
to the explanations of particular paths and trends. Economic and financial crises
can often reveal shortcomings in approaches to corporate governance. Archival
resources, in establishing past patterns of behaviour, can help reveal why corporate
governance failure occurs. Professional associations are repositories of knowledge
that reflect developments in governance standards that provide the benchmarks
with which deviation from such standards of behaviour are identified and measured.
More broadly, accounting and corporate governance failures, such as those that
contributed to the Global Financial Crisis, are better understood in the light of
knowledge derived from past experience.

The Influence of Networks and Network Participants
Access to minutes of meetings and correspondence, and identifying co-memberships
of influential committees, including those to manage congresses and similar
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major technical events, can shed light on the factors that shape the development
and dissemination of key ideas (Lee, 2008). Focusing on personnel in positions
of influence and linking them through networks external to the organization
can potentially identify the main drivers in the development and dissemination
of these ideas. Other factors, particularly those exogenous to the organization, will
also have a role in the process; however, the analysis is greatly enriched if the
influence of individuals and networks is apparent. In these ways, the potential to
inform more contemporary literature that focuses on human networks, network
analysis, Actor-Network Theory, groupthink and similar theoretical underpinnings
is clear.

Greater access to substantial archives, particularly where such records are able to
demonstrate and substantiate important relationships between key individuals
and/or groups, is likely to provide a strong explanation of how institutional public
accountancy developed (Lee, 1996, p. 316) and how its practice has subsequently
been determined and shaped. This phenomenon is admirably demonstrated in
work that addresses the creation of institutionalized accountancy in Scotland,
where the presence and influence of social and business networks has been firmly
established. The Scottish collective, a case study in its own right, focuses on the
foundation initiatives in Edinburgh, Glasgow and Aberdeen. Beginning with the
sociology-based work of Macdonald (1984) that identified factors such as father’s
occupation, education and business activities as the key drivers, a tight body of
literature subsequently followed. While Macdonald did not characterize these
variables formally as networks, the implication is apparent. A strong rebuttal in
1986 by Briston and Kedslie followed based on the premise of economic urgency
as the explanator. Shortly thereafter Kedslie (1990a, 1990b) revisited the issue with
more substantial works that articulated the differences between the foundation
activities in Glasgow and Edinburgh. In so doing she enlisted many of the attributes
identified earlier by Macdonald but which she and Briston had earlier argued
strongly against. Consistent with Macdonald, no attempt was made to formalize
networks in place, but once again there is no mistaking the implication.

Within this body of literature, the later work of Lee (1996, 2000, 2008) makes the
major contribution. His 1996 paper revisits much of the earlier ground covered,
although it is focused singularly on Edinburgh. On the one hand he alludes to the
importance of networks without committing fully to the concept, while on the other
he calls for more research into ‘critical relationships that assisted in such a creation’
(p. 334). In a subsequent work, Lee (2000) responds to his own clarion call by
conducting a comprehensive analysis of the social networks in Edinburgh and
Glasgow. Extremely tight links, particularly among the founding fathers, are
reported in the context of networks in action attesting to their influence in later
developments. Lee claims that by using data along these lines, ‘considerable insights
are to be gained from examining a social situation in terms of the relations and
attributes of the participants rather than the latter alone’ (p. 40). The importance
of networks was further emphasized by Lee (2008) when writing about the
career and contribution of one of the ‘hidden voices’ of late-Victorian Scottish
accountancy, A. T. Niven.

ENHANCING THE ACCESSIBILITY OF ACCOUNTING AND BUSINESS ARCHIVES

19
© 2013 The Authors

Abacus © 2013 Accounting Foundation, The University of Sydney



The Scottish collective case study is an exemplar of how the digitizing of the two
Australian archives of interest could be used to fill gaps in a literature that is
presently very under-developed. In so doing researchers could make important
contributions to the impact of human networks on the development of institution-
alized accountancy, the regulation of professional activity, and broader regulatory
processes pertaining to accounting and business activity.

METHODOLOGICAL AND OTHER ISSUES

Archival repositories with digitized records provide many opportunities to extend
knowledge and strengthen other research methodologies. However, there are a
number of issues that need to be considered when such sources are utilized for
the purposes of academic research. A prime consideration is the integrity of the
records. Fleischman et al. (1996, p. 60) make the point that historical evidence
represents what has survived from the past to the present. Survivorship bias can
distort historical findings if the researcher is unaware of the gaps in the record.

Similarly, consideration needs to be given to the record management processes of
the organization, as many systems are not geared to the protocols normally associ-
ated with an historical archive. For example, board minutes may be preserved while
the underlying information presented to board meetings may be discarded. The
decisions regarding which records to keep and the related reasoning can bear
substantially on the usefulness of the collection for future researchers.

While significant, the CPAA and Chambers archives are necessarily partial,
shaped by the philosophies and world views of those involved, and subject to
accidents of preservation and deliberate or inadvertent acts of destruction
(Fleischman et al., 1996). However, such limitations are not sufficient to justify
excluding such collections from future studies on accounting’s past. Rather, the
challenge remains for researchers to supplement insights gained from an evaluation
of the retained content of the collections with additional evidential material when
compiling future contextualized studies of accounting’s past (Potter, 2003).

