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1 Introduction

In the preceding editorial of this special issue by Wolfgang Breuer, it was pointed 
out that the Journal of Business Economics has undergone a remarkable transforma-
tion under the leadership of Günter Fandel. What was once a German-only publica-
tion outlet is now an international journal that exclusively publishes articles in Eng-
lish. Since the turn of the century, the various subject areas of business economics 
have seen a dynamic development as well. In this regard, the Journal of Business 
Economics can claim a unique selling proposition due to its broad thematic scope, 
which is supported by a diverse board of department editors representing numerous 
sub-disciplines within the field of business research. This diversity makes it possible 
to offer a comprehensive overview of the evolution of different fields of business 
economics from experts’ perspectives. Over the past two decades, articles in the 
Journal of Business Economics have contributed significantly to many issues under 
Günter Fandel’s leadership. Indeed, the scope of contributions extends even further 
to topics such as production planning, organizational theory, and human resource 
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management, which are omitted from this overview. Nevertheless, the authors hope 
that this survey dedicated to Günter Fandel provides an enjoyable and instructive 
tour through various subject areas of business economics, recognizing that the selec-
tion of topics is inevitably subjective.

2  Marketing

The rise of digital technologies has transformed virtually all aspects of marketing 
in the 21st century. Firms leverage digital technologies to differentiate themselves 
from competitors and to enhance customer experiences or customer engagement, 
while mitigating privacy concerns. A critical area of inquiry pertains to improving 
our understanding of how consumers respond to new technologies, such as robots, 
chatbots, and other data-driven applications (Plangger et  al. 2022). A prominent 
stream of research in this field explores consumer behavior in immersive environ-
ments as implemented through augmented reality or virtual reality. Research has 
highlighted the potential of such applications for improving information delivery 
(e.g., by digitally overlaying product information at the point-of-sale; Hoffmann 
et  al. 2022), product acceptance (e.g., Lichters et  al. 2021), and social interaction 
(e.g., in the Metaverse; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2022). Digital technologies have also 
given rise to crypto marketing that includes “any marketing practice that leverages 
blockchain technology for the purpose of designing, pricing, promoting, and selling 
digital and non-digital goods” (Hofstetter et al. 2022, p. 706), typically implemented 
through non-fungible tokens (NFTs). Crypto marketing has the potential to revolu-
tionize the field in several respects. Recent research argues that NFTs enhance con-
sumers’ sense of digital ownership (e.g., via psychological ownership) as each token 
is unique and its ownership exclusive. From a firm perspective, the ability to verify 
NFT ownership not only opens new revenue streams, but also offers opportunities 
of conferring status on users (e.g., by verifying ownership of posted NFT images on 
social media sites). Finally, NFTs challenge established marketing understanding of 
branding and product management as centralized marketing processes (Chohan and 
Paschen 2023; Hofstetter et al. 2022).

The rise of digital technologies has also fundamentally transformed the data 
foundations of marketing research as an academic discipline. During the last 
decades, the field has experienced a substantial shift from survey-based primary 
data to secondary (big) data (Hulland et  al. 2018) in the form of, for example, 
social media content (e.g., likes, shares, mentions, and comments), website track-
ing and transactional data as well as sensor data measured through Internet of 
Things devices (Sarstedt and Hair 2021). This shift in data foundations has been 
accompanied by changes in the methodological sphere. Because of its focus on 
understanding consumer perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs, much of marketing 
research has traditionally strongly relied on the measurement of and relationships 
among latent constructs. Structural equation modeling methods like covariance 
structure analysis (Jöreskog 1970) and, more recently, partial least squares (Hair 
et al. 2022) and generalized structured component analysis (Hwang et al., 2022) 
have long dominated the field. With the advent of more secondary data sources, 
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marketing research has witnessed a shift towards machine learning methods that 
flexibly adapt to data constellations with the aim of improving task performance 
(e.g., classification of consumers into clusters). Many of these methods have a 
long-standing tradition in classic multivariate data analysis, but have recently 
been generalized to applications to large datasets. Examples of machine learning 
methods that feature prominently in marketing include naïve Bayes classifiers, 
support vector machines, decision trees, and different types of neural networks 
and clustering algorithms (Ngai and Wu 2022). Several of these methods have 
also been featured in a recent Journal of Business Economics special issue on 
advanced data analysis techniques with marketing applications (Paetz et al. 2022) 
as well as individual articles (e.g., Falke and Hruschka 2022). This change in 
research methods use has also induced a paradigm shift from explanatory-causal 
modeling, where the aim is obtaining the most accurate representation of the 
underlying theoretical model to predictive modeling, which seeks to minimize 
the combination of model bias and sampling variance (Hofman et al. 2017). Few 
researchers seem to be aware of the consequences of this shift for theory building, 
testing, and evaluation and the ensuing implications for deriving recommenda-
tions from the results (Shmueli and Koppius 2011; Sarstedt and Danks 2022).

But marketing has strived beyond researching digital technologies and machine 
learning applications, focusing on insights that benefit consumer welfare and qual-
ity of life for all beings affected by consumption across the world. This field, also 
referred to as transformative consumer research, has gained substantial momentum 
in recent years as evidenced in major journals’ editorial research priorities and the 
publication of numerous special issues (e.g., Chandy et al. 2021; Davis and Pech-
mann 2013). The Journal of Business Economics has also featured several articles 
in this field, relating to, for example, sustainable consumption (Falke et al. 2022), 
product adoption (Chu et al. 2021), and product returns (Stöcker et al. 2021).

Another prominent stream of marketing research has explored the impact of sen-
sory stimuli on consumer behavior in stationary retail settings (Sarstedt et al. 2023). 
Different from its online counterpart, stationary retailing has the potential to create 
multisensory experiences by providing consumers with sensory stimulation across 
their different senses. For example, smelling, hearing, feeling and − depending on 
the category − also tasting products can only be experienced in a real store envi-
ronment. In the aftermath of the COVID 19-induced lockdowns, generating such 
unique sensory experiences has become more relevant as stationary retailers try to 
motivate consumers to return to brick-and-mortar stores (Sarstedt et al. 2023).

Like many other fields of scientific inquiry, marketing research has also witnessed 
debates regarding the findings’ rigor and relevance (Bruhn et al. 2023, in this issue), 
particularly in the context of consumer research (Rigdon et al. 2020). As a result of 
increasing concerns regarding the replicability of seminal consumer research effects, 
the hurdles for publishing research in top-tier marketing journals have heightened. 
Most notably, researchers are increasingly required to offer support for their results’ 
robustness on the grounds of multi-study designs—as evidenced in the high number 
of studies reported in many articles published in 2021 and 2022 in the Journal of 
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Consumer Research (JCR) and the Journal of Consumer Psychology (JCP), two top 
journals in the field of consumer research (Fig. 1).

Similarly, studies published in top-tier journals increasingly showcase the rele-
vance of interventions on the grounds of actual behavior (e.g., using field experi-
ments; Malodia et al. 2023) or sales data. Catering this development, research on the 
marketing-finance interface has gained prominence since the early 2000s. For exam-
ple, marketing researchers have assessed the value relevance of key customer mind-
set metrics such as customer satisfaction and corporate reputation by quantifying 
their impact on (abnormal) stock returns (e.g., Raithel and Schwaiger, 2014). Similar 
developments can be witnessed in lab-based experimental research. With research-
ers increasingly acknowledging the limitations of running experiments in highly 
stylized environments in terms of the results’ external validity, efforts have been 
made to increase the studies’ realism while safeguarding internal validity. Facilitat-
ing procedures in, for example, context effect research include introducing real eco-
nomic consequences and no-buy options, using meaningful attributes and attribute 
levels, and design choice options that participants can readily encode (Lichters et al. 
2015). This trend toward more rigor and relevance can be expected to continue as 
the field evolves on theoretical and methodological grounds. Open science initia-
tives that enhance research transparency (e.g., preregistrations and open access to 
research materials and data) can be expected to further accelerate this development.

3  Finance

Typically, the seminal works of Modigliani and Miller (1958) and Sharpe (1964) are 
considered the starting point of the modern theory of finance and capital markets. 
Both contributions are based on the assumption of a perfect capital market which 

Fig. 1  Number of studies in articles published in JCR and JCP (2021–2022)
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is characterized by the interplay of many price-taking market participants that are 
capable of instantaneous information-processing and only interested in financial 
results when trading financial securities without incurring transaction costs. The 
assumption of a perfect capital market proved attractive not because of its realism, 
but because of its unambiguous definition of a simple, rather “monolithic” reference 
model which allows to derive insightful results in an easy way. From the beginning, 
the strength of this reference model lied in the sphere of firm valuation, as the result-
ing valuation formulas according to Sharpe’s (1964) Capital Asset Pricing Model 
(CAPM) can be applied easily in practice. According to the CAPM, expected cash 
flows of firms have to be discounted by the interest rate for riskless investments plus 
a risk premium which is determined by the overall risk aversion of all market par-
ticipants (as described by the so-called market risk premium) and the correlation 
between the firm’s cash flows with the cash flows of all other firms on the capital 
market under consideration.

In contrast, the irrelevance theorem for firms’ financial decision-making accord-
ing to Modigliani and Miller (1958) proved to be of much less practical applicabil-
ity. Here, we only learnt under which conditions this decision adds no value to a 
firm, but this insight did not lead to meaningful practical recommendations.

These different starting points in practical relevance also determined the fur-
ther lines of research regarding firm’s financial policy and capital market valua-
tion. Regarding valuation issues, additional determinants of the firm specific risk 
premium besides the correlation with overall capital market returns where identi-
fied – mostly on an empirical basis. Important contributions are Fama and French 
(1992, 2015). Essentially, the assumption of perfect capital markets remained here 
unchanged.

It does not come as a surprise that subsequent research in the field of financial 
theory tried to identify market imperfections which may be responsible for firms’ 
financial decision-making becoming relevant in practice (see, e.g., the Journal of 
Business Economics special issue “50 Years after MM: Recent Developments in 
Corporate Finance” by Breuer and Gürtler 2008). However, as a direct consequence 
of introducing market imperfections we also lose the elegance of the CAPM valua-
tion formula. In this sense, firms’ financing and investment decisions are intercon-
nected not only in practice, but also in theory. Nevertheless, this interrelatedness 
seems to be declined quite often, when financial theory mainly aims at analyzing 
the impact of market imperfections while valuation theory tries to refine valuation 
formulas on perfect capital markets. Though a lot of progress has been made regard-
ing potential determinants of firms’ financial decisions and the valuation of invest-
ment projects, what is still missing is a theory of imperfect capital markets which 
explains simultaneously in a convincing and practically relevant way firms’ financial 
and investment decisions. Against this background, it is not too surprising that sev-
eral scholars deplore the state of knowledge of financial theory (see, e.g., Frank and 
Goyal 2009, as well as Graham and Leary 2011). For example, DeAngelo (2022, 
p. 413) concludes: “the unfortunate reality is that the literature has stagnated with-
out any real clarity… What we have instead is a laundry list of frictions … that 
might someday be sutured together (in some as yet-unspecified way) into a model 
that can explain observed capital structures.” In a similar vein, the search for ever 
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more factors explaining adequate risk premia for firm valuation has led to an abun-
dant “factor zoo” (Harvey and Liu 2019; Feng et al. 2020), making it quite hard to 
distinguish between relevant ones and irrelevant ones, since the introduction of new 
factors is mainly driven empirically instead of theoretically (see also the Journal 
of Business Economics special issue on “International Financial Management and 
Valuation” by Breuer and Santiago Ruiz de Vargas 2021). This somewhat sobering 
conclusion still holds true in 2023 and it remains unclear whether and when sub-
stantial progress in the field of finance and investment can really be made. However, 
there are certainly several recent developments, but they are more of a nuanced kind 
addressing important issues without resolving the “big” problems described above. 
To be more precise, these are the fields of sustainable finance and digital finance.