A third issue that arises with the use of archival documents is the ordering and
management of the information they contain (Bettington et al., 2008). Business
archives, for example, may contain large amounts of data listed in registers, day
books and journals. Arranging this information into manageable and meaningful
data sets is both time consuming and expensive, yet if done accurately can provide
deep insight into the business routines of early corporate entities. How archival
research is approached needs to be carefully considered. Tracking and interpreting
the relationships between various documents and data within the archive is impor-
tant to determine the significance of particular types and sources of information.
Welch (2000, p. 205) makes the point that it is not possible to understand the
importance of a particular document without understanding its organizational
and temporal context. This context may be lost or distorted over time or in the
archiving process. The interpretation of documentary evidence then comes down
to the skill and knowledge of the researcher.
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Issues associated with archival research may be magnified when digitizing tech-
nology is employed. One consequence is that another layer is added to the archival
material, moving the researcher further from the original context of the document.
Selection bias, for example, may also increase, as not all records are appropriate or
suitable for digitization. Just as it is not practical or feasible to keep every document
generated by an organization in the course of its operations, it may not be practical
to digitize every document in an archival collection. Selection policies and decisions
therefore become an important factor in determining the integrity of the collection.
In extreme cases some archives may be absolutely unsuited to digitization. For
example, 19th-century letter books written in ink on tissue paper are unlikely to be
reproduced clearly or may be too fragile to manipulate, whilst others such as maps
and posters may require specialist handling in order to obtain the required degree of
quality reproduction. Digitization could add an extra layer to Napier’s (2002)
schema of the process of historical research as the ‘structured traces’ are differen-
tiated between hardcopy and material transferred by technologies such as those
proposed in this paper.

A further issue relates to the inherent complexity of digitization. Cataloguing and
technical management matters have to be carefully considered before digitizing
commences. Quality control protocols have to be in place to ensure that the final
output accurately reflects the original document and that errors in scanning are kept
to a minimum. Kurtz et al. (2006) detail some of the errors encountered in the
digitization of the Accounting Historians Journal, pointing to substantive errors in
number and letter interpretation, stylistic errors and omissions of text.

Digital records need to be managed as carefully as other archival documents
otherwise there is a risk that the value of the resource will be compromised (NAA
et al., 2006). In this respect the volume of digital files is a matter that needs to be
considered. It is estimated that in the future, archival repositories will have
petabytes of information available electronically (NAA et al., 2006). Under these
circumstances the need for rigorous evaluation and selection becomes more
critical, as does the need for accurate retrieval tools. To make effective use of the
resource, researchers have to be aware of these limitations and adjust their use
accordingly.

A final point of concern with a shift to digital access is that of technologi-
cal obsolescence. In general, digitization offers the twin benefits of providing
unlimited users with ready access to electronic facsimiles, while allowing original
documents—often fragile and always subject to degradation and other handling
risks—to be safely and securely stored. However, digitization is not without its own
risks and challenges. First, questions remain over the longevity of digital storage
media, both magnetic and optical (Bettington et al., 2008). There is the potential
for corruption of electronic files or the breakdown of their physical properties. In
this respect digital images are argued to be ‘inherently unstable’ (NSW State
Government, 2011) since ‘[d]ata stored electronically decays’ (The Economist,
2012a, p. 12). The second issue concerns media format. In the not too distant future
CDs and DVDs are expected to disappear from everyday use in much the same
way that floppy disks disappeared (NAA et al., 2006). Digital records for which the
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required software or computer operating systems are difficult to locate or no
longer available may have their accessibility compromised. While the original
Domesday Book, compiled in 1086, is still available for inspection, the original
version of a new survey commissioned for its 900th anniversary is not: the data was
recorded on 12-inch laser discs, which are now obsolete (The Economist, 2012b).
Similarly, NASA has lost data from some if its earliest moon missions ‘because the
machines required to read the tapes were scrapped and cannot be rebuilt’ (The
Economist, 2012a, p. 12). In this regard it is important to use a generally transport-
able cataloguing source like Dublin Core as used in the Chambers Archive. For
obvious reasons, such issues relate to both paper-based records that are subse-
quently digitized, as well as records that are born in digital form. Accordingly, the
challenge for custodians of archival repositories remains to ensure digital records
are refurbished as technology advances (Bettington et al., 2008).

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The advance of technology, more particularly electronic technology, has inevitably
found its way into the domains of the archivist and the historian. Harnessing this
technology and applying it in meaningful and useful ways to records that are of
special interest to the historian is the great challenge currently being faced by the
archivist community. The historian’s pursuit of the past and understanding its
impact on both the present and the future has the potential to be significantly
enabled as technology develops further. Although not without challenges—
particularly relating to data decay and technological obsolescence—digitization
has the capacity to make electronic facsimiles of documents readily accessible, in
searchable formats, to an unlimited number of users, while allowing the original
documents to be safely and securely stored for posterity and for any necessary
re-accessing.

This transformational nature of digitization technology, as in the CPAA and
Chambers archives, could facilitate a timely broadening of the discourse in account-
ing history. Faster, if not instant, access to large databases of documentary material
and the relative ease with which the discovery phase can be executed through opti-
cal character recognition and other search techniques will enable more complex
analyses of research questions across a range of issues. The additional depth of the
analysis will not only advance the understanding of accounting’s past, but also
provide opportunities for hitherto unknown areas of endeavour to be identified.
The complex nature of technology, the opportunities it affords and the analytical
tools that can be applied to electronic or digital materials could potentially revolu-
tionize the work of the historian.With the benefits of technology, prior studies could
be subject to replication in a more advanced form by leveraging significantly more
data and more sophisticated analytical techniques; the consequences of which could
be further corroboration of earlier work or the proposition of new or more nuanced
explanations that shed further light on accounting’s past.

Digitization of the CPAA and Chambers archives, which has been the central
theme of this paper, is at the forefront of this phenomenon in the accounting history
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domain. These projects serve as landmarks in the evolution of the means by which
the discourse in accounting history occurs. Both have the opportunity to further
influence the manner in which that discourse evolves in the future, and both could be
the catalyst for more effort in this area as custodians of other related archives
recognize the possibilities inherent with resources so transformed.
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