While the neoclassical paradigm assumes all subjects to be interested only in 
financial outcomes it has become clear for several years now that individuals also 
have non-monetary interests related to ecological and social issues. In this context, 
the term “sustainable finance” has been coined (see the Journal of Business Eco-
nomics special issue on “Sustainable finance” by Breuer et al. 2013) which affects 
firm valuation as investors may be willing to forego returns when firms follow eco-
logical or social goals. As a consequence, sustainability considerations become also 
relevant for firms’ financial and investment decisions – this effect is even strength-
ened by pressure from other stakeholders like customers and employees. In fact, 
there has been a real “boom” of papers addressing topics in the realm of sustainable 
finance. In order to confirm this, six top finance journals (Journal of Finance, Jour-
nal of Financial Economics, Review of Financial Studies, Review of Finance, Jour-
nal of Banking and Finance, Journal of Financial and Quantitative Analysis) were 
examined over the years 1997–2021 and it was searched for the following keywords 
in the titles, abstracts, and keyword lists of the respective articles: sustainab*, gen-
der, divers*, equality, pollution, social, carbon, climate, ecolog*, environment*, esg, 
csr, female, race, racial, discriminat*, woman, women. The percentage of articles 
containing at least one of these words has been steadily rising from 8.9% for the 
time interval 1997–2001 to 21.25% for the period from 2017–2021 (see Fig. 2, Panel 
A). Apparently, sustainability issues have become an important pillar of research in 
finance, as there is a growing consciousness in society of its vital relevance – not 
least in the face of the severe implications of climate change.

Fig. 2  Fractions of articles in top 6 finance journals containing word lists related to sustainable finance 
(Panel A) and digital finance (Panel B)
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There is an even more dynamic development in the field of digital finance accord-
ing to Fig. 2, Panel B, based on the following keyword list: text analysis, artificial 
intelligence, machine learning, fintech*, insurtech*, neural, network, word list. 
Starting from a share as low as 0.62% for the period from 1997–2001, an impressive 
6.67% is reached for 2017–2021 (and even 9.56% for the first eight months of 2022). 
According to Breuer and Pfingsten (2022, p. 1418), “digital finance exhibits two 
distinct dimensions. On the one hand, this term refers to the increasing relevance 
of digitalization in financial decision making… On the other hand, utilizing such 
methods for empirical analyses of finance related issues by scholars is also referred 
to as ‘digital finance’” (see also the Journal of Business Economics special issue on 
“Accounting and Finance in the Age of Digitalization by Breuer and Knetsch 2023). 
This development is driven by improved data accessibility known under the term of 
“big data”, the increase in hardware power and the progress in the field of artificial 
intelligence approaches which in combination open up new opportunities for data 
processing. Among other things, here is also a connection to sustainable finance, as 
ethical concerns are of particular relevance for automated data processing because 
there is no “natural moral” in algorithms. In addition, progress in the field of digital 
finance may also help to resolve the main issue of the theory of firms’ decision-mak-
ing in the field of finance and investment. Based on algorithms describing the behav-
ior of market participants we may also gain new insights in capital market equilibria 
under imperfect market conditions. This may take us one step nearer to a theory of 
finance and investment, and thus, valuation, on imperfect capital markets. So, there’s 
a lot to expect from the future and the Journal of Business Economics together with 
its editors and authors will continue to accompany this process in the future!

4  Financial accounting

Research on financial accounting has traditionally been research on accounting reg-
ulation, i.e., the principles and rules that prescribe a company’s external reporting 
practice. Such an analysis used to have a normative touch and the use of norma-
tive analysis in financial accounting research was still dominant in German-speaking 
countries until about 15 years ago. These studies developed proposals on how to 
arrive at an optimal design of rules and examined the consistency of extant regu-
lation with such a framework of optimal regulation. Publications in the Journal 
of Business Economics are representative for this stream of research and address 
accounting rules on issues as diverse as the consolidation of reverse acquisitions 
(Reichelt and Schmidt 2005), pension obligations (Pellens et al. 2006), financial and 
non-financial debt (Wüstemann and Bischof 2006) or revenue recognition (Wüste-
mann and Wüstemann 2009).

However, as discussed by Rolf Uwe Fülbier and Thorsten Sellhorn in this issue, 
the use of empirical methods took over and has gained significant importance, if not 
dominance, in international accounting research today (Fülbier and Sellhorn 2023). 
The use of empirical methods has also shifted the attention away from the optimal 
design of regulation to questions about how managers decide to apply these rules 
and the economic consequences of these accounting choices. This stream of research 
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roots in the positive accounting theory and goes back to, at least, Watts and Zimmer-
man (1978, 1986). A key insight from this literature is the importance of managerial 
incentives. While accounting rules provide a legal framework, incentives matter for 
how managers apply these rules. For one, these decisions involve a choice of the 
level of compliance. The incentives to merely comply lie in the strength of a public 
enforcement system through agencies like the Securities and Exchange Commission 
in the US or the Bundesanstalt für Finanzdienstleistungsaufsicht in Germany and 
in the quality of the legal system as such (i.e., the ease with which private parties 
like shareholders or lenders can use litigation to force a disclosure). International 
data and empirical methods that exploit differences in the public enforcement and 
shareholder litigation rights across countries have documented that the exactly iden-
tical set of accounting rules can result in very different reporting practice when these 
incentives for managerial compliance differ (e.g., Ball et al. 2000; Ball et al. 2003; 
Leuz 2003).

Moreover, even while being fully compliant, managers have discretion in deter-
mining the level of transparency of their disclosures. Accounting rules can hardly be 
fully precise and generally leave some room for managerial discretion. Therefore, we 
can observe substantial heterogeneity in managerial reporting choices even within 
the same framework of a legal system and public enforcement. Financial account-
ing research has contributed to our understanding of many determinants of this het-
erogeneity, such as private versus public ownership, private versus public debt, and 
other market forces (e.g., Burgstahler et al. 2006). More recently, there is an increas-
ing focus on non-financial markets. Questions like the use of accounting information 
by labor market participants or in supply chain relationships receive more attention. 
Overall, the information demand by the various stakeholders of a company as well 
as their opportunities to exert market pressure are important to understand the actual 
reporting choices by managers, and the ensuing level of corporate transparency.

Against this background, the content of regulation still matters. In fact, account-
ing regulation has evolved quite rapidly over the last two decades. Three trends are 
most noteworthy and have given rise to significant research activities. First, account-
ing regulation has very quickly converged internationally. With the adoption of 
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) in 2005, the European Union 
was the first economically significant group of countries that agreed on the same 
set of accounting rules. More than 100 other jurisdictions have followed such that 
IFRS have become a truly global accounting language. The convergence has led to 
an increase in cross-country comparability of financial reports and the evidence is 
quite robust that it also helped the integration of global capital markets, with sig-
nificant benefits for both investors and listed companies (see Becker et al. 2021, for 
an overview; Kiefer and Schorn 2009, in the Journal of Business Economics), espe-
cially when supported by concurrent capital market reforms that strengthen public 
and private enforcement and, thus, also change the reporting incentives (e.g., Chris-
tensen et al. 2013).

Second, the accounting rules put more weight on current market values and 
less weight on historical cost information. This trend involves the increasing use 
of fair values in IFRS regulation (with similar concurrent developments in the 
United States and under US Generally Accepted Accounting Principles). The 
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use of fair values is controversial because it involves the trade-off between rel-
evance and reliability. While it is little controversial that timelier information 
is more useful for decision-making than historical information, it is much less 
obvious whether fair values are actually able to reliably deliver timely informa-
tion. This might be the case if managers can verifiably infer fair values from cur-
rent prices of their assets and liabilities on active and liquid markets. However, 
the markets for most balance sheet assets and liabilities are illiquid. This does 
not only hold for fixed assets like property and equipment, but also for many 
financial assets (even banks can generally use market prices for less than 10% 
of their assets; see Becker et  al. 2021, for a summary of the evidence). In all 
these instances, managers need to rely on internal models to arrive at their own 
estimates of current values. Against this background, it is not surprising that the 
evidence on the informational usefulness of fair value accounting is mixed – a 
question that has also been covered by the Journal of Business Economics (e.g., 
Schneider and Tran 2015).

Third, and most recently, the regulatory efforts increasingly involve non-
financial disclosures. In this regard, accounting regulation follows the general 
trend towards more emphasis on environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 
issues and assigns greater weight to the informational interests of stakeholders 
other than financial investors. At the same time, regulators openly attempt to use 
greater transparency about a company’s ESG activities (and problems) to exert 
market discipline, with investors and other stakeholders using these disclosures 
to put pressure on management to increase ESG performance. It is far too early 
to judge whether this regulatory attempt will be successful (see Christensen 
et  al. 2021, for a more comprehensive overview). Especially, with the even 
larger degree of reporting discretion and the low standardization of non-finan-
cial disclosures (as of today), the concern is very serious that managers will use 
these disclosures for marketing efforts only (“green-washing”) rather than real 
changes in their business model, especially if those changes might even reduce 
short-term profits. The Journal of Business Economics has recently devoted a 
special issue to exactly this question (Bischof et al. 2022b).

For the years to come, it is thus very likely that financial accounting research 
will examine even more questions related to the role of mandatory (and vol-
untary) disclosure in ESG regulation. Given that many of these disclosures are 
non-financial and much less structured in nature, it is also likely that a meth-
odological trend continues, and researchers will use more innovative methods 
to capture the content and the quality of the disclosed information, facing the 
challenge of dealing with an even greater volume of data and the need to bor-
row even more methods from the data sciences. The greater availability of data 
and the introduction of new data sources (e.g., Bischof et  al. 2022a) will also 
help open the black box of how managers generate the information within the 
firm and which incentives dominate this process. These fundamental questions 
of financial accounting research still remain the same, irrespective of the major 
changes in accounting regulation and the greater emphasis on non-financial 



998 W. Breuer et al.

1 3

disclosures in recent years. The Journal of Business Economics will remain a 
place where answers to these questions are analyzed and discussed.

5  Management accounting

While the focus of financial accounting is on a firm’s external communication, 
management accounting deals with a firm’s internal supply of information and 
management control. These differences in focus result in distinct research ques-
tions and methods. Traditionally, normative questions related to regulation played 
an important role in financial accounting, especially in German speaking coun-
tries. Today, empirical research using advanced methods for causal identifica-
tion and innovative data sources constitutes the mainstream research in financial 
accounting. In contrast, model-based analytical research and conceptualizing new 
methods of information provision were and continue to be of great importance in 
management accounting. More recently, empirical research has become impor-
tant in management accounting as well. However, given the limited availability of 
within firm data, most empirical studies relate to experiments.

For many decades, management accounting studies focus on what Demski and 
Feltham (1976) call the decision facilitating and the decision influencing role of 
information. While the former role refers to the usefulness of accounting infor-
mation for decision making, the latter role emphasizes the usefulness of account-
ing information for motivating individuals within organizations, whose objectives 
may differ from the organization’s objectives. Important developments over the 
past two decades mark further advances in the underlying theoretical foundation, 
the methods applied to establish new insights, and the context within which man-
agement accounting practices are studied.

Regarding the theoretical foundation, decision theory, information economics, 
and, more generally, many theories based in economics, psychology, or sociol-
ogy are crucial to the study of the decision-facilitating and decision-influencing 
roles of information, and thus fundamental to management accounting theory 
building. New developments or insights in fields such as economics, psychology, 
and sociology have had and will have implications for management accounting. 
For example, the recent emphasis on other-regarding or social preferences such 
as altruism, fairness, inequity aversion, and reciprocity has triggered studies on 
norms and their motivational effects (e.g., Hofmann and Schwaiger 2020). Norms 
may be embedded in an organization’s culture and thus influence the more tradi-
tional means that organizations can use to motivate their employees such as per-
formance evaluation and incentive compensation (e.g., Abernethy et  al. 2022). 
More broadly, injunctive norms (i.e., perceptions of what others approve or disap-
prove of) feature a link to religion (Arruñada 2010), which prompts studies on the 
association between the religiosity of an organization’s employees and the organi-
zation’s objectives (van Aaken and Buchner 2020) and the means implemented to 
achieve these objectives, given the prevailing religiosity (e.g., Noreen 1988).
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Regarding methodological developments, the last two decades have seen a 
large amount of field and laboratory experiments. Field experiments in account-
ing offer an opportunity to identify causal relations which is particularly relevant 
when applying accounting-related insights in a business context and increases the 
impact of management accounting studies (Van der Stede 2014). Lourenço (2019) 
provides an overview of field experiments in management accounting research. 
While laboratory experiments may face external validity concerns, the controlled 
environment in a laboratory offers the advantage of designing experiments at a 
granular level such that they can reject or refine theoretical considerations. For 
example, Schreck (2020) studies the trade-off between a volume strategy and a 
value strategy, and how relative performance information can improve the perfor-
mance of employees who face such a volume-value trade-off. Roetzel et al. (2020) 
investigate the phenomenon of information overload, and whether, in such situa-
tions, decision makers are more prone to invest additional resources in a “losing 
course of action.” The attractiveness of laboratory experiments and their accept-
ance in the field of management accounting is also indicated by the large and 
increasing fraction of experimental studies being presented at many international 
conferences.

Regarding the context within which management accounting practices are stud-
ied, management accounting research is shaped by environmental developments, but 
also has the potential to shape the application of management accounting practices 
in organizations and, consequently, the environmental context. First, in the wake of 
organizations’ investments in digitalized processes and the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the phenomenon of employees working from home (WFH) has gained popularity. 
Consequently, organizational consequences of WFH arrangements and the design 
of management controls for organizations operating in WFH environments are of 
fundamental interest. For a Chinese firm that enabled WFH, Bloom et  al. (2015) 
find an increase in productivity and employee job satisfaction. Flassak et al. (2022) 
provide survey evidence that supervising managers adapt the management controls 
to the WFH environment by more strongly standardizing operational processes and 
enabling employees to participate in the planning process.

Second, considerations of ESG objectives are becoming increasingly relevant 
for shareholders, employees, and other stakeholders, thereby affecting the design of 
management controls and the management accounting system more generally. Spe-
cifically, allowing for a manager’s ESG preferences likely affects the conventional 
insights in the optimal design of management controls. For example, Smith (2022) 
considers an agency setting where a “virtuous” agent’s distaste for conventional 
production-related activities can be mitigated by motivating sustainability-related 
activities which are directed towards broader societal goals. The study identifies 
conditions where the principal benefits from employing a virtuous agent, even if the 
sustainability-related activities destroy cash flows. It is straightforward that the prin-
cipal’s demand for decision-influencing accounting information in settings with a 
virtuous agent is different from the information demand in settings with a conven-
tional agent.
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ESG considerations also affect the design of management accounting systems 
providing decision-facilitating information. Accurate cost information is important 
for any operational and strategic decision, but arguably more important when con-
sidering long-term investment projects with large upfront investments. Many initia-
tives targeted towards improving an organization’s environmental footprint are char-
acterized by such large, initial investments. Friedl et al. (2023, in this issue) provides 
an overview on the emergence of levelized costs that are particularly suited to offer 
accurate cost information for such long-term investments.

To conclude, it may well be that the proper design of management accounting 
systems is the make-or-break criterion for whether an organization—and humanity 
more generally—is able to effectively implement climate technology and thereby 
address the many challenges associated with the climate change.

6  Business taxation

Business tax research examines the financial and economic aspects of taxation as 
it relates to businesses, which are not restricted to corporations and can include 
self-employed individuals, private landlords, and employees. As an inherently mul-
tidisciplinary field, it encompasses elements of legal tax research, public econom-
ics, finance, and accounting (Hundsdoerfer et al. 2008). The intended audience for 
business tax research includes businesses and their representatives, as well as those 
involved in shaping public policy.

Business tax research covers a broad range of topics, including the study of busi-
ness tax systems, the impact of taxes on firms’ behavior, and the distribution and 
incidence of the tax burden. Research in this field examines the factors that shape 
national and international business tax systems, as well as the consequences of these 
systems. Legal tax research often analyzes specific aspects of these systems to com-
prehend and interpret tax regulations.

A key area of contemporary business tax research is the examination of how dif-
ferent taxes influence the behavior of firms and individuals. Much of the research 
in this field has focused on studying the impact of taxes on production, income 
generation, and investment and finance decisions, but there is also some research 
on the effects of taxes on personal choices as consumption. The effects of busi-
ness taxation on investment and capital structure decisions are central to this line 
of research (Hundsdoerfer et al. 2008; Feld et al. 2013; Graham 2013; Hanlon and 
Heitzman 2022; Jacob 2022). In the field of accounting, studies have examined the 
relations between business taxation and managerial and financial accounting prac-
tices, such as conflicting incentives for internal transfer pricing, the usefulness of tax 
information in financial reports, the relations between aggressive financial report-
ing and aggressive tax planning, and the alignment of book and tax reporting (e.g., 
Shackelford and Shevlin 2001, Hanlon and Heitzman 2010, Graham et  al. 2012). 
A significant area of study is tax avoidance and evasion behavior among firms and 
individuals (Hanlon and Heitzman 2010; Blaufus et al. 2022). Researchers in these 
areas have investigated the factors that drive, moderate, and mediate the effects of 
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business taxes on firm behavior. A subtopic of tax avoidance that has garnered sig-
nificant attention recently is profit shifting within multinational companies, leading 
to a project on base erosion and profit shifting by the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, resulting in country-by-country reporting, numerous 
national and multinational tax law changes, and the two-pillar approach. A widely-
cited paper in this discussion is Heckemeyer and Overesch’s (2017) meta-analysis.

Measuring the burden of business taxation, including the excess burdens, the 
distribution of the tax burden, and compliance costs, is a complex and challenging 
task. Both public economics and business tax research have analyzed the factors 
that determine the specific tax burden on individuals, firms, or groups, as well as 
people’s subjective perception of the tax burden (Blaufus et al. 2022). Additionally, 
taxes affect market outcomes (tax incidence, implicit taxes), which raises questions 
about distributive equity and perceptions of average and marginal tax burdens.

The research methods used in business tax research have shifted in recent years. 
At the start of the century, legal tax research and the integration of business taxes 
into calculus (e.g., net present value) were the dominant methods used. There has 
been a notable development in legal tax research with the increased presence of EU 
laws, particularly in relation to the EU fundamental freedoms and state aid laws.

Analytical (model-based) business tax research uses mathematical models to 
represent real-world or potential business taxes, targets and incentives of firms or 
individuals, and information spaces. It has developed a powerful and robust tool-
set that can identify and explain complex and potentially hidden effects of business 
taxation and its interactions with accounting and finance. Multi-player settings, such 
as game theory and agency theory (Bauer et al. 2018), have been incorporated into 
this research, as well as a refined modeling of risk, such as real options. This line of 
research is “alive and kicking” (see Niemann and Sailer 2023, in this issue). Inter-
estingly, the focus of modeling in business tax research seems to have shifted from 
providing tax planning recommendations for firms to providing explanations or 
predictions.

Empirical and experimental methods have significantly gained popularity in busi-
ness tax research (Wagner 2022). This shift has been accompanied by a greater focus 
on international research questions and settings. The growth of archival research is 
closely linked to the increased availability of financial microdata. In the same time, 
experimental research has become a well-established method in both general busi-
ness research and business tax research. In business tax research, the distinction 
between archival and experimental research is somehow blurred, as changes in the 
tax base, tax rate, or tax collection are often interpreted as plausibly exogenous vari-
ation in (often imperfect) field experiments. In general, the shift away from an engi-
neering-style tax planning approach towards an explanatory social science approach 
can be seen as a paradigm shift in the field.

While qualitative methods are commonly used in management research, they are 
still an underutilized approach in business tax research. Nevertheless, there has been 
some recent progress in this area.
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The advancement of empirical, experimental, and qualitative research methods 
in the field of business taxation holds great promise, but it also carries the risk of 
losing a theoretical foundation. In this regard, analytical tax research plays a cru-
cial role in ensuring that the analysis of determinants and effects of business taxes 
is conducted on a sound theoretical basis. The availability of analytical tools and 
empirical/experimental data for this purpose can encourage the development of new 
approaches in business tax research.

7  Entrepreneurship

Studies on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have always been an 
important component of business research in Germany. The term SME refers 
to the size of a company, typically measured as the number of employees, as 
sales revenues or as balance sheet total. While there are different definitions of 
an SME, e.g., from the OECD or from the Institut für Mittelstandsforschung in 
Bonn, most scholars agree that an SME has less than 500 employees and less than 
50  m Euros in sales revenues (Welge and Witt 2013, p. 186). In Germany, the 
term “Mittelstand” is frequently used synonymously for the term SMEs. How-
ever, some researchers and many practitioners also use the term “Mittelstand” 
to denote family-owned businesses. From a scholarly perspective, the two terms 
need to be differentiated clearly. SMEs are defined by their size. Family firms are 
defined by family ownership and/or family involvement in the management of the 
company (Hack 2009; Döring and Witt 2020). Empirically, both groups of com-
panies clearly overlap. Many family-owned businesses are also SMEs. But some 
family-owned firms are larger than SMEs, and some are even very large, stock-
listed companies.

The dominant goal of all SME studies is a comparison with large compa-
nies. Scholars tried (and still try) to find out if SME have size-specific disad-
vantages or advantages when competing with larger companies (Moog and Witt 
2013). The obvious difficulty for answering this research question stems from the 
large variety of SMEs. They are active in different industries, come from differ-
ent countries, pursue different business models, and have different organizational 
structures. Thus, many control variables and moderating variables need to be 
considered before a valid correlation between company size and corporate perfor-
mance can be established. Furthermore, a distinction is necessary between estab-
lished SMEs and start-ups. The relevant variables are age and growth ambitions. 
Entrepreneurship research predominantly deals with quickly growing start-ups, 
which technically qualify as SMEs, but want to become big corporations soon 
and therefore might behave very differently from established SMEs.

An important topic in SME research is employee relationships, which have 
been identified as a potential competitive advantage in several studies (Behrends 
2007). The idea is that SMEs can offer more interesting workplaces, less bureau-
cracy, and more personal contact to the owners. At the same time, SMEs have 
clear disadvantages when competing with large firms on the labor market. They 



1003

1 3

Recent developments in Business Economics  

have fewer financial and organizational resources, which might translate into 
lower salaries and fewer career options. An attractive company culture might be a 
factor to offset this disadvantage.

Another important area of SME research is marketing. SMEs may again have 
fewer resources, e.g., smaller advertising budgets or fewer advertising experts in-
house. However, they may also have competitive advantages over larger firms in 
the form of better customer orientation and closer customer relationships. Due 
to personal relationships between business owners and their customers as well 
as little bureaucracy, SMEs might be more flexible in their reactions to customer 
requests. They might also be able to create more customer loyalty via these per-
sonal relationships (Gilmore et al. 2001).

Another reoccurring topic in SME research is cooperation and networks. The 
idea is that SMEs try to overcome their resource restrictions by cooperating with 
other SMEs or larger companies. Due to smaller economies of scale and a less 
specialized workforce, SMEs may have difficulties in competing with larger firms 
when it comes to internationalization or large-scale R&D projects (Hummel et al. 
2013). Therefore, they could team up with other companies, i.e., collaborate or form 
networks. A very recent contribution to this line of research is the paper by David 
Audretsch and Christina Günther (2023) in this special issue. The authors investi-
gate SMEs’ internationalization and innovation strategies. They point out that con-
text matters and that inter-organizational collaborations help SMEs to compete with 
much larger companies.

Finally, government support for SMEs has been investigated repeatedly and in 
different contexts. The existence of competitive disadvantages for SMEs due to 
resource restrictions, especially in the areas of internationalization and innovation, 
can be seen as an indication of market failure and thus justify government sup-
port. This support can take many forms. The most typical form is a subsidy, e.g., 
a research grant or an export subsidy. However, these forms of public support for 
SMEs might be unnecessary, when SMEs do not have a competitive disadvantage, 
ineffective, when they do not achieve the economic policy goal, or inefficient, when 
they are more costly than other forms of support, e.g., tax breaks. Therefore, several 
studies have tried to evaluate existing subsidies for SMEs in terms of efficacy and 
efficiency (see, e.g., Hauser and Werner 2009).

8  Information systems

Information Systems (IS) is a discipline bridging business and information technol-
ogy research. It has evolved significantly over the past decades regarding its theo-
retical core, philosophical foundation and research focus. Yet, while the field is 
still discussing what it is – and should be – about (Becker et al. 2015; Hirschheim 
and Klein 2003), IS research has grown from a strong focus on particular types of 
organizational information technology (IT) to reflect, understand and navigate the 
far-reaching intended and unintended implications of ubiquitous digitization.

In the early years, the discipline was called MIS (Management Information Sys-
tems) in the United States. A timeline of the development of the international IS 
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community, as curated by the Association for Information Systems (AIS), highlights 
its roots in reference disciplines such as represented by the American Accounting 
Association (founded in 1916), the Academy of Management (1936), the Asso-
ciation of Computing Machinery (1947), and the Operations Research Society of 
America (1952).

The first dedicated MIS course was probably data processing offered by Charles 
Moore at the college of business at the University of Alabama in 1957. For this 
course, Moore “would bring his data processing students from Tuscaloosa (U of 
Alabama) to Starkville (Mississippi State) at night because Alabama did not have 
a computer yet” (AIS 2023a). The first PhD in MIS was awarded at Harvard Uni-
versity in 1965 (AIS 2023b). The “Association for Computing Machinery Special 
Interest Group on Management Information Systems” (ACM SIGMIS), founded 
in 1961, is considered the first dedicated IS research association and still thriving. 
Its long focus on ‘computer and people research’ reflects the overall shift from IT 
systems to socio-technical systems. Other constituting pillars in the discipline are 
research groups interested in decision sciences, development (e.g., the International 
Federation for Information Processing 8.2) and use (e.g., the Special Interest Group 
on Adoption and Diffusion of Information Technology) of IS. Industry cooperation 
also played an important role for the discipline from the beginning, especially the 
establishment of SIM (Society for Information Management) in 1968 or a donation 
by IBM of USD 2 million each for 13 US Universities to create Doctoral programs 
in the mid-1980s. In a similar development in Germany, the early 1960s saw the 
emergence of a dedicated field of study focusing on automation and organization 
that would later be called Wirtschaftsinformatik. The first faculty at a German Uni-
versity that explicitly uses the term opened at the University of Bamberg in 2001 as 
a business faculty spin-off (WI 2001).

Hirschheim and Klein (2012) have identified four eras of IS research from the 
1960s to 2010s. The first era, from the 1960s to the mid-1970s, was characterized 
by the new opportunities offered to organizations by mainframe computers and 
databases and mostly concerned with Decision Support Systems, Human-Computer 
Interaction and possibilities for automating systems development. Early research 
often used a systems, set-theoretic (“systemeering“) or cybernetic approach but 
also tried to integrate sociological perspectives to explain otherwise unexplainable 
relevant phenomena in “social-technical” systems’. The second era, mid-1970s to 
mid-1980s, was partly driven by the proliferation of PCs and added a focus on IS 
business value creation, IS impact and success, and related organizational designs. 
The third era, mid-1980 to late 1990s, extended the IS value strand in addressing 
the IT productivity paradox and asking if (and how) IS can provide any strategic 
competitive advantage beyond just being useful, identifying IT business alignment 
as a major non-technical IS success factor, and establishing outsourcing research 
and a stronger process-based view. This research phase was strongly shaped by the 
emergence of the public Internet and the early days of working over the Internet 
and E-Commerce. The fourth era, late 1990s to early 2010s, continued many former 
approaches but also reflected the new ubiquity of mobile computing. Much research 
hence was about electronic marketplaces, virtual teams and organizations but also 
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on globalization, cross-cultural IS and knowledge management as well as business 
intelligence.

Our Journal of Business Economics special issue on “The Impact of Information 
Systems and Technology in the E-Business Age” (Vol 85, Issue 4, May 2015) marks 
the emergence of the fifth era of IS research with diverse topics from IT-related 
burnout to capital market effects of IT capabilities. There have also been many 
calls for more research focused on societal and environmental goals, as reflected in 
the AIS adopting for Information and Communication Technology (ICT) a “grand 
vision of an ICT-Enabled Bright Society” (Lee 2015). The initiative motivated and 
created a series of panels, workshops and special issues in IS journals to look for 
ways towards a brighter IT-enabled future and “identify the major sources and risks 
and propose approaches that can drastically eliminate the problems”. Initially, the 
initiative had a strong emphasis on cybersecurity, privacy and security but also 
called for more research on how IT can help reduce energy consumption and carbon 
emissions.

Parallel to advances in technology shaping and being shaped by the IS field, the 
discipline matured in a long debate that circled around epistemology, the structural 
nature of theory and managerial relevance in IS research. At its core, the question 
was how to integrate different philosophical positions and opposing (ontologi-
cal, epistemological, socio-political) self-identities. Many researchers have argued 
to integrate such perspectives and dare to overcome stereotypes of traditional hard 
and somewhat softer social sciences (e.g., Lee 1991). As a result, very instructive 
contributions on, among others, the role of qualitative methods (e.g., Walsham 
1995, Klein and Myers 1999) and how to distinguish theories for (1) analyzing, 
(2) explaining, (3) predicting, (4) explaining and predicting, and (5) for design and 
action in IS (Gregor 2006) were instrumental in keeping the discipline rigorous and 
relevant for both, researchers and practitioners. After all, the IS field has evolved 
significantly over the past 60 years. On the one hand, this has followed the funda-
mental discussions about the scientific self-conception, the spectrum of methods and 
the theoretical core of the discipline. On the other hand, society, technology, and 
challenges have evolved. For example, modern IS is still concerned with business 
information systems (the “M” in the original MIS), but also with questions of the 
broader digitization of the world, including digital transformation, innovation and 
platform ecosystems, and the use of IT by private individuals (such as social media) 
and the related intended and unintended consequences (e.g., social media addiction, 
technostress).

This broader spectrum extends the scope of the bright-ICT initiative and is also 
reflected in the research tracks at current conferences. The most recent Interna-
tional Conference on Information Systems, the flagship conference of the discipline, 
was held under the motto of “Digitization for the Next Generation” and featured 
tracks covering the entire history of the field, including traditional areas such as “IS 
Design, Development, and Project Management”, newer topics such as “IS and the 
Future of Work” and also calls for “Societal Impact of IS” and “AI in Business and 
Society”. Similarly, the headline of the most recent German IS conference, WI 2022 
in Nürnberg, was “IS for Grand Challenges, Grand Challenges for IS”. The confer-
ence tracks were linked to the United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
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and included “Digital Health & Wellbeing”, “Digitalization & Human Rights”, 
“ICT and Responsible Consumption as well as Production”, and “Sustainable Infor-
mation Systems, Energy Informatics, and Climate Protection” (WI 2022).

These important topics set the stage for a sixth IS era. One recent example is 
the paper by Büsching et  al. (2023) in our special issue on “Business Economics 
in a Pandemic World” who show the possibilities but also challenges in using IS 
to fight COVID. Following this path, Daniel Veit, senior editor at the Journal of 
the Association for Information Systems, and Jason Thatcher, past president of the 
AIS, argue in their contribution to this special issue that we need more concerted 
IS research on sustainability. They call for going beyond studying the adoption of 
IT for sustainability to also understand sustainable behaviors, such as extending the 
lifecycle of technology, and probing the environmental costs of digitization. If we do 
so, Veit and Thatcher (2023) contend IS research will make important contributions 
to economic, social and environmental sustainability.

Considering the characteristic multi-disciplinarity of IS as a bridging discipline 
between Management, Computer Science and other fields, it seems in good shape to 
develop contributions for a better and more responsible digital world.

9  Business ethics

Scholars generally agree that the discipline of business ethics comprises both, the 
“is” and the “ought” of morality in business. The last decades have yielded fasci-
nating insights on how individuals and organizations do behave and have brought 
forward sound arguments on how they should behave. By now, we know a lot about 
relevant topics and theories as diverse as cooperation (Chaudhuri 2011), trust (Berg 
et al. 1995), fairness (Güth and Kocher 2014), ethical decision making (Bazerman 
and Gino 2012; Cremer and Tenbrunsel 2012; Treviño et al. 2006), normative busi-
ness ethics (Arnold et al. 2020, Brenkert and Beauchamp 2010), normative theories 
of the firm (Donaldson and Walsh 2015; Elms et  al. 2010; Pies et  al. 2021) and 
ethic-oriented leadership theories (Brown et al. 2005; Maak and Pless 2006).

The Journal of Business Economics has been part of both the positive and the 
normative debates. Be it with respect to methods in Business Ethics (Journal of 
Business Economics special issue on “Experimental (Business) Ethics” by Küpper 
and Schreck 2017), specific subdomains, such as sustainability (Journal of Business 
Economics special issue on “Frameworks for Sustainability Management: Analysing 
their Contribution” by Hörisch et  al., to be published in 2023), or specific topics, 
such as the ethics of digitization (Journal of Business Economics special issue on 
“The Ethics of Digitalization and Emerging Corporate Responsibilities in the Digi-
tal Age” by Schreck et al., to be published in 2024).

Despite the great advances we have observed in the field of business ethics, there 
is still a considerable gap between those working primarily empirically, and those 
working primarily normatively. On the one side, scholars mainly in areas such as 
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management, behavioral ethics, and behavioral economics, focus on analyzing the 
“is” of moral judgments and behavior, without addressing the normative implica-
tions of their positive work. On the other side, normative business ethics scholars 
focus on the “oughts” of judgment and behavior, without systematically discussing 
empirical restrictions on the individual and contextual levels.

To find solutions for the challenges of business ethics and understand its ques-
tions, both empirical and normative approaches are necessary. Many scholars have 
argued that the two fields need each other and should engage in true dialogue. In a 
nutshell, positive research cannot provide normative guidance on its own, while nor-
mative theory is incapable of implementing the ethically desirable without knowl-
edge on empirical restrictions (Dunfee and Donaldson 2002; Güth and Kliemt 2010; 
Schreck et al. 2013; Treviño and Weaver 1994; Weaver and Trevino 1994).

One particular question that has repeatedly been asked in business ethics 
in both positive and normative terms, is about the scope of companies’ social 
responsibilities: about which goals firms (should) pursue and about the kind of 
value they (should) create (Pies et al. 2021). Important controversies in the debate 
remain unsettled, mainly about which goals should be prioritized when they stand 
in conflict (Jensen 2002; Jones and Felps 2013), and whether pursuing some goals 
(like stakeholder value) may serve as a means towards the end of pursuing other 
goals (such a shareholder value).

Thomas Donaldson’s paper “Value creation and CSR,” submitted to the special 
issue at hand, makes an important contribution to this debate (Donaldson 2023). 
We are happy to have the contribution of our esteemed colleague, who has for 
long been a key protagonists in the business ethics literature, and who, together 
with various co-authors, has often sought to integrate positive and normative 
approaches (Donaldson 1994, 2012, Donaldson and Dunfee 1994, Donaldson and 
Preston 1995, Schreck et al. 2013).

Donaldson’s paper is remarkable. Not only because it provides a timely over-
view of the discussion to the interested reader, but mainly because it develops a 
novel conception of value creation that is truly inclusive: It aims at reconciling 
previously opposing views on which maxims firms should follow; and it offers a 
model that integrates facts (“is“) and values (“ought“). We believe this contribu-
tion is ideally suited to move the debate forward and to advance existing theories 
of Corporate Social Responsibility.

10  Conclusion

Looking back over the past two decades, it becomes clear how much the field of 
business economics has changed. New sub-disciplines have emerged and research 
questions have become more differentiated within these disciplines. Sustainabil-
ity and digitalization issues, in particular, have become prevalent in almost all 
areas of business research. The COVID-19 pandemic has also left its mark on the 
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field. Given these developments, we can continue to expect exciting and signifi-
cant research contributions to the subject of business research in general and in 
the Journal of Business Economics in particular.We look forward to continuing to 
participate in this with Günter Fandel!
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